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Question to The China Agenda from Vernon Campbell from Canada, 

 
Why do many in the west see China's new silk road as a trap? 

 
Question: With regard to China's new silk road initiative, why has it been seen as a trap to many in the west? 
Further, it is apparent the benefits that China receives, but how does this initiative impact or benefit Sino-
Eurasian relations and Sino-American relations? 
 
Allow me to answer your question in this way. It will show that Sino-Eurasian and Sino-African relations will get 
stronger through the New Silk Road and that America is no player in this initiative and may see global trade and 
business relations shifting away to other regions.  
 
‘Build a road first if you want to get rich’. 
The rationale behind the Belt & Road Initiative for the Chinese is simple: ‘Build a road first if you want to get 
rich’. One of the purposes of the initiative is to bring prosperity to the participating countries. The New Silk Road 
will go down in history as the legacy of Chinese President Xi Jinping. At the 19th National Party Congress, in 
2017, the Communist Party formally adopted the Belt & Road Initiative (BRI) under its Party Constitution.  
 
Why are many in the West concerned? There are a few reasons.  
 
Will the Belt & Road bring a change in trade routes?  
Definitely. Better infrastructure doesn’t just provide cheaper transport, it also provides better connectivity. The 
Belt & Road changes the way countries are connected, so trading patterns will shift. For example, trade 
between Germany and China depends not only on the cost of transport between the two countries, it also 
depends on the cost for each of trading with every other country. A reduction in the bilateral trade costs 
between China and a third country, e.g. Belgium, because of a new Alibaba logistics hub in Liege, doesn’t just 
change the cost of trade between Belgium and China, it also reduces the cost of trade between China and 
Germany. This leads to a diversion of trade away from the China–Germany trade route, to the China–Belgium 
trade route. Through the Belt & Road Initiative, China builds its influences on future trading patterns. The Belt & 
Road will bring more trade to South and West Asia - and to North Africa - than to Western Europe. That is why 
Western European countries are concerned. America is not part of the Belt & Road and may see global trade 
shifting from the West to the East.  
 
Will the Belt & Road move the hot spots for innovation?  
Probably. China is planning a series of overseas industrial parks along the Belt & Road for international 
cooperation and sustainable industrial development. And these new innovation hot spots will not be built in the 
West. Asia and Africa will benefit from this and with major investment money poured into those countries, 
these new industrial parks may become fierce innovation contenders.  
 
What to think of the New Cyber Digital Silk Road  
(DBAR), as it is officially coined? It is a very important part of the Belt & Road Initiative, and it can have a great 
impact on the world, since its effects will be global. With DBAR comes the inclusion of smart sensors and 
advanced monitoring systems into infrastructure.  
 
Think of smart grids that match energy supply with demand, so that power plants consume less fossil fuel. An 
example of this is the smart liquefied natural gas-operated power plant in Pakistan, now being built by the 
German company Siemens. The Chinese government is also promoting its Beidou satellite network, a 
competitor to GPS, and Pakistan has become the first country to use this Chinese navigation system.  
 
Chinese e-commerce giants Alibaba and JD.com have already pledged massive investment in e-logistics to 
facilitate their cross-border trade. In line with the investments in e-logistics, Chinese tech companies are 
bringing their online payments technology to Belt & Road countries. Alipay, Alibaba’s online payment platform, 
now provides financial services in countries like India, Thailand, the Philippines, Indonesia, South Korea and 
Malaysia.  
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And in addition to all of these investments in smart infrastructure and logistics, China is coming up with smart 
applications in other sectors. Examples include AI for smart manufacturing or technology for smart cities and 
smart agriculture. Since 2017, Alibaba and Huawei have signed deals to develop smart cities in Kenya, Germany, 
and Malaysia. Many in the West are concerned that data which will be collected by Chinese companies in the 
Digital Silk Road will not be secure.  
 
Will the Belt & Road make countries dependent on China?  
The prospect of accelerated economic growth thanks to Chinese Belt & Road investments is immensely 
attractive to many emerging economies and countries. But increased Chinese involvement certainly poses risks 
as well as opportunities for these countries.  
 
The story runs as follows: China funds costly infrastructure projects which the receiving country can’t afford, 
then takes them over as strategic assets when loan repayments are not met. Is China luring these countries into 
a debt trap, as these critics suppose? Not necessarily.  
 
Multilateral institutions like the World Bank, the AIIB, and the IMF have their own guidelines on how to act 
when countries can no longer repay their loans. The Paris Club, a multilateral (but G7-dominated) forum has 
rules to maximise repayment when countries get into trouble. China has generally refrained from participating 
in such multilateral approaches to debt relief and handles them on a case-by-case basis. The bottom line is that 
some countries would do better to diversify their international debt portfolio, for example by putting a 
maximum percentage – say 30% – on foreign debt from specific countries or international organisations. And 
some countries clearly do not stick to this rule.  
 
Take Djibouti: by the end of 2016 Chinese financiers held around 77 percent of Djibouti’s debt. In general, 
though, and contrary to popular belief, Western Europe’s annual foreign investment in Africa is 2.5 to 3 times 
more than China’s investments in Africa. Or take Sri Lanka. In 2017, when Sri Lanka could not service a loan of 
$8 billion at 6 percent interest (used to finance the construction of the Hambantota Port), China agreed to a 
debt-for-equity swap accompanied by a 99-year lease on the port. In Sri Lanka's case, at that time less than 20% 
of Sri Lanka’s external debt was held by China. According to a 2018 report by the Center for Global 
Development, of the 68 countries identified as potential BRI borrowers, eight countries are at particular risk of 
debt distress, based on lending associated with the Belt & Road. These countries are Djibouti, Kyrgyzstan, Laos, 
the Maldives, Mongolia, Montenegro, Pakistan, and Tajikistan. Sovereign debt default can make things turn 
really bad, causing a banking crisis, an economic crisis and a currency crisis in a country. 
 
Many people in the West are concerned that countries may become repay the debt they owe to China by 
leasing or selling their sea ports, power companies etc. They do not like to see such critical assets in the hands 
of China.  
 
Should we be really concerned?  I do not think so.  All European countries are invited to join the Belt & Road 
and more than half of the EU members have signed an agreement to join. It is just a matter for Europe and the 
members of the EU of finding a way to participate in the Belt & Road which is beneficial to the European 
economies and societies. Germany is leading the way in this.  
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