
A short note written for the Asymmetric Threats Contingency 

Alliance (ATCA) dated 18 January, 2006 

 

How to hit a running mouse in a china shop? 

 

There is a Chinese saying that ‘you must choose carefully what 
to throw at a running mouse’.  The more so if you live in a china 
shop. 
 
So it is hardly surprising that both Russia and China are sending 
signals that they do not favour UN sanctions, let alone military 
intervention, as a weapon to force Iran to hold back its nuclear 
programme. 
 
This does not mean that they are less worried about a nuclear-
armed Iran.  Far from it.   
 
First, from the point of view of national self interest, where 
diplomacy must first start, no nuclear power likes to see its 
geopolitical influence diluted by an expanded club.  Second, 
Iran is seen as the likely tipping point leading to a reactionary 
surge in proliferation not only in the Middle East, which is 
explosive enough, but also in North Korea and the rest of Asia, 
including Japan. 
 
But drastic actions are unlikely to promise an immediate 
solution against an oil-rich Iran with strong influence in some of 
the hot-spots in the Middle East.  Indeed, any military 
intervention will be fraught with uncertain and uncontrollable 
consequences, including the real risk of pouring oil on the fire of 
global Muslim fundamentalism. 
 
It is all too probable that Iran’s reaction against any UN 
sanctions will be non-cooperation.  This is likely to provoke 
further escalations, igniting the fuse to a military conflagration . 
 



An immediate consequence will be further marked speculative 
hikes in oil prices even if Iran’s supply, one of the world’s 
largest, is not restricted.  Individual ability to withstand such 
hikes varies from country to country, depending on magnitude 
and duration.  For example, oil price increases in 2004 caused a 
0.8% decrease in China’s GDP. 
 
US Senator McCain and ex-Secretary of State Colin Powell 
have recently indicated that the US is prepared to go to any 
length to stop Iran in its nuclear tracks. Nevertheless, it is 
unclear whether there has been any attempt by countries to 
calibrate some of the more worrying non-economic ‘known 
unknowns’ described above. 
 
It thus stands to reason that China’s hesitation is not centred 
entirely on oil.  Still, it would be useful to review China’s 
energy context. 
 
China obtains 12% of its oil from Iran and has a 50% stake in 
Iran’s Yadavaran, the world’s largest undeveloped oil field, 
along with India, with 20%.  China imports 40% of its oil, but 
relies on coal for 77% of its power needs.   
 
China remains the world’s second largest oil consumer, 
accounting for 7% of world supply (against US’s 27%).  
Although its per capita consumption is only 4% of that of the 
US, its consumption per unit of GDP is 2.32 times the US, 3.11 
times of Germany, 3.27 times of Japan, and 1.8 times the world 
average. 
 
China appears very much alive to the development risks of 
energy constraints, in quantity, environmental and geopolitical 
terms. The recent CNOOC foiled bid for UNOCAL may also 
have reinforced its need for self-reliance.  
 
For example, China has been proactively diversifying and 
acquiring its sources of external supply. It has embarked on an 



ambitious nuclear energy programme. It has introduced vigorous 
measures to save energy and become more efficient producers. 
It is harnessing large-scale hydro-electric power (Three Gorges 
Dam), wind energy and solar energy.  
 
China is also developing bio-fuels, including the use of 
genetically-modified crops.  It has recently invested US$8 
billion in Indonesia’s Kalimantan, a very large palm oil 
plantation two-third of the size of Belgium.  China is also one of 
the world’s largest producers and users of ethanol, which is 
being promoted in a number of its cities, with overall output 
reaching 10 million tons in 2005. 
 
The International Energy Agency has estimated that China 
would be investing some US$2.3 trillion in energy between 
2001 and 2030. 
 
Additionally, China has grasped the reality of its big numbers.  
There is no way its per capita energy consumption should ever 
follow that of the US.  The world is not enough if you multiply 
China’s per capita energy consumption 25 times.  So China has 
heartily embraced sustainable development in its national, 
provincial, municipal and rural development plans.   
 
But old habits die hard.  Pollution and waste are unlikely to 
disappear from China’s bludgeoning development any time soon.  
Concrete results may remain elusive at least in the short to 
medium term. 
 
In the final analysis, China would be loath to see drastic shocks 
to its external energy supply or oil prices, or worse still, another 
de-stablizing war in the Middle East which could easily spread 
elsewhere with threatening consequences.  Iran is very much 
part of this complex equation.   
 
Nor would such threats be in Russia’s own interest.  Hence, 
Russia’s offer to enrich uranium on trust for Iran, (which 



naturally delivers a welcome leverage to Russia.)  Although Iran 
has responded with mixed signals, the idea appears to have 
some degree of support from the EU and the US. 
 
Likewise, not many of Iran’s Middle East neighbours would 
support any efforts for nuclear armament.  Their intervention to 
find an acceptable solution may be more persuasive because of 
cultural and other affinities. 
 
In short, in a china shop of the global village, there may be 
better ideas than throwing bricks at a running mouse.  
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