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Easing banking access for Iranians in China
to help bolster cooperation

|-
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In recent years, as economic and po-
litical cooperation between Iran and
China has expanded, banking chal-
lenges linked to international and
unilateral sanctions have emerged
for Iranians living in China, particu-
larly students. These problems stem
less from bilateral relations than
from the requirements of the inter-
national banking system and sanc-
tions pressure on Iran. At times, such
restrictions have made it difficult for
segments of the Iranian community
in China to access basic banking ser-
vices.

China, one of Iran’s closest econom-
ic partners and a major destination
for Iranian exports, has consistently
opposed unilateral US sanctions. Bi-
lateral ties are currently developing
within the framework of strategic
cooperation, notably under the 25-
year comprehensive cooperation
agreement. Analysts say that as the
agreement gradually moves into its
implementation phase, it could help
ease some banking barriers and fa-
cilitate financial interaction between
the two countries.

In this context, expectations are
growing that, through stronger ex-
ecutive mechanisms, use of existing
capacities and new financial tools,
banking issues faced by Iranians in
China — especially students — may
gradually be addressed. Iran Daily
spoke with Mohammadreza Elha-
mi, vice president of the Iran-China
Friendship Association (icra), about
these issues, measures taken so far
and prospects for resolving the chal-
lenges as bilateral cooperation deep-
ens.

IRAN DAILY: What is behind the clo-
sure of Iranian bank accounts in Chi-
na, and what problems has this cre-
ated, particularly for students?
ELHAMI: After sanctions were ramped
up, Chinese banks and companies —
due to their extensive ties with interna-
tional financial institutions, especially
US banks — imposed restrictions on
Iranian nationals to avoid exposure
to sanctions. These measures affected
both companies and banks.

At times, Iranian travelers holding
Iranian passports were unable to ex-
change the US dollar even at airports,
which was one of the first visible signs
of these restrictions. For Iranians re-
siding in China — including merchants,
businesspeople and students — the sit-
uation was more serious, as their bank

accounts were closed. This has been the
case for almost seven years and is di-
rectly linked to banking sanctions.
Some businesspeople were forced to
register property or open accounts in
the names of Chinese nationals to con-
ceal Iranian involvement, which creat-
ed additional problems. Students faced
similar difficulties. Even students on
Chinese government scholarships, who
were meant to receive stipends through
bank transfers, were unable to open ac-
counts. In practice, opening US dollar
accounts for Iranians was impossible,
forcing many students, both scholar-
ship recipients and others, to rely on
informal markets or Chinese interme-
diaries to manage their finances.

How have students without scholar-
ships or those needing financial sup-
port from Iran managed under these
conditions?

This has been one of the main chal-
lenges for students. Some attempted to
manage through embassy channels
or indirect methods, but overall
the situation has been extreme-
ly difficult. Over the past sever-
al years, the issue has repeat-
edly been raised through Iran’s
Foreign Ministry and in discus-
sions with Chinese officials, both at
embassy level and within the ICFA.
The Chinese side has said these deci-
sions are made by banks. Given their
extensive international links, Chinese
banks seek to preserve those relation-
ships and avoid sanctions by complying
with restrictions on Iran. China’s bank-
ing transactions with Iran are relatively
small compared with its dealings with
other international banks, leading Chi-
nese financial institutions to avoid tak-
ing on sanctions risk.

What immediate solutions have
been considered, particularly for
students?

According to available information,
between 5,000 to 6,000 Iranians live
in China, most of them students, along
with around 500 Iranian businesspeo-
ple and merchants. Given the large
number of students, solutions have
been sought specifically for this group.
Recent information suggests that some
facilitation has been introduced, in-
cluding access to the widely used Ali-
pay payment system. In China, many
transactions are conducted digitally
via QR codes, with funds deducted di-
rectly from accounts. Iranian students
appear to have gained limited access to
this system using their identification
documents, allowing them to handle
daily expenses.

This has addressed part of the students’
problem, but merchants and business
operators continue to face unresolved
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issues related to opening ac-
counts and conducting bank-
ing transactions.

But even these payment sys-
tems require funds to be deposited.
Is it not possible to distinguish be-
tween students, ordinary citizens
and businesspeople?

For students, such differentiation has
been applied to some extent. Chinese
government scholarship students re-
ceive payments in yuan, which are
deposited into yuan-denominated ac-
counts. If they have personal funds,
they typically convert dollars into yuan
through the informal market or via
Chinese contacts and deposit the funds
accordingly.

However, the problem of officially
transferring money from Iran in US
dollars has not been fully resolved and,
in many cases, remains possible only
through exchange houses.

Given the 25-year cooperation agree-
ment, should China not be expected
to take stronger action, especially for
Iranian students?

In trade, part of the problem has been
addressed through mechanisms such as
barter, including oil-for-goods arrange-
ments that avoid monetary transfers.
Since China produces most of the goods
Iran needs, this has helped mitigate
some difficulties.

Another key objective of the 25-year
agreement is the internationalization
of the yuan and its use as an alternative
to the US dollar in transactions, which
could help resolve existing issues. Fi-
nancial mechanisms such as China’s

CIFT system have also been discussed,
with indications that Iranian business-
people may be able to use it, though the
extent of its implementation remains
unclear.

Following President Masoud Pezeshki-
an’s visit to China and developments af-
ter the 12-day war, both sides appear to
have concluded that closer cooperation
is needed. Mutual trust has increased,
which could help resolve financial ob-
stacles and strengthen cooperation in
other areas.

Can Chinese banks persuade foreign
counterparts to make exceptions at
least for limited student accounts?
Yes, this is possible. If there is genuine
determination to resolve the problems
faced by traders and students, solu-
tions can be found. Efforts by China in
this area would signal the level of com-
mitment to implementing the 25-year
agreement in practice.

Previously, intermediary banks such
as Bank of Kunlun were designated
to handle such transactions and were
accepted by the international banking
system for a time, but their operations
later faced difficulties as sanctions in-
tensified.

As an ICFA member, do you expect
the Chinese government to propose
a clear solution?

Yes. The 25-year agreement has taken
on symbolic importance. On one side,
foreign opponents promoted negative
narratives around it. On the other, Chi-
na’s caution due to sanctions concerns
meant Iran ultimately bore the costs.
However, recent developments and
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growing mutual needs have created
conditions for more practical coopera-
tion, raising hopes that these issues can
gradually be settled.

Under the 25-year agreement, what
should be the main areas of focus,
and what does Iran expect?

The expectation is not an excessive tilt
toward China, but rather meaningful
Chinese investment in Iran alongside
trade, particularly in renewable ener-
gy, infrastructure, transport, and oil
and gas.

Investment, rather than imports alone,
is what generates employment and
economic growth for Iran. Such coop-
eration also benefits China econom-
ically and helps counter perceptions
that China seeks only to sell products
abroad. Achieving this requires sim-
plifying bureaucracy and speeding up
administrative processes in Iran so
cooperation can proceed on a mutually
beneficial basis.

How beneficial could Chinese partic-
ipation in production inside Iran be
for China itself?

It would be highly beneficial. Iran offers
significant investment opportunities
that can be profitable for China. Chinese
products, contrary to some perceptions,
are of high quality in many sectors and
meet global standards.

At the same time, Iranian traders and
regulatory bodies must ensure quality
control so that high-quality Chinese
goods enter the Iranian market. This
benefits Iranian consumers while also
protecting the reputation of Chinese
products in Iran.

Iranian films selected for
India’s International Folklore Film Festival

Two Iranian feature
films have been select-

Mehrkish, and ‘The

Kerala.

The Last Romance stars

Niknam, Mahsa Pour-

als, folklore and indig-
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ed to screen at the ninth
International Folklore
Film Festival in India,
Mehr News Agency re-
ported on Wednesday.

‘The Sound of Silence,
written, directed and
produced by Mehrad

Last Romance, direct-
ed by Asal Javanmardi
and produced by Mehdi
Karamad Tabrizi, will
be shown at the festi-
val, which runs from
January 15 to 20, in the
city of Thrissur in In-
dia’s southern state of

Nasser Jalali, Hourieh
Khosravi, Niloufar Pour-
mehdi, Raha Alvandi
and Atash Taghipour.
The cast of The Sound
of Silence includes
Maedeh Rezvani, Shadi
Niknam, Amirhossein

hadi, Negar Sanjarifar,
Hediyeh Hashemi, Satiar
Rajabi and Mehrad Meh-
rkish, among others.

The International Folk-
lore Film Festival held
annually is a specialized
Indian cinema event fo-
cusing on culture, ritu-

enous narratives, and
screens independent
and ethnographic films
from around the world.
International distri-
bution of both Iranian
films is being handled
by Solmaz Etemad, an
Iranian writer and poet.




