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Abstrak

This article examines the implications of evolving threats on China's foreign policy, particularly
through its strategic partnership with Djibouti in Africa. This partnership is perceived as a mechanism
for achieving foreign policy objectives through cooperative interdependence. Utilizing secondary data
obtained from official documents on the Ministry of Foreign Affairs websites of both the People's
Republic of China and the Republic of Djibouti, along with online data, this study employs qualitative
methods grounded in the concept of strategic partnership and interdependence theory. As a tool of
foreign policy, strategic partnerships enable China to navigate global dynamics and fulfill its
international interests. The findings suggest that the partnership with Djibouti represents an initial
step towards enhancing Africa's global integration with China.
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Introduction

Djibouti, located in Eastern Africa, may appear to possess limited natural resources
and a historically minor role in global governance; however, its strategic geographical
position imbues it with significant bargaining power. Surrounded by nations embroiled in
conflict, Djibouti’s unique location at the crossroads of the Gulf of Aden and the Red Sea
enhances its importance in international trade and military operations. The Bab el Mandeb
Strait, a critical maritime passage connecting the Mediterranean Sea to the Indian Ocean,
facilitates the movement of millions of barrels of oil daily, underscoring Djibouti’s vital role
in global commerce (Daly, 2018). As such, Djibouti has become an increasingly attractive
destination for foreign military bases and investment, setting the stage for its growing
partnership with China within the context of the Belt and Road Initiative.

Djibouti's location at the tip of the Horn of Africa allows access to the Bab el Mandeb
Strait, which links the Mediterranean Sea to the Indian Ocean and the Gulf of Aden. These
routes are vital for global trade, with approximately 8-9% of international commerce and 2.5%
of global crude oil transported through the Red Sea each day. As a gateway from the Red Sea
to the Gulf of Aden and the Indian Ocean, Djibouti is increasingly significant for foreign
military bases. It is home to the U.S. Horn of Africa Command (CJTF-HOA) based at Camp
Lemonnier and provides logistical support for multinational anti-piracy operations off the
Somali coast, alongside a French military presence. In 2015, NATO established a liaison office
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in Djibouti to bolster regional anti-piracy efforts, while China inaugurated its first overseas
military base in the country in 2017 (Collins, 2019).

Despite its limited resources and underdeveloped industrial sector, Djibouti's
economy heavily relies on trade and services facilitated by international investments. Foreign
military presence generates significant revenue through rents and support services. Djibouti
aspires to transform into a commercial trading hub for the broader region. Notably, Ethiopia,
a nation with over 100 million residents and no access to seaports, depends on Djibouti for
90% of its official trade. The establishment of a new railway between the two countries
underscores the growing multifaceted relationship between China and Djibouti, marked by
major infrastructure investments and the construction of naval bases. China, holding a
substantial portion of Djibouti's external debt, integrates the country into its Belt and Road
Initiative (BRI), also known as One Belt One Road (OBOR), aimed at enhancing global trade
routes (Collins, 2019).

The BRI is a cornerstone of President Xi Jinping's economic and foreign policy strategy,
designed to elevate Beijing's economic leadership through an extensive infrastructure
development agenda across neighboring regions (Cai, 2017). The BRI encompasses two
primary routes: the land route (Silk Road Economic Belt) and the maritime route (21st Century
Maritime Silk Road). A key objective of the BRI in the 21st century is to foster cooperative
relations with various countries, including Djibouti.

From a geostrategic standpoint, Djibouti represents an appealing site for China to
extend its influence within the Horn of Africa. The construction of a commercial port, initiated
through a partnership between the Djiboutian government and China in 2012, highlights
Djibouti as a focal point for Chinese investment, particularly after President Xi Jinping
assumed power in 2012 and launched the BRI the following year. The China-Djibouti
relationship exemplifies how Beijing leverages global infrastructure investment strategies to
strengthen its economic clout and solidify its position as Africa's leading investor, prioritizing
geopolitical interests in a rapidly growing economic landscape. In 2014, China and Djibouti
formalized a defense agreement, and by 2016, construction of “support facilities” for naval
operations had commenced, with contracts worth $20 million annually over ten years
(Cabestan, 2019).

Beyond the strategic military leasing of land, Djibouti's economy, buoyed by a growth
rate projected to remain above 6% through 2019 (IMF, 2016), is attractive to foreign
investment. However, the country grapples with significant challenges, including a 48%
unemployment rate and extreme poverty affecting approximately 22% of its population. The
BRI has also facilitated deeper political ties, culminating in a direct meeting between the
leaders of China and Djibouti in 2017, resulting in an agreement to establish a strategic
partnership. On September 2, 2018, Djibouti was officially recognized as a partner in the BRI
(Dutton, 2014). The nation's strategic location in relation to major global shipping routes
enhances its significance for China.
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Djibouti's geostrategic importance is underscored by its status as a guardian of the Bab
el Mandeb Strait, through which vital trade in hydrocarbons and oil flows. A substantial
portion of trade between China, the European Union, India, Japan, and other Asian nations
transits through the strait, with approximately 30% of oil, including natural gas from the
Persian Gulf, directed westward —amounting to 3.8 million barrels daily (Mountain, 2011).
While these figures are modest compared to the Strait of Hormuz or the Malacca Strait, the
Bab el Mandeb offers the fastest route for maritime transport, making its stability crucial for
maintaining price stability on the global stage. Additionally, Djibouti serves as the primary
gateway to East Africa and the Common Market for East and Southern Africa (COMESA), a
customs union comprising 20 nations and approximately 500 million people. The rapid
growth of trade among COMESA member states and the region's high birth rate position it as
one of the largest emerging markets globally. Djibouti's geographical advantage enables it to
facilitate exports and imports for landlocked nations like South Sudan, Uganda, and the
Democratic Republic of Congo.

Given the global dynamics that continuously shape foreign policy, China's strategic
partnership with Djibouti emerges as a critical case study of how economic and defense
objectives can align to foster mutual benefits. Djibouti, despite its limited natural resources,
has successfully positioned itself as a key player in China's Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) and
a strategic partner in both economic and military domains. The construction of China's
military base in Djibouti and the launch of the Djibouti International Free Trade Zone (DIFTZ)
exemplify a growing pattern of interdependence between the two nations. As Robert O.
Keohane and Joseph S. Nye's theory of interdependence suggests, these reciprocal
relationships reflect both opportunities and vulnerabilities, particularly in how China and
Djibouti navigate their respective interests. This research, therefore, seeks to address the
following question: How does the strategic partnership between China and Djibouti,
particularly through the BRI, shape their interdependent relationship in the realms of
economics and defense, and what implications does this hold for global geopolitics?

Strategic Partnership and Geostrategy

Let us review some theoretical framework about strategic partnership and
geostrategy. In the decade following the Cold War's conclusion, the forces of globalization
illuminated the imperative of adhering to international norms and principles that govern state
access to global organizational frameworks. This shift enabled a thawing of relations among
nations, gradually dismantling the ideological impasse that had characterized the Cold War.
In this new milieu, emerging powers expressed a desire to integrate into the global
community, aspiring to shape the contours of the evolving world order.

As Anna Michalski elucidates (Michalski, 2019), a Strategic Partnership represents a
distinct modality of bilateral engagement between actors within the international system,
aimed at fostering exemplary relations. These partnerships encompass a plethora of objectives
that are not merely overlapping but intertwined, such as the shaping of the international
landscape through the dissemination of norms and values, the attainment of both tangible
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and intangible foreign policy goals, and the enhancement of international standing and
reputation for the involved actors.

The formation of strategic partnerships often arises from the initiatives of dominant
actors, driven by specific aspirations. Implicit within these partnerships may be the creation
of informal alliances with like-minded nations, reinforcing a shared worldview or bolstering
regional organizations. When forged among more equal partners, the primary objective often
centers on the management of bilateral relations. In the fluid dynamics of the global order,
these partnerships provide a framework for diplomatic engagement, facilitating information
exchange and collaborative problem-solving.

The establishment of strategic partnerships with international organizations and
various nations is a strategic maneuver designed to fulfill foreign policy objectives. These aims
encompass the positioning of actors within the international sphere, promoting values and
norms, affirming diverse worldviews, and enhancing both international roles and prestige.
Thus, strategic partnerships emerge as privileged arenas for engagement, where persuasion
and social interaction thrive. They serve as instruments for pursuing a spectrum of interests,
be they ideological, material, or strategic.

Strategic partnerships can be classified into several categories, each illuminating the
diverse objectives and functions underpinning these alliances (Michalski, 2019): (1) Strategic
Partnerships as Replacement Alliances: These alliances represent a novel, less demanding
type of coalition among actors sharing similar ideologies, aimed at strengthening existing
state coalitions and reinforcing a common worldview ; (2) Strategic Partnerships as Tools for
Foreign Policy Objectives: These alliances are forged to achieve specific material aims —be
they strategic, social, or economic—whether with adversarial or friendly partners; (3)
Strategic Partnerships as Catalysts for Environmental Change: Such partnerships endeavor to
propagate beneficial principles, norms, and worldviews, thereby shaping the broader
international environment ; (4) Strategic Partnerships as Arenas for Role Enhancement: These
alliances respond to ambitions concerning the standing of actors within the international
system, often linked to non-material interests such as status, prestige, and identity.

Geostrategy, in the meantime, encompasses the overarching direction of a nation's
foreign policy, manifesting through the projection of military power and the orchestration of
diplomatic endeavors in response to geopolitical imperatives, geographical realities, interest
groups, ideological tenets, or the whims of leadership. While geographical changes occur at a
glacial pace, geopolitical shifts are more rapid. Nevertheless, geostrategic issues can evolve
swiftly, sometimes within mere weeks or months. Such geopolitical transformations exert
both direct and indirect influences on the geostrategic landscape, potentially catalyzing
significant change. Conversely, shifts within the geostrategic context directly impact
geopolitical dynamics and pave the way for internal adjustments within the state. A failure to
comprehend the nuances of geostrategic changes may precipitate unforeseen geopolitical
consequences (Grygiel, 2006).

Grygiel further posits that geostrategy intertwines with several key elements (Grygiel,
2006): (1) strategy, encompassing the projection of military strength, presence, strategic
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planning, and the security of military assets; (2) the national goals that countries aspire to
achieve; (3) foreign policy outlooks; (4) the influence of geographical factors on politics,
particularly concerning strategic communication lines and resource distribution; (5) patterns
of change; (6) offensive aggressiveness; and (7) the sub-sector of geopolitics.

Geostrategy inherently involves military considerations, wielding military force to
realize public policy objectives. However, it is not solely tethered to geopolitical and
geographical considerations; it may also stem from ideological motivations, group dynamics,
or the aspirations of leaders. Ultimately, geostrategy represents a nation’s foreign policy,
shaped by strategic imperatives and geopolitical realities.

Brzezinski asserts that effective geostrategic players possess the national capacity to
exert influence beyond their borders, thereby reshaping geopolitical circumstances. These
nations exhibit fluctuating geopolitical tendencies, often driven by a quest for ideological
fulfillment, national prominence, economic expansion, or religious aspirations; thus, they seek
either global recognition or regional supremacy (Brzezinski, 1997).

The Horn of Africa occupies a pivotal geostrategic position, with its waters facilitating
rapid naval connections between the Middle East, Euro-Mediterranean regions, the Indian
Ocean, and Eastern Africa since the Suez Canal's opening in 1869. Today, it is estimated that
10 to 20 percent of global trade, including over six million barrels of oil per day, transits along
the Horn’s coastline, establishing the region as a crucial geostrategic nexus for global powers.
Numerous external actors are active in this area, drawn by its strategic significance and the
intertwined political, economic, and security considerations it presents. This rift between
geopolitics and local political dynamics is particularly pronounced in the cases of Somalia and
Djibouti. While the geostrategic positions of both countries have historically attracted foreign
interests, local political actors have adeptly leveraged external support to advance their
agendas on both regional and global stages. The engagement of foreign powers in the Horn
of Africa often seeks to serve their own interests, using alliances with local actors as a means
to navigate the complexities of international competition.

Infrastructure and Influence: Dual Facets of The Relations

The strategic partnership between China and Djibouti unfolds as a narrative of
historical significance, political ambition, and economic interdependence. Formally
inaugurated in 1979, merely two years after Djibouti's liberation from French colonial
dominance, this diplomatic relationship began in a climate of caution and restraint. For the
ensuing three decades, the economic and military interactions between the two nations were
rather muted. Chinese construction firms, in their initial forays into Djibouti, focused on
building governmental structures, sports facilities, and educational institutions within
Djibouti City. Despite these infrastructural undertakings, exchanges between senior military
officials remained sporadic and limited in scope (Cabestan, 2019). This period can be
characterized as one of foundational gestures rather than substantive engagement, hinting at
a future potential that lay dormant.
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The paradigm began to shift significantly in 2015, marked by a pivotal agreement to
construct a port that would serve as China’s first military base outside its sovereign territory.
The Doraleh Port, now under the aegis of a Chinese corporation, has risen to prominence as
the region’s principal transport and logistics hub. This development catalyzed a more
profound alignment between the two nations, as China simultaneously established a military
installation adjacent to the port, which houses thousands of troops and acts as a command
center for its maritime operations across the Gulf of Aden and the Red Sea. Here, we observe
the transformation of a relationship from one characterized by modest exchanges to one that
epitomizes the complexities of modern geopolitical dynamics.

Beyond military considerations, China's economic influence in Djibouti has burgeoned
impressively. As the predominant investor in this small yet strategically significant nation,
China has embarked on an ambitious trajectory of infrastructure development that includes
the construction of roads, railways, and power generation facilities. This economic
engagement has extended into the realms of trade, energy, and telecommunications, further
solidifying China's hold over Djibouti's economic landscape. Such initiatives exemplify how
strategic partnerships transcend mere contractual obligations; they represent a long-term
commitment among entities to engage in a symbiotic exchange of resources, technologies, and
knowledge. This, in turn, enhances each party’s standing in the global marketplace and
catalyzes economic growth.

Philosophically, one might consider the essence of a strategic partnership as a
manifestation of interdependence and shared destiny. In the context of Sino-Djiboutian
relations, the partnership reflects not merely a transactional relationship but a profound
understanding of the interconnectedness of their fates in a rapidly changing world. China can
capitalize on Djibouti's geographic advantages to amplify its presence in the Gulf of Aden and
Red Sea, thereby broadening its interests across the African continent. Conversely, Djibouti
stands to gain from substantial Chinese investment and infrastructural support, enabling it to
propel its economic development in ways that might otherwise be unattainable.

This strategic partnership encompasses a diverse spectrum of domains, including
economic, infrastructural, and security dimensions. Chinese investments extend across critical
infrastructure projects — ports, airports, roadways, and rail networks —as well as initiatives in
energy, telecommunications, and tourism. Each of these endeavors contributes not only to
Dijibouti's development but also to the consolidation of China's influence in the region,
reflecting a grander strategy that integrates economic, political, and military objectives.

Moreover, this partnership serves as an embodiment of China’s broader foreign policy
ambitions, particularly in its quest to secure energy supplies and establish a strategic foothold
in Africa through the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). Djibouti's selection as a linchpin in this
initiative underscores its geopolitical significance, positioned as a vital gateway to the Red Sea
and, by extension, to global maritime trade routes. The BRI itself can be viewed as a
philosophical endeavor, one that seeks to reconfigure global economic landscapes through
enhanced connectivity and cooperation. It symbolizes a vision of a world where shared
interests and mutual benefits pave the way for collective advancement.
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To further understand the implications of this strategic partnership, one must consider
its multifaceted nature. The relationship is not merely a bilateral exchange of goods and
services; it encapsulates a vision of development that is intrinsically linked to notions of
sovereignty, identity, and security. For Djibouti, the partnership with China represents a
pathway toward economic autonomy and infrastructural resilience. The investments made by
China are not simply transactions but are laden with the promise of transformation —
transforming the very fabric of Djibouti's economy and its role in the international system.

On the other hand, China’s engagement in Djibouti also raises questions regarding the
nature of influence and control. The establishment of a military base signifies more than mere
protection of investments; it illustrates a strategic pivot that could reshape regional security
dynamics. The military presence can be viewed through a philosophical lens as an assertion
of power, a tangible representation of China's ambition to project its influence far beyond its
borders. This dichotomy of development and control poses critical questions about the future
trajectory of Sino-Djiboutian relations.

Examining the broader implications of the China-Djibouti strategic partnership
reveals a tapestry of interwoven interests and aspirations. For instance, the port of Doraleh is
not merely a logistics hub; it is a fulcrum upon which both nations can leverage their
aspirations. As cargo ships transit between China and various points across Europe, Africa,
and the Middle East, the port becomes a symbol of connectivity —a bridge linking disparate
regions in an increasingly interdependent world.

Additionally, the establishment of military bases in Djibouti serves as a reminder that
economic engagements are often accompanied by considerations of security. As China asserts
its presence in the region, it does so with an awareness of the geopolitical currents that shape
its strategic interests. This blend of economic development and military strategy underscores
a philosophical understanding of power in the modern era: that it is not merely held but is
continuously negotiated and redefined through relationships and partnerships.

Moreover, as this partnership unfolds, the local political landscape cannot be ignored.
The infusion of Chinese capital and expertise into Djibouti’s economy may catalyze changes
in the socio-political dynamics within the country. This raises philosophical questions about
agency, autonomy, and the potential for neocolonial dynamics to resurface in contemporary
forms. The partnership, while beneficial in many respects, necessitates a vigilant approach to
ensure that Djibouti retains its agency in navigating its development trajectory amidst the
complexities of global power dynamics.

Ultimately, the Sino-Djiboutian strategic partnership can be scrutinized through the
dual lenses of economic development and defense security. It reflects China’s aspirations to
amplify its influence within the international arena, particularly across Africa. However, as
the partnership continues to evolve, it invites a deeper philosophical inquiry into the nature
of global partnerships in the 21st century —one that is characterized by interdependence,
shared aspirations, and the potential for both collaboration and conflict.

The strategic partnership between China and Djibouti serves as a microcosm of
broader geopolitical trends. It encapsulates the complexities of modern diplomacy, where
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economic interests, security considerations, and philosophical questions about power and
agency converge. As both nations navigate this partnership, the challenge will be to balance
their aspirations with a mindful awareness of the historical precedents that shape their
interactions. In doing so, they may not only redefine their bilateral relationship but also
contribute to a new paradigm of cooperation that resonates within the global community.

Bridging Continents through Economic Synergy

The relationship between China and Djibouti embodies a profound narrative of
economic ambition, geopolitical strategy, and the quest for influence within the broader
framework of global interdependencies. The formal engagement of China in Djibouti’s
economic landscape commenced with the construction of commercial ports in partnership
with the Djiboutian government in 2012. This initiative was not merely a transaction but a
pivotal moment in a burgeoning relationship that had been in gestation since the early 2000s.
The acceleration of Chinese investment in Djibouti can be traced to the ascension of Xi Jinping
as President in 2012, followed by the inauguration of the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) in the
subsequent year. The Sino-Djiboutian dynamic exemplifies how Beijing has leveraged the BRI
to amplify its economic influence and solidify its stature as the premier investor in Africa—a
continent marked by rapid population growth and burgeoning economic potential.

The BRI has served as a conduit for deepening political ties between China and
Djibouti. A notable milestone occurred in 2017 when the leaders of both nations convened,
culminating in an agreement to forge a strategic partnership. Less than a year later, on
September 2, 2018, Djibouti officially became a participant in the BRI, thereby embedding
itself within a global network of economic corridors and strategic alliances (Dutton, 2014).
This partnership transcends mere economic transactions; it represents a philosophical
commitment to mutual growth and a shared vision for the future.

Dijibouti’s geographical proximity to critical global shipping lanes endows it with
strategic importance for countries harboring maritime ambitions. Following the signing of a
defense agreement with Djibouti in 2014, China took significant steps to enhance its military
presence in the region, establishing "supporting facilities" designed as a respite for its naval
operations (Cabestan, 2019). This military-civilian nexus highlights the multifaceted nature of
contemporary international relations, where economic and military interests coalesce to forge
a robust partnership.

Under Xi Jinping's leadership, three monumental achievements epitomize the
deepening ties between China and Djibouti: the construction of the multipurpose Doraleh
Port, the establishment of a railway line connecting Ethiopia and Djibouti, and the
development of a gas pipeline linking the two nations. The Doraleh Port has emerged as a
crucial logistics hub, facilitating not only Djibouti’s trade but also acting as a vital link for
landlocked Ethiopia, which depends on Djibouti for 90% of its trade. The railway, managed
by two Chinese companies and partially funded by the Export-Import Bank of China,
underscores the transformative impact of Chinese investments in the region (Cabestan, 2019).
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Moreover, Djibouti has embarked on a bold initiative to host the China-made
International Free Trade Zone, which allows businesses to operate without incurring various
taxes. This $3.5 billion project, projected to become the largest free trade zone in Africa,
epitomizes the aspirations of the Djiboutian government to position itself as a logistical nexus
connecting Africa with global markets (Cabestan, 2019). The ambition of transforming
Djibouti into a major container transshipment center traces its roots back to 2008, when the
Djibouti Port and Free Zones Authority (DPFZA) opened the Port of Doraleh Container
Terminal (DCT), inviting Dubai Ports World to manage it. Although this initiative predated
the BRI, it unequivocally demonstrated Djibouti's vision of being the gateway to Africa (World
Bank, 2014).

In June 2014, the Djiboutian government, in collaboration with the World Bank,
unveiled the Djibouti 2035 Vision —an ambitious blueprint aimed at transforming the country
into the "Singapore of Africa." This vision reflects not only a strategic economic ambition but
also a philosophical aspiration to foster prosperity through connectivity and innovation.
However, President Ismail Omar Guelleh's grand vision encounters substantial hurdles.
There remains a conspicuous absence of countries willing to finance the construction of critical
infrastructure, such as a new railway between Djibouti and Addis Ababa or a multipurpose
port. In this context, China emerges as a singular partner willing to invest in a long-term
relationship, providing the necessary resources and infrastructure to realize Djibouti’s
ambitions.

The strategic partnership is further accentuated by Djibouti's role as a bridge to inland
African nations, particularly Ethiopia, which boasts promising economic prospects. China's
engagement with Djibouti can thus be interpreted not merely as an investment in
infrastructure but as a deliberate strategy to strengthen its foothold in the Horn of Africa. This
alignment of interests between the two nations highlights the philosophical underpinnings of
their relationship—a mutual recognition of the benefits derived from collaboration in a
rapidly changing geopolitical landscape.

As we explore the intricacies of the Sino-Djiboutian relationship, it becomes evident
that economic interactions are enmeshed with broader philosophical discourses on power,
influence, and identity. The notion of a strategic partnership transcends transactional
engagements; it is about crafting a narrative of shared destiny and co-prosperity. This
partnership serves as a prism through which we can examine the interplay of local aspirations
and global ambitions, illuminating the complexities inherent in contemporary international
relations.

The economic investments made by China in Djibouti represent a nuanced
understanding of the principles of globalization and interdependence. In an era characterized
by intricate supply chains and global economic integration, the infrastructure projects
initiated by China in Djibouti are not isolated endeavors; they are integral components of a
larger strategy aimed at fostering economic resilience and sustainability. The railway
connecting Djibouti to Ethiopia exemplifies this interconnectedness, facilitating trade and
mobility while also nurturing economic growth in both nations.
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Moreover, the establishment of the Free Trade Zone in Djibouti reflects a deeper
philosophical commitment to enhancing regional trade dynamics. It symbolizes a departure
from traditional economic models predicated on exclusivity and isolation, instead embracing
a paradigm that prioritizes openness and collaboration. In this light, the Sino-Djiboutian
partnership can be seen as a microcosm of the broader shifts occurring in global economic
governance —a testament to the evolving nature of power and influence in the 21st century.

Security Nexus

In the intricate tapestry of international relations, the formation of strategic
partnerships often mirrors a nation’s quest for security and stability. According to Feng
Zhongping and Huang Jing, esteemed scholars at the China Institutes of Contemporary
International Relations (CICIR), countries engage in such partnerships primarily to safeguard
their national interests. This assertion is particularly salient in the context of China’s defense
policy, as articulated in the Defense White Papers spanning from 1998 to 2019. Throughout
these documents, China's enduring priorities—state security, sovereignty, economic
development, national reunification, and territorial integrity —have been clearly articulated
(China T. S., 2019).

The 2015 Defense White Paper marked a pivotal shift in China’s strategic outlook,
explicitly voicing its ambitions for a formidable presence on the open seas. This document
outlined a vision of "active defense," a term that encapsulates China's desire to rejuvenate
itself as both a prosperous nation and a formidable global power. This aspiration, often
referred to as the "Chinese Dream," underscores the importance of military readiness in
pursuit of national goals (China T. S., 2019).

Central to China's strategic calculus is its military base in Djibouti, which serves as a
crucial asset in protecting its extensive economic interests. Djibouti’s geostrategic location —
controlling access to the Red Sea and the Indian Ocean — positions it as a vital node in global
maritime trade routes. A significant portion of China’s trade with the European Union,
estimated at over $1 billion daily, passes through the Gulf of Aden. Moreover, 40% of China’s
oil imports traverse the Indian Ocean, rendering Djibouti indispensable for safeguarding
these critical supply lines (Igbinoba, 2016; Hossain, 2016).

The establishment of a military base in Djibouti enables the People's Liberation Army
Navy (PLAN) to operate more effectively in the region. The base not only serves as a logistical
hub but also allows for rapid response to various threats, including piracy, which poses a
substantial risk to maritime trade and regional stability. The base facilitates non-combatant
evacuation operations, exemplified by China's evacuation of its citizens from Yemen in 2015,
further illustrating the strategic utility of Djibouti for Chinese interests (Panda, 2015).

China’s growing economic engagement globally has been particularly pronounced in
Djibouti, where it seeks to integrate the nation into the Maritime Silk Road —a core component
of the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). This initiative aims to enhance trade connectivity
between China, Europe, and Africa. Djibouti, with its strategic maritime position, plays a
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pivotal role in this vision. The Chinese military base in Djibouti not only protects Chinese
investments but also bolsters the presence of approximately 10,000 Chinese companies
engaged in various sectors across the African continent (Rajaram, 2017).

The construction of critical infrastructure —such as the multipurpose Doraleh Port, a
railway linking Djibouti with Ethiopia, and a gas pipeline —further solidifies the economic
partnership. Djibouti aims to position itself as a major transshipment logistics center, an
ambition that has been in the works since 2008. The Djibouti Port and Free Zones Authority,
with support from international investors, including Dubai Ports World, underscores the
potential of Djibouti as a gateway connecting Africa to global markets (World Bank, 2014).

The defense agreement signed between China and Dijibouti in 2014 marked a
significant turning point, paving the way for enhanced military cooperation. This partnership
is emblematic of a broader trend in which nations recognize the interdependencies that
characterize contemporary security landscapes. For China, establishing a military presence in
Djibouti reflects its commitment to a proactive defense strategy aimed at safeguarding its
maritime interests and countering potential threats from regional instability.

China’s military base in Djibouti is not merely a logistical support facility; it is a
strategic foothold that enables Beijing to engage more effectively in regional crises. The
capability to deploy air and naval assets from Djibouti enhances China’s intelligence-
gathering operations and enables counter-piracy and counter-terrorism initiatives (Chaziza,
2018). As a result, nations deemed strategically significant to China’s interests are likely to
find themselves as key partners.

Djibouti's historical involvement in hosting foreign military bases provides a
compelling backdrop for China's military ambitions. Given its geographic advantage and
established role as a transshipment hub, it is only logical for Beijing to cultivate its military
presence in this strategic territory. The official announcement of the Chinese military base in
Djibouti in November 2015 and its subsequent opening in August 2017 reflect China’s
commitment to securing its interests in a region characterized by complex geopolitical
dynamics.

This strategic partnership is not merely an exercise in military might; it signifies a
fundamental shift in China's foreign policy. Historically, China adhered to a doctrine of non-
intervention, eschewing military bases on foreign soil. However, the evolving landscape of
international relations necessitated a reevaluation of this principle. As China expanded its
economic footprint globally, it became increasingly evident that disengagement from regional
conflicts was untenable (Erica Downs, 2017).

China’s military base in Djibouti represents an adaptive response to the challenges
posed by its expanding global interests. The logistical capabilities afforded by the base not
only support Chinese anti-piracy operations but also enhance Beijing's participation in United
Nations peacekeeping missions in the region. Since 2015, the PLA has been actively involved
in various peacekeeping initiatives in the Middle East and Africa, reflecting a broader
commitment to international cooperation and security (China T. S., 2019).
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Moreover, the establishment of a military foothold in Djibouti highlights China’s
recognition of the importance of protecting its maritime strategic interests and the security of
its Sea Lines of Communication (SLOC). This acknowledgment is enshrined in several official
Chinese publications that advocate for the development of modern maritime military
capabilities aligned with national security interests (Yang, et al., 2018).

China’s decision to cultivate a strategic partnership with Djibouti arises from a
pressing need to secure its foreign interests. As China's economy continues to grow, the
imperative for enhanced military capabilities becomes ever more critical. The construction of
military bases signifies a proactive stance in safeguarding commercial activities abroad. The
strategic partnership formed between China and Djibouti embodies interrelated goals —both
material and non-material. These ambitions are deeply intertwined with China’s foreign
policy objectives, as articulated in the Defense White Papers. The partnership reflects a long-
term vision, wherein economic security and defense interests converge.

Conclusion

The strategic partnership between China and Djibouti manifests a nuanced tapestry of
cooperative engagement, weaving together the realms of economics, security, and defense.
This intricate relationship serves as a vivid testament to the ways in which nations navigate
the labyrinthine complexities of international relations, striving not only to bolster their
influence but also to safeguard their critical interests. The establishment of a military base in
Djibouti marks a profound shift in China's defense posture, transitioning from a historically
non-interventionist stance to one characterized by proactive engagement. This transformation
echoes the geostrategic imperatives that underpin China's broader economic ambitions,
reflecting a recognition that the safeguarding of trade networks and energy supplies is
essential in an increasingly interdependent world.

As China's influence burgeons, its partnerships in pivotal regions like Djibouti emerge
as essential conduits for projecting power and ensuring stability. This evolution underscores
the inseparable intertwining of economic development with security considerations,
suggesting that nations must embrace adaptability to thrive amidst the complexities of a
rapidly changing global landscape. Ultimately, the Sino-Djiboutian partnership stands as a
compelling narrative within the broader dynamics of global geopolitics, wherein strategic
alliances are forged not merely as a means to navigate challenges, but also to seize the
opportunities that arise within an evolving international milieu.

In contemplating the future trajectory of such partnerships, several policy
recommendations emerge, aimed not at prescriptive measures but at fostering a collaborative
environment conducive to mutual growth. Nations with vested interests in the Horn of Africa
are called to cultivate deeper diplomatic ties with Djibouti. This necessitates active
participation in multilateral forums that address regional security challenges, fostering
collaborative solutions that reflect shared aspirations. Also, to counterbalance China's
burgeoning influence, it is prudent for other nations to explore a diversification of economic
partnerships within Djibouti. Focusing on sectors such as infrastructure, technology, and
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education can pave the way for capacity-building initiatives, enabling Djibouti to realize its
ambitions without succumbing to over-reliance on any singular partner. Meanwhile, to
address potential security threats in the region, it is vital for nations to establish joint training
and capacity-building programs with Djibouti. Such collaborations would not only fortify
local capabilities but also engender a cooperative security environment, effectively countering
challenges such as piracy and terrorism.

In light of the multifaceted nature of the Sino-Djiboutian partnership, future research
can unveil a rich tapestry of insights across several avenues. A scholarly exploration of how
China's engagement with Djibouti contrasts with its relationships with other African nations
could yield profound insights into the varied motivations, outcomes, and geopolitical
implications of these alliances. An investigation into the ramifications of China's military
presence in Djibouti on regional security dynamics —including the effects on neighboring
countries” military strategies and alliances —would also enrich the discourse surrounding
international security. Moreoever, future inquiries could assess the long-term economic
implications of Chinese investments in Djibouti, particularly concerning local development,
employment opportunities, and infrastructure growth. Understanding these dynamics can
inform policymakers about the potential benefits and challenges inherent in such investments.
Another thing, research into the cultural dimensions of the Sino-Djiboutian partnership —
encompassing educational exchanges and cultural diplomacy —could also illuminate the role
of soft power dynamics in shaping bilateral relations.

By delving into these realms, scholars can cultivate a more nuanced understanding of
the strategic, economic, and cultural dimensions that define contemporary international
partnerships, particularly within the context of China's expanding global influence. Such
explorations not only deepen our comprehension of these intricate relationships but also
illuminate pathways toward fostering a more interconnected and harmonious international
order.
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