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Summary
1. The Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), announced by President Xi Jinping in 2013 initially 
sought to expand China’s influence on the Eurasian continent through economic cooperation, 
while avoiding all-out confrontation with the U.S., which is intent on containing China. There-
fore, the Xi Jinping administration launched the BRI to achieve two goals: 1) establish a trade 
zone that could compete with the TPP and 2) tap overseas demand.
2. Until as late as early 2015, China’s BRI approach was based on proactive quantitative 
expansion. However, in the second half of the 2010s, against the backdrop of factors such as 
China’s economic slowdown, the quantitative expansion approach reached its limit. It became 
difficult to continue expanding external financing, leading to the announcement of a “shift from 
quantity to quality”. While still seeking to establish a China-led bloc and supply chain, the 
current BRI looks to adapt to changes in the internal and external environment while making 
qualitative improvements, as a means of compensating for the wane in influence resulting from 
reduced external lending.
3. An analysis of the eight-point action plan presented at the Third Belt and Road Forum for 
International Cooperation held in 2023 suggests that the four areas of focus for qualitative im-
provement are 1) narrowing down the list of priority countries/territories, 2) fostering pro-China 
sentiment through vocational education and training, 3) expanding in the digital sphere, and 4) 
supporting the green economy. To assess the extent of the BRI’s “shift from quantity to quality,” 
it is necessary to analyze progress in each of these four areas.
4. A comparison of relevant statistical indicators from before and after 2018, when the shift 
to quality began to be emphasized, reveals a number of trends. External lending has shrunk, in 
terms of the amounts of both loans made and loans promised. At the same time, there has been 
a clear reduction in the number of countries targeted. In addition, digital-related cooperation 
with countries along the Belt and Road and an international cooperation project called “Luban 
Workshops,” which provides vocational education and training, have become more prominent in 
recent years.
5. In view of the above, an overall assessment of progress in the four areas indicates that in 
two of them, narrowing down the list of priority countries/territories and vocational education 
and training, progress is generally being made as President Xi Jinping had envisaged. Diplo-
matic activities appropriate for keeping emerging countries in the BRI, government control over 
companies and policy banks, and alignment with recipient countries’ needs have supported that 
progress. On the other hand, progress in expanding in the digital sphere has, except in some 
areas, been unremarkable. While efforts to support the green economy have only just begun, 
hardly any progress has been made either. The reasons for this include mismatched perceptions 
between the Chinese side and emerging countries along the Belt and Road, and the unspoken 
desire among the emerging countries not to be dragged into the conflict between the U.S. and 
China.
6. Looking ahead, the number of countries receiving assistance is expected to continue to 
be reduced. This is because China wants to avoid being saddled with non-performing loans, is 
prioritizing domestic policies including addressing inequalities, and is facing a harsh economic 
environment at home. Moves to expand in the digital sphere and support the green economy are 
unlikely to progress as the Chinese government had hoped. Moreover, the unpredictable diplo-
matic environment under the Trump administration will surely make administering the BRI even 
more difficult.
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Introduction

It has been more than 10 years since Chinese 
President Xi Jinping(1) launched the Belt and 
Road Initiative (BRI) in 2013. During this period, 
alongside changes in the environment surrounding 
China, there have also been changes in the BRI’s 
approach and nature. In particular, at the Third 
Belt and Road Forum for International Coopera-
tion in October 2023, President Xi Jinping pro-
claimed a “shift from quantity to quality,” which 
was much talked about overseas.

Overseas reactions to this policy shift have var-
ied. The typical response has been surprise that 
the Chinese government, which had kept expand-
ing the BRI despite harsh criticism from the U.S. 
and some other countries, had suddenly declared 
a halt to this expansion. The shock was amplified 
by President Xi Jinping, who had come up with 
the BRI concept himself, initiating the change of 
course, and it being announced at the Belt and 
Road Forum, which was held to enhance China’s 
international status by emphasizing the achieve-
ments of the BRI.

On the other hand, some reacted calmly, con-
cluding that the “shift from quantity to quality” 
was just a realistic response to changes in the en-
vironment surrounding the BRI. That being the 
case, the next matter of interest will be what will 
happen to the BRI in the future with this course 
adjustment to a more realistic approach. Some are 
of the view that it will accelerate the end of the 
BRI, while others think the opposite will happen, 
believing that it will make the BRI more sustain-
able. Still others perceive the supposed change 
of course as cosmetic, and think there will be no 
change to the fundamental approach of quantita-
tive expansion.

In the discussion that follows, I intend to shed 
light on the real nature of the BRI “shift from 
quantity to quality.” First, I will review the chang-
es to the BRI from 2013 to the present day and ex-
plain the factors behind the quantitative expansion 
approach, such as external financing, reaching its 
limit (1.). Next, with reference to official docu-
ments, media reports, and previous research, I will 
present the current approach and objectives of the 

BRI (2.). Following on from this, I will highlight 
the characteristics of the change of approach by 
performing a before-and-after comparison (3.). 
After comparing various statistics illustrating to 
what extent the “shift from quantity to quality” 
has realized (4.), I will describe the factors that 
have driven the “shift from quantity to quality” 
and the factors that have stood in its way (5.). At 
the end of this paper, based on these observations, 
I will discuss the expected outlook for the BRI.

1. Changes in the BRI and the 
limits of the quantitative ex-
pansion approach

First, I will review the aims that led to the BRI 
being proposed. After being proposed by Presi-
dent Xi Jinping in 2013, the BRI followed a path 
of quantitative expansion, successfully signing 
up numerous emerging and developing countries 
(collectively referred to below as “emerging coun-
tries”). Subsequently, however, due to changes 
in the environment surrounding China, it became 
difficult to maintain the quantitative expansion 
approach, leading to the declaration of the “shift 
from quantity to quality.” In this chapter, I will 
describe the sequence of events leading to this.

(1) Initial aims and background of the 
BRI

In September 2013 in Kazakhstan, President Xi 
Jinping called for stronger ties with Central Asian 
countries through the construction of a “Silk Road 
Economic Belt”(2), and in the following month in 
Indonesia, he made a similar proposal to ASEAN 
countries, advocating the building of a “21st Cen-
tury Maritime Silk Road”(3) (Table 1). The con-
struction of the aforementioned “Belt” and “Road” 
was incorporated into the economic reform plan(4) 
announced in November of the same year. Since 
then, the Xi Jinping administration has pursued 
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attention. The New Silk Road concept involved 
expanding China’s influence on the Eurasian con-
tinent through strengthening economic relations 
with the countries in that region, and guarding 
against China’s encirclement while avoiding a 
full-scale conflict with the U.S. Specific measures 
to strengthen economic relations included expand-
ing economic assistance to countries located along 
the old Silk Road in Central Asia, South Asia, the 
Middle East, and around the Caspian Sea, and se-
curing oil and natural gas from these nations in 
return.  Emphasis would be placed on linking and 
upgrading railway networks as the means of trans-
portation connecting the trade zone. In fact, the 
number of freight trains traveling between China 
and Europe (China Railway Express), which had 
been in operation since 2011, increased sharply 
following the Belt and Road proposal.

The second aim was to tap overseas demand. 
In 2010, the Asian Development Bank Institute 
(ADBI) estimated that a total of $3.8 trillion in 
infrastructure development funding would be re-

the BRI as the centerpiece of China’s external 
economic strategy. When the BRI was first an-
nounced, China’s main objectives were twofold.

The first was to establish a trade zone that 
could compete with the Trans-Pacific Partnership 
(TPP). At that time, the Obama administration had 
shifted the U.S. to an Asia-Pacific-focused diplo-
matic and security strategy (known as the “Pivot 
to Asia”) to counter the rise of China(5). Under this 
strategy, it concentrated on swiftly concluding an 
agreement to establish the TPP, which would in-
volve Australia, Japan, Malaysia, and other coun-
tries, and tried to contain China’s efforts to change 
“the rules of the global economy”(6).

In response to these moves, the Xi Jinping ad-
ministration viewed the “Pivot to Asia” by the U.S. 
as a means of encircling China, and felt compelled 
to establish its own trade zone as a countermea-
sure. Given the situation, the concept of a “New 
Silk Road” put forward by Wang Jisi, then Presi-
dent of the Institute of International and Strategic 
Studies at Peking University(7), began to attract 

Table 1  BRI timeline (2013-2023)

Source: Prepared by JRI based on information from “Communist Party of China News Network,” “Belt and Road Portal” (official Chinese 
government website for the BRI), and various media reports

Year/month Events

September and October 2013
President Xi Jinping calls for greater cooperation with Central Asia during a visit to Kazakhstan and with 
ASEAN during a visit to Indonesia

November 2013
The “Silk Road Economic Belt” and “21st-Century Maritime Silk Road” incorporated into China’s economic 
reform plan

June 2014 First BRI memorandum of understanding (MoU) signed with Kuwait

March 2015
The Chinese government publishes “Vision and Actions on Jointly Building Silk Road Economic Belt and 
21st-Century Maritime Silk Road,” centered on infrastructure development in six international economic 
cooperation corridors

December 2015 The Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB) launched (operations begin in January 2016)

January 2017 President Trump signs an executive order for the permanent withdrawal of the U.S. from the TPP

May 2017 The Chinese Government holds the First Belt and Road Forum for International Cooperation

October 2017
The 19th Communist Party Congress positions the BRI as the centerpiece of its opening up strategy, and 
adopts the policy to promoting it as a new framework (platform) for international cooperation

August 2018
President Xi Jinping instructs Communist Party and government officials to aim for “high-quality 
development” through the BRI

April 2019
The Chinese government holds the Second Belt and Road Forum for International Cooperation and calls 
on the leaders of participating countries to aim for “high-quality development”

November 2020 President Xi Jinping expresses his wish to participate in the TPP11 at the APEC Summit

November 2021
President Xi Jinping announces a “shift from quantity to quality” for the BRI to Communist Party and 
government officials

October 2022
The 20th Communist Party Congress only mentions the achievements of the BRI, stating that it has 
become firmly established as a platform for international cooperation

October 2023
President Xi Jinping announces a “shift from quantity to quality” at the Third Belt and Road Forum for 
International Cooperation
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would be limited to areas around the ancient Silk 
Road. When the BRI was launched, the Chinese 
government positioned 64 nations as countries 
along the Belt and Road, and called for stronger 
economic cooperation with them. These countries 
overlap with the land and sea routes of the ancient 
Silk Road.

In contrast, “Vision and Actions on Jointly 
Building Silk Road Economic Belt and 21st-Cen-
tury Maritime Silk Road” clearly stated that the 
initiative “is not limited to the area of the ancient 
Silk Road” and added the African continent and 
the South Pacific. The Chinese government can 
thus be said to have expressed its intention to also 
promote cooperation with countries outside the 
Eurasian continent, where U.S. influence does not 
reach or has become less significant.

After the publication of the aforementioned 
document, efforts to bring emerging countries out-
side the Eurasian continent into the BRI intensi-
fied. For Latin American countries, for example, 
a “Special Statement on the Belt and Road Ini-
tiative”(9) was issued at the Foreign Ministerial 
Meeting between China and the Community of 
Latin American and Caribbean States (CELAC) in 
January 2018. In the statement, China positioned 
Latin American countries as a natural extension of 
the Maritime Silk Road and indispensable partici-
pants in the development of the Belt and Road.” 
In this way, the maritime route, which had been 
expanded to the South Pacific with “Vision and 
Actions on Jointly Building Silk Road Economic 
Belt and 21st-Century Maritime Silk Road,” was 
extended to Latin America. For African countries, 
prior lobbying led to 28 countries signing a BRI 
memorandum of understanding (MoU) during the 
Forum on China-Africa Cooperation in Septem-
ber 2018. As a result of bringing more and more 
countries on board, the geographical scope of the 
BRI expanded to all parts of the world, with the 
exception of Western developed countries, India, 
and Brazil.

The second notable point of the Chinese gov-
ernment’s 2015 paper was it placing the construc-
tion of international economic cooperation cor-
ridors (below, “economic corridors”) at the center 
of the BRI. In the “Vision and Actions on Jointly 

quired in Asia excluding China between 2010 and 
2020 (ADBI [2010]). This is six times more than 
the stimulus measures (four trillion yuan) taken 
by China during the global financial crisis. On the 
other hand, as a result of the large-scale promotion 
of domestic capital investment and infrastructure 
development through that four-trillion-yuan stim-
ulus package, China became saddled with a huge 
surplus of production equipment, which hampered 
domestic demand-led growth. For China to extri-
cate itself from these circumstances and continue 
its development, it needed to actively tap into the 
potential demand of emerging countries in Asia 
and elsewhere and turn it into a growth engine. 
Based on this reading of the situation, President 
Xi Jinping had been keen to expand overseas in-
frastructure construction since taking office, call-
ing for the establishment of the Asian Infrastruc-
ture Investment Bank (AIIB), for example. We 
can assume that he also intended to boost China’s 
exports by improving infrastructure and accelerat-
ing the development of emerging economies.

(2) Articulation of the quantitative ex-
pansion approach

Subsequently, in response to deteriorating 
U.S-China relations, China adopted a more con-
frontational stance toward the U.S., and actively 
pursued the so-called quantitative expansion ap-
proach, aiming to attract emerging countries 
through external financing and other forms of eco-
nomic support. In March 2015, the Chinese gov-
ernment published “Vision and Actions on Jointly 
Building Silk Road Economic Belt and 21st-Cen-
tury Maritime Silk Road”(8), which set out a new 
direction for the quantitative expansion approach. 
It contained three specific points of note.

First, it expanded the BRI’s geographical scope 
from the Eurasian continent to encompass the 
entire Global South. Reflecting remarks from 
President Xi Jinping on reviving the ancient Silk 
Road in a manner consistent with the 21st cen-
tury, the government’s economic reform plan used 
the phrase “Silk Road,” suggesting that the scope 
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and actively promoted third-country market coop-
eration(12). This enabled Chinese companies and 
firms from the countries with which the MoUs 
had been signed to cooperate, with support from 
both their governments, in third-country markets 
such as those of emerging countries. This was an-
other example illustrating the wish of the Xi Jin-
ping administration at that time to actively expand 
the BRI with the help of developed countries.

(3) Background to the difficulty of con-
tinuing the quantitative expansion 
approach

However, from the second half of the 2010s, it 
became increasingly hard to maintain the quantita-
tive expansion approach, and this began to hinder 
the promotion of the BRI. This can be attributed 
to the four background factors detailed below.

The first was the souring of loans. As the Chi-
nese government prioritized the BRI role of ex-
panding its international influence and actively 
provided external loans to emerging countries, its 
lending portfolio became a mixture of wheat and 
chaff. Loans with a high risk of souring and no 
clear link to a borrowing nation’s development 
were sometimes provided just because the project 
was located in the home region of the country’s 
leader, and after only a cursory screening process.

A multitude of other problems occurred with 
projects around the world, such as building cost 
overruns due to construction delays and failure to 
break even due to low capacity utilization after 
completion. Loan recipients’ declining ability to 
repay their debts against the backdrop of currency 
depreciation due to the COVID-19 pandemic and 
the subsequent global monetary tightening were 
also an important factor in China scaling back its 
external lending.

As a result, the amount of loans that were in ef-
fect non-performing surged, forcing China to ac-
cept renegotiated terms for many loans According 
to a survey by Rhodium Group, a U.S. research 
firm, in 2020-2022 the value of loans gone bad (as 
manifested in revised repayment plans, debt for-

Building Silk Road Economic Belt and 21st-
Century Maritime Silk Road,” six economic cor-
ridors were defined: 1) New Eurasia Land Bridge, 
2) China-Mongolia-Russia, 3) China-Central 
Asia-West Asia, 4) China-Indochina Peninsula, 5) 
China-Pakistan, and 6) Bangladesh-China-India-
Myanmar. The development and interconnection 
of land, sea, and air transportation, energy, and 
communications infrastructure were identified as 
a priority area for the BRI(10), and it was declared 
that support for large-scale projects would be 
forthcoming.

Third, the 2015 paper stated that assistance 
from developed countries, such as financing, 
would be obtained. “Vision and Actions on Jointly 
Building Silk Road Economic Belt and 21st-Cen-
tury Maritime Silk Road” used the slogan “open 
cooperation,” and said that the BRI “is open to all 
countries, and international and regional organi-
zations.” Since the document frequently uses the 
term “countries along the Belt and Road,” it seems 
to give room for cooperation from countries that 
are not along the Belt and Road, especially devel-
oped ones.

The first example of this call for cooperation 
succeeding was the AIIB. The agreement to estab-
lish it came into effect at the end of 2015, and it 
began to finance projects centered on infrastruc-
ture in developing countries the following year. In 
addition, the 57 founding members of the AIIB in-
cluded major European countries such as the U.K., 
Germany, and France. With key European nations 
on board, the AIIB was awarded the top rating by 
the world’s leading rating agencies, and this strong 
creditworthiness allowed it to raise funds by issu-
ing foreign bonds at low interest rates(11). From the 
perspective of countering the U.S., the participa-
tion of major European countries was also of great 
significance. This is because it not only helped 
enhance China’s international presence, but also 
came to serve as a concrete example of something 
that could shake up the international financial sys-
tem (Bretton Woods system) established by the 
U.S. after World War II.

Although its activities have stalled recently, 
there was a time when China signed MoUs with 
developed countries such as the U.K. and Japan, 
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facto devaluation of the renminbi, altered the situ-
ation dramatically as the currency’s exchange 
rate against the U.S. dollar, which was below 6.2 
yuan to the dollar in July 2015, fell as low as 6.9 
yuan to the dollar in May 2017. In response to the 
financial market turmoil caused by the deprecia-
tion of the yuan, capital was pulled out of China, 
prompting the government to release foreign cur-
rency reserves to prop up the renminbi. China’s 
foreign exchange reserves, which had peaked at 
$4 trillion at the end of June 2014, slumped to $3 
trillion at the end of January 2017, and have re-
mained between $3.1 and $3.2 trillion since then 
(Fig. 1). A look at the ratio of foreign exchange 
reserves to GDP reveals a decline from 39.1% in 
2013 to 18.3% in 2023. 

In the future, China will have even less scope 
for recycling funds overseas for international eco-
nomic cooperation given the possibilities that the 
current account will slip into deficit due to U.S.-
China confrontation and that there will be inter-
vention in the foreign exchange market to main-
tain the exchange rate in the face of mounting 
pressure from yuan depreciation.

The third factor in the pivot was the policy 
stance of the Xi Jinping administration, which has 
been prioritizing domestic issues over foreign af-

giveness, etc.) soared to $76.8 billion, 4.5 times 
the figure for 2017-2019(13).

The Japanese media described some projects as 
indicative of a “debt trap,” but the “external non-
performing loans” that emerged were obviously 
not something China had wanted. For China, the 
curtailment of problematic lending in connection 
with the BRI became an urgent task, and a change 
of course away from quantitative expansion ap-
proach became inevitable.

The second factor in the shift away from the 
quantitative expansion approach was a decline in 
foreign exchange reserves, which are a source of 
financing. Until the mid-2010s, China enjoyed 
continuously high economic growth of around 7% 
per year. It needed to recycle the huge quantities 
of foreign currency it was acquiring in the process 
by providing economic assistance overseas and 
encouraging outbound direct investment (ODI) by 
companies (Kajitani [2018]). The Chinese gov-
ernment viewed foreign exchange reserves as a 
crucial source for external lending and for funding 
the BRI. For example, it used them to finance the 
Silk Road Fund (an investment fund of the Chi-
nese government).

However, the reform of the exchange rate re-
gime in the summer of 2015, considered a de 

Fig. 1  China’s foreign currency reserves and their ratio to GDP

Notes: The ratio of foreign exchange reserves to GDP was calculated after translating them into renmin-
bi.

Source: Prepared by JRI based on data from the People’s Bank of China, National Bureau of Statistics 
of China, and CEIC
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tion frameworks led by developed countries in 
the West to challenge the BRI. These included the 
Indo-Pacific Economic Framework (IPEF) and the 
Partnership for Global Infrastructure and Invest-
ment (PGII).

Italy was the only G7 country to sign an MoU 
for the BRI, doing so in 2019. However, it noti-
fied China that it would not be renewing the MoU 
when it expired in 2024, because it did not expect 
to see economic benefits and because a rethink on 
excessive dependence on China had taken place in 
the EU. As a result, China could no longer count 
on support and cooperation from Western coun-
tries in relation to the BRI, making it more diffi-
cult to keep pushing forward with the BRI.

(4) Declaration of “shift from quantity 
to quality”

Due to the changes in the environment sur-
rounding China, it became difficult to maintain 
the quantitative expansion approach, and the Chi-
nese government began engineering a “shift from 
quantity to quality” for the BRI. Although Presi-
dent Xi Jinping announced it at the Third Belt and 
Road Forum for International Cooperation, it was 
by no means a sudden policy change. Gradual ad-
justments, detailed below, had been going on for 
five years before its announcement to the world.

First, in the second half of 2018 at the latest, 
President Xi Jinping started instructing/advising 
internal and external parties to aim for “high-qual-
ity development.” Evidence for this was a sympo-
sium marking the fifth anniversary of the BRI in 
August 2018(14).

At this symposium, President Xi Jinping praised 
the attendees, who included Communist Party and 
government policymakers and corporate execu-
tives, for their achievements in deepening eco-
nomic cooperation with countries along the Belt 
and Road, advancing trade and investment liber-
alization, and delivering quantitative expansion 
in the five years since the launch of the initiative. 
After these warm words, however, he expressed 
the view that going forward, it would be necessary 

fairs. The Xi Jinping administration has gradually 
taken stronger measures to ensure that the Com-
munist Party can remain in power. For example, 
it has tried to win over the people by emphasizing 
action to tackle domestic issues such as inequality. 
Naturally, inequality is not something that can be 
fixed overnight. As people struggle to make ends 
meet and concerns about the future grow, if the 
Chinese government prioritizes BRI-related debt 
relief and more external lending, current support 
among the public may be replaced by dissatisfac-
tion.

In addition, the shift in industrial policy also 
played a role in putting the brakes on the quantita-
tive expansion approach for the BRI. Starting in 
2016, the government pursued supply-side struc-
tural reform (SSSR) to reduce excess capacity 
while avoiding layoffs at companies. As a result of 
this policy shift, pressure to export products man-
ufactured in excessive quantities eased, and the 
need to monetize overseas infrastructure projects 
under the banner of the BRI receded compared to 
when President Xi Jinping launched the initiative.

The fourth factor was the retraction of various 
forms of support and cooperation in response to 
the intensifying U.S.-China rivalry. Initially, de-
veloped countries did not necessarily react nega-
tively to the BRI. Some European countries had 
been supporting the BRI indirectly, joining the 
AIIB as founding members for instance. There 
was also a time when the U.S. and Japan explored 
possible cooperation. For example, they sent del-
egations to the First Belt and Road Forum on In-
ternational Cooperation in May 2017.

However, as U.S.-China antagonism grew under 
the Trump administration, which came to power 
in 2017, it became difficult to provide support and 
engage in cooperation in connection with the BRI. 
In fact, many European developed countries hard-
ened their stance toward China, with an example 
being the U.K.’s exclusion of Huawei from in-
volvement in its 5G network. 

Furthermore, the Biden administration, which 
began in 2021, altered course from bilateral ne-
gotiations to strengthening cooperation with al-
lies and like-minded countries such as Japan and 
promoted the construction of economic coopera-
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a reminder to curtail lending and impose stricter 
loan terms for projects in danger of producing 
non-performing loans.

However, while this “shift from quantity to 
quality” was communicated to party/government 
policymakers, it took time for awareness of it to 
spread domestically and overseas. Looking back 
on the situation at that time, the Xi Jinping admin-
istration was busy trying to contain the COVID-19 
pandemic and prepare for a third term, and prob-
ably lacked the time to iron out the details about 
what the shift to quality would entail. In fact, 
at the 20th Communist Party Congress in 2022, 
which presented a great opportunity to showcase 
the new approach to the BRI to both internal and 
external audiences, no mention was made of the 
prioritization of “small yet smart” or any other as-
pects of the new BRI policy. All that was said was 
that “high-quality development” would be pur-
sued(19).

It was only at the Third Belt and Road Forum 
for International Cooperation in October 2023 that 
China declared the “shift from quantity to quali-
ty.” The fact that the country’s president made this 
declaration at this official international event can 
be interpreted as meaning that the shift of the BRI 
to focus on quality constituted an international 
commitment from China.

2. Current BRI policy and objec-
tives

What concrete measures does President Xi Jin-
ping intend to take to implement the “shift from 
quantity to quality” for the BRI? Below, I will 
use extracts from President Xi Jinping’s keynote 
speech(20) at the Third Belt and Road Forum for 
International Cooperation (October 2023) to illus-
trate which fields will be the focus for qualitative 
improvement, and also explore the background 
to the new policy and objectives. In that keynote 
speech in October 2023, sporadic mention was 
made of the kind of quality improvements China 
had been aiming for since 2018, and how the ob-

to consolidate the foundations and move on from 
the grand design phase. He continued that to ad-
vance the BRI over the long term, projects should 
be tackled with a mindset of describing in detail 
everything envisaged, and instructed attendees to 
aim for “high-quality development.” As measures 
for qualitative improvement, President Xi Jinping 
mentioned an emphasis on projects that meet the 
needs of local people and a strengthening of risk 
control.

His remarks at the symposium led to “high-
quality development” becoming established as a 
slogan for the BRI. Subsequently, he issued rec-
ommendations for other countries at the Second 
Belt and Road Forum for International Coop-
eration in April 2019. There, during his keynote 
speech, President Xi Jinping called on the leaders 
of the countries participating in the Forum to con-
tinue striving together for “high-quality develop-
ment” along the Belt and Road(15). This included 
an emphasis on projects to improve people’s live-
lihoods, further contributions to local economic 
and social development, and ensuring commercial 
profitability and fiscal sustainability. Such com-
ments seemed to reflect the Chinese government’s 
desire to reduce the risk of loans souring by 
strengthening the advanced screening of projects 
for which assistance had been requested, in order 
to ascertain their potential profitability and the 
ability of the borrowers to repay the loans.

The switch from “high-quality development” to 
the “shift from quantity to quality” took place at 
the third symposium on development of the BRI 
in November 2021(16). Two conclusions could be 
drawn from President Xi Jinping’s speech at this 
symposium.

The first was that the BRI had pivoted to small-
scale projects. President Xi Jinping ordered “small 
yet smart”(17) projects to be prioritized in the pro-
vision of assistance overseas. Previously, the pol-
icy has been to prioritize large-scale projects, so 
this represented a 180-degree reversal.

The second was that balancing input costs and 
returns would be emphasized. President Xi Jin-
ping said that the benefits and returns from inputs 
would be increased further(18). He also urged more 
robust risk control, which can be interpreted as 
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Forum. He then called for their cooperation and 
support.

The action plan comprises eight steps, which 
constitute guidelines for the BRI and are aimed 
at providing higher quality support for emerging 
countries: 1) building a multidimensional Belt 
and Road connectivity network, 2) supporting an 
open world economy, 3) carrying out practical 
cooperation, 4) promoting green development, 5) 
advancing scientific and technological innovation, 
6) supporting people-to-people exchanges, 7) pro-
moting integrity-based Belt and Road cooperation, 
and 8) strengthening institutional building for in-
ternational Belt and Road cooperation (Table 2).

The eight-point action plan can be praised as a 
well-thought-out package designed to minimize 
any decline in China’s international influence 
even though circumstances would no longer al-
low the kind of splurging seen until mid-2010s. 
Looking at the measures for each step, expres-

jectives had changed over time.

(1) Presentation of the eight-point ac-
tion plan

First, let us examine President Xi Jinping’s key-
note speech at the Third Belt and Road Forum for 
International Cooperation Summit Forum. At the 
beginning of the speech, he listed the achieve-
ments and outcomes of the BRI over the previous 
10 years. For example, he talked about how much 
China’s support with infrastructure construction 
has contributed to the economic development of 
participating countries. After emphasizing such 
accomplishments, he presented China’s action 
plan for the BRI going forward to the leaders of 
various countries and the representatives of in-
ternational organizations who were attending the 

Table 2  Eight-point action plan

Source: Prepared by JRI based on Xi Jinping’s speech (October 18, 2023) and various media reports

Eight steps Key measures

1)  Building a multidimensional Belt 
and Road connectivity network

Improve the quality of existing logistics networks, such as freight trains between China and Europe

Develop a new logistics route in Eurasia

2)  Supporting an open world 
economy

Establish pilot zones for Silk Road e-commerce cooperation

Enter into free trade agreements and investment protection treaties

Remove all restrictions on foreign investment access in the manufacturing sector and further 
advance high-standard opening up in cross-border investment

3)  Carrying out practical 
cooperation

Promote “small yet smart” livelihood projects

Enhance vocational education cooperation through Luban Workshops and step up joint efforts to 
ensure the safety of personnel

Expand the loan facilities of the two policy banks and inject additional money into the Silk Road Fund

4) Promoting green development

Deepen cooperation in areas such as green infrastructure and green energy

Establish dialogue and exchange mechanisms for the solar industry and a network of experts on 
low-carbon development

5)  Advancing scientific and 
technological innovation

Increase the number of joint laboratories built with other parties to 100 in the next five years

Promote sound and orderly AI (artificial intelligence) development

6)  Supporting people-to-people 
exchanges

Launch the International Tourism Alliance of Silk Road Cities

Continue with the Silk Road Program (Chinese government scholarships)

7)  Promoting integrity-based Belt 
and Road cooperation

Establish the Integrity and Compliance Evaluation System for Companies Involved in Belt and Road 
Cooperation

Work with international organizations to carry out research and training on promoting integrity in Belt 
and Road cooperation

8)  Strengthening institutional 
building for international Belt and 
Road cooperation

Promote multilateral cooperation covering energy, taxation, finance, green development, disaster 
reduction, media, culture, and other fields

Continue to host the Belt and Road Forum for International Cooperation and establish a secretariat 
for the Forum
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expanding in the digital sphere.
Regarding the narrowing down of the list of 

priority countries/territories, as was decided at the 
Third Plenary Session of the 20th Central Com-
mittee of the Communist Party of China in July 
2024, China will continue to “participate in efforts 
to lead the reform and development of the global 
governance system”(22). For China to exercise 
global leadership, it needs to secure the support of 
many emerging countries. 

With that in mind, and against the backdrop 
of its fast-growing economy, China has been en-
deavoring to win over emerging countries by step-
ping up its provision of economic assistance via 
the BRI. However, this only makes sense when 
there is continuous and rapid economic growth. 
With China’s growth slowing, it is no longer in 
the position to splurge by meeting all the needs of 
emerging countries. Prioritizing the strengthening 
of relations with countries/territories that are es-
sential for the establishment of a China-led eco-
nomic bloc and supply chains, while taking care 
to deter the other countries/territories from leav-
ing the BRI, became the realistic choice for the Xi 
Jinping administration. 

Given China’s increasing emphasis on econom-
ic security in recent years, the countries/territories 
likely to make the narrowed-down list would be 
ones that produce key resources, ones to which 
production has been relocated, and ones that are 
expected to become export markets. In addition, 
reflecting an awareness that good neighborly re-
lations are essential for China’s economic devel-
opment, Asian countries have been positioned as 
the most important of those along the Belt and 
Road(23).

Underlying the Xi Jinping administration’s sup-
port for the green economy overseas are both the 
increasing prominence of environmental issues 
across the world in recent years, and the increas-
ing demand for renewable energy power genera-
tion facilities and green-related products in emerg-
ing countries. At the same time, China enjoys a 
large share of the global market for products such 
as solar panels, wind power equipment, and EVs, 
and is highly competitive in terms of technology 
and cost. For China (and Chinese companies), the 

sions suggesting a downsizing in the scale of sup-
port appear everywhere. For example, the “pro-
motion of ’small yet smart’ livelihood projects” 
is mentioned, and it is clearly stated that financial 
support for such projects will be provided via the 
policy banks and the Silk Road Fund. As men-
tioned above, such remarks constitute a fleshing 
out of the instructions issued at the third sympo-
sium on development of the BRI in 2021, but they 
can also be interpreted as implying that financing 
for large-scale projects will be further curtailed. 
If we read between the lines, the “development of 
a new logistics route in Eurasia” too indicates a 
scaling back of financing for projects outside the 
Eurasian continent. However, the List of Practi-
cal Cooperation Deliverables(21) presented at the 
Forum includes the construction of airports in 
Pakistan and Cambodia and the launch of projects 
to build a bridge between China and Vietnam and 
to link Ethiopia and Djibouti by rail. As these ex-
amples illustrate, quantitative expansion in areas 
such as infrastructure development has not been 
completely abandoned, and this is something that 
needs to be borne in mind.

In addition, the eight-point action plan indicates 
that “soft” elements would be emphasized more 
than they were in the past. The plan does not con-
tain many “hard” measures (e.g., transport infra-
structure development), but it includes numerous 
goals in the area of “soft” infrastructure, such as 
vocational education, environmental measures, ar-
tificial intelligence (AI), and anti-corruption mea-
sures. These can also be said to be part of the new 
approach of emphasizing quality.

(2) Four areas and objectives for quali-
tative improvement

As the above has shown, the Chinese govern-
ment has mentioned “quality” in various settings, 
and four areas can be pointed to as summarizing 
the official view so far: 1) narrowing down the list 
of priority countries/territories, 2) supporting the 
green economy, 3) fostering pro-China sentiment 
through vocational education and training, and 4) 
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tional education and training as a means of giving 
it an advantage in developing business operations 
overseas and landing orders. Teaching materials 
in Chinese, conversations with teachers who are 
Chinese, and Chinese-style classes and practical 
training all serve to develop human resources who 
can work comfortably in Chinese companies. By 
making a substantial contribution in the form of 
vocational education and training, China (Chinese 
companies) can be expected to benefit when com-
peting for orders in emerging countries.

Expansion in the digital sphere is aimed at pro-
moting China-led communication infrastructure 
development and deepening cooperation between 
China and countries along the Belt and Road by, 
for example, expanding “soft” elements such as 
commercial transactions and payment methods. 
The U.S. sees the competitiveness of Chinese 
companies in the information sector as a threat, 
and has tightened regulations for leading compa-
nies such as Huawei. Citing security concerns, it 
is trying to curb China’s rise in the digital space. 
Conscious of this battle for hegemony with the 
U.S., and its need to strengthen its ability to resist 
encirclement, China has come up with the concept 
of a “Digital Silk Road,” and called for closer co-
operation with other countries in the digital field.

most feasible option is then to stimulate green de-
mand, which is expected to expand in the future, 
and secure export markets.

Moreover, developed countries have struggled 
to gree with emerging ones over who should foot 
the bill for investment in decarbonization, and are 
currently unable to lead the world in tackling en-
vironmental issues. Adding to this is, the Trump 
administration in the U.S. announcing policies 
that go against moves to reduce greenhouse gas 
emissions and achieve carbon neutrality. Amid 
these circumstances, the Xi Jinping administration 
appears to have concluded that China expanding 
decarbonization support for emerging countries 
will help raise its profile as a world leader.

As China’s external image deteriorates, win-
ning China fans through vocational education and 
training is also becoming increasingly important 
to the Xi Jinping administration (Table 3). Over-
seas infrastructure projects financed by China 
have come in for a fair amount of criticism that 
they will not bring economic benefits to the lo-
cal people. In particular, the behavior of Chinese 
companies, which have brought workers and en-
gineers over from China rather than hiring locals, 
seems to have caused increasing dissatisfaction 
and backlash in the countries concerned. Granted 
that China’s shrinking domestic labor force is also 
a factor, providing vocational education and train-
ing to the citizens of the countries where it is con-
ducting infrastructure projects should also make a 
big contribution to improving the image of China.

In addition, China may be focusing on voca-

Table 3   Background to the increase in vocational education and training 
by China along the Belt and Road

Source: Prepared by JRI based on various media reports

2013-18 From 2019 onwards

Local employment
Increasing criticism that Chinese workers are 
being dispatched in large numbers, which 
does not lead to local job creation

Awareness of criticism leads to emphasis on 
the benefits in terms of local job creation

Need for labor among Chinese companies 
operating along the Belt and Road increases

China’s demographics Working age population peaks The total population also begins to decline

Expansion of pro-China 
population

Leveraging China’s economic might to expand 
support will foster pro-Chinese sentiment, so 
there is little enthusiasm for cost-conscious 
policy. 

Awareness spreads in China that vocational 
education and training curtails the growth of 
anti-Chinese sentiment and leads to more 
China-led projects
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3. Statistical evidence for the 
“shift from quantity to quality”

So, to what degree is the “shift from quantity to 
quality” progressing(24)? To find out objectively, 
below I will compare relevant statistics for two 
periods: 1) 2013-2018 and 2) 2019 and beyond. 
These two periods are separated by the 2018 
symposium marking the fifth anniversary of the 
BRI, which is when the shift to quality began to 
be emphasized. The comparison covers the 154 
countries ) that had signed an MoU on the BRI by 
the end of January 2024, including Italy which an-
nounced its withdrawal in December 2023.

It should be noted that this paper defines coun-
tries that have signed an MoU as “countries along 
the Belt and Road.” This is because with the aim 
of stressing that the BRI is not an exclusionary 
framework, and that it has the support of a huge 
number of emerging countries, the Chinese gov-
ernment now only publishes general figures (e.g., 
“more than 150”) on the number of countries that 
have signed an MoU.

In addition, I compared five relevant statis-
tics: external lending, ODI, number of VIP visits/
meetings, international cooperation projects for 
vocational education and training, and digital-
related MoUs(25). The purpose of this chapter is to 
illustrate the extent to which the Chinese govern-
ment’s “intentions” are reflected in relevant sta-
tistics. I included ODI by companies in the analy-
sis because it is easily influenced by the Chinese 
government’s foreign economic policies. Trade, 
in contrast, reflects the government’s foreign eco-
nomic policies to some degree (particularly in the 
case of energy, resources, etc.), but is mainly the 
result of corporate profit-seeking activities, so I 
excluded it from the analysis.

(1) External lending

The World Bank publishes “International Debt 
Statistics,” which include data such as the debt to 
official bilateral creditors for each country. There-

fore, for my analysis in this chapter, I will use the 
figures for each country for official bilateral debt 
to China that are presented in these statistics as 
a proxy for China’s external lending and analyze 
the official debt of each country to China.

1) Amount of loans made
The amount of external loans made to countries 

along the Belt and Road continued to increase un-
til the mid-2010s, peaking at $31.6 billion in 2018 
(Fig. 2). Since 2019, it has followed a downward 
path. As a result, loans totaling $147.98 billion 
(annual average of $24.66 billion) were made in 
the six years from 2013 to 2018, while loans total-
ing only $70.16 billion (annual average of $17.54 
billion) were made in the four years from 2019 to 
2022.

Comparing the two periods, it can be observed 
that not only has the amount of lending decreased, 
but the number of countries receiving loans has 
been reduced too. In 2013-2018, 24 countries re-
ceived no loans at all, but this figure increased to 
37 countries in 2019-2022.

There are 23 countries that received more loans 
in 2019-2022 than in 2013-2018, with the increase 
in lending to Pakistan far ahead of the rises in 
loans to other countries. On the other hand, there 
are 63 countries that received less in total loans in 
2019-2022 than in 2013-2018, with countries such 
as Angola, Kenya, Ethiopia, and Laos leading in 
terms of the magnitude of decrease.

2) Amount of loans promised
External loan commitments (promises) for the 

BRI peaked in 2016 ($51.6 billion), earlier than 
the peak for loans provided, and have continued 
to decline since then (Fig. 3). As a result, from a 
total of $180.62 billion (annual average of $30.10 
billion) in the six years from 2013 to 2018, there 
was a significant shrinkage to $45.30 billion (an-
nual average of $11.33 billion) in 2019-2022.

As with the amount of loans provided, a com-
parison of the two periods reveals a reduction in 
the number of countries being promised loans. In 
2013-2018, 34 countries were promised no loans 
at all, but this figure increased to 64 countries in 
2019-2022.
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ing critical minerals. Meanwhile, the amounts of 
loans promised to Angola and Pakistan, which re-
main China’s main borrowers, shrunk markedly.

3) External lending by policy banks
Although two policy banks, the China Develop-

ment Bank and the Export-Import Bank of China, 
play a major role in China’s external lending, 

Comparing the two periods, only 11 countries 
were promised more loans (on a total amount ba-
sis) after 2019 than from 2013 to 2018 and the 
Democratic Republic of the Congo coming third 
on the list is worthy of note. It is the world’s larg-
est producer of cobalt, which is mainly used in 
lithium batteries for EVs and PCs. China thus 
seems to have been laying a foundation for secur-

Fig. 2   Chinese external loans made to countries along the Belt 
and Road

Fig. 3   Chinese external loans promised to countries along the Belt 
and Road

Notes: Total for 107 countries along the Belt and Road included in the source material.
Source: Prepared by JRI based on the World Bank’s “International Debt Statistics”

Notes: Total for 107 countries along the Belt and Road included in the source material.
Source: Prepared by JRI based on the World Bank’s “International Debt Statistics”
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there is little public information about them, mak-
ing it difficult to use data to find out about their 
lending. Therefore, in this paper, I will use a data-
base provided by Boston University in the U.S. to 
confirm the number and amount of external loans 
provided by these two policy banks. I will also 
present search results on how much has been lent 
for green economy-related projects.

Looking at the total amount and number of such 
loans since 2008, we find that both figures have 
continued to decline from their peak in 2016 (151 
loans, $86.998 billion), indicating that the lending 
stance of the policy banks has shifted from posi-
tive to restrained.

Furthermore, searching for project names con-
taining the keywords “Solar” or “Wind,” I found 
six instances of “Solar” and five of “Wind,” but 
apart from a loan for a solar power plant in Leso-
tho (one of the countries along the Belt and Road 
in Africa) in 2020, the ten remaining projects are 
from before 2018. Compared to coal, for which 
$23.6 billion financial assistance for 47 projects 
was provided from 2008 to 2018, support for so-
lar and wind power plants remains small-scale. 
Moreover, according to the university’s Global 
Development Policy Center, Chinese policy banks 
provided zero external lending for renewable en-
ergy in 2021 and 2022 at least(26).

(2) ODI

China’s ODI has been picking up since bot-
toming out in 2019. The amount of investment to 
154 countries along the Belt and Road hit a low 
in 2019, but has now bounced back to a record 
high of around $30 billion per year. Therefore, if 
we compare the annual average amount of ODI 
in countries along the Belt and Road for the two 
periods of 2013-2018 and 2019-2022, we find that 
it was $28.8 billion in 2019-2022, higher than the 
$22 billion in 2013-2018.

However, the increase has been concentrated 
in certain countries and regions. Grouping the 
countries along the Belt and Road routes into the 
five regions of Asia, Africa, Europe, Oceania, 

and Latin America, we find that the average an-
nual amount of ODI in 2019-2022 exceeded that 
in 2013-2018 only in Asia, with either declines or 
no change seen in the other four regions (Fig. 4). 
As a result, Asia’s share of the ODI along the Belt 
and Road increased from 66.9% to 77.1%. A look 
at the top ten countries in terms of increase in the 
annual average amount of ODI between the two 
periods reveals that seven of them are in Asia, 
with Indonesia in first place. In addition, the UAE, 
the Democratic Republic of Congo, Peru, and 
Indonesia, which feature in the top ten, are also 
important suppliers of resources to China. The 
Chinese government’s statistics do not provide a 
breakdown, so it is impossible to know for sure, 
but it is likely that resource-related factors played 
a role in the significant increases in ODI in these 
countries.

Given the limitations of the statistics released 
by the Chinese government, I also employed the 
China Global Investment Tracker, a database 
operated by the American Enterprise Institute 
(AEI), and compared the data on the two periods 

Fig. 4   Chinese ODI to countries along 
the Belt and Road (by region)

Notes: “Countries along the Belt and Road” refers to 154 
countries (153 countries that signed an MoU plus 
Italy, which left the BRI after not renewing its MoU).

Source: Prepared by JRI based on Chinese outbound di-
rect investment the Ministry of Commerce of the 
People’s Republic of China, the National Bureau 
of Statistics, and the State Administration of For-
eign Exchange and data from CEIC
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of 2013-2018 and 2019-2024(27). There were two 
main takeaways from this comparison.

First, there was an increase in large investment 
projects in Southeast Asia (AEI only lists proj-
ects worth more than $100 million). Vietnam and 
Thailand were the prime examples of this rise. In 
the six years from 2013 to 2018, there were only 
12 large investment projects in Vietnam and eight 
in Thailand. However, from 2019, several Chinese 
companies made large-scale direct investments 
in Vietnam and Thailand, and in 2019-2024 the 
number of projects doubled to 24 in Vietnam and 
17 in Thailand. Big investments by Chinese firms 
are on the rise in Indonesia too.

Second, there was also an increase in the num-
ber of mineral-related investments in countries 
along the Belt and Road. Selecting the “Metals” 
industry in the AEI database and then search-
ing for “BRI (Belt and Road)” produces a list 
of mineral-related investments made by Chi-
nese companies in countries along the Belt and 
Road. The search results showed that the num-
ber of large-scale investment projects related to 
minerals, which totaled 48 in 2013-2018, almost 
doubled to 91 in 2019-2024. On the other hand, 
a similar search for energy-related investment 
projects revealed that the number declined from 
123 in 2013-2018 to 99 in 2019-2024. Looking 
at the breakdown of projects, coal, crude oil, and 
gas were the main ones in 2013-2018, but there 
were only eight investments in coal in 2019-2024, 
while projects investing in alternatives such as so-
lar and wind power increased in the same period.

(3) Number of VIP visits/meetings in-
volving countries along the Belt 
and Road

The website of China’s Ministry of Foreign Af-
fairs features a page on bilateral relations with 
countries with which China has diplomatic rela-
tions, and it lists most of the key meetings be-
tween dignitaries from China and other countries 
that have taken place in the past 10 to 20 years. 
The length of the list offers a glimpse of China’s 

keenness to emphasize its commitment to in-
ternational relationships. Therefore, tallying up 
numbers of visits/meetings to observe increases/
decreases and compare trends offers insights into 
how much importance China attaches to different 
countries. Below, I will compare the number of 
VIP visits/meetings (collectively refers to visits 
by dignitaries, meetings in third countries, on-
line meetings after the emergence of COVID-19, 
etc.) for each of the 154 countries (including Italy, 
which withdrew) along the Belt and Road in the 
two periods 2013-2018 and 2019-2024(28).

The total numbers were 1,801 in 2013-2018 
and 1,709 in 2019-2024. Although there were al-
most no face-to-face visits or meetings during 
the COVID-19 pandemic, the decrease between 
the two periods appears to have been small, as 
many meetings were moved online and there was 
a sharp rebound in the number of visits in 2023 
and 2024. However, for the 32 countries along the 
Belt and Road that signed an MoU and joined the 
BRI in 2019 or later, there were more VIP visits 
and meetings from 2019 onwards than there were 
before, with the number rising from 210 cases 
to 262. As for the numbers of VIP visits/meet-
ings involving the 122 countries that signed up 
before 2019, there were 1,591 in total until 2018 
and 1,447 from 2019 onwards. Thus, the rate of 
decline was greater than that for all the countries 
along the Belt and Road, including those that 
joined in 2019 or later.

Comparing increases/decreases between the 
two periods, the number of VIP visits/meetings 
was higher or unchanged in 2019-2024 compared 
to 2013-2018 for 81 countries and lower for 73 
countries. If only countries that signed up in 2018 
or earlier are included, 59 countries saw increases. 
Breaking these 59 countries down by region, 25 
are in Asia, 12 in Europe, 11 in Africa, nine in 
Latin America, and two in Oceania. If the percent-
ages of the signatory countries that saw increases 
are also taken into consideration, we find that they 
are concentrated in Asia and Europe (Fig. 5). 63 
countries that signed up in 2018 or earlier saw 
decreases, with the bulk of them in Africa, Latin 
America, and Oceania.

Looking at the top 10 countries by region, in 
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2013-2018 Asia accounted for six of them (Ka-
zakhstan, Thailand, Cambodia, etc.), Europe three 
(Latvia, Poland, and the Czech Republic), and 
Oceania one (New Zealand), whereas in 2019-
2024 nine of the top 10 were in Asia, with the 
leaders being Laos, Cambodia, and Thailand in 
that order.

(4) Vocational education and training

Regarding vocational education and training, 
I will compare progress with Luban Workshops 
during two periods: until 2018 and from 2019 
onwards. Luban Workshops are an international 
cooperation project involving vocational educa-
tion institutions from China (universities, techni-
cal colleges, etc.) and educational institutions in 
other countries. The project began to attract at-
tention after President Xi Jinping mentioned it at 
the Third Belt and Road Forum for International 
Cooperation. Vocational education and training 
facilities are established on the campuses of edu-
cational institutions in BRI countries, and the cur-

ricula taught are basically the same as those of vo-
cational education provided within China, though 
local needs are also taken into account(29).

The first Luban Workshop was launched in 
2016 by the Tianjin Bohai Vocational Technical 
College (Chinese side) and the Ayutthaya Tech-
nical College in Thailand. The project expanded 
from there, and as of August 2022, vocational 
education and training was being provided at 25 
locations in 23 countries in Asia, Africa, and Eu-
rope (Table 4)(30). And it seems that since 2023, 
even more workshops have been set up, in Ghana, 
Kyrgyzstan, and possibly other countries. Accord-
ing to Chinese media reports, Luban Workshops 
have so far produced 9,000 graduates and 18,000 
trainees(31).

A look at when the 25 workshops in 23 coun-
tries were set up reveals that only seven of them, 
or one-third of the total, had been established by 
the end of 2018. Since 2019, apart from work-
shops in two European countries, all the new 
workshops have been in Africa.

By industry, the emphasis for vocational edu-
cation and training has been on railways, mecha-
tronics, machinery, and automobiles(32).

(5) Digital Silk Road

China has called for the creation of a “Digital 
Silk Road” since 2017 and has been pushing for-
ward with expansion in the digital sphere, mainly 
targeting countries along the Belt and Road(33). 
Therefore, I compared indicators related to the 
Digital Silk Road for two periods: until 2018 and 
from 2019 onwards. In doing so, I and confirmed 
that there has been a change in the pace of prog-
ress.

In a report from 2019 titled “The Belt and Road 
Initiative: Progress, Contributions and Prospects,” 
the Chinese government claimed that 16 countries 
had signed MoUs for the Digital Silk Road(34). Al-
though the actual names of 16 countries were not 
mentioned in the report, the Eurasia Group (an 
American political risk consulting firm) named 
them as Egypt, Türkiye, Bangladesh, Laos, South 

Fig. 5   Countries with increases in the 
number of VIP visits (by region)

Notes: 59 countries that had signed an MoU for the BRI by 
the end of 2018 and for which the number of visits 
was higher in 2019-24 than in 2013-18.

Source: Prepared by JRI based on information from the 
website of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs
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Table 4   Progress with the Luban Workshops project

Notes 1: The double line in the table marks the divide between establishment (commencement of operation or unveiling ceremony of 
the facility) until 2018 or from 2019 onwards.

Notes 2: August 20, 2022 was the date of the World Vocational and Technical Education Development Conference in Tianjin, and the 
workshops given that date in the table could be confirmed as Luban Workshops because they were mentioned in the report on 
that event on the official website.

Source: Prepared by JRI based on information from the Luban Workshops official website, Yang Yan and Wang Lan eds. [2023], and 
various media reports

Country Date established Main industries for vocational education and training Region
Belt and 

Road
Remarks

Thailand March 8, 2016
Mechatronics, Internet of Things, NC (numerical control) 
machine tools, new energy vehicles, railways (automatic control 
of high-speed rail signals, rail transport operation management)

Asia ○

U.K. May 18, 2017 Chinese cuisine Europe ×

India December 8, 2017
Solar power generation technology and application, NC machine 
tools

Asia ×

Indonesia December 12, 2017
Automotive maintenance, electronic technology application, 
Chinese cuisine

Asia ○

Pakistan July 8, 2018 Mechatronics Asia ○

Cambodia October 28, 2018 Machining, communications, mechatronics Asia ○

Portugal December 6, 2018 Electrical control systems, industrial robots Europe ○

Djibouti March 28, 2019
Railway transpor t operation management and rai lway 
engineering technology

Africa ○

Kenya 1) December 14, 2019
Information technology (especially cloud computing and the 
Internet of Things)

Africa ○

South Africa December 16, 2019 Internet of Things, additive manufacturing (3D printing) Africa ○

Mali December 20, 2019 Traditional Chinese medicine Africa ○

Nigeria November 28, 2020 Track transportation such as railways Africa ○

Egypt 1) November 30, 2020
Computer numerical control (CNC) application and maintenance, 
new energy application technology, automotive maintenance

Africa ○
High-school 
graduate 
level

Egypt 2) November 30, 2020 CNC machining technology, automotive maintenance technology Africa ○
Middle-school 
graduate 
level

Cote d’Ivoire December 9, 2020 Mechanical and electrical engineering, automation Africa ○

Uganda December 10, 2020 Ferrous metals, mechatronics Africa ○

Madagascar December 22, 2020 Electrical engineering, automotive engineering Africa ○

Ethiopia April 28, 2021 Industrial sensors, mechatronics, industrial robots Africa ○

Bulgaria October 15, 2021 Agriculture (biotechnology, smart agriculture) Europe ○

Morocco December 3, 2021 E-commerce Africa ○

Rwanda August 20, 2022 E-commerce, mechatronics Africa ○

Benin August 20, 2022 Computers, electrical engineering, machines Africa ○

Kenya 2) August 20, 2022
Railway (transport operation management, engineering such 
as infrastructure development, automatic signal control), power 
supply, railway-related information and communications

Africa ○

Serbia August 20, 2022 Tourism, Chinese cuisine Europe ○

Gabon August 20, 2022
Machining, electronics and electricity, automotive inspection and 
maintenance

Africa ○
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Korea, Kazakhstan, the Czech Republic, Serbia, 
Poland, Hungary, Estonia, the U.K., Cuba, Peru, 
Saudi Arabia, and the UAE(35). Later, in “The Belt 
and Road Initiative: A Key Pillar of the Global 
Community of Shared Future,” a white paper 
published by the Chinese government in October 
2023, it was stated that the number of signatories 
of Digital Silk Road MoUs as of the end of 2022 
was 17(36). This means that only one country has 
officially declared its participation in the Digital 
Silk Road initiative from 2019 onwards, indicat-
ing that growth has stalled.

However, as far as the digital economy is con-
cerned, there has been steady progress in coopera-
tion between China and countries along the Belt 
and Road. In the area of e-commerce, 33 coun-
tries (including four non-BRI countries such as 
Australia) had signed an MoU for this field as of 
July 2024, with Chile becoming the first in 2016 
(Table 5). Looking at the timeline, 17 countries 
had signed up by the end of 2018, and 16 coun-
tries have joined since 2019, so the pace of expan-
sion has only slightly slowed when compared to 
the Digital Silk Road. By region, the increase in 
the number of Asian signatories since 2019 is no-
table, with Asian nations accounting for nine out 
of the 16 countries.

Also in the area of the digital economy, the Chi-
nese government, along with 13 countries in Asia, 
Africa, and Latin America launched the “Beijing 
Initiative on Belt and Road International Digital 
Economy Cooperation” in 2023(37). Some of these 
13 countries, including Myanmar and São Tomé 
and Príncipe, appear not to have signed e-com-
merce or Digital Silk Road MoUs, so this new ini-
tiative could represent evidence of further China-
led expansion in the digital sphere.

In terms of specific support, the yearly average 
number and amount of external loans  provided 
to the information and communications sector 
(Telecom) in countries along the Belt and Road 
by the two policy banks was 4.5 loans worth a to-
tal of $510 million in 2019-2020. This was lower 
than the 6.83 loans worth $1.09 billion in 2013-
2018(38). However, for seven African countries, 
such as the Democratic Republic of the Congo, 
the average annual loan amount in 2019-2020 ex-

ceeded that in 2013-2018(39).
In addition, using the AEI database, I compared 

the number and value of construction projects 
(large-scale projects worth $100 million or more) 
in the information and communications sector 
(Telecom subsector of the Technology sector) by 
Chinese companies in the two periods (annual 

Table 5   Signing of MoUs for 
cooperation in the field of 
e-commerce

Notes: Italy did not renew its MoU and withdrew from the 
BRI.

Source: Prepared by JRI based on information from the 
website of the Ministry of Commerce and other 
sources

Date signed Country
Belt and 

Road

November 22, 2016 Chile 〇

March 27, 2017 New Zealand 〇

May 11, 2017 Vietnam 〇

September 1, 2017 Brazil

September 15, 2017 Australia

November 10, 2017 Cambodia 〇

November 27, 2017 Estonia 〇

November 28, 2017 Hungary 〇

April 9, 2018 Austria 〇

June 7, 2018 Kazakhstan 〇

June 8, 2018 Russia 〇

July 9, 2018 Kuwait 〇

July 20, 2018 UAE 〇

July 23, 2018 Rwanda 〇

September 7, 2018 Iceland

December 1, 2018 Argentina 〇

December 3, 2018 Panama 〇

March 23, 2019 Italy ▲

July 31, 2019 Colombia

October 19, 2019 Samoa 〇

October 20, 2019 Vanuatu 〇

November 1-2, 2019 Uzbekistan 〇

November 29-30, 2021 Senegal 〇

September 28, 2022 Belarus 〇

October 27, 2022 Singapore 〇

November 2, 2022 Pakistan 〇

November 19, 2022 Thailand 〇

November 29, 2022 Laos 〇

January 4, 2023 Philippines 〇

September 8, 2023 Indonesia 〇

May 8, 2024 Serbia 〇

May 31, 2024 Bahrain 〇

July 4-6, 2024 Tajikistan 〇
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average). In 2019-2024, there were 0.8 projects 
worth $240 million, a reduction compared to the 
2013-2018 figure of 3.0 projects worth $360 mil-
lion. While there are years without a single proj-
ect in any of the more than 150 countries along 
the Belt and Road, contracts for new construction 
projects were signed in five countries, such as 
Cambodia and Bangladesh, from 2019 onwards.

4. Overall assessment of the 
“shift from quantity to quality”

The two-period comparison of relevant data 
shows that China’s external lending peaked in 
the late 2010s, and that stance of refraining from 
splurging has been maintained in the 2020s.

But in addition to preventing any re-expansion 
of lending, the Chinese government also put in 
place a mechanism for continuing to provide eco-
nomic support to emerging countries. This in-
volves the use of direct investment as a means of 
offering financial assistance.

China holds a “Forum on China-Africa Coop-
eration” with African countries once every three 
years. Comparing the Forums in 2015 and 2018, 
the scale of financial assistance to Africa was 
unchanged, at $60 billion, but in 2018 the fig-
ure included $10 billion in direct investment by 
Chinese companies, with government-led aid and 
lending being reduced by the same amount(40). At 
the 2021 Forum, investment in Africa by Chinese 
companies stayed at $10 billion, but government-
led lending was cut, reducing the overall scale of 
financial assistance to Africa from $60 billion to 
$40 billion(41).

In this way, China has departed from the quan-
titative expansion approach, but if we examine in-
dividually the four areas of focus that most reflect 
the “quality” advocated by President Xi Jinping, 
we see a great deal of variation in the levels of 
progress. I would therefore like to show how far 
the “shift from quantity to quality” for the BRI has 
progressed overall by comprehensively assessing 
progress of the four areas, while also referring to 

previous research and relevant media reports.

(1) Goals related to narrowing down 
the list of priority countries/ter-
ritories have been more or less 
achieved

First, goals for shrinking the list of prior-
ity countries/territories have been more or less 
achieved in two senses. Taking 100% to denote 
China accomplishing all its objectives, the nar-
rowing down of the list of priority countries/ter-
ritories has produced a high score in the range of 
80-90%.

The first goal was to achieve balance in exter-
nal lending. As mentioned above, loans promised 
have been greatly reduced in recent years, both 
in terms of amount and the number of recipient 
countries, but they have not been reduced in a uni-
form manner. Rather, with an eye to building sup-
ply chains and securing critical mineral resources, 
China has maintained a restrained stance in exter-
nal lending as a whole, while expanding support 
to certain resource-rich countries and countries 
positioned at logistical chokepoints. In that sense, 
the increase in loans promised to Egypt, which 
surrounds the Suez Canal and the Democratic Re-
public of the Congo, one of the world’s leading 
producers of cobalt, can be viewed as illustrative 
of balance in external lending.

The second goal was to avoid withdrawals from 
the BRI by countries along the Belt and Road. 
Given the current situation, where it is no longer 
possible for China to splurge in providing external 
support, it has had to determine its priorities, and 
this means concentrating money and resources on 
certain countries along the Belt and Road, and rel-
egating assistance for others. This could result in 
a backlash from those other countries, even lead 
to them withdrawing from the BRI. Looking back, 
however, there have been no instances of coun-
tries leaving the BRI just because their exports 
to China have been sluggish or they did not re-
ceive as much investment from China as they had 
hoped. Only one country, Italy, has quit the BRI, 
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and that was because in addition to not receiving 
much in the way of economic benefits, it had also 
been weighing up the political pros and cons of 
remaining. 

The biggest reason that the other 153 countries 
are not withdrawing is that their expectations for 
economic assistance from China still outweigh 
any concerns they might have(42). Of the 153 coun-
tries, 122 had signed an MoU by the end of 2018 
during the period when the Chinese government’s 
approach was one of quantitative expansion of the 
BRI, and they originally had high expectations 
that China would eventually provide them with 
large-scale support in areas such as infrastructure 
construction. The 31 countries that have joined the 
BRI since 2019 have also decided that the pros, 
such as support from China, are greater than the 
cons, and are therefore remaining in the BRI(43). 
Of course, it is also impossible to ignore the fact 
that the Chinese government’s diplomatic maneu-
vers, such as bilateral meetings, have served to 
keep the countries along the Belt and Road con-
nected.

With the narrowing down of the list of priority 
countries/territories, China’s stances toward coun-
tries along the Belt and Road can now be divided 
into three types (Table 6).

The first stance is to strengthen the relationship. 
Examples include ASEAN members (excluding 
the Philippines), important resource producers 
such as the Democratic Republic of the Congo 
and Chile, and countries such as Pakistan that are 

important for China’s security. Even amid quan-
titative contraction, these countries are treated as 
exceptions, and prioritized in the promotion of di-
rect investment, policies for expanding trade, and 
support for infrastructure projects.

The second stance is to maintain the current 
relationship. Most countries along the Belt and 
Road fall into this category. Although economic 
relations with them are being strengthened, these 
countries do not have a direct role to play in Chi-
na’s efforts to build supply chains and secure criti-
cal mineral resources, so they are not being pri-
oritized as much. However, with some countries, 
such as Kenya and Ethiopia, China has taken steps 
to prevent the relationship from deteriorating. For 
example, although it has substantially reduced 
lending given the high risk of loans souring, it 
has been implementing vocational education and 
training projects in such countries. The reasons 
for China’s continued generosity toward coun-
tries like Kenya and Ethiopia include not only the 
fact that they have been China-friendly for many 
years, but also geographical factors such as they 
or their neighbors facing the sea and possessing 
vital ports for importing resources.

The third stance is to downgrade the relation-
ship. China has chosen to do this with resource 
producers whose development has stagnated due 
to political instability, countries that have become 
increasingly anti-China, non-peripheral (i.e., dis-
tant) countries, and other countries that China has 
determined cannot bring it any special benefits. 
The three Baltic countries, starting with Lithu-
ania, are prime examples of countries with which 
the relationship has been downgraded. The Bal-
tic states began to distance themselves from the 
BRI as they became increasingly critical of Chi-
na’s handling of Hong Kong and the Uyghur is-
sue, and were not seeing much economic benefit. 
Therefore, the Chinese government made clear its 
stance of downgrading economic relations with 
the three Baltic countries.

However, there are some countries along the 
Belt and Road where the “narrowing down” strat-
egy has not worked as well as planned. For ex-
ample, given its geographical location, the Phil-
ippines ought to be in the “strengthen the rela-

Table 6   China’s stances toward 
countries along the Belt and 
Road

Source: Prepared by JRI based on various media reports

Categories Example countries

Strengthen 
relationship

ASEAN members (excluding the Philippines), 
Pakistan, UAE, Democratic Republic of 
Congo, Chile

Maintain 
current 
relationship

Many countries in Africa, Oceania, and Latin 
America, including Kenya, Ethiopia, Papua 
New Guinea, Bolivia, and some countries in 
Asia and Europe

Reduce 
relationship

Baltic states, Venezuela, Fiji, Italy
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tionship” category, but diplomatic relations have 
deteriorated over the issue of territorial rights in 
the South China Sea. This has also hindered the 
strengthening of economic relations via the BRI.

(2) Some progress in fostering pro-
China sentiment through vocation-
al education and training

It can also be said that some progress has been 
made in fostering pro-China sentiment through 
vocational education and training. Though prog-
ress has not been as significant as with the nar-
rowing down of the list of priority countries/terri-
tories, it can reasonably be scored at 60-70%.

Specifically, the following three factors warrant 
high marks. The first is that educational content 
in countries already receiving assistance with vo-
cational education and training has continued to 
expand. In the case of Thailand, where the first 
Luban Workshop was established, the workshop 
had only one department, mechatronics, when it 
began providing education and training in 2016.
But by 2018, the total number of departments had 
increased to six, with new programs for new ener-
gy vehicles, railways, and digital machine tools(44).

The second is that vocational education and 
training is genuinely helping to boost the sup-
ply of highly skilled human resources. The skills 
the students acquire serve as a weapon, making 
it possible for many of them to find employment 
in positions and companies where they can earn 
high salaries. For example, in Cambodia, the local 
average wage is $250, but graduates of the Luban 
Workshop earn an average of $400, with high-
flyers making more than $650(45).

The third is that vocational education and train-
ing is expanding support for China in emerging 
countries. At the Luban Workshops, the education 
and training programs involve a lot of interaction 
between the Chinese teachers and the local stu-
dents, which has played a part in producing tal-
ented people who feel positive about China(46).

Certainly, the process of winning support for 
China through vocational education and training 

is still a work in progress. In Oceania and Latin 
America, for instance, there are no Luban Work-
shops, so there is variation in terms of geographi-
cal spread.

(3) Slow progress in the digital sphere

In contrast to the high marks assigned to nar-
rowing down the list of priority countries and to 
vocational education, efforts to expand in the digi-
tal sphere have been less successful, so the score 
for this area would be about 40%.

The reason is that hardly any progress has been 
made in strengthening cooperation in areas other 
than e-commerce, such as in AI-related regulation. 
At the Third Belt and Road Forum for Interna-
tional Cooperation in October 2023, President Xi 
Jinping launched the “Global AI Governance Ini-
tiative”(47). Initiatives related to the digital econ-
omy have often taken the form of joint proposals 
with the governments of other countries, but this 
one was proposed by China alone. Though a year 
has passed since the announcement, , I was unable 
to find any country that had signed an AI-related 
bilateral MoU with China in official reports from 
the Chinese government.

In addition, participation in the Digital Silk 
Road initiative is flat. According to an official an-
nouncement made in 2023, only 17 countries are 
taking part, meaning that just one country has 
been added since 2019. The weakened relationship 
with Estonia, regarded as advanced in the digital 
field, has also been a factor in the slow progress 
of the Digital Silk Road initiative (Table 7).

On the other hand, e-commerce has steadily 
proliferated, contributing to China-led expansion 
in the digital sphere. However, keen to nurture 
their own domestic companies, many countries re-
main cautious about Chinese cross-border e-com-
merce. This can be seen in Southeast Asian coun-
tries, which have tightened controls on Chinese e-
commerce firms supplying cheap wares, although 
the measures appear to be temporary(48).
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(4) Scant progress in supporting the 
green economy

Progress with efforts to support the green 
economy, in areas such as renewable energy, has 
also been lackluster. The reason for the low score 
in this area, as with the expansion of the digital 
sphere, is the delay in the Chinese government’s 
efforts.

At the United Nations General Assembly in 
September 2020, President Xi Jinping pledged that 
his country’s CO2 emissions would peak by 2030, 
and that China would achieve carbon neutrality by 
2060. But this reduction target was for China, not 
the entire world(49). After the announcement, the 
Chinese government prioritized concrete domestic 
efforts to achieve the goal, postponing support for 
the green economy in emerging countries. As a re-
sult, with the policy banks already curbing loans 
to emerging countries, there was also a drop in ex-
ternal lending for renewable energy projects, and 
the figure fell to zero in 2021 and 2022. Finally, 
the Chinese government began to emphasize sup-
port for the green economy in emerging countries 
in 2023, making it a part of the eight-point action 
plan announced at the Third Belt and Road Forum 
for International Cooperation that year, for exam-
ple.

This delayed action by the Chinese govern-
ment also affected investment by Chinese compa-
nies. Looking at the number of renewable energy-

related investment projects in the AEI database, 
we find that it has been gradually increasing since 
bottoming out in 2020, but remains at a low level.

5. Background to inconsistency 
in the “shift from quantity to 
quality”

In the assessment of progress with the “shift 
from quantity to quality”, why were the scores in 
each of the focus areas so different? In this sec-
tion, I will present both the factors that have facil-
itated the “shift from quantity to quality” and the 
factors that have delayed it, in order to shed light 
on what underlies the differences.

(1) Background to progress with the 
shift to quality

There are three background factors behind the 
progress with the shift to quality: 1) strong gov-
ernment control over companies and policy banks, 
2) diplomatic activities appropriate for keeping 
emerging countries in the BRI, and 3) alignment 
with recipient countries’ needs. The BRI was pro-
moted on the basis of external lending by policy 
banks and investment and contract work by SOEs, 

Table 7   China’s stance on external cooperation in the digital field

Source: Prepared by JRI based on information from the website of the Ministry of Commerce and vari-
ous media reports

2013-18 From 2019

Geographical scope of 
the Digital Silk Road 
initiative

Positioning of Western Europe (U.K.) 
and the Baltic States (Estonia) as key 
players in the initiative

In Europe, the init iative l imited to 
Eas te r n  European  coun t r i es  as 
cooperation with Western Europe and 
the Baltic states stalls

Some countries in Asia, Africa, and 
Latin America also brought into the 
initiative

Focus on bringing in Asian, African, and 
Latin American countries

Cooperation in the 
digital field

Effor ts to expand comprehensive 
cooperation with countries around the 
world

Pr ior i t izat ion of promotion of the 
digital economy/industry, e.g., cross-
border e-commerce, and accelerating 
cooperation with neighboring countries 
and emerging countries
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but agencies of the Chinese government are deep-
ly involved in the management of these SOEs and 
policy banks.

It is also significant that the government has 
some control over large private-sector companies 
such as Huawei. In fact, while the government has 
become more proactive in supporting and protect-
ing the overseas operations of private-sector com-
panies, it has also been urging them to adhere to 
its foreign policy in their activities. In return for 
government support and protection, private-sector 
companies have begun conducting business ac-
tivities overseas that contribute to national policy 
goals.

In this way, under the Chinese government’s 
guidance, SOEs, policy banks, and private-sector 
companies have been able to work together to re-
duce external lending. Cooperation with Luban 
Workshops in countries along the Belt and Road is 
also positioned as a business activity carried about 
under national policy.

Diplomatic activities appropriate for keeping 
emerging countries in the BRI have arisen out of 
a situation where the Chinese government can 
concentrate on reciprocal visits to and from other 
countries, attending international conferences, 
and so on. Firstly, China not only has a president 
and foreign minister, but also many high-ranking 
Communist Party and government officials who 
can act as their deputies, meaning it has plenty of 
people who can make trips overseas and receive 
visiting dignitaries. Another of China’s strengths 
is that it has ambassadors across the whole of Af-
rica and Oceania. In addition, the role of the Na-
tional People’s Congress (Parliament of China) is 
to agree with, rather than rigorously monitor and 
restrain, the diplomatic activities of the govern-
ment. And unless an issue could trigger an angry 
backlash from citizens, the government does not 
need to consider public opinion in diplomatic mat-
ters.

The alignment of China’s support with the 
needs of recipient countries is best understood 
when contrasted with the assistance provided 
by developed countries that are members of the 
OECD’s Development Assistance Committee 
(DAC). In general, the support provided by devel-

oped countries is often contingent on the recipient 
countries taking steps to improve their economic 
policies and administrative methods. Therefore, 
in emerging countries where democracy has not 
been sufficiently established, i.e., countries still 
ruled by dictators, where the people or the par-
liament are unable to check the activities of the 
government, there is often reluctance to receive 
assistance from developed countries. When China 
provides support, however, its policy is not to 
interfere in the internal affairs of the countries 
concerned, so such support is readily accepted by 
emerging countries that dislike other countries in-
tervening in their affairs.

(2) Background of delays in the shift 
to quality

Conversely, there are two factors that can be 
pointed to as having delayed the shift to quality.

The first is the gap between China and emerg-
ing countries in terms of priorities. Whereas China 
wants to limit support for the construction of big-
ticket public facilities, emerging countries want 
to build infrastructure. China, in order to reduce 
default risk, wants to minimize costly and risky 
infrastructure development. Emerging countries, 
on the other hand, are urging China to make large-
scale support for infrastructure development the 
top priority, in order to accelerate their economic 
development. What emerging countries expect 
from China is for it to deploy its immense eco-
nomic might to help them. The gap in the percep-
tions of the two sides is clear to all.

The September 2024 meeting between the lead-
ers of China and South Africa was a symbolic 
event. This meeting took place on the sidelines of 
the Forum on China-Africa Cooperation, where 
President Xi Jinping called for an emphasis on 
“small yet smart” projects, i.e., a shift to quality. It 
is highly likely that he also brought this up during 
his bilateral talk with South Africa(50). Even so, 
South African President Cyril Ramaphosa asked 
China for investment in manufacturing and job 
creation and support for infrastructure develop-
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ment(51). Ultimately, the official readout from the 
meeting between the two leaders did not mention 
the emphasis on “small yet smart” projects, but 
did state that cooperation in infrastructure devel-
opment would be expanded, though the scale of 
this expansion was not specified(52).

The second is the diplomatic stances of emerg-
ing countries. In their diplomacy, many emerg-
ing countries have decided that they also want 
economic support from and deeper economic 
relationships with Western developed countries, 
including the U.S. Although China has the second 
largest economy in the world, as emerging coun-
tries, they cannot ignore the G7 nations, whose 
economies combined are 2.5 times the size of Chi-
na’s. Therefore, while maintaining their relation-
ships with China, they are being careful not to do 
anything that would get them labeled as members 
of a Chinese bloc.

This diplomatic stance among emerging coun-
tries is especially apparent in the field of infor-
mation and communications, where the U.S.-
China battle for hegemony is intensifying but the 
U.S. remains dominant. The fact that only a small 
number of countries along the Belt and Road have 
admitted to formal participation in the Digital 
Silk Road is presumably due to the Chinese gov-
ernment having been forced to take on board the 
wishes of emerging countries.

Conclusion

Based on the analysis so far, what kind of path 
will the BRI follow in the future?

China is likely to remain restrained in terms of 
how much it provides for external lending and 
infrastructure development. The Xi Jinping ad-
ministration wants to avoid being saddled with 
non-performing loans and is now prioritizing do-
mestic policies such as those aimed at addressing 
inequalities. Given the harsh environment sur-
rounding its own economy, the Chinese govern-
ment is becoming increasingly steadfast in curb-
ing support for emerging countries, making it hard 
to envisage a return to the quantitative expansion 
approach.

While continuing to scale back its support, 

China will likely move to further strengthen its 
economic relations with key countries/territories. 
It will probably maintain as its criterion for decid-
ing whether to strengthen relations the extent that 
the country/territory concerned can contribute to 
the establishment of a China-led bloc and sup-
ply chain. Of course, even if the criterion on the 
Chinese side does not change, the countries/terri-
tories that China positions as priorities will likely 
change according to the circumstances. This can 
be seen in the fact that securing critical minerals 
has recently emerged as China’s top priority, mak-
ing the Democratic Republic of the Congo, the 
world’s largest cobalt producer, a priority country. 
On the other hand, Kenya and Ethiopia, though 
once regarded as priority countries and lent huge 
sums of money by China, have seen the amount of 
money lent to them reduced as they are perceived 
as being at high risk of defaulting. Instead, China 
has just tried to maintain its current relationships 
with them through the provision of vocational ed-
ucation and training.

Overall, while a “shift from quantity to qual-
ity” is expected to become increasingly apparent, 
moves to expand in the digital sphere and support 
the green economy are unlikely to progress as the 
Chinese government had hoped.

Regarding support for the green economy, in 
addition to the aforementioned gap between the 
needs of China and the recipient countries in the 
area of infrastructure development, there is huge 
variation among emerging countries in the ex-
tent to which they want environmentally friendly 
infrastructure. While the number of emerging 
countries that are committed to achieving a green 
economy is gradually rising, many still prioritize 
economic development over environmental con-
siderations. As a result, it is unclear how far the 
number of green economy support projects will 
grow.

Regarding expansion in the digital sphere, con-
cerns about China and its companies pose a major 
obstacle. If their only desire is to strengthen so-
cial control, emerging countries may benefit from 
joining a Chinese-led digital economic bloc. How-
ever, doing so would also come with numerous 
drawbacks. One concern is the potential hindrance 
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to domestic industrial development. As Mochi-
naga [2022] points out, deeper dependency on 
China in the digital field could lead to declines in 
national autonomy and the weakening of political 
systems, as well as difficulties in introducing ad-
vanced technologies from non-Chinese sources(53). 
Such a situation could be described as “vendor 
lock-in” at a national level.  Cons like this are not 
something most emerging countries could readily 
accept, and this is likely to be a factor in causing 
them to maintain a certain distance from a China-
led digital sphere.

Going forward, the Xi Jinping administration 
will remain keen to leverage the BRI as a key tool 
for getting the Global South on side. That being 
the case, the key question is whether emerging 
countries that have not joined the BRI, notably 
India and Brazil, will eventually sign on to it. If 
China’s only goal were to expand its influence in 
Global South, an increase in the number of partic-
ipating emerging countries would clearly be desir-
able. But the more the number of countries along 
the Belt and Road rises, the more the costs associ-
ated with coordination, such as making decisions 
on whether to keep providing external loans, will 
inevitably increase too. To make a smooth “shift 
from quantity to quality,” China will likely main-
tain a cautious stance toward expanding the num-
ber of countries along the Belt and Road for the 
time being.

Meanwhile, with Donald Trump having re-
turned to power in the U.S. in January 2025, Chi-
na is certain to place even greater emphasis on us-
ing the BRI to keep the Global South close. How-
ever, it would be overly simplistic to assume that 
dissatisfaction with an “America First”-oriented 
U.S. will automatically accelerate support for Chi-
na among emerging countries. The key question is 
whether the Xi Jinping administration can avoid 
being rocked by the Trump administration’s Chi-
na policy and stay the course on the “shift from 
quantity to quality” for the BRI. The Xi Jinping 
administration’s diplomatic skills are about to be 
put to the test.
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