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ABSTRACT

China currently attaches special importance to Iran. This issue stems from Iran’s
geopolitical and geoeconomic position. In this regard, the participation of the Islamic
Republic of Iran in this initiative has always been sought by the Chinese. The signing
of the 25-year cooperation document between Iran and China, between the Islamic
Republic of Iran—as an oil-rich country with regional influence but under U.S.
sanctions—and China as a global power but under U.S. pressure, created a new
strategic pressure in West Asia for the United States and its allies. Since the geography
and position of Sistan and Baluchestan play an important role in the route of China’s
grand Belt and Road plan, the issue of this study is to probe the opportunities and
challenges of the 25-year cooperation document between Iran and China with emphasis
on the position of Sistan and Baluchestan. This research was conducted using a
descriptive-analytical method and the required data were collected through library
research. The results of the study indicate that there exists a kind of relationship based
on mutual economic dependence between Iran and China that appears noteworthy
because its severance would entail costs for both parties. On the other hand, the long
historical relationship between the two countries in cultural, political, and economic
domains creates a clear prospect for further strengthening of relations.

Research Questions:

1.  What are the opportunities and challenges of the 25-year cooperation document
between Iran and China with emphasis on the position of Sistan and
Baluchestan?

2. What is the outlook of the 25-year cooperation document between Iran and
China considering the historical cultural and artistic relations of the two
countries?

Research Objectives:

1. To identify the opportunities and challenges of the 25-year cooperation
document between Iran and China with emphasis on the position of Sistan and
Baluchestan.

2. To examine the historical and cultural outlook of the 25-year cooperation
document between Iran and China.
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Introduction

With the end of the Cold War and the collapse of the Soviet Union, a new order centered
on the globalization of the economy and capitalism emerged and, consequently, new
opportunities and issues appeared; moreover, geopolitics at the global scale acquired a
geoeconomic character, meaning that the economic function of places grants them
geopolitical weight. Geoeconomics is the analysis of states’ economic strategies for
decision-making within a political environment, aimed at protecting the national
economy. A country that can gain sufficient access to geoeconomic resources can create
a strategic and hegemonic influence for itself and compel other countries to follow and
cooperate with it. China is one of the powers whose position in international politics is
advancing at an astonishing pace. A review of China’s contemporary developments
indicates that this country has experienced considerable economic growth, especially
over the past quarter century, and seeks to translate its economic power into military
and political power within the international system. In this regard, one of the most
important initiatives of this country is the Belt and Road project, which has provoked
extensive debate in the think tanks and decision-making centers of various countries.

On 28 March 2015, China’s most comprehensive official guideline for the “Belt and
Road” initiative, entitled “Vision and Actions on Jointly Building the Silk Road
Economic Belt and the 21st-Century Maritime Silk Road,” was published by the
Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the Ministry of Commerce of China. Part of the main
objective of the plan includes the integration of China, Central Asia, Russia, and Europe
and establishing connections between China and the Persian Gulf and the
Mediterranean via Central Asia, as well as links with Southeast Asia, South Asia, and
the Indian Ocean.

The Chinese government describes the Belt and Road Initiative as a proposal to achieve
economic convergence in the region and a win-win outcome for all its actors, and it
seeks to realize this ambitious idea by encouraging regional countries to join and
actively advance the project. This initiative has been introduced with the aim of
implementing friendly policies toward regional and global countries, and the Chinese
government consistently presents the Belt and Road Initiative as a proposal under which
each country is free to decide whether to join. (NDRC, 2015).

The Belt and Road Initiative, which Chinese scholars and policymakers regard as a
“proposal” for the countries involved, is not only presented as the vanguard of China’s
foreign policy but has also been taken into consideration by many countries in shaping
their strategic foreign policy orientations.
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China currently attaches special importance to Iran, which stems from Iran’s
geopolitical and geoeconomic position (Baijie, 2016). In this regard, the participation
of the Islamic Republic of Iran in this initiative has always been sought by the Chinese
(Xinhua, 2017; Eurasianet, 2017).

“Iran is strategically located between two oil-rich regions, the Persian Gulf and the
Caspian Sea; a region that the Chinese refer to as the energy Silk Road. Beijing officials
consider Iran a key node in the Belt and Road plan; therefore, they seek to increase road,
transport, and railway connections and even to establish a naval base on one of Iran’s
islands. Iran regards this plan as a strategic opportunity for its region, its surrounding
environment, and, at the macro level, for creating balance in international
political-economic trends, because historically it has been an important country along
this route, and reviving this position in the form of the Silk Road Economic Belt can
help restore the country’s geoeconomic status. Iran’s positive strategic attitude toward
this plan and its welcome of it can be considered a precondition for practical and
technical cooperation between the two countries.

“Utilizing the capabilities of the Chinese side while minimizing the marginalization of
our country’s economy requires the formulation of a strategy based on understanding
and aimed at win-win outcomes.” (Adibi, 2011: 15). Under current conditions, given a
kind of linkage based on mutual dependence between Iran and China, the two countries
signed the 25-year cooperation document on the fiftieth anniversary of the
establishment of diplomatic relations. Undoubtedly, no country enters into any deal or
contract that does not bring it benefits, and Tehran and Beijing are no exception to this
rule. The 25-year cooperation document between Iran and China has advantages for
both countries. By signing this document, Tehran and Beijing neutralized U.S. efforts
to 1solate the two countries and contributed to the gradual erosion of sanctions.

The signing of this 25-year agreement between the Islamic Republic of Iran—as an
oil-rich country with regional influence but under U.S. sanctions—and China as a global
power but under U.S. pressure creates a new strategic pressure in West Asia for the
United States and its allies. This agreement, even if purely economic, also yields
numerous political benefits for the country which, if handled prudently and with a keen
perspective and timely exploitation of opportunities while safeguarding interests, can
be highly beneficial; although one cannot deny the benefits of this agreement for the
Chinese side as well, without which the agreement would not have been reached.

On the other hand, Sistan and Baluchestan is a land of myths and epics, a center of urban
gatherings and a bridge linking West Asia with India and China, and a passage for large
commercial caravans, including the land and maritime routes of the Silk Road. The vast
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province of Sistan and Baluchestan lies on the route of two of the world’s three major
transit corridors, which positions the Milak—Chabahar axis as a transit road in the
Southeast Development Plan. This region, due to its strategic characteristics and
location, holds great importance from geopolitical, geostrategic, and geoeconomic
perspectives. Sistan and Baluchestan and the Milak—Chabahar axis constitute a
geographic space with a geopolitical role. Since the geography and position of the
Islamic Republic of Iran play an important role in the route of China’s grand Belt and
Road plan, the main question of this study is: What are the opportunities and challenges
of the 25-year cooperation document between Iran and China with emphasis on the
position of Sistan and Baluchestan?

A review of prior research indicates that no independent work with this exact title has
yet been written. However, studies have examined the Iran—China relationship. Amini
and Gholami (2020) identified the most important factors affecting Iran—China
defense-security cooperation as the geopolitical and geostrategic positions of the two
countries, China’s status in the international system, the new U.S. strategy in the Asia
region, and the two countries’ consensus on the central role of the United Nations.

From Xi Jinping’s perspective (2015), Iran and China should strengthen policy
coordination and continue to support each other’s principled considerations so as to
achieve greater consensus and establish a firmer foundation for bilateral cooperation.

In this context, Singh (2019) argues that this project is not an opportunity for India but
rather a potential threat and a competitive structure in the region for India. Mark Beeson
(2018), in his examination of Chinese-characterized geoeconomics, states that the Belt
and Road project is China’s grand strategic game that can, on a geoeconomic basis,
create a significant transformation in international relations. Richard Hu (2017) studied
China’s Belt and Road strategy and its opportunities and challenges for India, asserting
that this strategy will increase China’s influence in the Indian Ocean and jeopardize
India’s interests.

The research method in this study is based on the use of library and archival sources
and descriptive analysis of the data. This research addresses the subject at the theoretical
level using a descriptive-analytical method, and the necessary data and information
were collected through the study of books, articles, and theses related to the research
topic.
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Conclusion

Iran and China, as two important countries and influential actors at regional and
international levels, have enjoyed a notable and remarkable history of expanding
bilateral relations over recent decades. The 25-year cooperation document between Iran
and China was signed on the fiftieth anniversary of diplomatic relations, given a form
of linkage based on economic and political complementarity between the two countries.
This document has presented Iran with opportunities and challenges that must be
studied scientifically. With the increasing role of geoeconomics in the geopolitical
developments of the twenty-first century and the influence of geoeconomic factors on
power relations in the region, China currently attaches special importance to Iran, which
stems from Iran’s geopolitical and geoeconomic position. Iran is strategically located
between two oil-rich regions, the Persian Gulf and the Caspian Sea; a region that the
Chinese refer to as the energy Silk Road. According to Robert Kaplan, considering the
importance of energy on the one hand and the vast volume of maritime trade—
especially due to the growing economic roles of India and China—the Indian Ocean
will be the focal point of competition among great powers in the future. For this reason,
many of China’s geopolitical and geostrategic considerations are directed toward the
Middle East, the Persian Gulf and its resources, and Iran’s pivotal role in this region.
Another reason for the importance of this agreement is that it connects Iran to the Belt
and Road Initiative as a tool for exerting global influence. Iran shares borders with
fifteen countries and has access to broad routes for sending goods from West Asia to
Europe, and it can play an important role in the new Silk Road. Given Iran’s significant
role in power relations in the Indian Ocean in the twenty-first century, this presents a
suitable opportunity to emerge from isolation, establish interaction and cooperation
with other regional and extra-regional actors, and help elevate Iran’s status and increase
its geopolitical weight. Considering the pristine condition of the Makran coasts and their
geopolitical role in the twenty-first century, Sistan and Baluchestan and the Makran
coasts, as a large space for Iran’s development and progress, play an important role. On
the other hand, given the risk of missed opportunities due to competition over the
Chabahar Gulf among geographic spaces such as Gwadar, Salalah, etc., and the
necessity of developing the southeast of the country, it becomes essential to examine
the opportunities and challenges that this document brings for Sistan and Baluchestan
Province. The results of this research enable planners, decision-makers, and diplomatic
policymakers to identify factors that, by monitoring and scanning environmental
changes and developments, will allow them to recognize opportunities, threats,
capabilities, competencies, and capacities and to intelligently consider the level, scope,
and intensity of cooperation with China.
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