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Chapter 3
Grading China’s Belt and Road
Kristine Lee
This paper reflects findings and analysis from two years of research that CNAS has conducted
on China’s Belt and Road, as well as on China’s growing role in international organizations.1

China’s Belt and Road Strategy
Originally announced by President Xi Jinping in 2013, “One Belt, One Road” has been
promoted by the Chinese government as the “project of the century.”2 It seeks to connect
large parts of the globe through rail lines, pipelines, highways, ports, digital technology,
and other infrastructure.
The Belt and Road has the potential to address real infrastructure needs.3 At the
same time, it is a serious strategic endeavor with support from the highest level of China’s
Communist Party (CCP). The party has repeatedly referred to the Belt and Road as
essential to its regional and global ambitions. A series of high-level party documents and
addresses by senior leaders make clear that the Belt and Road is a core part of China’s
efforts to achieve “national rejuvenation” and to create what the party calls a “community
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Emerging Revisionism in International Organizations,” Center for a New American Security (May 14,
2019), https://www.cnas.org/publications/reports/peoples-republic-of-the-united-nations; and Daniel
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Charles Clover, Sherry Fei Ju, and Lucy Hornby, “China’s Xi hails Belt and Road as ‘project of the century,’”
FinancialTimes, May 14, 2017, https://www.ft.com/content/88d584a2-385e-11e7-821a-6027b8a20f23.
For example, the Asian Development Bank estimates that “Developing Asia” alone will need
to invest $1.7 trillion per year through 2030 “if the region is to maintain its growth momentum,
eradicate poverty, and respond to climate change (climate-adjusted estimate).” “Meeting Asia’s
Infrastructure Needs” (Asian Development Bank, February 2017), https://www.adb.org/publications/
asia-infrastructure-needs.
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of common destiny” across the Indo-Pacific and beyond.4
Estimates for the Belt and Road’s size vary dramatically even as the project now
approaches its six-year anniversary. Some put its total cost at roughly $1 trillion;5 others
say that many of these commitments have not or will not be honored and that actual
investments are closer to one-third that amount.6 Although more than 100 countries
are nominally involved in the Belt and Road, the overwhelming share of China’s efforts
remains concentrated in the Indo-Pacific.7
A significant number of Belt and Road projects have explicit geopolitical applications.
These projects can be understood as a form of “economic power projection,” one that
allows Beijing to reshape the world’s strategic and digital geography and to place China
at its center through targeted investments. Indeed, the People’s Liberation Army (PLA)
has described the dual-use potential of certain port and rail projects;8 Beijing has taken
control of some projects, including the Hambantota Port, and reportedly pushed for
military access; and many of the digital components of the Belt and Road could give
Beijing access to critical infrastructure and information that might not otherwise be
easily accessible.
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Seven Challenges Emanating from Belt and Road Projects
When the Belt and Road was first announced, the program generated a positive response
from many countries seeking additional sources of investment in needed infrastructure.
With China a relatively new provider of infrastructure, expectations of the Belt and Road
were generally high, despite lingering skepticism from Japan, India, and the United
States. But six years after that initially warm reception, the effort has now provoked a
backlash.
The Belt and Road began as an Indo-Pacific program, and this region is unsurprisingly
the domain where its challenges have become most obvious. As a direct result of these
challenges, a number of states have chosen to scale back or postpone projects, with
most of these same states seeking to renegotiate financial terms. For example, in 2016,
Bangladesh opted to cancel cooperation with China on the country’s first deep-water
port and instead chose to work with Japan. Nepal canceled a costly hydroelectric dam
project with China over concerns about cost overruns. Burma similarly canceled a dam
project with China and dramatically scaled back a major port project. The Maldives
asked to renegotiate Belt and Road projects after political supporters of closer economic
cooperation with China were voted out of office. A similar political transition led
Malaysia to cancel three Chinese pipeline projects and to re-evaluate a $20 billion rail
project, again over concerns about cost overruns. Even China’s closest partner, Pakistan,
has canceled a $14 billion dam project as its government seeks to renegotiate the financial
terms of the China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC).9
The Belt and Road has also provoked concerns outside of Asia. Uganda owes China
$3 billion for dam and highway projects that are being attacked by the Ugandan political
opposition for a lack of competitive bidding, cost overruns, and construction defects.10
Kenya’s politics were roiled by concerns of corruption in Chinese infrastructure projects
as well as leaked letters from the country’s auditor general suggesting overly generous
terms offered for Chinese loans. These terms reportedly included Kenya offering the
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Rush Doshi, “The Superpower Learning Curve: Challenges to Chinese Economic Statecraft” February
7, 2019, testimony before the U.S.-China Economic and Security Review Commission, https://www.
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assets of the Kenya Ports Authority – which include the largest port in East Africa –
as collateral for China’s loans.11 Concerns over the difficulty Zambia faces in paying
back Chinese loans have prompted a domestic debate over whether the country will lose
operational control over its critical infrastructure.12
Even as the Belt and Road faces growing challenges, many states find themselves
unable to pull away from China, both for fiscal reasons as well as domestic political
ones – with Beijing frequently exercising lingering influence. For example, although
Sri Lanka voted out President Mahinda Rajapaksa in part because of his willingness to
indebt Sri Lanka to China, his pro-Indian successor, Maithripala Sirisena, nonetheless
had no choice but to give China a 99-year lease on the Hambantota Port after proving
unable to meet $1.4 billion in payments. He later moved closer to China, went back to
Beijing for another $1 billion for highway construction, and even plunged the country
into a major political crisis when he fired his prime minister and closed Parliament –
appointing pro-China Rajapaksa as a replacement.13 Beijing was quick to congratulate
Rajapaksa, who resigned only after the Supreme Court intervened.14 A less dramatic
transition occurred in Nepal, where a government that had canceled a dam project
with China over cost concerns was later replaced by a more pro-China government that
restored the project and subsequently expanded additional projects, demonstrating the
impermanence of the Belt and Road backlash.15 Even when political coalitions remain
skeptical of China, Beijing has proved adaptable. For example, China has renegotiated
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monopoly on transit,” Reuters, September 7, 2018.
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projects with Malaysia and is likely do so with Pakistan as well.16 With the Belt and Road
part of the CCP’s Constitution, Beijing is likely to remain committed to the initiative even
as difficulties persist. Xi’s apparent push to reorient Belt and Road toward high-quality
projects with clear local benefits is more theoretical than practical and warrants some
skepticism.17 Beijing appears to realize that even if it fails to reform Belt and Road, it
can afford to play the long game and expect that governments skeptical of China will
eventually leave office or find themselves receptive to economic inducements.
The setbacks Belt and Road confronts are rooted in growing political, economic, and
security concerns in recipient countries that fall into roughly seven categories. Countries
have become increasingly vocal about whether projects are (1) sovereignty-eroding; (2)
nontransparent; (3) financially unsustainable; (4) locally disengaged; (5) geopolitically
risky; (6) environmentally unsustainable; (7) and corrupting of domestic institutions.
These categories are discussed in further detail below:
1. Sovereignty-Eroding. A number of Belt and Road projects are operated by China’s
state-owned enterprises, either by contract or because of inadequate local capacity.
For example, Chinese companies operate a number of ports, including Sri Lanka’s
Hambantota Port as well as Greece’s Piraeus Port, and contracts for Chinese operation of
additional ports have been signed in Israel, among other countries.18 China’s operation of
infrastructure – especially critical infrastructure such as hydroelectric dams – complicates
negotiations over financial terms and can create enduring political influence and
dependence. In some cases, China’s operation or control of Belt and Road projects is
long term, with the 99-year lease of the Hambantota Port the most extreme example.
2. Nontransparent. In many cases, Belt and Road projects feature opaque bidding
processes and terms that are not made public to stakeholders in recipient countries.
Concerns over a lack of transparency and a subsequent inability to hold political leaders
accountable have grown in over a dozen countries, including Malaysia in Southeast Asia;
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Adnan Aamir, “Pakistan can squeeze a better BRI deal out of China,” Nikkei Asian Review (October 31,
2018), https://asia.nikkei.com/Opinion/Pakistan-can-squeeze-a-better-BRI-deal-out-of-China.
“Xi Jinping: Promoting Belt and Road Cooperation to Deeply Benefit the People [习近平：推动共
建‘一带一路’走深走实造福人民].”
Maria Abi-Habib, “How China Got Sri Lanka to Cough Up a Port,” The New York Times, June 25,
2018, https://www.nytimes.com/2018/06/25/world/asia/china-sri-lanka-port.html; and Liz Alderman,
“Under Chinese, a Greek Port Thrives,” The New York Times, October 10, 2012, https://www.nytimes.
com/2012/10/11/business/global/chinese-company-sets-new-rhythm-in-port-of-piraeus.html.
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Sri Lanka, Nepal, Bangladesh, and the Maldives in South Asia; Kenya, Uganda, and
Zambia in Africa; and Venezuela and Ecuador in Latin America, among many others.19
Even Pakistan has raised concerns over no-bid contracts and opaque terms, pushing for
renegotiation.20
3. Financially Unsustainable. The Center for Global Development released a report last
year showing that eight countries involved in the Belt and Road – Djibouti, Kyrgyzstan,
Laos, the Maldives, Mongolia, Montenegro, Pakistan, and Tajikistan – are facing serious
challenges in repaying their loans to China.21 Beijing is the largest foreign creditor for
most of these states, with some owing it more than half their foreign debt. A number
of countries, including Thailand, Malaysia, Sri Lanka, Nepal, Pakistan, Burma, and
Bangladesh, have canceled or scaled back costly projects for financial reasons. Of those
projects that were completed, many have been unable to generate enough revenue to
justify the initial investment, arguably leaving the recipient country in worse financial
shape than before. For example, when Sri Lanka was unable to service its loans, it had
little choice but to give China a 99-year lease on the country’s Hambantota Port. In some
cases, such as Venezuela and Ecuador, China’s investments are secured with commodities
from the recipient country, a model of lending that most developed countries abandoned
because of its colonial overtones.22
4. Locally Disengaged. Recipient countries are increasingly criticizing Chinese
investments as disengaged from local economic development. In many cases, Beijing’s
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investments mandate the use of Chinese firms and labor for construction projects, require
the acquisition of land from locals, and sometimes even call for Chinese state-owned
enterprises to operate the resultant infrastructure, thereby inhibiting the transfer of skills
to local workers. These requirements fit a broader pattern of China’s overseas business. For
example, a 2017 McKinsey study found that Chinese enterprises in Africa hire Chinese
citizens for the majority of their administrative positions, while state-owned enterprises
are even less likely to hire locals than private companies.23 Concerns about imported labor
have appeared even in countries with strong political ties to China, including Pakistan
and Laos.24 With respect to profit-sharing arrangements for infrastructure projects, many
agreements are inequitable, especially if recipient governments prove unable to make
debt payments to Beijing. Finally, many Chinese infrastructure projects, especially in
Africa, appear built primarily to facilitate the extraction of commodities that are then
exported to China.
5. Geopolitically Risky. There are growing concerns that infrastructure projects
financed, built, or operated by China can compromise the recipient country’s security or
place the country in the crosshairs of strategic competition pitting Beijing against other
great powers. For example, Sri Lanka’s decision to agree to a debt-for-equity deal with
China has given Beijing a 99-year lease on a strategically positioned port, generating
anxiety in New Delhi, Tokyo, and Washington. The Maldives’ growing indebtedness
to Beijing and Bangladesh’s initial interest in Chinese construction of the country’s first
deep-water port raised concerns in India that these countries might eventually host
Chinese military facilities close to Indian shores.25 Even in nondemocratic countries,
concerns over the geopolitical risk of projects have produced domestic unrest. For
example, Vietnam’s decision to allow three 99-year special economic zones for Chinese
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companies in strategically important regions resulted in widespread popular protests.26
6. Environmentally Unsustainable. Belt and Road projects have increasingly generated
environmental concerns. In some cases, these projects have proceeded without adequate
environmental impact assessments or have involved targeted bribes to circumvent them.
For example, Burma suspended China’s investment in the Myitsone Dam project in
part over insufficient attention to environmental concerns, and dam and rail projects
in Indonesia were criticized for not having undergone adequate environmental
assessments.27 Some projects that nonetheless advanced have caused seemingly irreversible
environmental damage. China’s investment in a Sri Lankan development project
damaged 175 miles of coastline and impacted 80,000 households that rely on the sea
to make a living, problems earlier environmental assessments said would not manifest.28
Beijing has infrequently been willing to punish companies for environmental lapses,
and Chinese firms do not appear to be significantly concerned with the environmental
impact of their investments – especially if recipient countries lack adequate regulations
around environmental standards. In some cases, even projects that were thought to
be environmentally sustainable have subsequently proved to be more damaging than
expected.
7. Corruption-Prone. In countries that already have a high level of kleptocracy, Belt and
Road projects have often involved payoffs to politicians and bureaucrats. Projects that
are financially or environmentally unsound are sometimes approved as a direct result.
The Belt and Road’s initial statement of principles29 makes no mention of corruption,
and companies are not punished for corrupt practices overseas. Indeed, over the last few
years, evidence of bribery has been uncovered across a wide range of projects. Bangladesh
blacklisted a major Chinese state-owned enterprise, China Harbour Engineering Co.,
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for trying to bribe a senior government official.30 China Communications Construction
Co., one of the Belt and Road’s main builders, has been credibly accused of bribery in the
Philippines, Malaysia, Equatorial Guinea, and Sri Lanka.31 More specifically, projects in
Malaysia appear to have been contracted at inflated prices so that some of the surplus funds
could be used to cover up embezzlement by top political leaders. In Sri Lanka, Chinese
companies appear to have funneled bribes directly to the family of Rajapaksa, the prime
minister. In Equatorial Guinea, Chinese companies made multimillion-dollar payments
to the president’s son and the country’s vice president, Teodorin Nguema Obiang.32 In
Ecuador, the country’s former vice president is under investigation on allegations of
accepting bribes from China over a dam project.33 Even Pakistan has halted Belt and
Road projects over concerns related to corruption.34 As these examples suggest, China’s
willingness to pay politicians to facilitate these projects not only corrodes democratic
institutions but also results in policies that are directly against the public interest of the
countries in question. When new governments take power, they often unearth evidence
of corruption from their predecessors, embarrassing Chinese companies in the process.
These seven challenges, though common across Belt and Road projects, are not
inherent to infrastructure investments involving external powers. Indeed, projects in
recipient states that lack capacity and negotiating power can avoid these challenges
entirely if appropriately scoped.
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Criteria for Assessing Belt and Road Projects3536
CHALLENGE

EVALUATIVE CRITERIA

1. Sovereignty-Eroding

Does China have long-term equity in the project? Does China have a long-term lease? Will
a Chinese company operate the infrastructure over the long term?

2. Nontransparent

How clear are the companies involved, the status of negotiations on the project, the terms of
the deal (including financial arrangements), the organizational structure of the project, and
the progress of development?

3. Financially Unsustainable

Has Chinese financing for the project increased the chance of a financial crisis or created
repayment difficulties? Is the project subject to major cost overruns or profitability concerns?

4. Locally Disengaged

Are the profit-sharing arrangements related to the infrastructure equitable? Can locals
access or benefit from the infrastructure? Does the project involve local firms or mostly
Chinese companies? Does the project transfer skills to local workers? Is local labor involved
or are Chinese workers imported?

5. Geopolitically Risky

Will the project compromise a country’s telecommunications infrastructure security? Will
the project constrain a country’s ability to partner with other states, including the United
States? Will the project create the potential for future Chinese military access, placing a
country at the center of strategic competition between Beijing and other great powers?

Were environmental impact studies conducted? Have local environmental concerns been
6. Environmentally Unsustainable taken into account in the planning/review process? Will the project create long-lasting
ecological damage?
7. Corruption-Prone

Does the country receiving Chinese investment already have a high level of kleptocracy
(scoring either “high” or “very high” on the TRACE Bribery Risk Matrix)? Does the main
Chinese company involved have past issues with corruption overseas?36 Are there instances
of confirmed or alleged corruption relating to the project?

The Belt and Road’s Future: Adaptation, Evolution, and the Digital
Silk Road
The Belt and Road is facing a significant backlash that is most pronounced in the
Indo-Pacific but is also readily apparent in a diverse array of regions. The resistance
appears to be most robust in democracies, with several politicians elected in part because
of growing public concern over Chinese investments in countries such as Sri Lanka,
the Maldives, and Malaysia. Once in office, these politicians often uncover the corrupt
practices their predecessors may have engaged in with China’s state-owned enterprises
and are forced to cope with the financial or environmental implications of projects that
were not necessarily in the public interest.
If the Belt and Road is in part a propaganda effort to project the inevitability of
35
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classify the project as featuring the challenge at present.
“TRACE Bribery Risk Matrix 2018,” TRACE International Inc., https://www.traceinternational.org/
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China’s global ascent, the growing international concern over certain high-profile
projects seriously risks undermining Beijing’s intended narrative. These obstacles raise
an important question: Will China be able to adapt its economic statecraft, or are there
major limits to the Belt and Road’s ability to evolve?
With Xi’s personal status deeply intertwined with the Belt and Road’s prospects,
and with the effort now embedded in the CCP’s Constitution, abandonment is not
politically viable. Instead, on the fifth anniversary of the Belt and Road last year, Xi
announced a “new phase” of the program even as he seemed to acknowledge some of its
limitations.37 The Belt and Road would remain central to China’s economic statecraft,
but Xi encouraged focusing more on “high-quality” investments that are smaller-scale,
arguing that the “broad brushstrokes” had been made in the first phase and the second
phase would require “fine brushwork” instead. Smaller projects would ostensibly have
fewer issues with financial sustainability, local detachment, environmental sustainability,
and corruption. In addition, Xi has reiterated that Chinese state-owned enterprises are
brand ambassadors for Beijing, and he has called for greater party oversight of the Belt and
Road and launched new state institutions – such as the China International Development
Cooperation Agency (CIDCA) – that might provide supervision to mitigate the risks of
embarrassing scandals related to corruption or environmental impact.
Despite Xi’s suggestion of more limited ambitions, China continues to advance
the Belt and Road as a project of global scale. It remains heavily involved in major
infrastructure initiatives of all categories – ranging from rail lines that will connect
Chinese cities all the way to Singapore to an ambitious project to build a massive
Shenzhen-like port city in Tanzania’s town of Bagamoyo. It is possible that Beijing will
reduce the volume of projects that it launches in the future, but the sheer size of the
existing ones strongly suggests it will be difficult for China to nimbly refocus on smaller
and less controversial efforts.
Even if Beijing were to succeed in reorienting the Belt and Road, it is important to
note that limited projects can have outsized political, economic, and strategic influence,
especially when they involve telecommunications infrastructure. This area is a major
focus of Belt and Road’s next phase, and China has exported much of the infrastructure
for not only communications but also surveillance and censorship.
Indeed, Chinese telecommunications companies are active in a majority of African
markets. Under the auspices of the Belt and Road, many of these companies are laying
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the foundations for internet connectivity and cellular infrastructure. Chinese firms
helped construct the African Union’s headquarters and may have relayed data from those
offices back to Beijing for five years undetected. Despite these concerns, a wide variety
of countries are continuing to pursue telecommunications cooperation with China,
especially in Africa. Huawei helped build Kenya’s communication network and has
assisted Kenyan police in installing video surveillance in Nairobi. Zambia is spending
$1 billion on Chinese telecommunications, broadcasting, and surveillance technology
– including a data center that will house all of Zambia’s government data. When asked
whether allowing China to build such a facility might compromise vast amounts of
sensitive and personal information, the center’s Zambia general manager responded that
“once someone’s built you a home, you change the locks,” a viewpoint that dramatically
discounts the ease with which the country’s data can be secured.38 With respect to
censorship, some reports suggest technology provided by Chinese firms has been used by
Zambia to block access to certain websites and to monitor online activity.39 Zimbabwe,
for its part, is importing China’s facial recognition system and will likely apply it in ways
that will reduce the cost of authoritarianism.
Outside of Africa, Beijing is involved in much of the world’s digital infrastructure.
With companies such as Huawei and ZTE as its standard-bearers, China is building or
operating telecommunications infrastructure in countries as varied as Burma, Kyrgyzstan,
Nepal, Bangladesh, Mexico, and Kenya, along with dozens of others.40 Other Chinese
hardware providers, such as Hikvision, are assisting recipient countries with setting up
networks of cameras to monitor public spaces in cities.
China’s Belt and Road investments have also been accompanied by efforts to
externalize the standards that support its domestic model of digital surveillance. In his
19th Party Congress address, Xi called attention to China as an alternative governance
model, and China’s surveillance apparatus is integral to those efforts. According to
Freedom House, China held trainings with representatives from more than 30 countries
on new media and information management.41 Tanzania and Uganda passed restrictive
laws on online media, and Zambia is considering adopting certain China-influenced
standards on censorship that would seek to limit some forms of freedom of expression
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to achieve greater social stability.42 Similarly, Kenya passed the Computer Misuse and
Cybercrimes Act, which creates a variety of vague categories for which free speech could
be punished that range from creating social “chaos” to publishing false information.43
China’s digital infrastructure compromises the information security of recipient
countries. When these are combined with surveillance and censorship capabilities and
the standards and laws to implement them, they can provide a full suite of capabilities
that can weaken democracies and strengthen autocracies.

Conclusion: Evaluating Future Belt and Road Projects
The first five years of the Belt and Road demonstrate the challenges for recipient
states caught up in China’s economic statecraft. To avoid a repetition of the past, it is
essential for governments, companies, journalists, and civil society groups in developed
and developing countries to have a common framework for evaluating the upside and
downside of future infrastructure projects involving China. The framework advanced
below is the inverse of the seven challenges outlined earlier in this report. It articulates
what countries should expect from China – a type of high-quality and mutually beneficial
interaction that deviates significantly from Beijing’s behavior to date. Chinese projects
that fulfill all seven of the positive criteria in this framework deserve serious consideration,
while projects that fall short warrant close scrutiny.
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A Checklist for Chinese Infrastructure Projects
POSITIVE CRITERIA

EVALUATIVE QUESTIONS

1. Sovereignty-Upholding

Will the recipient country have long-term equity in the project? Will its companies ultimately
operate the infrastructure over the long term?

2. Transparent

Will the project agreement clearly stipulate the companies involved and clarify the
organizational structure? Will the terms of the deal and progress of development be made
public?

3. Financially Sustainable

Will the project impose a manageable repayment burden on the recipient country? Will the
project ultimately generate sufficient revenue to cover the costs?

4. Locally Engaged

Will the project significantly involve local companies and labor and transfer skills? Will the
infrastructure directly benefit the local economy? Are profit-sharing arrangements equitable?

5. Geopolitically Prudent

Will the project have a neutral or positive impact on the recipient country’s telecommunications
security? Is the project unlikely to generate dual civilian-military use concerns? Will the project
have a neutral or positive impact on the country’s relationships with other external powers?

6. Environmentally Sustainable

Will the project include an environmental impact study? Will it take into account domestic
environmental concerns and have a neutral or positive impact on the local ecosystem?

7. Corruption-Resistant

Is the project structured to minimize bribery risk and opportunities for corruption? Are the
companies involved highly ranked on measures of transparency?

