Headline: War With Iran to Test China’s Energy Security
Teaser: U.S. military action is disrupting key energy suppliers, putting China’s reliance on foreign sources to the test. Even as Beijing strengthens domestic capacity and diversifies imports, the crisis exposes the limits of its energy strategy.
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[Article Body:]
China’s energy security may be put to its first true test in 2026 with the seizure of Venezuelan leader Nicolás Maduro in January and joint U.S.-Israeli military action against Iran beginning in late February. These events have disrupted two sources of China’s oil supply. Coupled with damage to energy infrastructure across parts of the Middle East as the conflict unfolds, oil prices jumped to more than $100 a barrel when markets opened on March 9 before falling back, but are still up from roughly $60 at the start of the year.
Despite U.S. President Donald Trump’s claims that the war will be over soon, the crisis shows little sign of abating. Strikes have hit Iranian oil facilities, as well as those of the Gulf States allied with the U.S., and tanker traffic through the vital Strait of Hormuz—a critical artery in the global oil supply chain—has been reduced. About a fifth of the world’s oil trade normally passes through the strait, and its current vulnerability is worrying for many countries, with some already having introduced emergency measures in response to the energy crunch.
This is especially the case for China, the world’s largest energy consumer, which accounted for 27 percent of energy consumption in 2024. With more than 1.4 billion people spread across a vast territory and a technologically advanced, expanding economy, China requires immense quantities of energy to sustain itself. Its electricity usage was more than double that of the United States in 2025. Iran, meanwhile, accounts for 13 percent of China’s crude oil imports, with Venezuela supplying another 4 percent, and global price volatility will complicate long-term planning for Beijing.
China maintains strategic oil reserves that provide it with some breathing room in moments of crisis, with estimates suggesting it has roughly 120 days of oil storage available. This slightly trails the U.S. Strategic Petroleum Reserve, created in the 1970s following the Arab oil embargo. American reserves have fallen back to where they were during the 1980s, after being tapped during the 2022 energy crisis, with slow replenishment since. Meanwhile, “to address the acute disruption in oil trade caused by the war,” the International Energy Agency member nations on March 11 decided to release stockpiled oil.
The U.S. is widely considered to have achieved “energy independence” by 2019, largely thanks to the shale revolution. Advances in hydraulic fracturing and horizontal drilling dramatically increased domestic oil and natural gas production, turning the country into one of the world’s largest producers and a net exporter of oil and gas. Even so, the U.S. energy system remains interconnected with global markets. Canadian crude and Russian nuclear fuel imports show that true energy independence is rare for modern economies.
Nonetheless, China’s vulnerability lies in the scale of its external dependence. The country imports roughly 70 percent of its oil, for example, with much of it transported by sea. And unlike the U.S., China lacks the global military reach to fully secure its supply routes. “Ninety percent of Chinese trade travels by sea, as do 80 percent of Chinese oil imports,” according to Georgetown Journal of International Affairs.
This concern over securing the important “sea lines of communication” is often associated with the “Malacca Dilemma.” Chinese strategists frequently warn that major maritime chokepoints such as the Strait of Malacca, the Strait of Hormuz, and the Suez and Panama canals have a large share of China’s imported oil and liquefied natural gas (LNG) flowing through, with around 60–80 percent of them passing through the Strait of Malacca alone. An extended closure of one or more of these chokepoints would have a profound impact on China’s energy supply and economic stability.
The ongoing threat to the Strait of Hormuz serves as the latest disruption. Qatar’s shutdown of several gas facilities has knocked out 20 percent of the world’s LNG exports. China is the world’s largest LNG importer, with about a quarter of its LNG supply coming from Qatar in 2025.
Fortunately for Beijing, it has an alternative supplier largely insulated from maritime disruption or U.S. military pressure. Russia’s vast land border with China, along with the energy infrastructure connecting the two countries, has provided Beijing with a secure energy source throughout the 21st century. Moscow has also become increasingly dependent on Chinese markets following Western sanctions related to the war in Ukraine, leaving it in a weaker bargaining position during energy negotiations.
Rising energy prices amid growing geopolitical pressure, however, may push China to treat Moscow as a more equal partner. Projects such as the Power of Siberia 2 gas pipeline, which would carry oil from Russia’s Yamal Peninsula to northern China, are reportedly receiving renewed attention, alongside general increases in oil and other Russian energy imports.
Additionally, China’s population has been declining since 2022, but is likely lower than official figures suggest. This demographic trend is expected to help reduce energy demand over the next decade and bring down peak oil consumption sometime before 2030.
For decades, China has also been able to rely on domestically produced coal to meet its massive energy demand. Roughly 60 percent of China’s energy consumption and electricity generation comes from coal, and while environmentally costly, China’s coal reserves have provided it with an important source of energy security.
China’s situation has seen some improvement in recent years thanks to massive investments in renewable energy. Beijing’s green energy expansion over the last 15 years, in particular, is continuing to reshape its power system, and it now manufactures “60 percent of the wind turbines and 80 percent of the solar panels installed globally,” according to the Yale School of the Environment.
Electric vehicles (EVs) are becoming increasingly popular in the domestic Chinese market, helping to reduce oil consumption for transportation. The transport sector is most dependent on imported crude, but since 2025, electric vehicles have been outselling conventional cars in China, with sales of EVs continuing to rise.
Even so, fossil fuels will still be essential for China for decades, according to data from the state-owned China National Petroleum Corporation’s Economics and Technology Research Institute, remaining vital for petrochemicals and heavy industry. And, unlike the Soviet Union during the Cold War, China still relies on enormous fuel imports and lacks the power projection to secure supply chains, leaving it vulnerable as it attempts to cement its place as a geopolitical rival to the U.S.
Beijing is likely to continue expanding its military capabilities to protect energy routes and signal its willingness to defend its economic interests. China has already increased its naval presence in the Indian Ocean and Gulf region, recently deploying a spy ship to the Gulf while reportedly assisting Iran through satellite monitoring and tanker-tracking data systems that can obscure Iranian naval movements and communications and improve its missile accuracy.
Modernization efforts are similarly underway, with China currently operating three aircraft carriers and planning to build six more by 2035. These additions will help transform China’s navy into a true blue-water force capable of sustained operations far from its shores.
China holds a trump card in the energy security discussion through its dominance in critical minerals. Beijing controls a large portion of the global processing capacity for materials such as rare earths, lithium, and gallium, which are essential for batteries, solar panels, and advanced electronics. While China remains dependent on foreign energy imports, countries around the world increasingly rely on Chinese supply chains for both the technologies supporting the energy transition and current energy systems.
But the ongoing war in Iran will keep Chinese planners on edge. With energy shocks rippling across the global economy, restarting production is likely to take time. All countries will feel the consequences, including those considered relatively energy secure. China’s combination of massive demand, reliance on foreign supply, and ambitious geopolitical goals that irk Washington makes it particularly sensitive to the current crisis.
How vulnerable China proves to be could shape regional and global calculations. If Beijing struggles to absorb the shock, it may invite further pressure from the U.S. and other regional rivals while exposing strategic weaknesses. Avoiding this outcome will require hastening the diversification of supply routes and expanding domestic production wherever possible. Additionally, accelerating the transition to renewables and securing reliable global partnerships will be essential. The coming months could test not only China’s energy resilience but also the credibility of its wider geopolitical ambitions.
