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1 The English name of BRI has changed from “One Belt One Road” to “Belt and Road Initiative”. In Chinese it is still 一

带一路 (“One Belt One Road”), https://www.yidaiyilu.gov.cn/info/iList.jsp?cat_id=10149. 

This China Study - Project Policy Brief takes as its point of departure the recognition that the Belt 

and Road Initiative (BRI)1 has gained global importance and that we need to understand how it 

affects the world. The Brief is the result of a Master Class study module on BRI at China Studies, 

the Department of Cross-cultural and Regional Studies (ToRS), University of Copenhagen, in 

March and April 2019.  

 

We examined BRI as an instrument in China’s foreign policy, the organization and governance of 

BRI, initiatives to make BRI green, the Digital Silk Road, as well as projects in Kenya as examples 

of how BRI works on the ground. We also worked on how to conduct government affairs in rela-

tion to BRI. This policy brief reflects our findings and recommendations. During our study mod-

ule, we read and discussed texts in Chinese and non-Chinese languages. We joined hands with 

the Danish-Chinese Business Forum (Line Elk Hansen) to understand how they work with BRI 

related issues, and we visited COWI to get a bottom-up perspective from a company that has 

worked with BRI projects. We are grateful for this collaboration.  

 

Keywords:  China, BRI, Foreign Policy, Africa, Digital Silk Road, Development, Infrastructure 

https://www.yidaiyilu.gov.cn/info/iList.jsp?cat_id=10149
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China’s Belt and Road Initiative – 

where to? 
 

Highlights 

 The BRI promotes the Chinese develop-

ment model (中国模式) as a reference 

point for successful development 

 China promotes a cooperative and not a 

conflictive BRI approach; at times it may 

even be synergetic with other major   

players, e.g. in relation to the sustainable 

development goals (SDG) of the UN and 

international financial institutions 

 BRI uses soft law to maximize options for 

strategic, tactical and operational         

maneuvering 

 Hard law is applied in project and contract 

management, which at times allows for 

Chinese strategic positioning  

 The governance architecture of BRI is still 

under development and appears to be 

very fragmented; it combines a few new 

BRI-dedicated organizations with existing 

multilateral and bilateral institutions and 

regimes; the architecture has a strong    

focus on China as the founder and lead 

designer of BRI 

 On the ground, from the business         

perspective, BRI is often a vague reality, 

primarily a tool for financing 

 The BRI initiative creates new interest 

from other countries 

 China is not pursuing debt trap diplomacy 

as a deliberate strategy, but a few coun-

tries involved with BRI are at risk of        

becoming highly indebted 

 

The BRI has been subject to much praise, but 

it is also loaded with its own challenges and 

has been subject to criticism around the 

world for Chinese dominance, lack of trans-

parency and accountability, and negligence 

of international norms, rules, and standards.  

 

What is BRI? 

China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) is a 

comprehensive program that aims to        

integrate the world at a higher level than 

before through activities on six different   

dimensions (Fig. 1).  

 

Figure 1: BRI’s operational dimensions 

 
Source: https://beltandroad.hktdc.com/en/belt-and-road-

basics  

 

BRI aims to operate across different sectors 

and across the globe, geographically. The 

initiative pursues an integrated approach to 

economic, social and cultural development, 

and the related policy coordination. It will 

create:  

 New connectivity: Land, sea, and air 

transport routes with associated infra-

structure, e.g. ports, railways, and high-

ways 

 New energy generation and transmission 

infrastructure 

 New urban infrastructure 

https://beltandroad.hktdc.com/en/belt-and-road-basics
https://beltandroad.hktdc.com/en/belt-and-road-basics
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 New economic corridors, development 

zones, industrial parks, and trade             

initiatives 

 New digital and communication infrastruc-

ture 

 New financial infrastructure 

 New global value chains with major      

Chinese companies as dominant players 

 Cultural infrastructure, innovation, and 

exchange 

 

The Second Belt and Road Forum was        

conducted in Beijing 25-27 April 2019. The 

forum gathered 37 Heads of States and Prime 

Ministers from around the world, leaders of 

multilateral organizations including UN and 

IMF, and thousands of government officials, 

business people, think-tankers, NGO’s,     

academics etc. The main points from the 

Communiqué agreed on by the attending 

state and government leaders were: 

1. Multilateralism is important for the      

success of BRI, which should base itself on 

mutual consultation, equality and shared 

efforts 

2. All interested parties are welcome to join 

BRI as such - or an appropriate BRI       

platform 

3. BRI promotes development synergy 

through increased connectivity across the 

continents and on sea 

4. The cooperation should be open, clean 

and green and promote sustainable       

development 

5. Projects under BRI should be developed in 

collaboration, and they should be investa-

ble, bankable, economically viable and   

environmentally sustainable 

6. Project financing can be provided from 

multiple sources  

7. Enterprises from all over the world should 

be able to participate, and public pro-

curement under BRI should be open, 

transparent and non-discriminatory 

 

BRI organization and governance 

Since China’s President Xi Jinping launched 

the BRI in 2013, the initiative has developed 

distinct steering, implementation and control 

mechanisms, and several political and admin-

istrative organizations are involved in China. 

At the apex, we find the Leading Group for 

Advancing the Development of One Belt One 

Road (BRI-LG). BRI-LG originated in the     

National Development and Reform        

Commission (NDRC) and only later became a 

leading group under the State Council. Vice 

Premier Han Zheng is the head of the BRI-LG. 

He is also a member of the Standing      

Committee of the Political Bureau of the Cen-

tral Committee of the Communist Party of 

China (CPC). 

 

The most important ministries involved are: 

 The Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MFA)      

(中华人民共和国外交部) 

 The National Development and Reform 

Commission (NDRC) (中华人民共和国国

家发展和改革委员会) 

 The Ministry of Commerce (MOFCOM)   

(中华人民共和国商务部) 

 The Ministry of Ecology and Environment 

of the People’s Republic of China (MEP) 

(中华人民共和国生态环境部) 

 The Ministry of Culture (MoC) (中华人民

共和国文化部) 

 

https://eng.yidaiyilu.gov.cn/qwyw/rdxw/88230.htm
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These ministries enable and facilitate BRI 

policy implementation. At the same time, 

most of the other Chinese ministries are   

involved in sectoral activities under BRI. Fur-

thermore, in April 2018, China’s National 

People’s Congress established the China   

International Development Cooperation 

Agency (CIDCA) directly under the State 

Council (SC). CIDCA was assigned a specific 

responsibility for overseeing BRI. It has since 

been making strategic guidelines, plans and 

policies on foreign aid, as well as overseeing 

and evaluating their implementation. All of 

these agencies consist of high profile, senior 

CCP cadres with extensive political             

experience and clout. 

 

Figure 2: Simplified BRI organization diagram 

Further, several new platforms, forums, and 

think tanks have been established to work 

with BRI.  

 

On the international scene, the Belt and Road 

Forum is the most significant amongst the 

BRI-dedicated institutions and it is firmly 

chaired by President Xi Jinping. 

 

The BRI platform also links up with existing 

multilateral cooperation organizations such 

as the Shanghai Cooperation Organization 

(SCO) and the Association of Southeast Asian 

Nations (ASEAN). Similarly, Chinese         

state-owned companies (SOEs) play a major 

role in the implementation of BRI (Fig. 2). 

 

 

http://en.cidca.gov.cn/index.html
https://thediplomat.com/2018/08/foreign-aid-with-chinese-characteristics/
https://thediplomat.com/2018/08/foreign-aid-with-chinese-characteristics/
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The BRI is primarily funded by Chinese banks 

and financing institutions. The BRI-dedicated 

state-owned investment fund, the Silk Road 

Fund (SRF) (丝路基金), was established on 

29 December 2014 in Beijing in support of 

BRI. The SRF provides investment and       

financing support for economic and trade 

cooperation towards BRI-projects in infra-

structure, resources and energy development, 

industrial capacity cooperation, as well as 

financial cooperation.                     v       

 

Other financial institutions established by 

China and other countries also participate, 

for example: 

 The BRICS New Development Bank (NDB) 

(新开发银行), which was established in 

2014. Its main objectives are to: Foster 

development of member countries;     

support economic growth; promote   

competitiveness; facilitate job creation; 

and build a knowledge sharing platform 

with developing countries.  

 The Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank 

(AIIB) (亚洲基础设施投资银行(亚投行)) 

began operations in 2016. China was its 

founder, and the bank now has 97         

approved members worldwide. The Bank’s 

mission is to improve social and economic 

outcomes in Asia by investing in sustain-

able infrastructure and other productive 

sectors in Asia and even beyond. 

 

Figure 3 (from a Deloitte Insights report) 

shows that at the end of 2016, the four big 

commercial banks in China and China Devel-

opment Bank were the main investors in BRI 

projects among the Chinese financing institu-

tions, while the other funding agencies     

remain relatively insignificant. It is possible 

for the Chinese financial institutions and 

banks to invite other financial institutions 

and banks to co-finance BRI projects, and it 

has already happened in many instances. 

 

Figure 3: Funding for BRI by lender 

 
Source: Company statements; Oxford Economics; FT. 

 

BRI operates through different instruments 

with different purposes (Fig. 4). On the     

Chinese side, the main actors are the Chinese 

state organizations, financial institutions, and 

firms (SOEs and private companies). There is 

no evidence as to whether these actors    

necessarily share the same vision about the 

BRI and its benevolent intentions. The       

Second Belt and Road Forum demonstrated, 

however, that China has initiated a com-

prehensive process of BRI strategic opera-

tionalization that focuses on programming, 

projects, and the prerequisites to make the 

http://www.silkroadfund.com.cn/
http://www.silkroadfund.com.cn/
https://www.ndb.int/about-us/essence/history/
https://www.aiib.org/en/about-aiib/index.html
https://www.aiib.org/en/about-aiib/index.html
https://www2.deloitte.com/insights/us/en/economy/asia-pacific/china-belt-and-road-initiative.html
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financed initiatives economically, financially, 

socially, and environmentally sustainable.   

 

Figure 4 illustrates China’s approach to    

governance of BRI from a functionalist      

perspective, i.e. which rules and mechanisms 

are currently in place. It is evident that there 

is no coordinated operational leadership of 

BRI at this stage, and there is no overarching      

governance framework. The approach to 

governance appears to be very fragmented 

with many different stakeholders engaged, 

and there is an absence of clear crosscutting 

operational mandates, rules and procedures.  

 

Figure 4 shows that China has governed and 

guided BRI through general multilateral and 

bilateral institutions that are either quite new 

and/or specifically BRI-dedicated, or through 

already existing institutions and rules. With 

regard to special mechanisms, China does 

not use treaties, and the special instruments 

are mostly of a loose order. The strategic-

legal approach of BRI tends to mobilize   

market mechanisms and it applies so-called 

soft law at the higher tiers of the BRI govern-

ance architecture.  

 

This permits trial and error in implementa-

tion to find the best solutions. It also allows 

for maximum strategic flexibility. Hard law 

only enters BRI operations at the level of  

projects and their financing, and this is where 

China could potentially exert direct strategic 

or geopolitical influence, e.g. by taking over 

strategic infrastructure as it happened with 

the Sri Lankan Hambantota harbor.  

 

The bottom line here is that the current BRI 

governance architecture is not yet a coherent 

or rigidly regularized body of institutions. 

Rather, it exploits a variety of fragmented 

regimes that work together to solve goals 

and challenges within the BRI sphere. While 

this allows for strategic dynamism and flexi-

bility, it also leads to a lack of transparency. 

We also note, however, that the various BRI 

related organizations have elaborated many 

new policy documents and operational             

procedures recently.  

 

 

 
 

 

 

Figure 4: Governance of BRI – a functionalist perspective 

https://www.reuters.com/article/us-sri-lanka-china-ports/chinese-firm-pays-584-million-in-sri-lanka-port-debt-to-equity-deal-idUSKBN1JG2Z6
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It is clearly possible for the BRI, in due time, 

to transcend to an order-stage in which the   

established architecture will achieve a      

superior vision or understanding of how to 

organize the international system as a whole 

with the BRI as a main pillar. 

 

The Digital Silk Road 

The digital dimensions of the BRI were      

articulated as a comprehensive strategy in 

2015 in “Vision and Actions on Jointly Build-

ing Silk Road Economic Belt and 21st-Century 

Maritime Silk Road” published by the NDRC. 

The vision introduced the term “Information 

Silk Road,” which covers the digital tech-

nology and infrastructure aspects of the BRI 

infrastructure program. It later changed 

name to the Digital Silk Road (DSR).  

 

Gregorz Stec provides three examples of  

efforts related to the development of the 

digital economy surrounding the BRI, used 

here as the template for clarification of the 

DSR: E-commerce and customs automation, 

telecommunication infrastructure, and     

sustainable infrastructure.  

 

E-commerce and customs automation 

In 2015, the brand of Zhong Ding Tai Feng 

received 2000 Russian orders within the first 

hour of the enormous Chinese shopping    

festival, Singles’ Day. At the time, the tech-

nology was not prepared for this amount of 

orders. The Russian bank system flooded, the 

shopping platform was paralyzed and the 

customers had to spend more than one hour 

trying to pay for their products.  

 

It is situations and processes like these that 

the DSR is meant to improve. By establishing 

cross-border e-commerce systems that are 

capable of handling huge amounts of orders, 

DSR will potentially result in an e-commerce 

market that is far more valuable than today. 

This will be beneficial to Chinese SMEs as 

well as larger Chinese companies, but also to 

companies in other countries that are trying 

to sell their products through cross-border   

e-commerce.  

 

The prime example of how DSR is developing 

is the Alibaba-led Digital Free Trade Zone 

(DFTZ) in Malaysia, which is meant to help 

Malaysia establish itself as a main player in 

the region’s e-commerce market and to drive 

the export of many Malaysian SMEs through 

e-commerce. Of course, the DFTZ also       

enhances the ability of Chinese companies to 

sell their products in Malaysia. The DFTZ, as 

well as other potential projects, will rely on a 

better performing digital supply chain, espe-

cially through customs auto-mation. The cus-

tom procedures are quite time-consuming 

and relatively costly, and therefore one of 

the main points of the DSR is to automate 

many of the processes related to customs. 

 

In short, in terms of E-commerce, the DSR 

will seek to provide a better performing        

e-commerce market by establishing better 

performing systems and better internet con-

nections throughout the region, as well as by 

optimizing the customs procedures of the 

collaborators through automatization. 

 

Telecommunication infrastructure  

Telecommunication infrastructure is essential 

to create the “Information Silk Road” and 

improve international communications con-

nectivity. Chinese state-owned companies 

http://en.ndrc.gov.cn/newsrelease/201503/t20150330_669367.html
http://en.ndrc.gov.cn/newsrelease/201503/t20150330_669367.html
http://en.ndrc.gov.cn/newsrelease/201503/t20150330_669367.html
http://www.eias.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/03/EU_Asia_at_a_Glance_Stec_DSR_2018-1.pdf
http://www.globaltimes.cn/content/1042650.shtml
http://www.globaltimes.cn/content/1042650.shtml
https://www.cnbc.com/2018/02/12/concerns-over-alibaba-led-digital-free-trade-zone-in-malaysia.html
https://mydftz.com/faq/
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2017/01/china-new-silk-road-bumpy-ride/
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2017/01/china-new-silk-road-bumpy-ride/
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such as China Telecom, China Unicom, and 

China Mobile have set up international com-

panies in Hong Kong to be able to reach the 

global market, and private companies like 

Huawei and ZTE are already internationalized.  

 

To name a few projects, ZTE is involved in 

constructing the first fiber optic network in 

Afghanistan in cooperation with the Afghan 

Ministry of Telecommunication. Huawei and 

China Unicom are involved in building fiber 

optic cables between Cameroon and Brazil, 

and China Telecom, China Unicom, and China 

Mobile have played a role among other     

telecom-companies in constructing the Asia 

Pacific Gateway submarine fiber optic cable 

line.  

 

One of the main aims of BRI is to improve 

international communication connectivity. 

The assumption is that it will lead to a natural 

improvement of trade and cooperation    

between China and other countries that are 

involved in BRI. At the 4th World Internet 

Conference in 2017 at Wuhan in China, the 

panel on international cooperation clearly 

linked the DSR to BRI in its title. However, in 

2018 at the 5th World Internet Conference, 

the panel title was now “International Coop-

eration along the Digital Silk Road”. While 

government representatives mentioned BRI 

in their panel speeches, the DSR appeared to 

focus more on developing the Chinese digital 

economy specifically, rather than on optimiz-

ing BRI as a whole.  

 

Sustainable infrastructure  

According to official statements, the DSR will 

deploy sustainable infrastructure, i.e. a smart 

infrastructure that relies on smart systems 

such as smart grids and sensors. The purpose 

of this is to optimize resources, for example 

to better match supply and demand. In the 

end, this smart infrastructure should lead to 

a decline in the use of fossil fuels.   

 

The Digital Belt and Road (DBAR) is a new 

and important initiative related to DSR with 

regard to sustainable infrastructure. The 

DBAR will pioneer the usage of tech solutions 

to resolve environmental challenges in      

relation to the BRI. 

 

In short, in relation to sustainable infrastruc-

ture, the purpose of the DSR is to optimize 

systems and processes by using smart tech 

solutions. This will ultimately lead to a reduc-

tion in the use of fossil fuels and make the 

BRI greener.  

 

The three examples discussed above do not 

constitute all aspects of the DSR, but they are 

definitely seen as three main components of 

the “Information Silk Road”. From this, we 

can gather that the DSR can help effectuate 

BRI-projects and improve international   

communication and trade. However, DSR can 

also be considered a separate “third road” 

that does not only consider the optimization 

of international infrastructural projects, it 

also allows Chinese telecommunication   

companies to internationalize and spread 

their solutions and technologies based on 

commercial and economic considerations.  

 

In sum, the DSR is aimed at optimizing and in 

part automating the BRI, but also in turn   

using the BRI as a stimulus for Chinese tech 

companies and China’s digital industry to 

globalize. 

https://books.google.dk/books?id=zhVeDwAAQBAJ&pg=PA72&lpg=PA72&dq=cmcc+initiated+the+join+hands+programme&source=bl&ots=mRjtLQihy9&sig=ACfU3U126hjKdVIhtzGhUFEzzG2YNUKfsA&hl=da&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwi-oLfHktzhAhXLJlAKHa_2DjcQ6AEwAHoECAgQAQ#v=onepage&q&f=false
https://books.google.dk/books?id=zhVeDwAAQBAJ&pg=PA72&lpg=PA72&dq=cmcc+initiated+the+join+hands+programme&source=bl&ots=mRjtLQihy9&sig=ACfU3U126hjKdVIhtzGhUFEzzG2YNUKfsA&hl=da&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwi-oLfHktzhAhXLJlAKHa_2DjcQ6AEwAHoECAgQAQ#v=onepage&q&f=false
https://wadsam.com/afghan-business-news/first-fiber-optic-network-in-afghanistan-798/
https://wadsam.com/afghan-business-news/first-fiber-optic-network-in-afghanistan-798/
http://en.people.cn/n3/2017/1009/c90000-9277569.html
http://en.people.cn/n3/2017/1009/c90000-9277569.html
https://www.submarinenetworks.com/systems/intra-asia/apg
https://www.submarinenetworks.com/systems/intra-asia/apg
http://www.china.org.cn/world/2017-12/04/content_50083923.htm
https://eng.yidaiyilu.gov.cn/qwyw/rdxw/71362.htm
https://eng.yidaiyilu.gov.cn/qwyw/rdxw/71362.htm
http://www.eias.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/03/EU_Asia_at_a_Glance_Stec_DSR_2018-1.pdf
http://www.dbeltroad.org/
https://books.google.dk/books?id=zhVeDwAAQBAJ&pg=PA72&lpg=PA72&dq=cmcc+initiated+the+join+hands+programme&source=bl&ots=mRjtLQihy9&sig=ACfU3U126hjKdVIhtzGhUFEzzG2YNUKfsA&hl=da&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwi-oLfHktzhAhXLJlAKHa_2DjcQ6AEwAHoECAgQAQ#v=onepage&q&f=false
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BRI in Kenya 

There are three significant Chinese projects 

in Kenya: 

1. The Lamu Port-South Sudan-Ethiopia and 

Development Corridor (LAPSSET) project 

2. The Standard Gauge Railway (SGR) project  

3. The Lamu power plant project 

 

In this section, we examine these projects by 

looking at several aspects of China’s interests 

in Kenya, including strategic intentions and 

various benefits of the projects.  

 

The LAPSSET project 

The map in Figure 5 shows how the LAPSSET 

project creates a variety of infrastructure 

links between Kenya, South Sudan, and   

Ethiopia. 

 

Figure 5: LAPSSET project map 

 
Source:  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lamu_Port_and_Lamu-

Southern_Sudan-

Ethiopia_Transport_Corridor#/media/File:LAPSSET.gif 

The LAPSSET project is a public-private    

partnership that includes several major pro-

jects, such as developing Lamu Port, an 800 

km road system, a standard gauge railway, a 

1.300 km oil pipeline, an oil refinery, and an 

airport. 

 

Lamu Port is a central component in the 

LAPSSET project, since one of the primary 

aims of the LAPSSET project is to establish 

connections with the landlocked states of 

South Sudan and Ethiopia. China Road and 

Bridge Corporation (CRBC) signed a US$480 

mil. deal with Kenya Port Authority in 2013 to 

construct three of the 32 expected deep-sea 

berths, and the port is expected to be open 

for operations between 2018 and 2020. 

 

Figure 6: Map of Kenya’s regional network plans  

 
Source: 

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5652847de4b033f56

d2bdc29/t/58136e42b3db2ba8eafb7cbb/1477668419649/k

enya+v3.pdf  

 

There are several partner institutions linked 

to the LAPSSET project, such as the African 

Union, COMESA, East African Community 

(EAC), South African Development          

Community (SADC), the African Development 

Bank (AfDB), the World Bank and the        

International Finance Corporation (IFC). 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lamu_Port_and_Lamu-Southern_Sudan-Ethiopia_Transport_Corridor#/media/File:LAPSSET.gif
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lamu_Port_and_Lamu-Southern_Sudan-Ethiopia_Transport_Corridor#/media/File:LAPSSET.gif
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lamu_Port_and_Lamu-Southern_Sudan-Ethiopia_Transport_Corridor#/media/File:LAPSSET.gif
https://www.un.org/africarenewal/magazine/august-2016/megaproject-rises-east-africa
https://www.un.org/africarenewal/magazine/august-2016/megaproject-rises-east-africa
https://www.un.org/africarenewal/magazine/august-2016/megaproject-rises-east-africa
http://www.coastweek.com/4044-Kenya-Ports-Authority-note-major-progress-on-Lamu-project.htm
http://www.coastweek.com/4044-Kenya-Ports-Authority-note-major-progress-on-Lamu-project.htm
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5652847de4b033f56d2bdc29/t/58136e42b3db2ba8eafb7cbb/1477668419649/kenya+v3.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5652847de4b033f56d2bdc29/t/58136e42b3db2ba8eafb7cbb/1477668419649/kenya+v3.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5652847de4b033f56d2bdc29/t/58136e42b3db2ba8eafb7cbb/1477668419649/kenya+v3.pdf
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The Standard Gauge Railway (SGR) project 

The SGR project is a government-to-

government project between Kenya and Chi-

na (Fig. 6), and is supposed to address the 

lack of adequate infrastructure in Kenya to 

support the Mombasa port, the second   

largest port in Africa. The railway is expected 

to travel through Nairobi across the Ugandan 

border and further into Central Africa. The 

475 km. railway is financed through Chinese 

loans provided by the Export-Import Bank of 

China, and the goal is to secure the trade in 

and out of the port and to lift the freight  

carried by trains by 60%.  

 

The projects will potentially have a          

transformative impact on Kenya, and we 

would argue that these projects provide 

some correctives for the judgmental          

discourses that we have seen about the BRI. 

The projects have enabled the exchange of 

technological skills between China and Kenya, 

provided new job opportunities for the local 

people, as well as improved the local       

economy as suppliers to the project have 

been, and will be sourced locally. The        

projects can also be seen as selective and 

clearly defined strategic investments, since 

the investments could initially create        

economical improvements for Kenya, but in 

the long term, they could also promote     

China’s strategic interests. The SGR project 

has already had difficulty in generating 

enough revenue to repay the debt to China. 

The Mombasa port is set as security for    

repayment, and it is by no means unlikely 

that China may get the right to manage the 

Mombasa port in the end. In that case, this 

could be taken as an indication of debt-trap 

diplomacy. 

Lamu power plant project 

A coal fired power plant with a capacity of 

1,050 MW is being planned in Lamu County, 

near Lamu Port and a Unesco World Heritage 

site. Amu Power is the company behind the 

plan. It is a consortium of Kenyan companies, 

i.e. Centum Investment Group and Gulf    

Energy Ltd., as well as Chinese companies, 

i.e. China Huadian, Sichuan Electric Power 

Design and Consulting Company, and        

Sichuan No. 3 Power Construction            

Company. According to Amu Power, the plant 

includes coal-handling facilities at the Lamu 

Port. The plant is still in the planning phase. 

In due time, it is meant to produce power by 

using coal initially sourced from South Africa, 

and subsequently switch to coal mined     

directly in Kenya.  

 

Local residents have been concerned about 

the environmental impact of the plant and 

have tried to challenge the project’s EIA 

through legal channels, at least until they 

have been assured that their health will not 

be harmed through increased air pollution. 

Greenpeace supports the local residents, and 

the Greenpeace Campaign Manager for Afri-

ca, Renee Olende, has said: 

 

“Kenya should move away from commission-

ing expensive projects such as the Lamu coal 

plant, which are funded with hefty loans. The 

government should rather diversify its energy 

sources and invest in affordable renewable 

energy solutions like solar and wind which 

the country can afford.” 

 

The Lamu project is still in legal process. It 

reflects a situation in which local interests 

and concerns about negative impacts may 

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5652847de4b033f56d2bdc29/t/594d739f3e00bed37482d4fe/1498248096443/SGR+v4.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5652847de4b033f56d2bdc29/t/594d739f3e00bed37482d4fe/1498248096443/SGR+v4.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5652847de4b033f56d2bdc29/t/594d739f3e00bed37482d4fe/1498248096443/SGR+v4.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5652847de4b033f56d2bdc29/t/594d739f3e00bed37482d4fe/1498248096443/SGR+v4.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5652847de4b033f56d2bdc29/t/594d739f3e00bed37482d4fe/1498248096443/SGR+v4.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5652847de4b033f56d2bdc29/t/594d739f3e00bed37482d4fe/1498248096443/SGR+v4.pdf
https://www.sourcewatch.org/index.php/Lamu_Power_Project
https://theconversation.com/why-the-lamu-coal-plant-doesnt-make-sense-kenya-has-better-energy-options-78479
https://theconversation.com/why-the-lamu-coal-plant-doesnt-make-sense-kenya-has-better-energy-options-78479
https://www.sourcewatch.org/index.php?title=China_Huadian
https://www.sourcewatch.org/index.php?title=Lamu_Port
https://www.sourcewatch.org/index.php?title=Lamu_Port
https://naturaljustice.org/lamu-coal-plant-esia-appeal-case-concluded-submission-highlights/
https://naturaljustice.org/lamu-coal-plant-esia-appeal-case-concluded-submission-highlights/
https://www.greenpeace.org/africa/en/press/1863/kenya-needs-to-diversity-energy-sources-to-reduce-electricity-cost/
https://www.greenpeace.org/africa/en/press/1863/kenya-needs-to-diversity-energy-sources-to-reduce-electricity-cost/
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increasingly challenge large BRI infrastructure 

projects.  

 

On the other hand, the projects in Kenya are 

a result of long-standing engagement and 

involvement by China, and not necessarily of 

BRI. In fact, there is very little information 

about strategies on BRI in Kenya. In our 

source materials, the LAPSSET and SGR     

projects are named as projects in Kenya   

rather than as BRI projects. 

 

In addition, it is noteworthy that many inter-

national partner institutions are associated 

with the projects. It shows that the projects 

have created awareness about the need to 

develop infrastructure in developing       

countries. Even though the initiative comes 

from China, the collaboration with inter-

national and local organizations, institutions, 

and companies may eventually help create 

projects that comply with general inter-

national standards.  

 

A green BRI 

Many have criticized the BRI for not being 

green. Evidence suggests, however, that the 

Chinese leadership is becoming more       

concerned about the need for a green turn of 

the BRI. Official statements from the recent 

Belt and Road Forum demonstrated an     

evident green focus within BRI. ‘Green’ and 

‘sustainable’ dimensions and criteria are  

being mainstreamed now.  

 

The original basis for this work is a compre-

hensive policy    document called Belt and 

Road Ecological and Environmental Coopera-

tion Plan issued in May 2017. Since then, the 

various interventions specified have slowly 

been implemented based on different policy 

documents and initiatives: 

 Guidance on Promoting Green Belt and 

Road jointly issued by MEP, Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs (MFA), National Develop-

ment and Reform Commission (NDRC) and 

Ministry of Commerce (MOFCOM) 

 Guidelines for Environmental Protection in 

Foreign Investment and Cooperation joint-

ly released by MOFCOM and Ministry of 

Ecology and Environment 

 The Initiative on Corporate Environmental 

Responsibility Fulfillment for Building the 

Green “Belt and Road” announced by 19 

key enterprises 

 There are also initiatives to promote green 

trade and green supply chains 

 

Figure 7 lists major projects in the 2017    

policy document to strengthen the green 

dimensions in BRI activities. 

 

Figure 7: Green BRI initiatives 

https://eng.yidaiyilu.gov.cn/zchj/qwfb/13392.htm
https://eng.yidaiyilu.gov.cn/zchj/qwfb/13392.htm
https://eng.yidaiyilu.gov.cn/zchj/qwfb/13392.htm
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The attendant leaders’ Communiqué from 

the Second Belt and Road Forum noted with 

satisfaction that the BRI is driven towards 

greener development and more ecological 

sustainability. The world leaders further   

encouraged the development of more green 

finance, green bonds, and green technology. 

They also encouraged exchange of good 

practices on ecological and environmental 

policies towards a high level of environmen-

tal protection. 

 

Apart from mainstreaming green develop-

ment into BRI policies, the green dimensions 

of BRI are also becoming institutionalized. 

China has created an International Coalition 

for the Green Development of BRI led by the 

Chinese Ministry of Ecology and Environment 

and UN Environment in Nairobi. It is an open, 

inclusive and voluntary international network 

that will bring together environmental ex-

pertise from all involved partners associated 

with the Coalition to ensure that it brings 

“long-term green and sustainable develop-

ment to all concerned countries in support   

of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable                

Development”. The coalition will operate 

with a tiered governance structure with two 

chairs from China and UN Environment     

respectively, a number of Vice Chairs, and a 

group of prominent senior advisors. The    

coalition will work through thematic partner-

ships that will conduct research and provide 

policy. The coalition is serviced by a            

secretariat. 

 

The Chinese government has also launched a 

BRI Environmental Big Data Platform in   

Shenzhen for knowledge sharing across the 

BRI, and the Ministry of Ecology and          

Environment of China established the Belt 

and Road Environmental Technology         

Exchange and Transfer Center. Further, a 

Green Silk Road Envoys Program will train 

1,500 environmental officials from the parti-

cipating countries of the Belt and Road      

Initiative in the next three years.  

 

Finally, the Chinese government is setting up 

a number of bilateral and multilateral envi-

ronmental cooperation centers in partner 

countries. One is being planned in Kenya, 

namely the China-Africa Environmental     

Cooperation Center, which will serve as a new 

regional platform for China-Africa environ-

mental collaboration. It intends to help 

strengthen environmental governance       

capabilities to cope with environmental    

challenges.  

 

Evidently, there are still many dilemmas in 

regards to green BRI development and speci-

fic projects. Elsewhere in this brief, we write 

about the situation in Kenya and the dilemma 

in the energy sector between black and green 

energy. China is indeed well known and fre-

quently criticized for massive export of “rela-

tively clean”, yet still ‘dirty’ coal technology 

to countries around the world. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.globaltimes.cn/content/1147745.shtml
http://www.globaltimes.cn/content/1147745.shtml
http://global.chinadaily.com.cn/a/201904/25/WS5cc108efa3104842260b8369.html
http://global.chinadaily.com.cn/a/201904/25/WS5cc108efa3104842260b8369.html
http://global.chinadaily.com.cn/a/201904/25/WS5cc108efa3104842260b8369.html
https://www.chinadialogue.net/article/show/single/en/11059-Should-China-export-clean-coal-power-
https://www.chinadialogue.net/article/show/single/en/11059-Should-China-export-clean-coal-power-
https://www.chinadialogue.net/article/show/single/en/11059-Should-China-export-clean-coal-power-
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BRI dilemmas and challenges 
The BRI program has received both praise 
criticism around the world. The main critical 
points have been:  
• Obscurity 
• Lack of transparency 
• Lack of predictability 
• Chinese control of strategic infrastructure 

is a geo-political risk in certain types of 
projects 

• Selective implementation 
• The China model has inherent contradic-

tions as a reference point – e.g. in the    
energy sector between black and green 
energy 

 

In addition, one of the most serious criticisms 

has been that China pursues “debt-trap    

diplomacy” in order to promote its own   

strategic geo-political interests. However, 

recent research shows that China does not 

follow such a path intentionally, although a 

few countries may be at risk of ending up in a 

debt trap due to participation in BRI projects. 

Notably, China has also actively provided 

debt relief to developing countries. In this 

respect, China is in line with what other    

major lending countries do (Fig. 8). 

 

Figure 8: China’s debt relief in comparison 

 
Source: 
https://developmentreimagined.com/2019/04/25/chinas-
debt-relief-along-the-belt-and-road-whats-the-story/ 

However, debt relief can also be a means of 

enticing new partnerships for BRI. In 2018, 

Vanuatu signed a series of agreements and 

memoranda that, taken together, constituted 

a bilateral commitment between China and 

Vanuatu in relation to the BRI. A local news-

paper got hold of the documents and found 

that the agreements included a large cash 

gift, a new infrastructure loan, setting up a 

joint trade commission, and commitments to 

maintain ‘facilities connectivity’ and policy 

coordination, among other things. The doc-

uments also argued that a roughly VT315 

million (2.8 mill. USD) debt forgiveness 

agreement was a “dubious carrot” in the 

package. It covered an unpaid interest-free 

loan made by China in 2004, which was due 

in December 2015. 

 

Indeed, at the recent Belt and Road Forum, 

IMF Director Christine Legard noted that the 

BRI infrastructure program should only go 

where it is needed, and where the debt         

it generates can be sustained. She acknowl-

edged that BRI infrastructure and connect-

ivity projects could have a positive impact on 

growth in certain countries, but she also 

called for a new “Belt and Road 2.0” to     

“include increased transparency, an open 

procurement process with competitive     

bidding and better risk assessment in project 

selection”. 

 

At the recent Belt and Road Forum, Xi Jinping 

appeared to recognize some of the BRI 

weaknesses, and his proposals for amend-

ments were quite clear. At his press confer-

ence at the end of the forum, he informed 

that the parties in the Summit had agreed 

that the cooperation should be aligned with 

https://www.cgdev.org/sites/default/files/examining-debt-implications-belt-and-road-initiative-policy-perspective.pdf
https://developmentreimagined.com/2019/04/25/chinas-debt-relief-along-the-belt-and-road-whats-the-story/
https://developmentreimagined.com/2019/04/25/chinas-debt-relief-along-the-belt-and-road-whats-the-story/
https://developmentreimagined.com/2019/04/25/chinas-debt-relief-along-the-belt-and-road-whats-the-story/
http://dailypost.vu/news/belt-road-details/article_1528d7dc-ac31-5f98-8c36-433f8b0e2403.html
http://dailypost.vu/news/belt-road-details/article_1528d7dc-ac31-5f98-8c36-433f8b0e2403.html
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-china-silkroad-imf/imfs-lagarde-says-chinas-belt-and-road-should-only-go-where-sustainable-idUSKCN1S20IH
https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/zxxx_662805/t1659452.shtml
file:///C:/Users/lzp385/AppData/Local/Microsoft/Windows/INetCache/Content.Outlook/ZE4WEJS5/Key%20take-aways%20for%20green%20BRI
file:///C:/Users/lzp385/AppData/Local/Microsoft/Windows/INetCache/Content.Outlook/ZE4WEJS5/Key%20take-aways%20for%20green%20BRI
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accepted international rules and standards, 

and that lending should be financially        

sustainable. He also said that China agrees   

to oppose protectionism and to pursue the 

development of a green and environmentally, 

economically, and socially sustainable BRI. He 

further declared that there was an agree-

ment to level the playing field for foreign 

enterprises interested in BRI projects. This 

will be insured through collaboration at the 

level of governance and by involving foreign 

financing institutions in the projects. There is 

also evidence that BRI projects increasingly 

follow internationally accepted standards, 

not least because of the syndicated financing 

instruments that are used, and the collabora-

tive agencies or international joint ventures 

involved in the implementation. 

 

However, the governance arrangements still 

need further clarification. China’s declared 

open, inclusive and flexible approach cannot 

conceal the fact that China always sits at the 

end of the table and provides the policy    

inputs, the guidance, the control, and also a 

large part of the financing. Although a     

number of new policy documents were    

provided in anticipation of and at the recent 

BRI Forum, questions pertaining to decision-

making and operational procedures are still 

lingering. At this stage, the proverbial devil is 

in the detail when projects are designed and 

investment decisions are made. Ultimately, it 

is a question of whether China wants to con-

tinue as the dominating partner, thus risking 

to sacrifice its image as a benevolent partner, 

or whether this will become a truly multilat-

eral initiative with the necessary due        

governance, transparency, accountability, 

and checks and balances. 

Key takeaways for foreign companies and 
organizations working with BRI 
• Become familiar with the mind-set behind 

the BRI and how the actors operate 
•  Explore how you can help attain the goals 

set at recipient country and at partner 
level 

• Recognize that this is also new territory in 
a global context for many Chinese          
operators 

• Keep track of environmental alignments 
and corporate social responsibility       
practices at the recipient country and at 
the project level 

• Work with established Chinese and/or 
local partners who are familiar with BRI 
procedures and financing 

• Explain and promote the relevance to the 
BRI of own green experiences in China, at 
home and elsewhere 

• Work with stakeholders that promote 
green agendas in China and abroad, such 
as local governments in China, developing 
country governments, NGOs, business 
partners, and the BRI Green Coalition 
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