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Brief Analysis

f the many topics on the agenda when Saudi Crown Prince Muhammad bin Salman visits Washington this week, few loom larger than U.S.-China competition.

Overhanging the litany of issues both sides want to cover—a possible defense pact, a host of arms sales, and a potential future Abraham Accords deal with Israel

—is a U.S. desire to ensure that closer Saudi ties with Washington simultaneously weaken Riyadh’s connection to Beijing. In today’s era of great power competition,

even seemingly innocuous areas of cooperation with China can preclude cooperation with the United States. And many of the countries testing those limits are in the

Middle East.

The Trump administration has a unique opportunity not only to reshape its relationship with Saudi Arabia, but to exemplify a sophisticated bilateral relationship in the

current era. The administration has already taken an assertive approach to competition with China globally, seeking not only to contain Beijing’s influence, but in select

cases to roll it back. It should use the visit by the crown prince, known as MbS, to likewise pursue such a course with Saudi Arabia in several areas, most notably

technology and defense. 

Technology 
t the core of Vision 2030—MbS’s grand plan to revolutionize the Saudi state—is a desire to turn the country into a technological powerhouse. The kingdom has

committed billions of dollars to artificial intelligence and other sophisticated technologies. Saudi officials see the country’s wealth and abundant energy resources

as a key source of leverage in the AI race and have: channeled resources into building (https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/saudis-humain-launch-data-

centers-with-us-chips-early-2026-bloomberg-news-2025-08-25/) domestic data centers to process large swaths of information; created the flagship Humain entity

with the aspiration to handle (https://www.nytimes.com/2025/10/27/technology/saudi-arabia-ai-exporter.html) 6 percent of global AI traffic; partnered

(https://www.googlecloudpresscorner.com/2024-10-30-PIF-and-Google-Cloud-to-create-advanced-AI-hub-in-Saudi-Arabia) with technology giants like Google;

and courted multiple American technological firms to the kingdom. 

Yet Riyadh has also deepened its technological ties with China. Saudi Aramco—the world’s largest oil company— uses (https://www.ft.com/content/0d24dcf4-b53b-

48e5-b49c-99606958a96d) the Chinese AI platform DeepSeek at its data centers. Much of Saudi Arabia’s telecommunications network relies

(https://thediplomat.com/2020/12/chinas-digital-silk-road-grows-with-5g-in-the-middle-east/) on Chinese firms such as Huawei. The Chinese e-commerce titan

Alibaba has built (https://www.arabnews.com/node/2459946/business-economy) cloud computing data centers as well as a training academy

(https://www.alibabacloud.com/blog/alibaba-cloud-and-sccc-establish-saudi-training-center-to-empower-youth-in-cloud-computing_600937) in the kingdom.

Chinese companies Shanghai Lummington and China Mobile International have begun construction (https://www.datacenterdynamics.com/en/news/ics-arabia-

breaks-ground-on-187mw-desert-dragon-project/) of massive data centers in Riyadh and Jeddah. And a 2024 New York Times exclusive

(https://www.nytimes.com/2024/04/25/technology/saudi-arabia-ai.html) found dozens of Chinese students from military-linked universities in attendance at the

King Abdullah University of Science and Technology (KAUST), the epicenter of the kingdom’s efforts to make advances in AI and quantum computing. 

Saudi Arabia’s technological ties to China have raised concerns in both the Biden and Trump administrations. Though Trump approved

(https://www.nytimes.com/2025/10/27/technology/saudi-arabia-ai-exporter.html) Saudi Arabia’s access to advanced Nvidia chips during his trip to the kingdom

in May, Washington has yet to give final approval for their export. The concern is twofold: access and influence. Simply put, without strict safeguards, providing

advanced U.S. technologies to countries with ties to China could give Beijing access to sensitive proprietary technologies and information. 

Such access could, in turn, erode the U.S. competitive edge in these technologies. There is also a broader worry that countries relying on China for sensitive

technologies will begin to replicate some of the ways Beijing uses AI and advanced technologies at home, most notably in governance. For these reasons, U.S. officials

(https://www.banking.senate.gov/newsroom/minority/banks-warren-cotton-schumer-mccormick-coons-introduce-landmark-bipartisan-gain-ai-act-to-

maintain-us-position-as-worlds-leader-in-critical-artificial-intelligence-chips) on both sides of the aisle have consistently expressed concerns about would-be

recipients of advanced American technologies. 

Defense
he United States remains Saudi Arabia’s primary security partner and the source of the vast majority of its military equipment. Yet as MbS has sought to modernize

the Saudi state, he has looked to create a degree of independence in the country’s defense sector. This has meant an overarching focus on establishing a defense-
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industrial base that can design, build, and maintain indigenous military equipment. One of Vision 2030’s aims

(https://www.vision2030.gov.sa/media/rc0b5oy1/saudi_vision203.pdf) is to have 50 percent of Saudi military equipment manufactured domestically by 2050. To

achieve this goal, the kingdom has increasingly pushed (https://www.trade.gov/country-commercial-guides/saudi-arabia-defense-

security#:~:text=Another%20path%20for%20entry%20in,requirements%20with%20the%20relevant%20authority.) international firms to partner with Saudi

firms and sought (https://www.arabnews.com/node/2607619/world) inclusion in R&D initiatives with other countries, most notably the nascent sixth-generation

fighter project involving the United Kingdom, Japan, and Italy. 

Saudi Arabia has also deepened its defense ties with China, reportedly purchasing armed drones (https://media.defense.gov/2024/Dec/18/2003615520/-1/-

1/0/MILITARY-AND-SECURITY-DEVELOPMENTS-INVOLVING-THE-PEOPLES-REPUBLIC-OF-CHINA-2024.PDF) , ballistic missiles

(https://www.uscc.gov/sites/default/files/Research/Staff%20Report_China%27s%20Reported%20Ballistic%20Missile%20Sale%20to%20Saudi%20Arabia_0.pdf)

, and air defense systems (https://oe.tradoc.army.mil/product/saudi-arabia-turns-to-china-for-low-altitude-air-defense/) from Beijing. In 2022, Riyadh signed

(https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2024-02-07/china-grabs-spotlight-with-major-presence-at-saudi-weapons-show?embedded-checkout=true)

roughly $4 billion in new arms deals with Chinese firms, including an agreement (https://www.defensenews.com/unmanned/2022/03/09/chinese-and-saudi-

firms-create-joint-venture-to-make-military-drones-in-the-kingdom/) to jointly design and manufacture drones. In 2024, China sent more than thirty defense firms

under the “China Defense” banner to the Saudi World Defense Show. China also displayed (https://www.globaltimes.cn/page/202402/1306807.shtml) the J-10

fighter jet’s Bayi aerobatic team, the first overseas exhibition for the group, and refueled the J-10s with the Y-20 tanker, its first

(https://media.defense.gov/2024/Dec/18/2003615520/-1/-1/0/MILITARY-AND-SECURITY-DEVELOPMENTS-INVOLVING-THE-PEOPLES-REPUBLIC-OF-CHINA-

2024.PDF) public overseas refueling operation. Since 2019, Saudi military forces have engaged in  (https://thearabweekly.com/saudi-arabia-china-launch-third-

blue-sword-naval-drills-amid-deepening-ties) maritime drills with their Chinese counterparts, and the Chinese naval escort task force has conducted

(https://media.defense.gov/2024/Dec/18/2003615520/-1/-1/0/MILITARY-AND-SECURITY-DEVELOPMENTS-INVOLVING-THE-PEOPLES-REPUBLIC-OF-CHINA-

2024.PDF) evacuation operations and port calls in Saudi Arabia. 

The kingdom’s ties with China have caused turbulence with the United States in the past. In 2023, an agreement between RTX (formerly Raytheon) and a Saudi defense

firm to jointly produce radar and air defense systems fell apart (https://www.wsj.com/politics/national-security/a-saudi-defense-contractor-courted-russia-and-

china-then-its-u-s-business-partners-fled-962527ad?st=a80kjpxlsufwg3g&reflink=article_email_share) over the Saudi company’s ties to Chinese as well as

Russian defense companies. The collapse reportedly had trickle-down effects for other Western companies, which also backed away from the Saudi firm. The concern

for America here is likewise protecting proprietary information. There is scant chance China will supplant the United States as the kingdom’s primary security partner,

but Beijing has smartly identified niche markets where the United States has not sold in the past, namely armed drones and point-based air defenses. Given Beijing’s

recent history (https://www.cbsnews.com/news/how-china-could-use-us-farmland-to-attack-america-60-minutes/) of suspicious activity around U.S. bases, the

possibility that Chinese weaponry will be used in countries that both host U.S. forces and purchase from China will continue to worry Washington policymakers. 

Recommendations
he United States has historic levels of leverage in the Middle East for many reasons. President Trump has negotiated a ceasefire in Gaza, marshaled

(https://www.nytimes.com/2025/11/17/world/middleeast/un-security-council-gaza-peace-plan.html) dozens of international leaders to support it, and is

personally invested in its success. Washington is orchestrating a slow but steady embrace of the new Syrian government. Its military remains the only external force

both willing and able to conduct operations in the region. And the United States has the most sophisticated computing chips on the market, the crown jewel for every

Gulf AI aspirant, including Saudi Arabia. The Trump administration should use this unique position to not only contain China’s influence in the kingdom but to actively

roll it back. Doing so could take several forms, including: 

Removing Chinese personnel and assets from joint U.S.-Saudi technological endeavors.  This would include efforts like the KAUST technological hub, as well as data

centers that receive U.S. chips and components. One of Saudi Arabia’s leading AI/semiconductor officials said (https://time.com/6975810/saudi-arabia-ai-fund-divest-

china-u-s-asked-ceo/) in 2024 that the kingdom would divest from China if the United States asked. Washington should call his bluff.

Limiting Saudi purchases of advanced Chinese weaponry.  American officials can likely live with Saudi purchases of less sophisticated Chinese equipment, but the

Trump administration should secure firm commitments that such purchases will not involve more advanced equipment. Further, the Trump administration should insist

that Chinese weaponry not be placed on Saudi bases with U.S. forces present, and that Chinese technicians not gain access to those bases.

Reducing Saudi Arabia’s reliance on Chinese telecommunications infrastructure. Under U.S. pressure in the first Trump administration, countries like the United

Kingdom (https://www.bbc.com/news/newsbeat-47041341) and Japan (https://www.reuters.com/article/business/japan-to-ban-huawei-zte-from-govt-contracts-

yomiuri-idUSL4N1YB6JJ/) removed Huawei from their 5G telecommunications networks. Part of the concern was that Huawei’s presence in these networks could

jeopardize advanced defense and security cooperation between those countries and the United States. As part of any potential defense pact, the United States should

seek the same result in Saudi Arabia.

Grant Rumley is the Meisel-Goldberger Senior Fellow at The Washington Institute and director of its Glazer Foundation Program on Great Power Competition and the

Middle East. 
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