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The Corona Virus, or Covid-19, identified first in China, became a pandemic. Once they contained it 

successfully internally, China followed a ‘Health Silk Road’1 diplomacy where Chinese authorities 

reportedly extended aid to 150 countries and four international organizations, while Chinese medical 

experts held video conferences with their overseas counterparts to share infection treatment and 

control experience with more than 170 countries. They also sent teams of medical experts to 24 

countries.2 In a lengthy press conference, Foreign Minister Wang Yi sought painstakingly to reject 

essentially Western accusations that China was seeking through this assistance geopolitical and 

economic interest or that it affixes any political strings to such aid. In June 2020, in the document, 

“Fighting Covid-19 China in Action,”3 Chinese authorities confirmed Wang’s declarations and disclosed 

that as of 31 May, they had dispatched 29 medical expert teams to 27 countries. They revealed that the 

medical teams based in 56 countries were directed to aid in their locations, to advise and provide 

health information to the inhabitants as well as to Chinese living overseas. By the time of publication of 

the document, they had organized more than 400 online and offline training sessions on Covid-19. A 

review of China’s aid to the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) countries tends to corroborate the 

statements in the “Fighting Covid-19 China in Action.” 

Most news media, political commentators, and officials suggested that China has used the pandemic to 

advance its soft power, leverage, and influence and that helping others during the pandemic is no more 

than a propaganda tool that Beijing has used to establish its world domination and thus supplant the 

United States and other rivals. The pandemic and China’s assistance to other countries in fighting the 

virus generated mostly in Western countries major political debates regarding how to counter China’s 

economic and political influence.4 In the United States, although countering China had been on top of 

the Trump Administration’s agenda prior to the pandemic,5 Covid-19 has exacerbated those tensions 

and rivalry. Predictably, these hostilities will certainly not abate before the US presidential election of 

November 2020 nor afterwards. One can surmise that whichever candidate is elected, US rivalry with 

China will continue6 and will have global implications.  

Responses in the MENA to Covid-19 in China 

Unlike the negative reactions in the West, in the entire MENA, attitudes toward China’s aid on Covid-19 

have not generated anxieties or anti-Chinese sentiments. On the contrary, the perceptions regarding 

China’s role during the pandemic have been quite positive and indicated, in most cases, the perspective 

of even closer ties in the post-Covid-19 era despite US warning to MENA states against developing 
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closer ties with China.7 Actually, the positive reactions to China’s aid to fight Covid-19 in MENA were 

reminiscent of those in Africa in 2014 when China provided considerable aid in fighting Ebola.8 

A Community of Common Destiny: China’s New Approach to the World 

The reciprocal aid between China and many countries illustrates China’s new approach to the world 

order, which it views as a community of common destiny. It claims that its approach, reminiscent of the 

Kantian ‘generalized’ reciprocity,9 is different from the power politics that has characterized other great 

powers hitherto. Chinese officials reject the notion that the international system must be viewed 

inevitably from a zero-sum game and that a rising power will inescapably challenge a well-established 

hegemonic power (the so-called Thucydides Trap).10  Hence the concept of community of common 

destiny or community of shared future, supported by the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) and other new 

initiatives,11  suggesting that not only can nations live in harmony but they can also achieve common 

prosperity, which President Xi Jinping included in a speech he gave at the Boao Forum for Asia in 

2015.12  The adoption by the 55th UN Commission for Social Development (CSocD) of a resolution 

calling for support for the building of “a human community with shared destiny,”13 had certainly 

comforted China in its conviction of the righteousness of this approach. China’s policy during the Covid-

19 crisis falls within the context of this conception of its attempts at erecting a new world order, in 

which the development of a “global health community” has become ostensibly one of the tasks of 

China’s diplomacy,14 dubbed “mask diplomacy”15 after China supplied millions of masks and medical 

equipment (from both the central and provincial governments, and private sector) globally.  

China’s health cooperation with and aid to developing countries already dates back to the 1950s and 

1960s.16  It has sent doctors abroad to run clinics, established malaria prevention and treatment 

centers, built hospitals and other health facilities, offered medicines and equipment, as well as trained 

in China medical staff from developing countries. This health diplomacy has been an important part of 

China’s South-South cooperation, particularly in Africa.17  China is among the few countries in the world 

that dispatch government-paid medical personnel to work and remain in Africa for prolonged periods 

of time. In general, other medical organizations are not funded by governments; they receive donations 

from charities or private groups.18  Therefore, China’s approach to addressing Covid-19 in the MENA, 

like in the rest of the world, reflects its foreign policy and the theory of international relations and 

philosophy that it has unfolded for two decades. Thus, it has committed to offer aid to countries in 

need to fight Covid-19, endorsing the concept of one human community with a shared future.19  

China’s Health Diplomacy in the MENA 

The thinking 

In 2020, China’s health diplomacy in the MENA region has been noteworthy, not least because of the 

level of trust, an important, albeit neglected, dimension in International Relations,20   that has 

characterized the growing relationship but also the commitment to expand and/or enhance ties. Unlike 

the mistrust that dominated European discourse on China’s aid, most MENA countries exhibited no 

such misgivings. In recent years, China-MENA relations have grown considerably, particularly in the 

areas of trade, business, energy, technology and economics. For different reasons, both China and the 

MENA countries decided to expand their relations bilaterally and within multilateral organizations, 

which resulted in the signing of Comprehensive Strategic Partnerships (Algeria, Egypt, Saudi Arabia, 

Iran, and UAE), Strategic Partnerships (Sudan, Iraq, Morocco, Qatar, Jordan, Djibouti, Kuwait, and 

Oman), Strategic cooperation relationship (Turkey), and Innovative Comprehensive Partnership 

(Israel).21   

Soon after becoming president and launching the One Belt, One Road, renamed BRI in 2015, President 

Xi indicated at the Ministerial Meeting of the CASCF in 2014 that “the establishment of the China–Arab 

States Cooperation Forum was a strategic step the two sides took for the long-term development of the 

China–Arab relations.”22  This was followed two years later by the publication of the Arab Policy Paper, 

which stressed that China would maintain its long-established friendship with the Arab states and 
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promote cooperation at all levels, reiterating the strategic nature of those relations whose aim is 

ostensibly to promote peace and stability.23  Therefore, by the time Covid-19 struck China, Beijing had 

already enhanced its relations with virtually all MENA, including the non-Arab states (Iran, Israel, and 

Turkey).  

Most MENA governments came to China’s aid soon after the epidemic had surged. Indeed, whatever 

their capabilities, MENA countries sent millions of masks and other medical equipment to Wuhan, the 

city most afflicted by the virus. While fighting the virus on their territory, Chinese authorities clearly 

linked their response to the pandemic to the necessity to “remind[s] the world that, in the era of 

globalization, all countries’ interests are closely interconnected and human society has one shared 

future,” and global society must thus “continue building the community of common destiny.” President 

Xi insisted that, “China hopes to step up public health cooperation with the world to interpret the true 

essence of building a community with a shared future for humanity....”24  This was precisely the policy 

that he presented to the world on 18 May 2020 during the 73rd World Health Assembly, reiterating 

that, “Mankind is a community with a shared future.”25  

The content 

In the beginning of the outbreak, MENA states helped China by sending significant medical supplies and 

equipment (See Table) and expressed their solidarity. For instance, Beijing was touched by the way the 

Emiratis supported China not only materially, but also morally: “When Burj Khalifa, ADNOC 

Headquarters, and other UAE iconic landmarks lit up the colors of the Chinese national flag and slogans 

in solidarity with China on 2nd February, many Chinese living and working here in the UAE were moved 

to tears.”26   

Once China began to recover and as the pandemic reached the MENA, Beijing unfolded its health 

diplomacy, relying on various sources: central and local governments, state enterprises and private 

companies, foundations, individual donations from Chinese in China and Chinese nationals residing in 

the MENA. The support they offered (see table below) consisted mainly of medical supplies and at times 

cash, but it also included medical advice and scientific knowledge transfer to treat patients, and trade 

deals to purchase medical supplies from China.  

TABLE: MENA-CHINA & CHINA-MENA MEDICAL AID27 

  

MENA’s aid to China 

 

 

Chinese aid to MENA 

Comprehensive Strategic Partnerships 

Algeria  500,000 three-layer masks 

 20,000 goggles 

 300,000 gloves 

 Medical supplies 

 medical team composed of 13 doctors 

and 8 virologists 

Egypt  1 million medical masks 

 10 tons of medical 

equipment 

 first four-ton shipment of medical 

supplies, including 20,000 N95 masks, 

10,000 protective medical suits, and 

10,000 COVID-19 testing kits 

 another four-ton shipment composed 

of 70,000 COVID-19 testing kits, 10,000 

masks, 10,000 protective medical suits 

 30-ton delivery containing a million 

masks, 150,000 N95 masks, 70,000 

COVID-19 test kits, 1,000 temperature 

screening devices, 70,000 protective 
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medical suits, and 70,000 medical 

gloves 

Saudi Arabia  ultrasound machines 

 non-invasive 

 ventilators 

 defibrillators 

 patient monitors 

 infusion/injection pumps 

 continuous renal 

replacement therapy 

 1,159 medical devices 

 300,000 standard masks 

 1,000 protective suits 

 60 ultrasound machines 

 30 non-invasive ventilators 

 89 defibrillators 

 277 patient monitors 

 500 infusion pumps 

 3 dialysis machines 

 

 team of eight medical specialists from 

various areas of expertise, including 

virus testing, infectious disease, 

respiratory disease, intensive care, 

and traditional Chinese medicine 

 masks, protective suits, nucleic acid 

testing kits and infrared 

thermometers 

 $265 million deal to supply Saudi 

Arabia with 9 million Covid-19 test kits, 

500 specialist technicians and six test 

laboratories. 

Iran  3 million surgical masks  Chloroquine Phosphate medicine N95 

masks 

 disposable medical masks 

 financial donations, medical supplies, 

such face masks, goggles, protective 

garments and ventilators 

 500 prefabricated rooms with beds, 

desks and chairs 

 15 tons of medical supplies that 

included 1512 boxes of diagnostic kits, 

oxygen-breathing apparatus, body 

temperature monitors, hospital 

disinfectants, ordinary and N95 

masks, clothing, gloves, and protective 

glasses, COVID-19 detection kits, 

oxygen generators, and anti-

coronation drugs 

United Arab 

Emirates 

 Face masks 

 Gloves 

 humanitarian program to 

defend healthcare 

personnel in China who 

working to contain Covid-19 

 launch a new gigantic-

throughput lab in the UAE to 

enable testing and diagnosis 

of Covid-19, the first in the 

world of this level to operate 

outside China, to perform 

tens of thousands RT-PCR 

tests daily 
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Strategic Partnerships 

Sudan   400,000 medical masks 

 35th Chinese medical team in Sudan 

exchanged information with Chinese 

expert medics on COVID-19 

prevention and control 

 34 meetings, conducted on-site 

guidance seven times, trained 18 

times, and trained more than 2,200 

people; those experts visited hospitals 

and isolation centers throughout the 

country 

Iraq  Supplies  seven-member team of experts in 

disease control and prevention to stay 

in Iraq for one month to assist with 

testing, healing and follow-up care 

 diagnostic kits, medical materials, and 

traditional Chinese medicine 

 masks, protective clothing, goggles 

and nucleic acid testing kits 

Morocco  150,000 surgical masks   

 900,000 medical gloves 

 15,000 medical gloves, 20,000 N95 

masks and 2,000 medical protective 

suits 

 four distinct flights delivered large 

shipments of medical supplies 

Qatar  300-ton medical supplies  4 million medical masks and 640,000 

disinfectants 

 one million pairs of medical gloves 

and 7,000 sets of protective clothing 

Jordan  Masks (donated by 

Jordanian residing in China) 

 several shipments of medical supplies 

 materials valued at $US1.2 million 

 10,000 medical protection suits, 

60,000 face masks, 10,000 gloves, 200 

forehead thermometers and 20,000 

testing kits, etc. 

Djibouti   12-member medical team 

 Alibaba Group Holding Ltd. and Jack 

Ma’s foundation include face masks, 

more testing kits, items of protective 

clothing and sets of face shields 

 multiple batches of medical supplies 

and funds from Chinese government 

Kuwait  $US 3 million for the 

purchase of medical 

supplies 

 many tons of medical supplies, 

including diagnosis and treatment 

devices, and repatriated citizens and 

logistical equipment 

 eight-member medical team of 

experts specializing in domains 
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including virus testing, infectious 

disease, respiratory disease, intensive 

care, and traditional Chinese medicine 

(TCM) 

Oman  Medical experts 

 

 medical materials and equipment 

from China increase the medical 

supplies reserve 

 donations by Chinese in Oman of 

infrared thermograph thermometer to 

Muscat Airport, offered testing kits to 

the MoH 

 money + medical supplies 

 100,000 masks 

Strategic Cooperation Relationship 

Turkey  93,500 masks 

 500 medical protective 

glasses 

 10,000 non-sterilized pieces 

of equipment  

 

 200,000 medical masks from the 

Turkish Exporters Assembly 

 65,200 surgical masks 

 5,000 protective suits 

 10,000 surgical head covers  

 Money + medical supplies 

Innovative Comprehensive Partnership 

Israel  Medical supplies and 

protective gear 

 

 Exchange of information from Chinese 

epidemiologists to Israeli physicians 

through an online program 

 Over a million surgical masks 

 500,000 protective uniforms for 

medical teams 

 Additional protective equipment and 

testing supplies 

 Collaborated with an Israeli medical 

tech company to establish a testing 

lab in Gaza 

No Strategic Partnerships 

Bahrain  Face masks  

Palestine   10,000 coronavirus test kits and 

ventilators  

 Other medical equipment and devices 

 10-member medical team 

 Video-conference meetings between 

Chinese and Palestinian medical 

professionals 

Libya   5 medical experts 

 834 nucleic acid diagnostic kits 

 5,000 medical protective suits 

 15,000N95 masks 

 100,000 surgical masks 

 5,000 goggles 
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 5,000 pairs of medical gloves 

Syria   2,016 Covid-19 test kits 

 Medical gear 

 

Lebanon 

  600 + 1,600 + 1,320 protective goggles 

 300 PCR testing kits 

 200 manual thermometers 

 3,000 kits 

 Over 1 million masks+17,500 masks 

 20,000 + 1,500 protective gears 

 1,000 shoe covers 

 Information on prevention and 

treatment 

Mauritania   20,000 test kits & more 

 100,000 masks 

 1,000 protective medical suits  

 Respirators,  

Yemen 

 

  10,000 facial masks 

 Other, unspecified humanitarian aid. 

Impact of China’s health diplomacy in the MENA 

Overwhelmingly, China’s health diplomacy was hailed by individual MENA states despite a couple of 

mishaps with the shipments to Turkey. China’s deliveries on 9 April of medical supplies with a label 

referring to Ararat Mountain (the controversial territory bordering Turkey) troubled Ankara;28 however, 

the Turkish government seemed content with Beijing’s clarification and neutrality of the issue.29  One 

can surmise that the mutual aid during the pandemic, coupled with other geopolitical interests, will 

likely strengthen Sino-Turkish relations.30  

Some of the medical equipment imported from China was defective.31  This was particularly the case in 

some European countries, the United States, and Canada. In the MENA, only Turkey reported some 

defective medical material from China.32  This occurred when many of the countries lacked such 

supplies that only China could provide, and they thus rushed to import them. Covid-19 resulted in a 

worldwide scramble for medical supplies, particularly, masks, gowns, ventilators, testing kits, most of 

which produced in China. Because of those complaints regarding the faulty medical equipment and the 

negative impact they could have on China’s image, Beijing decided to address the issue swiftly and 

drastically. Indeed, Chinese officials decided to scrutinize each batch of N95 respirators, ventilators and 

other medical supplies for quality issues, ensuring they respect national and international standards 

before they could be exported. The government introduced new rules which involved China’s exports in 

11 types of all medical equipment: respirators and surgical masks, protective clothing, infrared 

thermometers, ventilators, surgical caps, goggles, gloves, shoe covers, patient monitors, disinfection 

towels and disinfectants.33  In view of counterfeiting and unlicensed companies producing medical 

material,34 China also required domestic certification as well as foreign licenses for medical products 

shipped abroad.35  

The Covid-19 crisis provided an opportunity for China and Algeria not only to express their gratitude 

for aiding each other but also to reiterate the solidity of their long-lasting relations, which will 

undoubtedly be enhanced and taken to a higher level, to boost their Comprehensive Strategic 

Partnership and cooperating further within the framework of the BRI to which Algeria is a party. Faced 

with a political and socioeconomic crisis, Algeria will certainly need Chinese investment; because it has 
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resisted borrowing from the IMF,36 Algeria will certainly rely on China for loans and greater economic 

cooperation. China, for its part will certainly need countries like Algeria to heighten its image in the 

MENA region, especially when Western countries, the United States in particular, have decided to 

counter China’s power and to demonize China’s policies.37   

China, which called for the lifting of economic sanctions, and Iran have reiterated their strong 

friendship and ties and committed to continue their cooperation. Iran’s ambassador declared that, 

“…both countries are managing their relations based on win-win cooperation, acknowledgement of 

their sovereign rights and independence and mutual respect for each other’s different social and 

governance systems.”38  

In April, Qatar had also participated in the activation of the Sino-Arab mutual aid in the areas of 

preparedness and monitoring and China’s initiative on Sino-Arab collaboration in the health sphere.39  

Chinese Ambassador to Qatar Zhou Jian declared that, “We will never forget that Qatar Airways has 

used its global network to deliver supplies to China, lined up on the runway of Hamad International 

Airport, with their engines roaring, each carrying 300-ton medical supplies is unforgettable for me.”40  

The aid showed an interesting development in China-Saudi Arabia bilateral relations. Chinese 

Ambassador to the kingdom declared that, “despite the distance between the two countries, the genes 

of solidarity, cooperation, friendship and mutual assistance are inherited in the traditional culture of 

both peoples, which makes the sincere friendship between the two peoples even stronger in these 

special and difficult times.”41  More importantly were Saudi attitudes toward China during that period. 

Saudi media, some of which usually reflect official positions, were particularly laudatory toward China’s 

handling of the fight against Covid-19.42  Briefly, they praised China as the only country that has acted 

competently in handling the crisis and, surprisingly, criticized the United States for blaming China, seen 

as a helpful US electoral scheme but an unproductive foreign policy, with huge drawbacks. Like other 

countries in the MENA, Saudis argued that “maybe it [the virus] started in a country before China, but 

its origin does not concern us as much as overcoming it and returning to ‘normal’ life,”43  an assertion 

that echoed Chinese statements. Although some media outlets criticized China (its alleged 

‘manipulation of Covid-19 statistics,’ ‘it’s infecting the whole world,’), in general, assessments of China’s 

handling of Covid-19 and its economic development have elicited high praise.  

An editorial in China’s Xinhua news agency pointed out that, “China and Morocco have strengthened 

relations through joint efforts to combat the Covid-19 pandemic. In parallel, their multilayered 

cooperation in public health, culture and other fields has deepened under the Belt and Road 

framework.”44  However, it remains to be seen how Morocco, like other traditional US allies, will be able 

to balance its foreign relations in the post-Covid-19 era when Sino-US and Sino-European relations 

might enter severe storm. 

In Jordan, like in other countries in the MENA, this cooperation has positioned “China [as] a trustworthy 

country,” which shared experience and medical equipment.45  Trust is a concept that China has sought 

to persuade most of its partners worldwide to share.   

China-Kuwait relations, like other Sino-Gulf relations, will certainly continue to flourish, as illustrated in 

the volume of Sino-Kuwaiti trade, which, amounted to US$12.7 billion in the first nine months of 2019.46  

In Oman, according to Omani observers, such support “gave China a lot of appreciation as a true ally 

and friend of these countries [those it aided] and as a trusted friend in a time of trouble [Author’s 

emphasis].”47  Thus, Sino-Omani relations will certainly expand to many areas, including health. 

In Sudan, Chinese experts’ visit offered the opportunity to reiterate the strong bonds of friendship and 

oft-repeated mottos of “strategic trust” and “mutual trust, mutual benefit, mutual help and mutual 

learning.” Many Sudanese officials expressed their gratitude to China: “We hope the China-Sudan ties 
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would continue, and we hope to continue working with the People’s Republic of China in its work to 

support Sudan in its development and in the fields of health, education, agriculture and others.”48  

In Tunisia, President Kais Saied acknowledged China’s strong assistance for Tunisia’s economic and 

social development, as well as its shipping numerous batches of medical materials. The president 

expressed his admiration for China’s accomplishments and his conviction that he was optimistic about 

cooperation between Tunis and Beijing, stating that bilateral relations will serve as a model of 

international relations.49  

Beijing’s health diplomacy provided an opportunity for the Palestinian Authority to express its 

gratitude to China, which has close cooperation with Israel, for its support to the Palestinian cause. 

Regarding Syria, China’s aid, its geopolitical position and its need for investments from China for 

reconstruction, and Damascus weighty role in the BRI, will certainly lead to stronger relations. 

Finally, with regards to Lebanon, given the latter’s participation in the BRI, its dire need for investment 

and infrastructure development, Sino-Lebanese ties will also be greatly enhanced. 

Conclusion 

China’s health diplomacy is a long-standing one. Apart from the initial glitches with Turkey, China’s 

health diplomacy has certainly strengthened bilateral relations with the MENA states in various ways. 

When the pandemic affected MENA countries, Beijing helped all of them, donating medical supplies and 

equipment. While it is true that the MENA, particularly the Gulf region, is important for China, evidence 

shows that Beijing’s actions derive from its evolving conceptions of responsibility50 and President Xi’s 

plans to make China appear and act as a global, responsible and benevolent power. Undoubtedly, this 

health diplomacy, or “Health Silk Road,” has contributed to enhance China’s soft power and image in 

the MENA. By providing considerable assistance, China seeks to convince its partners of its 

commitment and dependability, and to make them overlook its mistakes and responsibilities in the 

early mismanagement of the crisis. China endeavors to convince developing, as well as European 

countries that, in the broader context of Sino-American competition, China can help them in this 

unprecedented health crisis, whereas the United States, severely hit by the pandemic, has adopted an 

inward-looking posture. Through its health diplomacy, China intends to use the Covid-19 pandemic to 

promote its companies, its products, but also traditional Chinese medicine (TCM),51 despite reservations 

about TCM benefits.52  

But China is not the only power practicing health diplomacy. Today, in the MENA alone, Turkey, the 

UAE, Saudi Arabia, and Qatar have undertaken similar actions. The United States has deployed this soft 

power for decades. Incidentally, it is providing $110 million to help countries in the MENA fight Covid-

19, including Syria, Iraq, Jordan, Libya, Lebanon, Morocco, as well as the West Bank. US companies and 

charities are also contributing. US funding aims to improve disease detection and prevention, bolster 

lab capacity, and treat patients.53  In addition, the United States is partnering with humanitarian groups 

to support water sanitation and hygiene programs. For its part, the European Union launched “Team 

Europe” in early April, a package of more than €20 billion to support partner countries in the fight 

against Covid-19 and its consequences.54  In the MENA, Jordan and Lebanon will receive €240 million to 

support their citizens and Syrian refugees.55  Iran will get €20 million in emergency support. Refugees in 

Turkey will obtain small-scale health infrastructure and equipment worth €90 million.56  Whereas 

China’s aid during the pandemic consisted primarily of medical supplies and medical expertise, the U.S. 

and the E.U. have planned on longer-term support. In fighting the Covid-19 and its consequences, both 

types of help are needed and welcome in the MENA. Now, China has also devised new plans to aid the 

developing world (debt forgiveness, construction of China-Africa friendship hospitals and CDCs, 

provision of vaccine to all, financial support to combat the COVID-19…).57  Overall, China’s health 

diplomacy in the MENA has been very visible and most of the governments in the region have 

expressed their public appreciation for the aid it provided. There is no study yet on the general MENA 
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citizens’ opinions about China’s medical assistance although research has shown that perceptions in 

the pre-pandemic period were comparatively positive not only in the Middle East but also in Africa.58  It 

remains to be seen how China will act to preserve that positive image and whether it can maintain it in 

the aftermath of the pandemic. 
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