
Egypt and China, two of the world�s most ancient and suc-
cessful civilizations, are extending their investment and trad-
ing relationship into the 21st century. 

In one signi� cant development, the Cairo and Beijing 
governments have agreed to set up a manufacturing zone 
close to the Suez Canal in northern Egypt that will provide 
Chinese companies with a strategic base for exports to 
Europe, the Middle East and Africa.

Historically and culturally, Egypt plays an in� uential role 
between both Arab and African countries, and it has long-
standing trading and social links to the Middle East and 
westward across the North African Maghreb. 

The three-square-mile industrial park at the northern 
end of the Suez Canal will be the � rst of this size in the 
North Africa region to be undertaken by China. This re� ects 
Beijing�s recognition of the role Egypt can play in increasing 
China�s economic ties with both the Middle East and Africa.

In a move related to the opening of the industrial zone, 
COSCO Paci� c � the Chinese government-owned China 
Ocean Shipping Company � has acquired a 20% share in 
the Suez Canal Container Terminal, located at the north-
ern end of the canal. Work has already begun on increas-
ing the terminal�s capacity, involving a total investment of 
$730 million. 

The vibrant economic policies instituted by Egyptian 
Prime Minister Ahmed Nazif have enhanced China�s and 
Asia�s enthusiasm for Egypt as a major player in boost-
ing their trade and investment links with Africa and the 
Middle East.

Signi� cant structural reforms have promoted economic 
growth driven by the private sector. Import tariffs have 
been sharply reduced, as has the amount of red tape from 
the tax administration, and the Egyptian economy is grow-
ing by 7% a year.

Youssef Boutros Ghali, the minister of � nance, says 
Asian countries have shown great interest in these devel-
opments. �Japan, Malaysia and India have all come knock-
ing at our door,� he says. �We offer a very attractive and 
lucrative market, both as a launch pad to Europe and as a 
launch pad to Africa.� 

Hassan Abdalla, vice chairman and managing director of 
the Arab African International Bank, the fastest-growing 
bank in the Egyptian � nancial sector, says that Egypt has all 
the advantages to accommodate the needs of Asia�s grow-
ing economies, including its central location, manpower and 
improved investment opportunities. �Setting a foothold in 
Egypt could open a wide range of investment opportunities, 
whether in industry, real estate or tourism,� he says. 

Rachid Mohamed Rachid, Egypt�s minister of trade and 
industry, has been quick to advise Asian governments and 
businessmen that, in addition to its location, cheap labor 
and energy costs, Egypt has preferential trade agreements 
with Europe, the U.S. and other parts of Africa and the 
Middle East.

At present, the U.S. is Egypt�s single largest trading 
partner with $6.7 billion in total trade in 2006, but Rachid 
expects China to take over this position within the next 
eight years. v

The U.S. is Egypt’s single largest trading partner, but China is expected to 
capture this prime position within less than a decade.  By Michael Knipe
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