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 Executive Summary
‘Look East’ policy has gained momentum post the 
global financial crisis as the gulf states realised the 
need to diversify their economic links to reduce 
their dependence on West. In this regard, Chinese 
economy that has registered staggering growth 
over the decades offers plenty of opportunities. 
Civil trade between China and Kuwait began as 
early as 1955, and investments and trade between 
Kuwait and China have grown over the years. 
Dignitaries from Kuwait have visited China to 

reinforce the bilateral ties, and have entered into 
several agreements on economic and technical co-
operation, oil and natural gas and environmental 
protection to mutually support and benefit. Since 
then the total trade between the countries has 
increased from USD 1.6bn in 2006 to USD 11bn in 
2016 representing a CAGR of 11%. Kuwait majorly 
exports oil and related products to China, and 
imports telecom equipment, capital good and 
electronics.

Opportunities in the Kuwait infrastructure sector, 
has led Chinese companies, in collaboration 
with domestic firms, bid and execute major 
construction work. Recently, China’s largest 
bank, ICBC inaugurated its branch in Kuwait. 
China’s Sinopec signed a USD 9bn oil refining 
and petrochemical joint venture with Kuwait 
Petroleum Corporation (KPC), and that remains 
the landmark deal between the two countries. 
Kuwait Investment Authority leads Kuwait 
investments in China, and to capitalize on the 
opportunities offered by China, it has opened a 
representative office in Beijing. Further, Kuwait is 
the biggest foreign investor in China’s renminbi 

market, with a total of USD 2.5bn investment 
quota. Kuwait’s oil wealth and China’s thirst for 
oil, as well as the prospects of higher returns on 
investments in China underline the key to the 
rapidly growing economic relationship between 
the two countries1. Kuwait could benefit from the 
lessons of China’s growth from a regional power 
to a global power, of rising significance, which 
happened on the foundations of investments 
in education, and research and development. 
Automation in manufacturing, development of 
service sector, improvements in healthcare are 
other areas where Kuwait could learn from its 
Asian trade partner.

1 Middle East Institute
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Kuwait-China: The Future

Lessons from China

Investing in Higher 
Education

Transition from an economy based on cheap labor and low skills, to a 
technology and innovation-oriented economy
Study in China plan aims to attract 500,000 International students by 2020
600 Chinese universities working in partnership with foreign institutions, 
offering over 1,100 joint programs 

From a regional 
super-power to 
global super-power

Network of railways, roads, pipelines, and utility grids to link China, 
Central Asia, West Asia, and parts of South Asia
One Belt and One Road (OBOR) aims to create the world’s largest plat-
form for economic cooperation

Getting into the 
premier league of 
global elites for R&D

China increased its share of global R&D from 2.5 percent to 19.6 percent, 
since the mid-90s
Chinese government increasing its R&D spending in order to create jobs 
for its workforce
U.S and China account for almost half of the estimated global R&D expen-
diture

Leading the renew-
able energy space

China’s investment in renewable energy is USD 102.9Bn, or 36% of the 
world total. 
China has invested heavily in wind and solar energy

Potential Tie-Ups

Kuwait should play 
an active role in the 
OBOR project

Development of Mubarak Al-Kabeer Port at Boubyan Island will allow for 
easier access to the Red Sea
Kuwait could also look at becoming a part of the land based Silk Road 
Economic Belt 

Transnational 
investments in R&D 
would be beneficial 
for both these coun-
tries

Kuwait could look at possible tie-ups with Chinese universities for 
research and development activities

SABIC already has a tie-up with Dalian Institute of Chemical Physics in 
Petrochemical Research

Increase invest-
ments in renewable 
energy space

Kuwait has a desert and arid climate that is suitable for production of 
solar power
The gulf state has adopted an ambitious vision to generate 15 percent of 
its total energy needs by 2030, and could benefit from China's experience

Sectors of interest

Automation of 
Manufacturing

Automation, effectively would help leapfrog the traditional model of 
labor entry in manufacturing
Automation in Kuwait could also reduce the country’s dependence on 
foreign laborers

Petrochemicals

Kuwait could look for cooperation in developing customized feedstocks 
and products
Collaborating with China would also help Kuwait gain unique insights 
into newer feedstock methods

Growth of Services 
Industry 

Rise of China in fintech holds lessons for Kuwait
The gulf state would benefit from the experience of its Asian partner, in 
developing its own service industry

Hospitals Kuwait should look at the Chinese model for investments in old-age 
healthcare, tackling lifestyle-disease, and in promotion of healthy living

Source: Mamore
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      Kuwait-China Relationship
Current Engagements Future Possibilities

Exports Crude Petroleum, Refined Petroleum, Cyclic hydro-
carbons, Ethylene Polymers, Acyclic Alcohols 

Imports Broadcast equipment, computers, telephones, Iron 
pipes, Rubber tyres

Bilateral 
Agreements

Agreement on Trade (1980), Agreement on 
Promotion and Protection of Investment (1985), 
Agreement on Establishing Joint Economic and 
Trade Committee (1986), Agreement on Avoiding 
Double Taxation (1989) and Agreement on 
Economic and Technical Cooperation (1989).

One-belt One-Road 
Initiative, Insurance 
and Healthcare, 
Petrochemical Deals, 
Bilateral trade 

Others
Agreement on Cultural Cooperation (1982), 
Agreement on Civil Aviation Transportation (1980) 
and Agreement on Sports Cooperation (1992).

Source: UNCTAD

Key Connecting Points between Kuwait & China

Trade Relations (2016)
Exports to China USD 6.5bn
Imports from China USD 4.5bn
Trade Balance USD 2.0bn
Investments (Jan’03 to May’15)
Inward USD 97mn
Outward USD 9,264mn
Net Outflow USD 9,167mn

Source: UNCTAD, Central Statistics Bureau (CSB), FDI Intelligence, Financial Times, World Bank, bq magazine; 
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