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“We [had] no choice. Did the rest of the world give us a chance or a choice? If Japan 
offers us the same, if Europe or the U.S. offers us the same, [there would be] no issue. We 

are pro-our country, pro-our continent. We are not pro-other foreign country.” 

~ Aboubaker Omar Hadi, Chairman of the Djibouti Ports and Free Zones Authority, speaking about 
Djibouti’s participation in the BRI at the Tokyo International Conference on African Development 
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S P E C I A L  R E P O RT: 

Like Hadi, “we had no choice” is a common defense among 
developing countries criticized for their participation in China’s 
Belt and Road Initiative (BRI)—a $4 trillion financing strategy 
to develop a global network connecting China to Asia, Europe, 
the Middle East, Africa and Latin America by 2049. Criticism and 
concerns against the BRI have been boiling for the past few years as 
the developing world has been increasingly dominated by Chinese 
money funding unsound infrastructure projects. 

Among the international community, the BRI is now infamously 
known as a “debt-trap diplomacy.”1 A harsh accusation that China’s 
predatory lending deals have left many developing nations ensnared 
in unstainable debt and their strategic assets, such as maritime ports 
and natural resources, vulnerable to Chinese creditors. 

Beginning in 2017, Sri Lanka became the poster child of China’s 
“debt-trap diplomacy” narrative. The revitalized port was 
theoretically designed to pay for itself as it was promised to attract 
thousands of ships passing along vital sea lanes in the Indian Ocean. 
However, it only drew in a little over 30 ships in total during 2012 
and almost 200 ships in 2017.2 The promised attraction has still yet 
to be fulfilled—a common characteristic of completed BRI projects. 
Struggling to make a meaningful profit and dealing with larger 
economic issues,3 the Sri Lankan government leased the Chinese-
built Hambantota port and 15,000 acres of land surrounding it to 

the Chinese state-owned giant—China Merchants Port Holdings—
for the next 99 years.4 

Therefore, since 2018 Chinese President Xi Jinping has 
been making efforts to downplay the “debt-trap diplomacy” 
narrative and address rising concerns over the BRI.5 Xi has 
been stressing to world leaders that the BRI will become more 
transparent and investment activities will have stricter 
regulations. Despite the Chinese leader’s reiterations that the 
BRI will benefit “all of its participants,” promote sustainable 
growth, and build a community of prosperity, this has not 
happened consistently since the main purpose of the BRI is to 
lead economic power back to China.6 

The Rise of China’s Relational Power

While China has been implementing its BRI for only six 
and a half years, the strategic initiative has been energizing its 
fast-growing relational power over the developing world 
both in dependence and connectivity.7 This power may help 
fuel the rise of China and give Beijing the freedom to secure its 
future growth. Consider the following: 

China has been befriending more and more developing 
nations by pouring billions of dollars into their vulnerable 
economies. Take Africa where Chinese lending has been 
exploding. China 
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has already committed $60 billion in loans, financing, equity 
investments, direct aid and grants into resource-rich African 
countries.8 Now, 25 out of the 50 most indebted nations to 
China9 come from the African continent (refer to above table).10 

Chinese investments have also been focusing on BRI energy 
projects in the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS) 
region.11 The construction of high-speed railways and a natural 
gas pipeline in the region aims to facilitate energy exports to 
China—essential components to China’s future energy security. 

Russia remains the largest investor in the region, however, China 
has taken the lead in Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, and Tajikistan.12 In 
Kyrgyzstan, Chinese foreign direct investment (FDI) amounted 
to 20% of GDP compared to Russia’s 15% in 2018.13 

China is becoming an important trading partner for many 
developing countries. The blooming economic relationship 
between Latin America and China—the region’s second-largest 
trading partner—is particularly astonishing. Total China-Latin 
America trade increased from $17 billion in 2002 to a little over 
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$307 billion in 2019—that’s an 18-fold increase!14 China plans 
to increase that number to $500 billion by 2025.15 And even 
before the U.S.-China trade war, China’s colossal demand for 
commodities such as soybeans, copper and oil, allowed them 
to displace the United States as the biggest trading partner for 
Brazil, Peru and Chile.16 

With Latin America’s economic cycle increasingly tied to Chinese 
economic activity, an extreme event like the current COVID-19 
pandemic could be a new potential source of volatility to an 
already volatile region.17 

Bulking Chinese State-Owned Entities

So far China has funded all 14,000 BRI projects worth about 
$700 billion through dedicated Chinese institutions and 
state-owned banks (SOBs).18 Chinese SOBs such as China 
Development Bank and Export-Import Bank of China 
(CHEXIM) have become popular among the developing world. 

Because Chinese SOBs have been willing to take on risks with 
the BRI, these centralized actors will work any government - 
even those with active conflicts like Syria - as the SOBs approach 
them with flexible requirements and payment terms.19 As the 
biggest lenders in the world, China Development Bank and 
CHEXIM lent over $680 billion between 2007 and 2014.20 The 
next six biggest lenders including the World Bank and Asian 
Development Bank together provided about $700 billion 
worth of finance during that same period.21 

Furthermore, regardless of whether or not Chinese state-
owned enterprises (SOEs) are popular among the international 
community, they have been dominating and gaining exclusive 
access to BRI projects. Chinese SOEs have been helping 
developing countries build their infrastructure with Chinese 
materials, labor, and expertise all while reducing the supply glut 
at home.22 

Xi has been pushing for “bigger and stronger” Chinese SOEs 
so China can remain competitive in the free market system.23 
Therefore, policy strategies like the BRI have been giving 
China that very opportunity. In 2000, the Fortune Global 500 
list24 included only 10 Chinese firms of which 9 were SOEs.25 
Almost two decades later, Chinese companies outnumbered the 
United States on the latest Global 500 list. The 2019 Global 
500 featured 129 Chinese companies of which 82 were SOEs 
compared to 121 U.S. firms26—the first time the United States 
has lost its lead position in international big business since 
WWII.27 

We Had No Choice

Despite being fully aware that the BRI has not been such a “win-
win” deal, countries are still accepting China’s handouts. Last 
year, the Philippines signed more than $18 billion worth of BRI 
agreements including Chinese grants that could help with the 
government’s ongoing war against drugs.28 However, the Filipino 
government stressed that “the President, many Filipinos…would 
make sure there is mutual respect for sovereignty. That is what 
we should maintain as good friends.”29

Like the Philippines, the rest of the developing world is desperate 
for infrastructure investments to keep their promise of pursuing 
global challenges such as poverty and climate change.30 So, their 
“we had no choice” defense seems perfectly credible because the 
rest of the world has been too busy investing in the United States 
and the rest of the developed world. Japan—one of the world 
leaders in outward FDI—has been focusing Japanese FDI in 
Europe and North America for the past two decades.31 

While China has been bearing investment gifts to the developing 
world, the United States’ global FDI footprint has been on a 
slow recovery from the 2008 Great Recession. More recently, 
U.S. multinational enterprises (MNEs) have been retracting 
overseas investments and making the most out of the Tax Cuts 
and Jobs Act (TCJA) reform of 2017.32 

Conclusion

As long as developing countries desire development and growth 
opportunities, and China continues to aspire becoming the 
wealthiest economy in the world, the BRI will continue to 
move forward despite the execution challenges China has been 
facing. Beijing is in it for the long game, so present setbacks 
such as its sluggish economy and the COVID-19 pandemic will 
not retract it from its BRI agenda. China will continue to take 
steps to secure its future growth and ascent as the most power 
economy in the world by 2050. 
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