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Introduction
Since the second world war, China has been ruled by the Communist Party of China.  Currently, China’s leader is President Xi Jinping and economic growth is projected at around 6.7% for the current year (IMF, 2018).  
From the 1950s to the 1970s China was self-sufficient in oil, but prevented from developing international trade links due to an American embargo, which restrained China’s relations with the rest of the world (Diojiong, 2006).  Along with the lifting of the US embargo, Mao Zedong’s successor, Deng Xiaoping developed market-based economic policies in the late 1970s, which saw China’s economic output rise fourfold by 2000 (CIA, 2018).  As Breslin observes, there exists in China: 
an unwritten social contract between the party and the people whereby the people do not compete with the party for political power as long as the party looks after their economic fortunes.  (Breslin, 2005, quoted in Leung, 2011, p.1332). 

While China has large coal reserves, which account for 70.4% of its energy needs, with natural gas (3.9%) and primary electricity (7.8%) combined, oil plays an important part in the Chinese economy (Leung, 2011, p.1331).  Downs (2004) highlights that the oil deficit began in 1993 as demand outstripped domestic oil production (2004, p. 23).  Consequently, energy demand rose and oil imports had risen to 70m tonnes per year by 2000 (Daojiong, 2011, p. 180). Oil now constitutes approximately 20% of China’s energy needs, with transport responsible for increasing oil demand (Leung, 2010, p. 1332). It should be noted that China is now the largest car producer in the world (Difiglio, 2014, p. 52).  Imports now account for 11% of China’s oil requirements with the latest figures showing demand at 9.05 million barrels per day in August 2018 (Meng and Chen, 2018). 

The economic growth achieved by China has, according to Bloch, Rafiq and Salim (2015) lifted 600 million of its 1.3 billion citizens out of “absolute poverty” (2015, p. 4) by 2013.  Daojiong notes that while losing self-sufficiency, China had “gained improvement in energy security” (Daojiong, 2011, p. 180).  Energy security, as defined by Yergin (1988) in Leung (2010) and applicable to importers, “is to assure adequate, reliable supplies of energy at reasonable prices and in ways that do not jeopardise major national values and objectives” (2010, p. 1332). 

Since 1993, when China became a net importer, oil has been imported from the Middle East, with around 40% coming from Saudi Arabia. To limit reliance on Middle-Eastern oil, China has developed a pipeline from Kazakhstan through to northern China.  Despite the increased cost, this route was seen as preferable to that of piping oil down through Iran and then by tanker to Chinese refineries (Vivoda, 2009, p. 4621). China is seeking to reduce dependence on the Malacca Strait sea lane of communication, mindful of the fact that the US 5th Fleet could block this route in the event of a deterioration of relations or even conflict with the US (Leung, 2010, p. 1333; Vivoda, 2009, p. 1421).  With increasing military tensions in the South China Seas, which revolve around China’s claim to the Paracel and Spratly Islands (Fravel, 2011, p.293), along with associated maritime rights for navigation and resource exploration, Peters and Westphal 2011 assert that the “Great Game v. China is back on” (2011, 105).
 
US and Russia are traditional competitors of China.  The US has a strong military presence around the choke points in supply routes to China.  The threat of American action to cut oil supply routes to limits China’s expansionist ambitions in Asia and acts as a deterrent to an invasion of Taiwan.  The oft strained relationship with Russia has eased recently, with joint military manoeuvres along the N/W border (China Daily, 2017).  Chinese foreign policy is, as Vivoda (2009) observes, dictated by its “oil import dependence” (2009, p. 4620).  China has, through the China National Petroleum Company, invested billions of dollars in oil projects in Kazakhstan, Venezuela, Sudan and Iran (Andrews-Speed, Liao and Dannreuther, 2014 pp 7-8). 

[bookmark: _GoBack]According to the International Energy Agency (IEA), there is could be a gap in oil supply by 2020 and there will be no surplus of natural gas on world markets as China “emerges as a giant consumer” (IEA, 2018).  China’s national oil companies (NOCs) have developed some diversity in supply, with oil fields in Venezuela, Angola and Sudan (Zafar, 2007).  Chinese NOCs sell oil production on the open market, though some equity oil is exported back to China (Vivoda, 2009, p, 4618).  With reliance on oil from Saudi Arabia growing, China’s oil refineries will have to adapt to processing the high sulphur Saudi heavy crude oil, rather than light crude for which the refineries were designed (Daojiong, 2011. P.183).  Daojiong (2011) further adds that China has begun to develop deeper economic ties with oil exporters to consolidate inter-state relationships.  The need to match available oil on the market to Chinese refining capabilities sometimes leads to importing oil through countries such Mayanmar, who are not friendly to the US.  China is resigned to live with the “international complaints or protests” (Vivoda, 2009, p. 4620).  Recent trade tariffs imposed by the US on Chinese goods have served to heighten tensions between the two countries.
 
Difiglio (2014) noted that China’s strategic oil reserve (SPR) was estimated at ‘as much as 200 million barrels’ (2014, p. 55), though “reliable information was lacking” (2014, p. 55).  Taking advantage of the low oil price in 2016 and the first two quarters of 2017, China has been increasing its SPR. Figures for 2017 showing the SPR has increased to 275 million barrels (Meng and Woo, 2017), though media sources quote China’s storage capacity at 400 million barrels, with projected capacity at 511 million barrels (Upadhyay, 2017).  As oil prices have risen, the purchase of oil for China’s SPR has diminished, though as Difiglio (2014) reminds, the exact status of China’s SPR is difficult to assess due to lack of data.  China’s SPR remains below the minimum 90-day guidelines of the IEA (IEA, 2018).

To conclude, China’s current position as a net oil importer obliges involvement in international relations, where oil production and transport have become evermore enmeshed in geopolitics.  China’s economy is expanding at faster rate that its SPR, although this could under-stated for strategic reasons.  An expanding economy, with increasing numbers of cars needing an increasing supply of fuel, drives the Chinese to seek oil producers who are sometimes out of favour with the US.  Despite the problematic nature of some of China’s geopolitical relations – especially in the South China Sea region, economic growth maintains the Chinese political status quo and diversity of supply maintains energy security.  China remains vulnerable to and constrained by the US navy presence in the South China Sea.   
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