China in the Middle East

Tourism as a Stealth Weapon
by Mordechai Chaziza

C

hina’s enormous population and explosive
economic growth has
made it one of the world’s
largest exporters of international tourists. If today’s
trends continue, more than
half of the Middle East’s
tourists may soon be Chinese
nationals. Governments in the
region need to be careful:
Beijing has already used its
unique ability to control its
flow of tourists to pressure
foreign capitals in ways the
world has never seen before.

By 2014, China overtook the United States as the largest
source of outbound tourism. In Israel, more than 113,600
Chinese traveled to the country in 2017, up 41 percent yearover-year.

The Rise of Chinese Tourism
The substantial growth of Chinese
international tourism started in the early
1990s as the country’s economy mushroomed and the people and government
opened themselves up to the world. By 2012,
the Chinese had developed the world’s fastestgrowing outbound international tourist
industry, and two years later it overtook the
United States as the largest source of
outbound tourism in terms of the number of
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trips and the amount of money spent abroad.1
Chinese tourism dollars surged from US$13
billion in 2000, to $55 billion in 2010, and to
a staggering $258 billion in 2017, making
Beijing a key source market not only for
destinations in Asia and the Pacific but also
in Europe, the United States, and Australia.

1 U.N. World Tourism Organization (UNWTO),
Madrid, “Penetrating the Chinese Outbound
Tourism Market: Successful Practices and
Solutions,” Sept. 2017.
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percent in 2012, and
Chinese arrivals are expected to increase 21
percent by 2021 to 2.5
million
visitors
annually.10 In the first two
months of 2018, more
than 86,000 Chinese
tourists
visited
Abu
Dhabi, up by 40.9 percent
from 2017, and the
emirate aims to attract
600,000 Chinese hotel
guests each year by
2021.11 The number of
Chinese visitors to Dubai
has increased by 119
percent since 2014, making China the emirate’s
fastest growing and
fourth-largest source market.
months of 2018 closed with a
Chinese visitors in the UAE.12

Beijing plans to send 150 million travelers to countries along the Belt
and Road route in the next five years, with expected expenditures of
$200 billion during this period. Analysts believe that Iran is critical to
China’s ambitions.

The first five
record 400,547

A Political Tool
More importantly, Beijing’s Belt and
Road Initiative, its global infrastructure
development plan, which cuts through the
Middle East, Asia, Europe, Africa, and the
Americas, has the potential to put more of
the region on the map for greater numbers of
travel-savvy Chinese.
Tourism’s economic and social
importance has long made it a tool for
achieving political goals. Governments can
use it as a political weapon against other
countries: They can use it to exert political
pressure; they can use it to improve the

10 Xinhua News Agency (Beijing), Jan. 22, 2018.
11 China Daily (Beijing), Apr. 2, 2018.
12 Gulf News (Dubai), July 18, 2018.
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image of a troubled nation, and they can use
it to sanction others.13 It can also be used to
promote political ideologies (e.g., communist
heritage trips in China) and to stimulate
nationalist identity.14
Many countries maintain partial or
complete control over tourism rather than
leaving it to the free market, and this
politicization sometimes produces tourism
wars through aggressive marketing to
divert or steal travelers from competitor

13 H. R. Seddighi, M. W. Nuttall and A. L.
Theocharous, “Does Cultural Background of
Tourists Influence the Destination Choice? An
Empirical Study with Special Reference to
Political Instability,” Tourism Management, Apr.
2001, pp. 181-91.
14 Xiaobo Su and Peggy Teo, The Politics of Heritage
Tourism in China: A View from Lijiang (London:
Routledge, 2009); Craig Webster and Stanislav
H. Ivanov, “Political ideologies as shapers of
future tourism development,” Journal of Tourism
Futures, Sept. 2016, pp. 109-24.
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including local travel agencies and
international tour operators, the ADS
has become an important tool used
by the Chinese government to
control and regulate tourism flow by
determining where Chinese package
tours can go and how they are
marketed in mainland China.21
Countries without an ADS agreement are not allowed to accept
tourist groups from China or
promote their destination inside
China. Travel is restricted to business and official travelers only.22
Middle East countries on Beijing’s
Middle East governments need to be aware that travel bans
ADS list include Egypt, Iran, Israel,
have become one of Beijing’s preferred methods to punish or
Lebanon, Oman, Syria, Turkey,
pressure countries that refuse to toe its political line.
Qatar, and the UAE.23
Overseas
pleasure
travel,
Beijing have deteriorated.25
therefore, occurs only via tightly controlled
The Chinese displeasure with Taiwan’s
groups to countries and territories approved
new independence-leaning government has
by the state. Middle East governments need
likewise led to sharp limitations on the
to be aware that Beijing has already used
number of Chinese group tours allowed to
these weapons in its own neighborhood
travel there. While Beijing has not publicly
against Hong Kong, Macau, Taiwan, Japan,
announced a restriction, it is understood that
South Korea, Thailand, Indonesia, and Sri
Chinese tour operators have been advised to
Lanka.24 Indeed, travel bans have become
restrict the number of tours during a time of
one of Beijing’s preferred methods to punish
“political uncertainty” when mainland
or pressure countries that refuse to toe its
Chinese nationals may be “unwelcome.”26
political line. Without attracting criticism
South Korea’s decision to deploy the U.S.
from abroad, the government quietly and
THAAD anti-ballistic missile system
selectively imposes bans on overseas group
similarly resulted in a substantial reduction
travel to countries whose relations with
of incoming Chinese tourists.27 As with
Taiwan, Beijing’s retaliation was not
officially announced, but state media
21 Tse, “Chinese outbound tourism as a form of
diplomacy.”
22 Bloomberg Business Week (New York), Feb. 22,
2019.
23 The Peninsula Qatar Daily Newspaper (Doha),
Sept. 12, 2017.

25 CNN Travel, Sept. 13, 2012.

24 Tse, “Chinese outbound tourism as a form of
diplomacy”; Qiu, “China’s tourism policy
review.”

27 Daniel Meesak, “How China Uses Tourism as a
Foreign Policy Tool in Asia,” Jing Daily (New
York), Feb. 7, 2017.
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26 Jing Travel (New York), Mar. 7, 2018.
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and its neighboring areas.”33
The alert was intended to warn
Chinese citizens about potential
violence, but it also conveyed
anger at Washington for
harming Beijing’s interests in
the region, including planned
business investments that might
be harmed by another round of
conflict.
Between 10 percent and
20 percent of the capital in
Israel’s high-tech sector comes
from Chinese investors and
companies.34 And the travel
Israeli minister of health Yaakov Litzman and Prime Minister
advisory, which lasted until
Benjamin Netanyahu attend the China-Israel Joint Committee on
January 10, 2018, led to the
Innovation Cooperation, March 2016. After President Donald
cancellation of several Chinese
Trump recognized Jerusalem as Israel’s capital, China’s foreign
business delegations to Israel.
ministry issued a travel advisory to its citizens. Some Chinese
Shen Haiyin, CEO and founder
business leaders then canceled scheduled visits.
of Singulato, developer of new
energy vehicles, scuttled his
planned visits with Israeli highperception that Jerusalem may be roiled by
tech companies. A delegation from Tencent,
unrest. Only after intense lobbying by the
likewise, called off its scheduled visit.
Israeli foreign ministry and the Israeli
The number of Chinese tourists also
embassy in Beijing did China’s own foreign
dropped sharply in the first half of 2018. In
ministry cancel the travel advisory to Israel.35
2017, 113,600 Chinese travelled to Israel, a
41 percent increase from the 85,500 who
Conclusion
arrived in 2016 and a whopping 530 percent
increase from five years earlier when only
Beijing’s use of outbound tourism to
19,500 tourists visited. In January 2018, the
extract policy concessions from Middle East
number of Chinese tourists to Israel dropped
governments will likely increase as its share
by 27 percent, and the decline continued until
of the tourist industry expands. If even a
July with a sharp drop of 17 percent from the
small fraction of its 130 million travelers can
previous year. The data showed that only
be discouraged from visiting a country, the
65,500 tourists from China visited Israel
devastating results could lead to economic
from January to August 2018. It is important
and political turmoil. Consider the travel ban
to note that the decline in the number of
on South Korea, which, according to a Bank
Chinese tourists also stems from the
of Korea estimate, cost the country some
$4.5 billion in lost revenue for the tourism
33 South China Morning Post (Hong Kong), Dec. 9,
2017.
34 Haaretz (Tel Aviv), Dec. 9, 2017.
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industry.36 Similar damage could be wrought
on Middle East states were they to become
overly reliant on Chinese tourism.
China’s rise and the growth of its
consumer markets are expected to continue
in the coming decades, increasing Beijing’s
already impressive influence on the world
stage. In the future, Middle East states will
need to factor in tourism as a significant
component of their relations with Beijing.
Mordechai Chaziza holds a
Ph.D. from Bar-Ilan University
and specializes in Chinese foreign
and strategic relations with a focus
on China’s foreign policy in the
Middle East and North Africa. He
is a senior lecturer at the Department of Politics and Governance
at Ashkelon Academic College,
Israel.

36 Laura Zhou, “Promises, promises ... but still no end
to China’s ban on group tours to South Korea,”
South China Morning Post, Dec. 20, 2017.
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