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Introduction 

China’s demand for oil is around 9.7 million barrels per day (bpd) in the first quarter of 2012, 

of which 6 million bpd needs to be imported. The country’s oil consumption constantly rises 

since the economic reforms of Deng Xiaoping and reached alarming levels in the past few 

years: since 1993 China is unable to cover its needs from its own resources and became an oil 

exporter country and since the first years of the 21st century the share of imported oil 

exceeded 50% of the oil demand. 

Chinese growth is seemingly unstoppable, the country’s oil consumption grows by 7.5% per 

year, seven times faster than that of the US and the ability to provide its own needs is limited 

by the fact that its proven oil reserves are immensely tiny in relation to its consumption and 

future needs. (Vörös, 2011a)  

To fuel its economy and to supply the oil consumption of the terribly growing number of cars, 

China imports from various oil exporters of the world, among the biggest are Saudi-Arabia, 

Angola, Iran, Oman, Iraq, Sudan and Russia. Although Beijing imports oil via pipelines from 

Russia and Central Asia, approximately the 80% of the imports arrive on China’s most 

important trade route on the Indian Ocean via the Malacca Strait and the South China Sea. 

The paper focuses on this Sea Line of Communication (SLOC), describes the challenges 

Beijing’s trade has to face from the African Coast or from the Middle East suppliers until the 

shipment can reach the Chinese ports. 

 

Challenges on Water 

Beijing has several national and international objectives according to its maritime trade 

routes. First of all, it is elemental to secure these waterways to feed the economy to maintain 

the supremacy of the Communist Party. To reach this, Beijing supports the principle of the 

free waterways, but its main sea line of communication is vulnerable. This 12000-km-long 

trade route erects from the African coasts and from Middle East ports via the Indian Ocean 

through the Malacca Strait (or other Straits in the region) and the South China Sea and is 

threatened by several actors. The South China Sea is important for China as a Gate to the raw 

materials and also as a potential oil and gas producer area, and the shipping through the sea is 

endangered by the different claims of the countries in the region. The Malacca Strait as a 



narrow route is dangerous because of pirates and the closing of the Strait would add expensive 

extra kilometers to the route. Beijing fears that its objectives will be jeopardised by the 

emerging India on the Indian Ocean, and the trade route is also under threat at the Strait of 

Hormuz and at the Horn of Africa where piracy is ’crucial’ than ever.  

Recently China’s ability to defend and secure its SLOC is limited, the Chinese Navy is still 

limited in size, scope and equipment and Beijing is unable to maintain presence far from its 

borders, especially on international waters. To solve its weaknesses, China cooperates with 

regional countries to secure the routes, develops additional trade routes to diversificate and 

builds up international ports and bases that could be used for Chinese vessels to dock and to 

control the waters and routes. 

At this time China does not threaten others’ security (except for the situation at the South 

China Sea), actually, it is Beijing who feels it is being threatened in ensuring access to energy 

markets and raw materials and in securing maritime transport corridors.  

 

The South China Sea 

The South China Sea was labelled as a potential hot-spot in the 1970s, and the disputes over 

waters and islands caused several hot days in the past. The long debate is about the 

supposedly resource-rich international waters and two group of islands, the Paracel Islands 

and Spratly Islands. China claims the whole area for itself while the concerned countries also 

would like to have their own territories, as Graph 1. shows. 

 
Graph 1. The South China Sea Dispute 
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After the China–Association of South-East Asian Nations (ASEAN) Free-Trade Agreement 

was signed, with which the world’s largest free-trade area by population came into effect in 

2010, it seemed that the problem would be easily solved between the economic partners: The 

agreement between China and the ten-country ASEAN covers nearly 1.9 billion people and 

China emerged as ASEAN’s largest trading partner and thanks to the agreement, the trade 

between the two partners grow with 55%. But in 2011 tensions gathered again as Chinese 

vessels stopped and halted Vietnamese and Philippines research and fishing boats. Even 

several demonstrations were organized in Vietnam against Beijing causing diplomatic faction. 

Why are these islands are so important for Beijing? Because China regards the area as 

its”South Gate” through which its crude oil imports are shipped and “fears” “the actions of the 

[...] other claimant states whose ties with external powers such as the United States and Japan 

place the security of China’s southern gate at risk.” (Buszynski, 2010) Moreover, the hopes of 

exploiting the possible oil and gas reserves of the South China Sea also makes the waters and 

islands very attractive for Beijing.  

So, the South China Sea is still a potential hot-spot, and is not just essential because of its gate 

role, but also important for the “hungry” economy because of the raw materials. 

 

The Strait of Malacca 

“The Malacca Strait is a narrow and congested waterway separating Indonesia and Malaysia, 

with Singapore located at its southern tip. As the shortest route between the Indian and Pacific 

oceans, the strait is one of the world’s most important waterways.” (Storey, 2006) More than 

50,000 merchant ships transit the strait each year, carrying approximately 40% of global 

trade1. For China, the free permeability of the Strait is inevitable for trade and the Chinese 

leaders, as well as specialists know well, the energy supply of Beijing is really vulnerable, 

especially at the Strait. A Chinese newspaper, the China Youth Daily noted in 2004: “It is no 

exaggeration to say that whoever controls the Strait of Malacca will also have a stranglehold 

on the energy route of China”2  

For a few years now the area is also witnessing an upsurge in pirate attacks and the lack of 

security, the number of attacks caused serious concerns, that terrorist groups might build up 

connection with pirates to disrupt maritime traffic, effecting global trade crisis. The concerns 
                                                           
1 Malacca Strait is a strategic 'chokepoint'. Reuters. http://in.reuters.com/article/2010/03/04/idINIndia-

46652220100304 
2 China Youth Daily, June 15, 2004 



led the affected states, Indonesia, Malaysia, and Singapore, who are benefiting from the 

traffic, to guarantee strait security. Thanks to the established patrols in the Strait, the number 

of attacks declined, but the Strait remained a threat. In 2010 news of a possible terrorist attack 

emerged and as Bill Tarrant noted, “the ability of Singapore, Indonesia and Malaysia to 

ensure security in a waterway of such geopolitical importance has been complicated by their 

own competing territorial claims and rivalries. All three countries, for instance, have had 

territorial disputes over islands and waters that have wound up in court or in naval 

confrontations”. (Tarrant, 2010) To resolve security issues, beside the United States, Japan 

and India, China also offered to maintain military presence in the Strait, but the role of 

external powers in the Strait is not welcomed by the neighbouring states, nor the regional 

powers. 

To reduce the vulnerability, Beijing tries to diversify not only its energy imports, but the 

energy routes as well. Therefore, they considered creating an alternative transit route and 

Burma just fits for this role, to bypass the Malacca Strait. After arrangements made with the 

Burmese leaders China agreed to build a gas and a parallel oil pipeline in the summer of 2009. 

The 771-km-long pipelines will start near Kyaukphyu, run through Mandalay, Lashio, and 

Muse in Burma before entering China, Yunnan province, with an estimated cost around $2.5 

billion. Eventually the Burma-China pipeline is a jackpot for Beijing: not only allows for 

appr. 250000 bpd to bypass the Malacca Straits, but through the gas pipeline, China is also 

able to import gas from the Burmese Shwe oil fields.  

 
Graph 2. The Pipelines in Burma 



 
Source: www.earthrights.org 

The pipelines are already under construction and will be operational by 2014 or 2015, but the 

project also has its security issues. First of all, the construction is endangered by the fighting 

between Myanmar forces and rebels, although according to Chinese officials, the construction 

has been proceeding smoothly. But recent days several protests were held worldwide to 

postpone the project because of serious concerns over human rights abuses as well as the 

social, economic and environmental impacts of the project. As the protesters noted: “The 

Shwe Gas will be exported to China while around 75% of the population is not receiving 

electricity from the national grid”.3 

 

The Indian Ocean 

Beijings feels, its trade through the Indian Ocean is vulnerable and would be in danger during 

a global crisis. The country also faces with the emerging India looking for the same sources, 

with Delhi developing and upgrading its navy. India’s situation and aspirations are similar to 

Beijing’s. India also has a rapidly developing economy and also relies heavily on imported oil 

and as estimates suggests, Delhi would need to import more than 90% of its oil demand in 

two decades. China has growing influence on shipping lanes throughout the Indian ocean, 

leading several countries to express unease about the safety of oil and supply shipments in the 

                                                           
3 Protests against destructive Chinese pipelines in Burma. Aliran.com. http://aliran.com/8523.html 



region. Beijing wants to safeguard its maritime lanes of trade from, and to reach this aim, 

started to create several naval bases and trade ports, called the String of Pearls.  

This strategic move involves the establishment of a series of ’bases’ throughout a region. 

Each base is a “pearl” in the string, enhancing China’s ability to control its routes. But the 

strategy not only helps Beijing to control the route but also to raise its influence in the region, 

gaining more partnerships. As a strategy, the String of Pearls includes several things: “the first 

is increased access to airfields and ports. This may be accomplished by building new facilities 

or through establishing cordial relations with other nations to ensure access to their ports. In 

some cases, the strategy involves heavily subsidizing construction of new port and airfield 

facilities in other countries, with the understanding that these facilities will be made readily 

available as needed. Developing better diplomatic relations is also a crucial step in a string of 

pearls strategy. Partly, this is undertaken to ensure that shipping lanes and airspace remain 

free and clear. It may also be used to soothe concerns about a rapidly expanding string of 

pearls, and to establish solid trade and export agreements which may ultimately benefit both 

nations.”4 

China’s pearls consist of a container shipping facility in Chittagong (Bangladesh), a 

construction of a deep water port in Sittwe (Myanmar), the construction of a navy base in 

Gwadar (Pakistan) and the Hambantota port (Sri Lanka). 
 

Graph 3. The String of Pearls 

 
Source: Edited by the Author 

                                                           
4 http://www.wisegeek.com/what-is-a-string-of-pearls-strategy.htm 



 

To be successful, China not only needs to establish naval bases but also needs a naval army 

which is capable of maintaining and holding positions and is able to implement actions in case 

of a crisis. The strategy and China’s modernized military and growing presence through the 

Indian Ocean worries the states of the region, especially worries India. These ports could be 

upgraded to permanent naval bases at any time, and China could also use these bases to 

threaten India’s security or the United States’s pivotal role in the region. But their steps are 

not threating until now, because Beijing’s ambitions are defensive in nature — the bases are 

created to decrease sea-lane vulnerabilities. The objectives of the strategy are to develop 

capabilities to deter the state that would interdict in China’s strategic trade, to secure and 

protect the country’s energy interests and to establish dominion in the region. “The ‘String of 

Pearls’ thus provides China an integrated defence strategy that would enhance its maritime 

presence reinforcing its trade and security strategy. The ‘String of Pearls’ provides China with 

a reinforced access in every region where its maritime trade plies. It serves as a reminder to its 

rivals and adversaries a stark reminder that China would use ruthless methods to capture 

access.” (Prabhakar, 2009) 

 

The Strait of Hormuz 

The strait is simply the most important chokepoint of the world, offers a maritime link 

between the oil-rich Persian Gulf countries and the oil importer countries. Huge oil tankers 

from all over the globe carry approximately 15-17 million barrels of oil5 every day (20% of 

the total oil supply) through the Strait. It is vital not only for the importer countries but also 

for five of the biggest oil producers: Iran, Iraq, Saudi Arabia, Kuwait and the United Arab 

Emirates ships almost all of their energy exports through there. 

The security of the Strait has been a priority for the West for long years now and since the 

economic growth of Eastern countries (China, India) it is substantial for these emerging 

countries as well. The shutting of the waterway would cause serious economic problems and 

with the recent relations between Iran and the West, the possibility of this happening had 

become real. Tehran last tried to sabotage the trade in the 1980s during the conflict with the 

Saddam Hussein led Iraq. The Iranian army targedet Iraqi vessels and started to plant mines in 

the shipping lanes. An American frigate almost sank thanks to a mine, this event made the 

                                                           
5 ‘Bypassing Strait of Hormuz, impossible’. Presstv.ir, http://www.presstv.ir/detail/225644.html 



Americans to start Operation Praying Mantis and destroyed several frigates and even oil 

platforms, destroying the economy of Iran. Today, the Iranian navy is much more equipped.  

The implementation of American and European oil embargo against Tehran in response to its 

nuclear program would snap its economy, so the mining of the Strait is an option again. As 

the Reuters cited Iran’s top naval commander, Habibollah Sayyari, “Closing the Strait of 

Hormuz for Iran’s armed forces is really easy… or as Iranians say it will be easier than 

drinking a glass of water”.6 

The possibility of blocking the routes is huge, the modern garbage-can-size mines can be 

easily planted and even if no big disaster happens, it would take some day for the American 

Navy to clear the Strait closing the trade routes for this time. But analysts think, blocking the 

route with mines is not going to happen (unless an attack against nuclear facilities happens), 

Tehran will going to find another solutions to avoid sanctions, probably selling more oil for 

the emerging Asian economies which would like to ignore the embargo of the West. However 

regarding the conflict between Tehran and Washington (and the Western world) this is just 

short-term solution. 

As for China, the free shipping through the Strait is of most importance, but their potential to 

react on events is limited due to the fact that the security of the waterway is controlled by the 

US Navy. To change this situation, China designed the last part of its String of Pearls strategy, 

a Naval Base and Port at Gwadar, Pakistan. The role of this Base is to station Chinese Navy 

vessels as a naval outpost close to the Strait and to transit oil in pipelines through Pakistan to 

China. These are mid-term goals, but the construction of the port has already finished and 

Beijing financed nearly 80% of the works and Beijing can win more than just a Naval Port 

close to the Strait: it is also a port fitting best to reach Central Asia and their raw materials. 

The geopolitical importance of Pakistan and Gwadar is growing: “Despite having vast 

amounts of gas, oil reserves and other resources, the former Soviet states that now constitute 

Central Asia are largely underdeveloped due to their landlocked locations. The emergence of 

Gwadar promises to open up the Arabian sea to every landlocked nation in Central Asia, as 

well as giving China a much shorter route to the Arabian sea. In other words the very heart of 

the Asian continent will open up to the world.”7 

 
                                                           
6 Hafezi, Parisa (2011): Shutting down oil exports ‘easier than drinking a glass of water’: Iran navy chief. 

National Post. http://news.nationalpost.com/2011/12/28/shutting-down-oil-exports-easier-than-drinking-a-glass-

of-water-iran-navy-chief/ 
7 Geostrategic Gwadar. http://gwadarcity.info/geostrategic-gwadar/ 



Piracy at Africa’s Horn 

An increase in piracy off the Coast of Somalia has made these waters the most dangerous in 

the world for cargo ships. Political and social crisis in Somalia led to the rise of violent 

events: some of the pirates are unemployed people or former fishermen, “who say they have 

been put out of business by trawlers from around the world taking advantage of the lack of 

government in Somalia to scoop up all the fish in its territorial waters” (BBC, 2011). The 

scale of the piracy is enermous: there were 151 attacks on ships in 2011, compared to 127 in 

2010 and (in 2011) pirates earned 146 million USD. Recently 10 vessels and 159 hostages are 

being held. As for the number of the pirates, an estimated 3000 to 5000 operate in the area. 

(Gardner, 2012) 

The uncertanity though affects not only the Chinese trade, but the global trade as well: a 

serious rise in the prices could happen, the insurance prices have already manifolded and a 

trend in the Somali piracy is alarming: Pirates are getting more ransom for the ships and 

crews, and because of this they are escalating their attacks. (Besenyő-Kiss, 2009) The aims of 

Somali pirates are very clear: ransom for hostages (and ships) only. “They are not interested 

in stealing the cargo and/or reusing the ship for other purposes” (International Expert Group 

on Piracy off the Somali Coast, 2008), as it happens in Asia in several cases.  

“The International Maritime Bureau (IMB) is advising ship owners to adopt measures such as 

having lookouts or travelling at speeds which would allow them to outrun the pirates. 

However, the pirates move extremely quickly and often at night and so it is sometimes too 

late before the crew has realised what has happened. Once the pirates have taken control of a 

ship, military intervention is complicated because of the hostages on board.” (BBC, 2011) 

Because of the global effects of the piracy, a multinational coalition task force was formed 

and established a Maritime Security Patrol Area (MSPA) at the area. This response has 

brought a rare unity by countries, a cooperation that has never seen before. The peace and 

stability in the region is in vital interest of the international community and of China as well 

(Tarrósy, 2011) so in total almost 30 countries has contributed to the Coalition since the start 

of it for various lengths of time. The most personnel was sent by the United States, China and 

the United Kingdom. The task force was able to step up against the pirates and even prevent 

ships during pirate-attacks ans thanks to their work, around 1000 pirates have been captured 

and most of them are going through legal processes abroad not to let them rejoin pirate 

groups. But the coalition was unable to end the situation, the pirates are more equipped and 

are not afraid of attacking huge tankers as well, further from the Coast than in the past. The 



coalitions task is not easy: patrolling approximately 8.3m km2 of ocean, an area about the size 

of Western Europe. (Gardner, 2012) 

For China, the situation is interesting, the country’s foreign policy, the principle of non-

alignment, the respect of national sovereignty might change. As Chen Bingde, the chief of 

general staff of China’s People’s Liberation Army noted: “For counter-piracy campaigns to be 

effective, we should probably move beyond the ocean and crash their bases on the land’. It is 

not the kind of statement we used to hear from China according to interventions (Lybia, 

Syria) and could show the rising China becoming more responsible, acting like a superpower - 

in order to prevent the trade route and also to help increasing trust towards Beijing. 

 

Conclusions 

The Chinese government depends on preventing energy routes to keep its legitimacy and 

pursue the great power ambitions. At present, China lacks the naval power necessary to 

protect its sea lanes of communication which has its weak points at several locations. They 

fear that during an international security crisis maritime routes and ships carrying energy 

resources could be in danger, and a disruption in the flow of energy could endanger their 

economic growth. To decrease the effect of possible lockdowns, Beijing tries to diversify its 

routes at all points and as we could see with the String of Pearls strategy, tries to develop an 

army that can maintain presence at important chokepoints. 

These projects and plans will be effective in mid-terms and what underpins the succesfulness 

of the Chinese international relations is the fact, that the facilities and ports will not only serve 

as naval bases but also strategic trade ports, through which Beijing will be able to import raw 

materials – not only from the recent exporters, but also from the countries and regions the 

pipelines affect (Myanmar, Central Asia). 

Until these projects are still unfinished, Beijing’s sea lanes of communication is vulnerable 

and dangerous. 
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