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I f a global strategic realignment 
is taking shape, and a new 
global order emerging, one ele-
ment links Beijing and Riyadh. 

International relations have become 
more complex — “multi-polar” as 
some say — and emerging nations, 
particularly China and India in terms 
of size, and Saudi Arabia in terms of 
energy, are playing larger roles. 

Constructive alignments are 
among the forces of stability, moder-
nity and development — those who 
seek harmony and prosperity irre-
spective of political or ethnic differ-
ences. China and Saudi Arabia align 
in this constructive fashion. 

Saudi Arabia is more than 10 times 
the size of Guangdong province, yet 
with about 28 million people, has 
less than one-third of Guangdong’s 
population. The Kingdom of Saudi 
Arabia (its formal name) has no riv-
ers or lakes, but what it does have is 
ample resources of energy — plus its 
position in the Islamic and regional 
world.

While China is Saudi Arabia’s larg-
est customer for oil and Saudi Arabia 
is China’s largest supplier of oil — a 
trend that is expected to persist as 
growth continues to shift eastward 
— the foundation for a strategic Sino-
Saudi trade and investment relation-
ship goes broader and deeper. As 
China approaches the entire Middle 
East and North Africa region, par-

ticularly in agriculture and industry, 
Saudi Arabia, as the largest and most 
stable country in the region, is the 
natural hub.

With the largest GDP in the Arab 
world ($727 billion last year) — hav-
ing more than tripled during the past 
10 years — the kingdom is a member 
of the G20 and enjoys low inflation, a 
stable currency, low government debt, 
and a large foreign reserve position. 
Saudi Arabia is the largest recipient 
of foreign direct investment in the 
Middle East, and its policies and pro-
grams are designed to expand upon 
that advantage. The World Bank and 
the World Economic Forum give the 
kingdom high marks for economic 
reforms focused on improving the 
process of doing business. 

Saudi Arabia’s population is young 
and tech-savvy. With high Internet 
connectivity and extensive use of 
mobile devices, the kingdom offers 
both an excellent consumer market 
and a promising talent pool.

Exemplifying the Saudi vision is 
the Global Competitiveness Forum 
(GCF), held each year in Riyadh. GCF 
is the Kingdom’s most important eco-
nomic/business event, and this year 
it will feature a high-profile panel on 
Sino-Saudi business and investment 
opportunities (both directions). 

In its 7th year, the GCF hosts 
local and regional authorities and 
business leaders interacting with 
world-renowned global thought lead-
ers. For GCF 2014, to be held from 
Jan 18 to 20, the theme is “Building 

Competitive Partnerships” — in other 
words, investing in strategic alliances 
enables businesses to gain a com-
petitive advantage through access 
to partners’ resources, technologies, 
markets, and capital — and this is 
especially true for Sino-Saudi com-
merce of all kinds.

The GCF is an annual meeting 
of global business leaders, political 
leaders and selected intellectuals 
and journalists brought together 
to create a dialogue on the posi-
tive impact organizational and 
national competitiveness can have 
on economic and social develop-
ment, thus addressing how dimen-
sions of competitiveness can foster 
economic growth and sustainable 
development.

Founded in 2006 by the Saudi 
Arabian General Investment Author-
ity (SAGIA), the GCF tackles global 
issues in the context of each year’s 
theme. GCF 2014 highlights “Build-
ing Competitive Partnerships” — how 
nations unleash their competitive-
ness potential with effective partner-
ships between private and public 
sectors, building alliances for driving 
innovation, nurturing entrepreneur-
ship and cultivating employment, 
while striking the right balance 
between government regulations 
and fostering an attractive business 
environment that allows for private 
sector freedom and growth. All these 
issues are vital for China, especially 
in its new phase of reform and devel-
opment announced this month.

Specific GCF issues include iden-
tifying pockets of local competitive-
ness; promoting model factories 
and SMEs to drive growth and new 
jobs; prioritizing sustainable invest-
ments for the future; shaping brand 
images and addressing consumer 
perceptions; and planning for “suc-
cess beyond borders” in a globalized 
world.

At GCF 2014, SAGIA Governor 
Abdullatif Al-Othman will describe a 
new Saudi approach to investments, 
with incentive categories leveraging 
government expenditures to foster 
local content, and expanding the 
energy value chain to include inten-
sive manufacturing.

We believe that Sino-Saudi rela-
tions are a foundational building 
block of the new world order — 
which is confirmed by its resilience 
despite Middle East turbulence — 
and that Sino-Saudi business will 
become increasingly significant. The 
Saudi Ambassador to China, Yahya 
Al-Zaid, stressed, “There is a natural 
partnership between our two coun-
tries, a mutual interdependence that 
is founded on energy but is becoming 
broader and deeper.”

Saudi officials call for “interde-
pendence through cross-investments, 
open trade and cultural exchange” 
with China as “the cornerstones of 
stronger global cooperation in the 
realm of energy.” The Saudis do not 
consider themselves as merely sellers 
of oil to China, but rather as strategic 
partners whose multifaceted rela-

tionships with China are founded on 
“mutual respect, mutual dependence 
and mutual benefit”, as explained by 
Khalid Al-Falih, the CEO of Saudi 
Aramco, the world’s largest energy 
company (owned by the Saudi gov-
ernment).

Reflecting the growing bonds 
between Saudi Arabia and China, 
the Saudi pavilion at Expo 2010 
Shanghai was striking. It featured 
Arabic calligraphy, classic poetry, and 
contemporary art, and it housed the 
largest immersive motion picture 
screen in the world — introducing 
Saudi Arabia to the Chinese visitors. 
According to custom, when Expo is 
over, all pavilions are dismantled. But 
the Saudi and China pavilions, each 
magnificent, remain, as if symbol-
izing a stable new alignment of the 
global order.
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