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Introduction

The time has come for the United States and its allies and partners to form a coalition 
of like-minded states to compete with China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) in order to 
counter the geopolitical advantages Beijing is accruing. Since Chinese Communist Party 
(CCP) General Secretary Xi Jinping’s rise and subsequent consolidation of power, China’s 
rhetoric and actions have become increasingly aggressive, possibly representative of a 
state seeking regional dominance under its own complimentary international order. 
Under Xi’s mantras of “Chinese rejuvenation” and the “China Dream,” it could be argued 
that China is on a path toward dominating the political, informational, economic, and 
military orders across the Indian Ocean, Asia, and the Pacific (Indo-Pacific) region, with 
potential global aspirations.1

In 2013, Xi Jinping launched unprecedented development programs called the “Silk Road 
Economic Belt” and the “Twenty-First Century Maritime Silk Road,” aimed at linking 
infrastructure development to trade between China and developing states.2 The original 
vision of Xi’s “program of the century” was the development of six primary land corridors, 
two maritime “blue passages,” and a “digital Silk Road” to facilitate economic and social 
interconnectedness through the integration of policy, infrastructure, trade, finance, and 
people and cultural ties not only within the Indo-Pacific region but across Eurasia and 
the Indian Ocean, extending to Europe, the Middle East, and Africa.3 Now dubbed the 
Belt and Road Initiative, the program is branded as a “win-win” investment by offering 
the financing and construction of “hard infrastructure” (e.g., ports, railways, roads), 
“soft infrastructure” (e.g., economic institutions, agreements), digital infrastructure, 
and enhanced cultural exchanges. The target countries for BRI are primarily, but not 
exclusively, developing states.4

1. Oriana Skylar Mastro, “The Stealth Superpower:  How China Hid Its Global Ambitions,” Foreign Affairs (January/
February 2019), https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/china/china-plan-rule-asia.
2. Christopher K. Johnson, President Xi Jinping’s ‘Belt and Road’ Initiative (Washington, DC: CSIS, March 2016), 
https://www.csis.org/analysis/president-xi-jinping%E2%80%99s-belt-and-road-initiative.
3. Jane Perlez and Keith Bradsher, “Xi Jinping Positions China at Center of New Economic Order,” New York Times, 
May 14, 2017, https://www.nytimes.com/2017/05/14/world/asia/xi-jinping-one-belt-one-road-china.html;  
Jonathan Hillman, “China’s Belt and Road is Full of Holes,” CSIS, CSIS Brief, September 4, 2018, https://www.csis.
org/analysis/chinas-belt-and-road-full-holes;  Henry Tillman, Yang Jian, and Egil Thor Nielsson, “The Polar Silk 
Road: China’s New Frontier of International Cooperation,” China’s Quarterly of International Strategic Studies 4, no. 
3 (Fall 2018): 348. 
4. John Ross, “The basis of China’s ‘win-win’ foreign policy,” China.org.cn, March 30, 2015, https://www.learning-
fromchina.net/theoretical-bases-of-chinas-win-win-foreign-policy-concept/; Jonathan Hillman, “China’s Belt and 
Road Initiative: Five Years Later,” statement before the U.S.-China Economic and Security Review Commission, 

https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/china/china-plan-rule-asia
https://www.csis.org/analysis/president-xi-jinping%E2%80%99s-belt-and-road-initiative.
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/05/14/world/asia/xi-jinping-one-belt-one-road-china.html
https://www.csis.org/analysis/chinas-belt-and-road-full-holes
https://www.csis.org/analysis/chinas-belt-and-road-full-holes
http://China.org.cn
https://www.learningfromchina.net/theoretical-bases-of-chinas-win-win-foreign-policy-concept/
https://www.learningfromchina.net/theoretical-bases-of-chinas-win-win-foreign-policy-concept/
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Now in its sixth year of implementation, the BRI has gone global. It includes hundreds 
of projects, with a projected investment portfolio of $1 trillion, with some estimates 
saying that it could reach as much as $4 trillion over the life of the program. Similarly, 
its scope has expanded to include a “digital Silk Road” and a third “blue passage” 
through the Arctic. Its reach now includes more than 150 countries and international 
organizations, with new projects appearing across South America and the Arctic.5 All 
told, the BRI’s current trade volume now totals over $1.3 trillion and includes more than 
65 percent of the global population.6

Unfortunately for the world, the BRI has not evolved as Beijing’s “win-win” rhetoric 
portends. As many U.S. officials, scholars, experts, and journalists have pointed out over 
the past 18 months, the BRI appears to have become much more than an economic 
development program. Numerous reports highlight how the Chinese are using the BRI as 
a means to gain strategic leverage over other countries. Whether by challenging others’ 
sovereignty through the use of debt-trap diplomacy, developing dual-use infrastructure 
to potentially establish a “string of pearls,” a strategy involving a network of militarized 
facilities across the Indian Ocean Region and the Asia-Pacific, or expanding its influence 
for malicious purposes, the BRI is increasingly being viewed as a robust geopolitical tool 
for China. 

This report explores how China is using the BRI as a geopolitical instrument to advance 
its own interests, as well as the challenge that the BRI potentially poses to U.S. and allied 
regional and global interests. To counteract these challenges, this report takes the broader 
position that the United States needs to employ a collective balancing approach to deal 
with China whereby the United States fully accepts that China will continue to rise and 
that the corresponding balance of power will shift but also that China’s malign influence 
and behavior can be held in check by a “coalition of like-minded states.”7 Specifically, this 
report proposes that the U.S. government support the development and implementation 
of an integrated multilateral infrastructure development mechanism that can counter 
the geopolitical advantages China is gaining through the BRI. This symmetrical approach 
aims to enhance U.S., allied, and partner countries’ efforts to directly and more effectively 
compete with the BRI.8

Only collectively can the resources, expertise, liberal values, and national-level priorities 
that a coalition brings to the table be synergized to create an alternative program that is 
not only available to the developing world but is also relevant, affordable, and high quality. 
Every project undertaken by this cohort is an opportunity to inhibit and complicate 
the ability of China to use the political, economic, and military leverage it has gained 

January 25, 2018, https://www.csis.org/analysis/chinas-belt-and-road-initiative-five-years-later-0.
5. Hillman, “China’s Belt and Road Initiative: Five Years Later”; Hillman, “China’s Belt and Road is Full of Holes”; 
Yan Wei, “Sharing Opportunities,” Beijing Review 62, no. 16 (April 2019):2; Li Xiaoyang, “Digital Route, Closer 
Ties,” Beijing Review 62, no. 16 (April 2019): 18.
6. Yan Wei, “Sharing Opportunities,” 2; U.S. Air Force Office of Commercial Economic Analysis, “Study II – One 
Belt, One Road:  China’s Signature Effort to Assert Primacy in Eurasia,” U.S. Air Force (Washington, DC:  2017), 53. 
7. Hal Brands and Zack Cooper, “After the Responsible Stakeholder, What?  Debating America’s China Strategy,” 
Texas National Security Review 2, no. 2 (February 2019), https://tnsr.org/2019/02/after-the-responsible-stakehold-
er-what-debating-americas-china-strategy-2/.
8. Joel Wuthnow, “China’s Belt and Road:  One Initiative, Three Strategies,” in Ashley J. Tellis, Alison Szalwinski, 
and Michael Wills, eds., China’s Expanding Strategic Ambitions (Seattle and Washington, DC: National Bureau of 
Asian Research, 2019), 243-244.

https://www.csis.org/analysis/chinas-belt-and-road-initiative-five-years-later-0
https://tnsr.org/2019/02/after-the-responsible-stakeholder-what-debating-americas-china-strategy-2/
https://tnsr.org/2019/02/after-the-responsible-stakeholder-what-debating-americas-china-strategy-2/
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and continues to gain through the BRI. It is under this precept that this report outlines 
the possible organization, roles, functions, and objectives of a coalition infrastructure 
development mechanism—called here the Infrastructure Development Coalition (IDC)—
and it also proposes an initial engagement strategy to focus this mechanism.

Additionally, information operations are a vital component of any modern initiative. 
This report recommends the development and implementation of a robust strategic 
communication campaign to complement the coalition infrastructure development 
initiative with the intent to bolster the initiative’s success and to discredit malicious 
practices undertaken through the BRI.  Finally, this report discusses the opportune timing 
to implement such an initiative, as well as some of the inherent secondary benefits of 
implementing a coalition approach to infrastructure development.

Lastly, this report provides a detailed outline on how the collective power of a coalition 
could be synergized to outcompete the BRI, but it is by no means complete, nor is 
it without flaws. Its intent is to merely lay an initial blueprint that infrastructure 
development experts and professionals can use as a point of departure to stimulate further 
thought and future exploration.
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1 | Challenge to U.S. and Allied 
Strategic Interests

The BRI has ignited U.S. concern about China’s ability to build a far-reaching web of 
geopolitical access and influence. These overseas infrastructure projects can and have 
created Chinese leverage over recipient countries. Given the hundreds of projects currently 
under the BRI banner, the potential challenge to U.S. and allied interests is significant.

Before any discussion of the potential challenges to U.S. and allied interests can take 
place, it is imperative to first begin by outlining what the U.S. and allied interests actually 
are. Current U.S. interests within the Indian Ocean, South Asia, Southeast Asia, and the 
Asia-Pacific regions, and the widely accepted interests of its allies, have been clearly 
articulated in the recently released U.S. Department of Defense Indo-Pacific Strategy Report. 
In particular, this report codifies the strategic tenets of a “free and open Indo-Pacific” 
(formerly understood as the Free and Open Indo-Pacific (FOIP) strategy).9 As the tenets 
imply, the ends of this strategy are two-fold. The first end—free—is to ensure “all nations, 
regardless of size, are able to exercise their sovereignty free from coercion by other 
countries . . . this means good governance and the assurance that citizens can enjoy their 
fundamental rights and liberties.”10 The second end—open—is to promote “sustainable 
growth and connectivity in the region . . . all nations enjoy access to international waters, 
airways, and cyber and space domains, and are able to pursue peaceful resolution of 
territorial and maritime disputes.”11 This also means fair, open, and transparent trade, 
markets, and investment opportunities for all states. Also imperative to this strategy is the 
acknowledgment “that no one nation can or should dominate the Indo-Pacific.12 Figure 
1 outlines the four specific strategic principles of the free and open Indo-Pacific vision. 
Simply stated, the main strategic end of the United States and its allies is the sustainment 
of the current rules-based liberal order—the same order that has driven prosperity for 
nearly 75 years, since the end of World War II.

9. U.S. Department of Defense, Indo-Pacific Strategy Report (Washington, DC: June 2019), https://media.defense.
gov/2019/May/31/2002139210/-1/-1/1/DOD_INDO_PACIFIC_STRATEGY_REPORT_JUNE_2019.PDF.
10. Ibid.
11. Ibid.
12. Ibid.

https://media.defense.gov/2019/May/31/2002139210/-1/-1/1/DOD_INDO_PACIFIC_STRATEGY_REPORT_JUNE_2019.PDF
https://media.defense.gov/2019/May/31/2002139210/-1/-1/1/DOD_INDO_PACIFIC_STRATEGY_REPORT_JUNE_2019.PDF
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Figure 1:  The Free and Open Indo-Pacific Vision

Source: U.S. Department of Defense, Indo-Pacific Strategy Report.

However, accomplishing this strategy is becoming harder as Beijing’s influence and 
potentially revisionist behavior grows. According to the 2018 Assessment on U.S. Defense 
Implications of China’s Expanding Global Access, the strategic objectives of the CCP are 
to: “perpetuate CCP rule; maintain domestic stability; sustain economic growth and 
development; defend national sovereignty and territorial integrity; secure China’s status as a 
great power and, ultimately, reacquire regional preeminence; and safeguard China’s interests 
abroad.”13 While these ends are not unlike those outlined in the National Security Strategy 
of the United States, it is the underlying ways and means of Beijing’s strategy that appear 
to be the most disconcerting. Beijing appears to be accomplishing its strategy by gaining 
geopolitical leverage over the Indo-Pacific region, and the ways it is employing its strategy 
is by “leveraging military modernization, influence operations, and predatory economics 
to coerce other nations,” increasing its influence on the region and world. Directly and 
indirectly, the BRI could be the economic and geopolitical means to accomplish that goal.14

The BRI “embodies China’s belief that the global balance of power is increasingly in 
flux, and that the opportunity for displacing U.S. predominance in Asia is increasingly 
possible.”15 Moreover, Beijing is portraying the BRI “as a ‘Chinese solution’ to economic 
and global governance and an alternative institutional framework to the Western 
model.”16 While Beijing fully acknowledges that it has greatly benefitted from the post-
World War II international order, Beijing does not see that order as valid moving into 
the future. China desires a world order that will provide it with the full freedom to act 
unilaterally across any and all dimensions of national power.17 Through the BRI, Beijing 
can seek to expand its influence; create economic dependency and access; challenge 

13. U.S. Department of Defense, Assessment on U.S. Defense Implications of China’s Expanding Global Access (Wash-
ington, DC: U.S. Department of Defense, December 2018), https://media.defense.gov/2019/Jan/14/2002079292/-
1/-1/1/EXPANDING-GLOBAL-ACCESS-REPORT-FINAL.PDF.
14. U.S. Department of Defense, Indo-Pacific Strategy Report.
15. U.S. Air Force Office of Commercial Economic Analysis, “Study II – One Belt, One Road,” 13.
16. Ibid., 15.
17. Personal engagement with U.S. Embassy Country Team in Beijing, May 13, 2019.

https://media.defense.gov/2019/Jan/14/2002079292/-1/-1/1/EXPANDING-GLOBAL-ACCESS-REPORT-FINAL.PDF.
https://media.defense.gov/2019/Jan/14/2002079292/-1/-1/1/EXPANDING-GLOBAL-ACCESS-REPORT-FINAL.PDF.
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the sovereignty of other states; change the international order; degrade and complicate 
U.S. and allied operations; and, perhaps more ominously, possibly set the conditions to 
reunify Taiwan—with force if necessary.  

The BRI is an instrument of economic statecraft that Beijing is wielding to expand its 
authority and influence. According to the Indo-Pacific Strategy Report, “China is using 
economic inducements and penalties [as] influence operations . . . to persuade other states 
to comply with its agenda.”18 Hungary and Greece are examples of Chinese success. Both 
countries are major BRI partners and recipients of other considerable Chinese investment, 
and both have shown a recent pattern of blocking EU efforts to condemn human rights 
abuses allegedly committed by China.19 It is also arguable that the effectiveness of the 
Association of South East Asian Nations (ASEAN) has been significantly degraded when it 
comes to issues that are derisive toward China as a direct result of China’s influence and the 
economic dependency of ASEAN countries upon China.20 

In addition to purely economic influence, “China’s refusal to require reasonable safeguards 
for its BRI projects has nourished authoritarianism, corruption, debt, and the pursuit of 
economically unsustainable or nonviable projects.”21 Every one of these aspects creates 
vulnerabilities within BRI recipient governments that are easily exploitable by Beijing. This 
could have increasingly deleterious effects as authoritarianism gains strength, U.S. economic 
interests are ignored or outright discarded, and alliances and partnerships begin to erode.22

Similarly, China is also using the BRI to build economic dependence, making the 
prosperity of other countries directly dependent upon trade with China. This gives 
Beijing potential coercive power to punish countries through a multitude of economic 
sanctions, such as for any actions that are contrary to Chinese objectives and desires. 
In multinational forums, states dependent upon Beijing could act as active consensus-
breakers, spoilers, or abstainers to agreements that China does not support.23

The BRI’s expansion is also likely to further China’s efforts to improve its military capabilities. 
The mission of the Chinese People’s Liberation Army (PLA) and People’s Liberation Army Navy 
(PLAN) for the first time encompasses the safeguarding of China’s overseas interests, which 
is now formally encapsulated in its 2015 military strategy. To quickly deploy and then sustain 
security forces ashore to respond to a crisis requires an expeditionary force in a high state of 
readiness with the ability to rapidly deploy.24 Toward that requirement, the Indo-Pacific Strategy 
Report states that China is rapidly improving its military capabilities, which includes efforts 
“to improve power projection; modernize its nuclear forces; and conduct increasingly complex 

18. U.S. Department of Defense, Indo-Pacific Strategy Report.
19. Robin Emmott and Angeliki Koutantou, “Greece blocks EU statement on China human rights at U.N.,” Reu-
ters, June 18, 2017, https://www.reuters.com/article/us-eu-un-rights/greece-blocks-eu-statement-on-china-hu-
man-rights-at-u-n-idUSKBN1990FP.
20. Kurt Leffler and Brian Harding, “Joint Advanced Warfighting School Visit,” CSIS Discussion/lecture, December 
13, 2018.
21. Christopher Balding, “Why Democracies Are Turning Against Belt and Road,” Foreign Affairs, October 24, 2018, 
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/china/2018-10-24/why-democracies-are-turning-against-belt-and-road.
22. U.S. Air Force Office of Commercial Economic Analysis, “Study II – One Belt, One Road,” 15, 17.
23. U.S. Department of Defense, Assessment on U.S. Defense Implications of China’s Expanding Global Access.
24. David Brewster, “The Red Flag Follows Trade:  China’s Future as an Indian Ocean Power,” China’s Expanding 
Strategic Ambitions, 190.

https://www.reuters.com/article/us-eu-un-rights/greece-blocks-eu-statement-on-china-human-rights-at-u-n-idUSKBN1990FP.
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-eu-un-rights/greece-blocks-eu-statement-on-china-human-rights-at-u-n-idUSKBN1990FP.
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/china/2018-10-24/why-democracies-are-turning-against-belt-and-road.
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operations in domains such as cyberspace, space, and electronic warfare operations.”25 Another 
latent consequence of this modernization is the increased need for forward access and basing 
to accomplish this expanding mission.26

The dual-use nature of hard infrastructure, such as ports and airports, are also cause for 
concern. In dozens of countries where China has invested in port projects, requests for 
military access, visits, and logistics staging bases have soon followed.27 In 2014, Sina 
News reported that Beijing is purportedly seeking to establish 18 to 19 “overseas strategic 
supply bases” encircling the Indian Ocean. According to the article, Beijing is actively 
seeking basing rights in Pakistan, Sri Lanka, Myanmar, Yemen, Oman, Kenya, Tanzania, 
Mozambique, Seychelles, and Madagascar.28 China has also requested military basing 
rights in Cambodia and Vanuatu. Although these latter requests were denied, China will 
likely continue in its quest to acquire overseas basing.29 As economic interests intertwine 
and countries become more dependent on China, these states may become more 
susceptible to future Chinese requests.

The threat of China establishing a “string of pearls” presents functional and pragmatic 
challenges to the United States and its allies in terms of force posturing, exercises, 
counter-intelligence, security cooperation, logistics, and the possible loss or denial of 
future access for U.S. and allied forces.30 However, and more importantly, a Chinese “string 
of pearls” would greatly enhance China’s “ability to deter use of conventional military 
force, sustain operations abroad, and hold strategic economic corridors at risk.”31

The BRI is a tool that could set the conditions for Beijing to execute any number of 
troubling scenarios.

1. The BRI is part of a strategy by which China is attempting to strengthen its active 
defense strategy by extending its defensive buffer zone into and beyond the first 
island chain (Taiwan, the Philippines, and Japan, including Okinawa) and also 
westward into the Indian Ocean and Eurasia.  

2. The BRI is a tool that would provide China with the access or influence to block or 
impede direct U.S. and allied intervention into the East and South China Seas if it 
decides to act on its territorial claims or if it decides to make a push to reunify Taiwan 
by force.32

25. U.S. Department of Defense, Indo-Pacific Strategy Report.
26. U.S. Department of Defense, Assessment on U.S. Defense Implications of China’s Expanding Global Access; U.S. Air 
Force Office of Commercial Economic Analysis, “Study II – One Belt, One Road,” 44.
27. U.S. Department of Defense, Assessment on U.S. Defense Implications of China’s Expanding Global Access.
28. “Jane’s said China to build 20 overseas naval bases in Africa,” Sina News, November 25, 2014, http://mil.news.
sina.com.cn/2014-11-25/0943812545.html.
29. U.S. Department of Defense, Assessment on U.S. Defense Implications of China’s Expanding Global Access.
30. “China builds up strategic sea lanes,” Washington Times, January 17, 2005, https://www.washingtontimes.com/
news/2005/jan/17/20050117-115550-1929r/; U.S. Department of Defense, Assessment on U.S. Defense Implications 
of China’s Expanding Global Access.
31. 31. U.S. Department of Defense, Assessment on U.S. Defense Implications of China’s Expanding Global Access.
32. “Jaw-Jaw:  China is a Funny Sort of Revisionist Power – A Conversation with Dean Cheng,” War on the Rocks, 
Podcast with Brad Carson, November 13, 2018, https://warontherocks.com/2018/11/jaw-jaw-china-is-a-funny-
sort-of-revisionist-power-a-conversation-with-dean-cheng/.

http://mil.news.sina.com.cn/2014-11-25/0943812545.html.
http://mil.news.sina.com.cn/2014-11-25/0943812545.html.
https://www.washingtontimes.com/news/2005/jan/17/20050117-115550-1929r/
https://www.washingtontimes.com/news/2005/jan/17/20050117-115550-1929r/
https://warontherocks.com/2018/11/jaw-jaw-china-is-a-funny-sort-of-revisionist-power-a-conversation-with-dean-cheng/.
https://warontherocks.com/2018/11/jaw-jaw-china-is-a-funny-sort-of-revisionist-power-a-conversation-with-dean-cheng/.
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3. The BRI is a means to complicate a U.S. or coalition response to a conflict with Taiwan by 
providing China with the access and influence to instigate or fabricate a preemptive crisis 
in another part of the world that would divert attention and resources away from Taiwan.  

4. The BRI is in the nascent stages of a grandiose Chinese plan to execute a fait accompli 
strategy by leveraging its access and influence to employ “a combination of ‘gray 
zone’ activities . . . robust anti-access/area denial (A2/AD) networks, lethal and fast 
maneuver forces, and strategic capabilities . . . to overpower U.S. allies and seize their 
[allied] territory while holding off U.S. and other allied combat power” and then 
“by extending [its] A2/AD and defensive umbrella over these new gains, render the 
prospect of ejecting [its] occupying forces too difficult, dangerous, and politically 
demanding for Washington and its allies to undertake, or undertake successfully.”33 
The Indo-Pacific Strategy Report acknowledges this scenario as a possibility.34

In addition to using its influence and economic dependency as strategic leverage, Beijing 
is also employing debt-trap diplomacy to challenge the sovereignty of other states. Of 
particular concern is “China’s potential to convert unsustainable debt burdens of recipient 
countries or subnational groups into strategic and military access, including by taking 
possession of sovereign assets as collateral.”35 The most notorious example of this is the 
Hambantota Port in Sri Lanka. Despite negative projections from feasibility studies, 
Beijing had no qualms with financing the project. The port was a complete failure, and the 
Sri Lankan government subsequently gave China control of the port and 15,000 acres of 
surrounding land on a 99-year lease in order to be relieved of its debt. Although analysts 
debate whether China’s strategy was intentional, the outcome in Sri Lanka is a clear 
geopolitical victory for China. It now controls a dual-use facility along India’s periphery 
and astride one of the busiest maritime routes in the world.36 If China is able to even 
partially militarize Hambantota, as it has done with islands in the South China Sea, the 
military balance of power could shift significantly in its favor in South Asia.  

Although the Hambantota Port project predates the BRI, its contractual terms have been 
carried forward under the BRI with similar outcomes. Tajikistan was forced to relinquish its 
profits and rights to multiple gold mines to China to offset its debts associated with energy 
investments. Likewise, Kyrgyzstan is also giving up some of its own natural resources to 
help pay for a $2 billion railroad project financed by China.37 Most recently, in March 2019, 
Philippine Supreme Court Associate Justice Antonio Carpio revealed the troubling loan 
terms associated with one of many BRI projects that could force the Philippines to cede 
portions of its sovereign territory to China if it defaults on its loan. Even more troubling is 
that these are likely to be standardized or templated terms across all BRI projects within 

33. Elbridge Colby, “Addressing China and Russia’s Emergence as Great Power Competitors and the Implemen-
tation of the National Defense Strategy:  Testimony Before the Senate Armed Services Committee,” Center for 
New American Security, January 29, 2019, https://www.cnas.org/publications/congressional-testimony/address-
ing-china-and-russias-emergence-as-great-power-competitors-and-the-implementation-of-the-national-de-
fense-strategy.
34. U.S. Department of Defense, Indo-Pacific Strategy Report.
35. Ibid.
36. Maria Abi-Habib, “How China Got Sri Lanka to Cough Up a Port,” New York Times, June 25, 2018, https://www.
nytimes.com/2018/06/25/world/asia/china-sri-lanka-port.html.
37. Danny Anderson, “Risky Business:  A Case Study of PRC Investment in Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan,” Jamestown 
Foundation, August 10, 2018, https://jamestown.org/program/risky-business-a-case-study-of-prc-investment-in-
tajikistan-and-kyrgyzstan/.

https://www.cnas.org/publications/congressional-testimony/addressing-china-and-russias-emergence-as-great-power-competitors-and-the-implementation-of-the-national-defense-strategy.
https://www.cnas.org/publications/congressional-testimony/addressing-china-and-russias-emergence-as-great-power-competitors-and-the-implementation-of-the-national-defense-strategy.
https://www.cnas.org/publications/congressional-testimony/addressing-china-and-russias-emergence-as-great-power-competitors-and-the-implementation-of-the-national-defense-strategy.
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/06/25/world/asia/china-sri-lanka-port.html.
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/06/25/world/asia/china-sri-lanka-port.html.
https://jamestown.org/program/risky-business-a-case-study-of-prc-investment-in-tajikistan-and-kyrgyzstan/.
https://jamestown.org/program/risky-business-a-case-study-of-prc-investment-in-tajikistan-and-kyrgyzstan/.
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the Philippines. Taken individually, such loan terms appear non-threatening, but taken 
collectively, they are a direct challenge, especially for the Philippines, where BRI investments 
total upwards of $26 billion.38 If these are standardized loan terms within the Philippines, 
they are very likely present elsewhere, making debt-trap diplomacy a strategic maneuver 
challenging the sovereignty of other countries.

There are also indications that Beijing may be making a concerted effort to change the 
liberal, rules-based order that has existed since the end of World War II. Due in large part 
to its economic clout, China desires a correspondingly equitable say in the world’s major 
international organizations, such as the International Monetary Fund (IMF), World Bank, 
and World Trade Organization (WTO). Similarly, China also desires a bigger seat at the 
table in order to influence the global order and institutions to reflect its “socialism with 
Chinese characteristics” ideology and alternative brand of economics.39 Where it has failed 
to gain a foothold for its influence, China has taken the lead to build its own parallel 
institutions, such as the Asia Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB), New Development 
Bank (NDB), Silk Road Fund (SRF), Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO), Conference 
on Interaction and Confidence Building Measures in Asia (CICA), its own international 
arbitration courts to mediate BRI disputes, and the proposed Regional Comprehensive 
Economic Partnership (RCEP).40 The threat to U.S. and allied interests lies not only in 
adding another layer to Beijing’s influence propagation plan but in the weakening effect 
that these rival institutions will have on existing ones as the talent, resources, priorities, 
and relationships are incrementally siphoned away from the institutions that form the 
existing liberal order.

Beijing may also see some utility in using the BRI to degrade and complicate U.S. military 
and allied operations and plans. First and foremost, as the PLA’s capabilities increase in 
direct response to the need to protect expanding Chinese global interests, the ability of 
U.S. and allied forces to intervene in a conflict become much riskier in terms of potential 
casualties and costlier in terms of keeping pace with China’s technological advancements 
and weapons systems.41 Second, though not fully mature, the BRI is providing China with 
a means to diversify the flow of its much-needed natural resources to make them less 
susceptible to U.S. or allied interdiction in times of crisis. Increased reliance on pipelines, 
alternative ports, and enhanced rail and highway networks renders the world’s maritime 
chokepoints, which China has historically depended upon, less pivotal and effective as a 
means to influence the outcome of a conflict.42 While it is true China’s responsibilities to 
maintain order and security increase as its interests expand into these regions, China has 
shown a remarkable ability to adapt in regions in which it has already expanded. Beijing 
is beginning to show mastery in diplomacy, security partnerships, and its ability to export 
security into unstable regions.43

38. Richard Javad Heydarian, “China debt trap fears shake the Philippines,” Asia Times, March 28, 2019, https://
www.asiatimes.com/2019/03/article/china-debt-trap-fears-shake-the-philippines/.
39. Chris Buckley, “Xi Jinping Thought Explained:  A New Ideology for a New Era,” New York Times, February 26, 
2018, https://www.nytimes.com/2018/02/26/world/asia/xi-jinping-thought-explained-a-new-ideology-for-a-
new-era.html
40. Michael J. Mazarr, Timothy R. Heath, and Astrid Stuth Cevallos, China and the International Order (Santa Mon-
ica, CA: RAND Corporation, 2018), 81, https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RR2423.html.
41.  Ibid., 81.
42. U.S. Air Force Office of Commercial Economic Analysis, “Study II – One Belt, One Road,” 44.
43. Zi Yang, Securing China’s Belt and Road Initiative (Washington, DC: U.S. Institute of Peace, November 2018 ), 
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China’s digital infrastructure development is also a potential challenge to U.S. and allied 
interests. The security risks associated with intellectual property theft, possible hidden 
back-doors, the use of non-interoperable standards and protocols, the implementation of 
rival and parallel systems, and Chinese control of the on/off switch threaten intelligence 
sharing, command and control, and global financial transactions.44 An example is the 
April 2019 revelation by Vodafone that it found hidden backdoors in some of its Huawei-
supplied equipment. Despite promises that the issues were corrected, Vodafone also 
revealed that some of the “security vulnerabilities” have remained unresolved since 
2011.45 These are obvious threats to the United States and its allies because they can all 
become critical vulnerabilities and major factors impacting collective security, alliance 
management, military strategy, and operational plans.

The BRI is a powerful tool for Beijing in its attempt to establish itself as Asia’s hegemon. As 
such, it presents a challenge to the U.S. and allied goal of creating and maintaining a free 
and open Indo-Pacific region. The United States and its allies must compete effectively 
with China, which includes developing alternatives to the BRI.

https://www.usip.org/sites/default/files/2018-11/sr_436_securing_chinas_belt_and_road_initiative_web.pdf.
44. Brian Fung, “How China’s Huawei took the lead over U.S. companies in 5G technology,” Washington Post, April 
10, 2019, https://www.washingtonpost.com/technology/2019/04/10/us-spat-with-huawei-explained/?utm_
term=.a6cfaf102f1a.
45. Daniel Lepido, “Vodafone Found Hidden Backdoors in Huawei Equipment,” Bloomberg, April 30, 2019, 
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2019-04-30/vodafone-found-hidden-backdoors-in-huawei-equip-
ment.

https://www.usip.org/sites/default/files/2018-11/sr_436_securing_chinas_belt_and_road_initiative_web.pdf.
https://www.washingtonpost.com/technology/2019/04/10/us-spat-with-huawei-explained/?utm_term=.a6cfaf102f1a.
https://www.washingtonpost.com/technology/2019/04/10/us-spat-with-huawei-explained/?utm_term=.a6cfaf102f1a.
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2019-04-30/vodafone-found-hidden-backdoors-in-huawei-equipment.
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2019-04-30/vodafone-found-hidden-backdoors-in-huawei-equipment.
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2 | Competing with the BRI

Since normalizing diplomatic relations with China in 1979, consecutive U.S. 
administrations have attempted to push and pull China into the U.S. orbit. It was hoped 
that by establishing closer diplomatic ties with China, helping it build a strong economy, 
and integrating it within the existing liberal international order China would, in turn, 
see the value of the current order and initiate its own liberalized reform movement. 
Unfortunately, this “responsible stakeholder” strategy has not had the intended behavioral 
impacts, and China appears to be following its own path toward internal repression and 
external assertiveness.46 As a result, many political scholars, China experts, and policy 
professionals have embarked on a mission to develop more relevant and effective foreign 
policy options toward China. Recommendations range from full containment to complete 
accommodation, with dozens of hybrids in between.

That said, and within the context of countering the BRI, there are two particular schools 
of thought that can be applied to protecting U.S. and allied interests and countering the 
geopolitical advantages that Beijing is gaining through the BRI. At the strategic level, the 
first is “collective balancing.” This approach involves the United States fully accepting that 
China will continue to rise and that the corresponding balance of power will shift, but 
also that this shift can still be favorably maintained by leveraging the collective power of 
a coalition of like-minded states. Through the integrated use of each state’s diplomatic, 
informational, economic, and military elements of power, the coalition can present a wide, 
united front to both inhibit and neutralize Beijing’s efforts to revise or undermine the 
regional order in illiberal ways. The end state of collective balancing is to constrain China 
and keep it off-balance within the region to “prevent Beijing from dominating the region 
politically, economically, and militarily.”47

At a more operational and tactical level, the second relevant school of thought is to 
take a “symmetrical” approach to countering the BRI, where China currently holds the 
initiative. Under this approach, the United States directly competes with the BRI to offset 
the gains already achieved by Beijing and, more importantly, to minimize future gains. 
This approach would provide alternative public and private infrastructure development 

46. Kurt M. Campbell and Ely Ratner, “The China Reckoning: How Beijing Defied American Expectations,” Foreign 
Affairs, February 13, 2018, https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/china/2018-02-13/china-reckoning; Brands 
and Cooper, “After the Responsible Stakeholder, What? Debating America’s China Strategy.”
47. Brands and Cooper, “After the Responsible Stakeholder, What? Debating America’s China Strategy.”

https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/china/2018-02-13/china-reckoning
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options directly through U.S. development programs, indirectly through contributions 
from multilateral development banks (MDBs), and by integrating allied and partner state 
infrastructure development programs.48

In the context of these two approaches, one of the most apparent options to counter 
the BRI is to compete with it. The primary objective of competing with the BRI is to 
complicate China’s ability to use the BRI as a geopolitical instrument through which it 
can execute a revisionist agenda. There are a multitude of means by which this can be 
accomplished, and Figure 2 provides a graphic depiction.

Figure 2: Competing with the BRI (“Symmetrical” Approach)

Source: author’s own creation.

48. Wuthnow, “China’s Belt and Road: One Initiative, Three Strategies,” 243-244.
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Providing an alternative to the BRI is the first step to countering it. Countries desiring 
large-scale economic development would be given a choice, instead of being forced to 
choose China by default because there are no other options. Past and present U.S. and 
allied infrastructure development efforts pale in comparison to the scope and scale of 
the BRI, and efforts have been insufficient to make any appreciable strategic impact in 
the same manner as that of the BRI for China. Hampered by outdated and insufficient 
development programs, the majority of U.S. and allied development aid, until recently, 
has been largely relegated to providing technical assistance, civil and social program 
funding, and small-scale infrastructure.49 This has left a significant gap in large-scale and 
transformative infrastructure development, and China has seized the opportunity.

Providing an alternative to the BRI also facilitates the establishment of relationships 
with new partners and strengthens existing ones. This allows U.S. and allied influence 
to directly compete with and potentially counter or offset Chinese influence efforts. In 
addition, establishing or bolstering a friendly presence should create or increase the level 
of diplomatic and economic complexity within the partner state, making it more difficult 
to choose sides, specifically China’s side. A U.S. or allied presence will cause the partner 
state to at the very least think twice before making a decision that could jeopardize its 
relationship. Likewise, such a presence could also curtail questionable Chinese behavior 
or make China think through the potential complexity and complicated outcomes of their 
decisions before acting.  

Competing with the BRI, especially by providing a higher quality, more affordable, 
standardized, and transparent alternative, may also act as a forcing function for China to 
evolve its BRI practices so that it can remain competitive in the infrastructure development 
game. This would be the ideal scenario, in that China would change how it implements 
the BRI so that it would truly result in a “win-win” outcome. This would be a clear victory 
because China would no longer be able to establish the same fulcrums within recipient 
states to wield malign influence obtained through controversial practices. A major secondary 
benefit is that the competition would help close the global infrastructure gap. It is estimated 
that $600 to $800 billion per year is required to meet the global infrastructure demand 
associated with population growth, climate change, and replacing aging infrastructure.50 
If the BRI were to be modified to comply with the rules-based order and Organization 
for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) standards, its massive resources 
could do a lot of good for a lot of people. Although this may be the ideal scenario, it must 
be acknowledged that a more standardized and structured approach to infrastructure 
development may actually also be viewed as a detractor for some prospective recipient 
states, as well as China. In particular, states with corrupt governments and those that use 
project opacity for personal gain may become the biggest losers.

Alternatively, it could be argued that a similar outcome may result if the United States and 
its allies actually joined the BRI. Such an outcome is possible but not likely. Overall, the 

49. Nile Bowie, “America’s ‘Indo-Pacific’ lacks currency and resonance,” Asia Times, November 19, 2018, http://
www.atimes.com/article/americas-indo-pacific-lacks-currency-and-resonance/.
50. Kohei Toyoda, “Japan’s role in Asia’s connectivity: Infrastructure finance and digital governance,” Brookings 
Institution, Keynote address, February 11, 2019, https://www.brookings.edu/events/japans-role-in-asias-connec-
tivity-infrastructure-finance-and-digital-governance/.

http://www.atimes.com/article/americas-indo-pacific-lacks-currency-and-resonance/
http://www.atimes.com/article/americas-indo-pacific-lacks-currency-and-resonance/
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difference between U.S. and Chinese strategic interests, business practices, international 
relationships, and perceptions would likely impede this from occurring. That said, some 
success could be made on small, selective projects and issues, but such projects would 
likely not occur at a scale that would have any lasting impact.

Lastly, competing with the BRI should include helping to stop current BRI recipient 
countries from falling prey to disingenuous intentions and possibly becoming Beijing’s 
pawns by mitigating the risks associated with the BRI. Part of this competition should 
involve helping BRI recipient governments consolidate or restructure debt, salvage non-
viable projects, expand viable projects, correct low-quality construction, and improve 
project resiliency. In some cases, competing with the BRI should also include, or at least 
consideration should be given to, providing selective “bailouts” to strategically important 
countries if the benefits outweigh the risks. Efforts such as these will not only reduce the 
vulnerability of BRI recipients but also have the potential to generate substantial good will.

Only through direct and multifaceted competition can the BRI be effectively countered. 
Overall, it is of little significance whether the BRI is slowed, stopped, transformed, or any 
combination thereof so long as its utility to Beijing as a coercive tool to drive revisionist 
ambitions is minimized. The bottom line is that the United States and its allies cannot just 

compete with the BRI, they need to outcompete it.
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3 | Unilateral Approaches to 
Countering the BRI

Although most will not overtly admit it, numerous countries have implemented their own 
unilateral infrastructure development programs in direct response to the BRI. Among the 
first to recognize the BRI’s negative impacts and the lack of alternatives to it was Japan. In 
May 2015, Japan announced the establishment of its Partnership for Quality Infrastructure 
(PQI). A joint venture with the Asia Development Bank (ADB), the PQI was initially 
scheduled to provide $110 billion over five years for infrastructure development across 
Asia. One year later, Japan announced its Expanded PQI, which increased the funding 
cap to $200 billion through 2021 and extended the program’s reach globally.51 The intent 
of the PQI is to maximize both public and private investment to help meet the world’s 
massive infrastructure demand, with an emphasis on providing “quality” infrastructure, 
for which BRI projects are not known. In particular, the “quality” aspect of the PQI entails 
minimizing life-cycle costs, enhancing safety, building resilience to alleviate the impacts 
of natural disasters, ensuring projects are socially and environmentally friendly, and 
maximizing economic potential.52

The U.S. response to the BRI is the Better Utilization of Investments Leading to 
Development (BUILD) Act. The BUILD Act is an alternative program to the BRI that will 
provide up to $60 billion in “loans, loan guarantees, and political risk insurance” to “help 
de-risk private investment in projects that are needed for modernizing underdeveloped 
economies.” The BUILD Act also allows for the taking of equity or quasi-equity in projects 
that it supports, a first for U.S. development aid programs.53 These latter aspects of 
the BUILD Act are what really set it apart from its predecessor, the Overseas Private 
Investment Corporation (OPIC). However, the BUILD Act is still in its infancy and is not 
slated to become officially operational until fiscal year 2020. As part of its restructuring, 
the BUILD Act calls for the consolidation of OPIC with USAID’s Development Credit 

51. Hiroto Izumi, “Quality Infrastructure Investment: Global Standards and New Finance,” Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs, Government of Japan, April 14, 2017, https://www.mofa.go.jp/mofaj/files/000252520.pdf.
52. “Partnership for Quality Infrastructure,” Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Government of Japan, https://www.mofa.
go.jp/files/000117998.pdf.
53. Andrea Durkin, “Building a Modern American Development Institution,” Trade Vistas, October 19, 2018, 
https://tradevistas.org/the-new-blueprint-for-u-s-backed-development-financing/; Glenn Thrush, “Trump Em-
braces Foreign Aid to Counter China’s Global Influence,” New York Times, October 14, 2018, https://www.nytimes.
com/2018/10/14/world/asia/donald-trump-foreign-aid-bill.html. 
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Authority (DCA) under a new lead agency, the U.S. International Development Finance 
Corporation (DFC).54 Similar to Japan’s PQI, the BUILD Act has considerable potential.

Other countries have also joined the bandwagon. In November 2018, Australia announced 
a plan to establish the Australian Infrastructure Financing Facility for the Pacific, a $2.2 
billion infrastructure investment institution to compete with the BRI in the Southwest 
Pacific. On track to be operational in 2019, the facility will provide loans and grants for 
transportation, communications, energy, and water development, as well as financing to 
entice Australian investors to pursue other opportunities across the Pacific. This program 
marks a significant increase in investment capital potential for Australia in the Southwest 
Pacific.55 New Zealand followed Australia’s lead and announced that it would increase its 
development assistance portfolio to $500 million, with a focus on the Pacific Islands.56 
India is another regional player that has joined the competition. Through the ADB, India 
is implementing a $2.5 billion transportation development initiative to better connect it 
with Southeast Asia. This is especially welcome because all but two of India’s neighbors are 
BRI partners.57

Europe is also looking to compete with the BRI, with Germany, France, and the United 
Kingdom as the region’s leaders. In 2017, Germany contributed €22 ($24.3)58 billion to 
international development.59 Germany contributes individually through initiatives such as 
its German Investment Corporation (DEG) and multilaterally through the European Union. 
Similarly, France recently passed legislation that increases development assistance to .55 
percent of its gross national income (GNI) by 2022, to approximately €14.5 ($16)60 billion. 
In 2017, it provided €10 ($11)61 billion in development aid through its Agence Française de 
Developpement (AFD), specifically prioritizing African states.62 The United Kingdom spends 
.7 percent of its GNI (approximately €18 ($19.9)63 billion) on international development, 
the only G7 state to meet that United Nations’ goal of .7 percent.64 One of the United 
Kingdom’s primary investment tools is its CDC Group. The CDC Group has a €5.3 ($5.9)65 
billion portfolio and specifically focuses on development in Africa and South Asia.66 The 

54. “The Build Act,” OPIC, accessed March 19, 2019, https://www.opic.gov/build-act/overview.
55. Shawn Crispin, “Australia antes up to challenge China in the Pacific,” Asia Times, November 8, 2018, https://
cms.ati.ms/2018/11/australia-antes-up-to-challenge-china-in-the-pacific/.
56. “Our approach to aid,” New Zealand Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade, Accessed April 5, 2019, https://
www.mfat.govt.nz/en/aid-and-development/our-approach-to-aid/; Charles Edel, “How to Counter China’s 
Influence in the South Pacific,” Foreign Affairs, November 13, 2018, https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/chi-
na/2018-11-13/how-counter-chinas-influence-south-pacific.
57. Constantino Xavier, “The New Indian Realpolitik: China is Pushing India’s Foreign Policy Into Uncharted 
Waters,” Foreign Affairs, December 20, 2018, https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/china/2018-12-20/new-indi-
an-realpolitik.
58. “XE Currency Converter,” xe.com, Accessed November 20, 2019, https://www.xe.com/currencyconverter/.
59. Michael Bohnet, Stephan Klingebiel, and Paul Marschall, “Scope and Structure of German Official Develop-
ment Assistance: Trends and Implications for the BMZ and Other Ministries,” German Development Institute, 
Briefing Paper 16, 2018, https://www.die-gdi.de/uploads/media/BP_16.2018.pdf.
60. “XE Currency Converter,” xe.com, Accessed November 20, 2019.
61. “XE Currency Converter,” xe.com, Accessed November 20, 2019.
62. “Our Role,” Agence Française de Developpement, Accessed April 5, 2019, https://www.afd.fr/en/
our-role?prevId=63; “GNI (current US$),” World Bank, Accessed April 5, 2019, https://data.worldbank.org/indica-
tor/NY.GNP.MKTP. CD.
63. “XE Currency Converter,” xe.com, Accessed November 20, 2019.
64. “Official Development Assistance,” Gov.uk, Accessed April 5, 2019, https://www.gov.uk/government/publica-
tions/official-development-assistance.
65. “XE Currency Converter,” xe.com, Accessed November 20, 2019.
66. “Key Data,” CDC Group, Accessed April 5, 2019, https://www.cdcgroup.com/en/our-investments/key-data/.
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United Kingdom also announced in August 2019 that it was seeking to be the largest G7 
investor in Africa by 2020 and in the same announcement established the goal of increasing 
African investment by €8 ($8.9)67 billion through the CDC Group and the City of London 
Corporation.68 These European powers hold considerable potential capital, and they each 
have a long history of successful investment.

At the European regional level, the European Union is a major contributor to 
infrastructure development. The European Development Fund (EDF) is the primary EU 
development program targeting Africa, the Caribbean, and Pacific countries, providing 
up to €30.5 ($33.7)69 billion over a six year period (2014-2020) in development aid.70 In 
late 2018, the European Union launched its Euro-Asia Connectivity Strategy, targeting 
the rising Chinese influence in the Balkans, Caucasus, and Central Asia. The strategy 
focuses on three pillars. The first is “sustainable connectivity,” emphasizing economic 
viability, environmental compliance, and resiliency. The second pillar is “comprehensive 
connectivity,” which places emphasis on transportation networks, digital connectivity, and 
all-source energy distribution. The final pillar is “international rules-based connectivity” 
which focuses on the international standards and rules that govern interoperability, equal 
opportunity, and transparency. Although this strategy does not bring its own distinct 
funding vehicle, the European Union will work cooperatively with the Neighbourhood 
Investment Facility (NIF), the Investment Facility for Central Asia (IFCA), and the Asia 
Investment Facility (AIF) to provide financing options.71

The European Union also has several other financial tools at its disposal. Within Europe 
proper, the European Union has its Instrument for Pre-Accession Assistance (IPA), 
Trans-European Transport Network (TEN-T), and Connecting Europe Facility (CEF) for 
Transport.72 The IPA is an €11 ($12.2)73 billion tool used for economic reform, development 
of various sectors of a country’s economy, and infrastructure.74 This would be especially 
important since many of the countries aspiring to EU accession are being specifically 
targeted by China for BRI projects. Similarly, TEN-T is a €7 ($7.7)75 billion comprehensive 
transportation infrastructure development program to increase interconnectivity within 
the European Union and Europe at large.76 The CEF is another infrastructure development 

67. “XE Currency Converter,” xe.com, Accessed November 20, 2019.
68. “The UK is announcing a range of measures to boost much-needed investment in businesses and infrastruc-
ture across Africa, the Prime Minister announced in Cape Town,” Open Access Government, August 29, 2019, 
https://www.openaccessgovernment.org/uk-invest-africa/50385/.
69. “XE Currency Converter,” xe.com, Accessed November 20, 2019.
70. “European Development Fund (EDF),” European Commission, Accessed April 5, 2019, https://ec.europa.eu/
europeaid/funding/funding-instruments-programming/funding-instruments/european-development-fund_en.
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Commission, September 19, 2018, https://eeas.europa.eu/sites/eeas/files/joint_communication_-_connecting_eu-
rope_and_asia_-_building_blocks_for_an_eu_strategy_2018-09-19.pdf.
72. Viking Bohman, Jacob Mardell, and Tatjana Romig, “Responding to China’s Belt and Road Initiative: Two steps 
for a Euopean strategy,” Mercator Institute for China Studies, June 26, 2018, https://www.merics.org/en/blog/
responding-chinas-belt-and-road-initiative-two-steps-european-strategy.
73. “XE Currency Converter,” xe.com, Accessed November 20, 2019.
74. “Overview - Instrument for Pre-accession Assistance,” European Commission, Accessed January 21, 2019, 
https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/instruments/overview_en.
75. “XE Currency Converter,” xe.com, Accessed November 20, 2019.
76. “TEN-T Projects,” European Commission, Accessed January 21, 2019, https://ec.europa.eu/inea/en/ten-t/ten-
t-projects.
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program, which targets transport, energy, and digital/telecom development and has a total 
budget of €27 ($29.9)77 billion.78 Globally, the European Investment Bank (EIB) and the 
European Bank for Reconstruction and Development (EBRD) can also add major funding 
and expertise to compete against the BRI.79

The fact that these programs and strategies have come into existence or are under 
reform is reassuring. It shows that many of the world’s leading powers understand and 
acknowledge the challenge that the BRI poses and that they are willing to contribute to 
maintaining the current international order. However, these programs do not individually 
have sufficient resources nor a coordinated approach to compete with the BRI. While there 
are some nascent efforts to cooperate between these various programs, there is still too 
much ground to cover and a deficit in the hundreds of billions of dollars to match the $1 
trillion investment of the BRI. It will require a highly marketable and efficient program 
combined with the right engagement strategy to outcompete the BRI.

77. “XE Currency Converter,” xe.com, Accessed November 20, 2019.
78. “Connecting Europe Facility,” European Commission, Accessed January 21, 2019, https://ec.europa.eu/inea/
en/connecting-europe-facility.
79. Bohman, Mardell, and Romig, “Responding to China’s Belt and Road Initiative: Two steps for a Euopean 
strategy.”
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4 | A Multilateral Approach to 
Countering the BRI

As outlined previously, the “collective balancing” and “symmetrical” approaches both call 
for close cooperation with allies and partners. This is vital in order to effectively compete 
with the scope and scale of the BRI. However, currently “there is no coordinated effort 
to inventory total development resources or coordinate activities between the U.S. and 
its allies. The United States [and its allies] must develop a capacity to bring together 
commercial and government development resources at the strategic and operational/
tactical (country/project) level.”80 Rectifying this deficiency is exactly what is required, and 
adopting a full-spectrum multilateral approach to infrastructure development is exactly 
how to do it.

Above all else, a multilateral approach to infrastructure development will allow the United 
States and the other member states to align and target investments to achieve common, 
consensus-based, strategic effects. Second, such a strategy places reliance on the diplomatic, 
informational, and economic elements of national power. This sends the signal to Beijing 
that the United States and its allies and partners are willing to compete across the entire 
spectrum. Third, a multilateral approach will consolidate the individual resources and 
capabilities of each state, which will increase the scope and scale of friendly development 
efforts toward a more equitable level with the BRI. This will effectively increase the 
opportunities available for the collective to engage other countries on prospective projects to 
meet their objectives. Fourth, this approach has the potential to increase the efficiency and 
effectiveness of project development, thereby undercutting some of the speed advantages 
that the BRI offers, at least in the initial stages of project development.

Another benefit of the multilateral approach is that each country brings its own set of 
geopolitical, economic, and technological capabilities to the group. Figure 3 depicts how 
these capabilities and strengths of individual infrastructure development programs can be 
consolidated to achieve a significant advantage over the BRI. This provides the ability for the 
collective to use the fundamental strengths of its members to compensate for the weaknesses 
of other members. For example, some member states may better understand certain cultural 
dynamics, while others may have more favorable access or more productive long-standing 

80. U.S. Air Force Office of Commercial Economic Analysis, “Study II – One Belt, One Road,” 22.
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relationships with prospective recipient states. These could be crucial assets to forge new 
relationships with non-traditional partners or even salvage waning or damaged relationships.

Furthermore, some countries bring functional capability advantages that the others 
could leverage. U.S. companies would be much more competitive in “more complex 
and technology-intensive infrastructure – particularly in the telecommunications and 
electricity sectors” than they would be in standard hard infrastructure, such as railroads, 
highways, and ports.81 Conversely, Japan has considerable expertise in “heavy engineering” 
and high-speed rail systems.82 These niche capabilities would not only open more doors 
for investment but also greatly diversify the types of projects that could be undertaken by 
the collective, providing a stark advantage over the BRI.

Figure 3: Advantages of a Multilateral Approach to Infrastructure Development

Source: Author’s own creation.

Finally, the multilateral approach will bring to bear all of the unique legal and financial 
authorities inherent in each member’s respective development programs. This could 
greatly expand investment opportunities, increase overall flexibility, and mitigate both 
public and private investment risk.

The advantages of adopting a multilateral approach to infrastructure development are 
readily apparent, and fortunately, they have not gone unnoticed. In November 2018, the 
United States, Japan, and Australia signed a trilateral memorandum of understanding 
(MOU) establishing a partnership to bolster economic, infrastructure, and connectivity 
development across the Indo-Pacific.83 Earlier that same year, the United States, India, and 
Japan met as a Trilateral Infrastructure Working Group (TIWG), made agreements to 

81. Jeffrey Wilson, “Calibrating a U.S. Infrastructure Strategy for the Indo-Pacific,” Reconnecting Asia, CSIS, March 
5, 2019, https://reconasia.csis.org/analysis/entries/calibrating-us-infrastructure-strategy-indo-pacific/.
82. U.S. Air Force Office of Commercial Economic Analysis, “Study II – One Belt, One Road, 64.
83. “US, Japan, Australia Sign First Trilateral Agreement on Development Finance Collaboration,” OPIC, November 
12, 2018, https://www.opic.gov/press-releases/2018/us-japan-australia-sign-first-trilateral-agreement-develop-
ment-finance-collaboration.
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share information on their regional infrastructure projects, and discussed options to move 
toward “joint loans and joint ventures” on future projects.84 The European Union is another 
organization that recently launched a counter to the BRI, namely its Euro-Asia Connectivity 
Strategy. This strategy aims to develop “sustainable, comprehensive, and rules-based 
connectivity” between Europe and Asia.85

At the bilateral level, India and Japan have also increased cooperation. Most prominent is 
their Asia-Africa Growth Corridor which seeks to “integrate Africa by establishing strategic 
linkages with other regions such as India, South Asia, Southeast Asia, East Asia, and Oceania” 
through infrastructure, digital connectivity, building capacity, and cultural exchanges.86 
Japan and India have also undertaken more local efforts. Both are working on co-projects to 
improve connectivity in the Indian Ocean region, specifically with Iran, Sri Lanka, Bangladesh, 
and along the Thailand-Myanmar border.87 Although these various-lateral efforts are a step 
in the right direction, they are still not sufficient on their own. None provide the funding, 
organization, or global reach required to compete with the BRI. More is needed. 

84. David Scott, “The Indo-Pacific in US Strategy: Responding to Power Shifts,” Rising Powers Quarterly 3, no. 2 
(August 2018), http://risingpowersproject.com/quarterly/the-indo-pacific-in-us-strategy-responding-to-power-
shifts/.
85. “Connecting Europe & Asia: The EU Strategy,” European Union External Action Service, September 26, 2019, 
https://eeas.europa.eu/headquarters/headquarters-Homepage/50699/connecting-europe-asia-eu-strategy_en.
86. Jagannath Panda, “The Asia-Africa Growth Corridor: An India-Japan Arch in the Making?” Institute for 
Security and Development Policy, Focus Asia, Perspective and Analysis 21, August, 2017, http://isdp.eu/content/
uploads/2017/08/2017-focus-asia-jagannath-panda.pdf.
87. Qi Lin, “Japan’s strategic counter to China’s Belt and Road Initiative,” Global Risk Insights, December 28, 2018, 
https://globalriskinsights.com/2017/12/japans-strategic-counter-chinas-belt-road-initiative/; Daniel M. Kliman 
and Abigail Grace, Power Play: Addressing China’s Belt and Road Strategy (Washington, DC: CNAS, September 2018), 
https://www.cnas.org/publications/reports/power-play.
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5 | Enter the Infrastructure 
Development Coalition (IDC)

The U.S. government needs to take the lead to develop and implement a formal integrated 
multilateral infrastructure development mechanism that can effectively compete with 
BRI to counter China’s geopolitical gains. Hereafter, this multilateral mechanism will 
be referred to as the Infrastructure Development Coalition (IDC). The momentum that 
the United States and its allies and partners have created from implementing their 
own responses to the BRI provide a perfect opportunity to embark upon such a quest. 
In particular, the United States’ BUILD Act and Japan’s PQI programs should comprise 
the core of the IDC because they bring the most in terms of public capital, private 
investment potential, and development expertise. That said, it is Japan’s PQI that should 
form the foundation of the IDC as one of the only programs with a considerable level of 
implementation experience and a program with strong moral values at its core. In fact, the 
United States should push for Japan to be the lead country to spearhead the formation and 
implementation of the IDC. This should also include basing the headquarters of the IDC in 
Japan. In other words, the IDC should have more of a Japanese face than a U.S. face.

Over the past several years, Japan has shown strong self-reliance, venturing out on its 
own to become a more involved and committed player within the Indo-Pacific region.88 
It has also established itself as the global leader in providing quality infrastructure, and 
it has a solid reputation with deep ties across the states comprising ASEAN and the Asia 
Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC).89 In a recent poll of ASEAN countries, two-thirds 
are confident in Japan’s ability and willingness to sustain peace and prosperity in the Indo-
Pacific region.90 Putting Japan in the lead is also advantageous in that it may make it a little 
bit easier for states to be receptive to IDC investment by reducing their perceptions that 
they are being asked to choose sides in a great power competition between the United 
States and China—a decision that many countries may be reluctant to make.91

88. Elliot Silverberg, “America Can Do More with Japan to Shape China’s Impact,” The National Interest, December 
2, 2018, https://nationalinterest.org/feature/america-can-do-more-japan-shape-chinas-impact-37392.
89. Ibid.
90. Tang Siew Mun et al., The State of Southeast Asia: 2019 Survey Report (Singapore: ASEAN Studies Centre, 
ISEAS-Yusof Ishak Institute, January 2019), https://www.iseas.edu.sg/images/pdf/TheStateofSEASurveyRe-
port_2019.pdf.
91. Amy Seabright, “US-China Rivalry:  Southeast Asia’s Tough Choice,” Hudson Institute, public event, November 
19, 2018, https://www.hudson.org/events/1629-u-s-china-rivalry-southeast-asia-s-tough-choice112018.
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However, this should not exclude other programs, as they all bring additional resources 
and carry their own inherent strengths that will be required to compete with the BRI on a 
global scale. Ideally, at the global level, any country or organization with some capability 
to provide international infrastructure development aid or official development assistance 
(ODA) would be a welcome addition to the IDC. Unfortunately, not all countries with 
these capabilities are ready to venture very far beyond their borders, nor or all such states 
necessarily a good fit for the IDC. Similarly, the IDC would also need to use caution so that 
it does not attempt to become too diverse, too soon. Trying to integrate a large number 
of disparate infrastructure development programs simultaneously to the IDC’s attempt to 
stand up might be an insurmountable hurdle, derailing the entire initiative from the start. 
A more gradual, progressive approach to incorporating new members of the IDC should be 
adopted. More importantly, the initial desired reach and strategic impact of the IDC would 
need to be a major consideration in determining which countries should be founding 
members and which should be considered for follow-on membership.

With that in mind, the founding members of the IDC should include Japan, the United 
States, India, Australia, New Zealand, France, and Germany (refer to Figure 4). These 
are stable and like-minded liberal democracies that are all concerned with China’s 
expansive ambitions. Additionally, they have all recently stepped up their infrastructure 
development efforts, and they each have solid relationships that span across Asia, the 
Indo-Pacific, and the globe. The United States and the aforementioned Asian and Pacific 
states would provide the IDC with consolidative power to engage all of the Indo-Pacific 
region, where the majority of the IDC’s efforts should be initially focused. Germany and 
France are both countries with growing concerns about China’s expansionist ambitions, 
and they would both expand the reach of the IDC to Europe but also to nearly the 
entire continent of Africa, and both have significant interests in the Indo-Pacific region. 
Moreover, Germany and France would also provide the IDC with a direct linkage to the 
European Union.92 The United States should immediately open dialogue with Japan, 
India, Australia, New Zealand, Germany, and France to begin assessing the feasibility of 
establishing the IDC.

Subsequent invitations would follow after the IDC becomes operational. Among the 
first countries to receive an invitation should be China, under the condition that its BRI 
practices be completely reformed to comply with IDC business rules and internationally 
agreed-upon rules and norms. Although China’s acceptance to join would be unlikely, 
it has the potential to be a fait accompli if it did. If China were to sign on as an IDC 
partner, the BRI’s utility as a geopolitical tool to gain leverage over other states would be 
significantly diminished—a clear victory. Conversely, if China refuses the invitation, it 
would only serve to solidify the suspicions that China may be more focused on fulfilling 
its own agenda than being truly concerned with enhancing economic ties for the sake 
of regional and global prosperity. The BRI’s “win-win” mantra would be proven false. 
Regardless, the value in inviting China to join the IDC would have numerous upsides, it 
therefore deserves serious consideration.

92. U.S. Air Force Office of Commercial Economic Analysis, “Study II – One Belt, One Road 65. 
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Figure 4: The Infrastructure Development Coalition (IDC) Concept

Source: author’s own creation.

Other invitations would go to Singapore, Canada, and the United Kingdom (once the terms 
of Brexit are resolved). For Singapore, its membership would complete representation 
within the IDC for all corners of the Indo-Pacific region. Its economic and military clout, 
as well as its strategically important location, could potentially open up doors to the rest 
of Southeast Asia. Plus, Singapore, already a highly productive security partner with the 
United States and its regional allies, sits astride the critical entry/exit point to the Malacca 
Straits. Canada should also be invited to join the IDC as a means to hedge against the BRI’s 
intended maritime passage through the Arctic, and the United Kingdom should be invited 
due to its already established investment endeavors in Africa and South Asia.    

Lastly, the IDC would also consider taking on as members other multinational 
organizations, such as ASEAN, the European Union, and APEC. However, the IDC would 
need to utilize caution and be honest and transparent to ensure that the culture and 
business rules associated with these organizations adds true value and does not stymie 
progress by adding layers of external bureaucracy to the IDC. At the very least, these 
organizations could become involved as consultative bodies, networking resources, and 
forums to discuss ongoing IDC progress and issues.
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6 | The Structure of the IDC

The concept of the IDC goes well beyond what can be accomplished by an MOU. To borrow 
the term and concept idea from Daniel Kliman and Abigail Grace from the Center for 
a New American Security (CNAS), the IDC needs to be an organization that resembles 
an international “Center of Excellence” (COE) for global infrastructure development.93 
At a basic level, a COE is “a group of people leading the organization and its different 
structures in a specific focus area towards pre-determined goals,” with a common objective 
to “improve expertise in a certain area and make the most of its resources to help the 
business to improve.”94

Structuring the IDC as a COE would provide it with several tangible advantages in addition 
to its multilateral benefits. First among them is the establishment of “visibility.”95 As a 
COE, the IDC would be able to “brand” and advertise itself to the world as such. If the 
IDC developed a grand narrative that highlights its purpose and capabilities, it would 
go a long way toward generating business interest and advancing the shared interests 
of the IDC. Applying the COE concept also could allow the IDC to launch a potential 
corresponding strategic communications campaign. Second, the output of many COEs 
is “standardization,” which brings greater interoperability and efficiency with other 
organizations and internally.96 Externally, this includes greater standardization to 
ensure compliance with OECD standards. Internally, this standardization includes how 
the IDC will work as a team and how it will plan, develop, and finance infrastructure 
projects, including technical specifications associated with architectural design, 
construction, technology integration, and other rules, norms, and laws that preserve 
global compatibility. Lastly, the IDC would be able to operate with more independence, 
enabling it to follow a clearly defined focus toward accomplishing its objectives. Ideally, 
the daily operations of each member state’s respective infrastructure development 
programs would reside at home with their permanent staffs. The IDC would focus solely 
on providing inputs for those home organizations to implement, freeing them up to focus 
on developing and implementing a strategy to accomplish objectives.

93. Kliman and Grace, Power Play: Addressing China’s Belt and Road Strategy.
94. Anastasia, “How to Set Up a Center of Excellence,” Cleverism, July 7, 2016, https://www.cleverism.com/how-
set-up-center-excellence/.
95. Sukanya Roy and Richa Kejriwal, “Tussle for Excellence,” Zinnov, August 30, 2018, https://zinnov.com/what-
is-center-of-excellence-coe-and-why-should-organizations-set-it-up/.
96. Jodi Schechter and Mark Kafka, “Center of Excellence (Why Create One?),” OneSpan, May 19, 2017, https://
www.esignlive.com/blog/center-of-excellence-why-create-one.

https://www.cleverism.com/how-set-up-center-excellence/
https://www.cleverism.com/how-set-up-center-excellence/
https://zinnov.com/what-is-center-of-excellence-coe-and-why-should-organizations-set-it-up/
https://zinnov.com/what-is-center-of-excellence-coe-and-why-should-organizations-set-it-up/
https://www.esignlive.com/blog/center-of-excellence-why-create-one
https://www.esignlive.com/blog/center-of-excellence-why-create-one


26  |  Competing to Win: A Coalition Approach to Countering the BRI

Every new organization must necessarily start with a strategy and vision, which should 
include the purpose (end-state), goals, and scope.97 For the IDC, its stated purpose would 
need to be to provide a better alternative to the BRI, with the implication that competition 
is needed to produce the best product and with an underlying end-state to counter 
Beijing’s use of the BRI to gain influence that it can then use in malicious ways. However, 
stated this way, the underlying purpose is probably not the most constructive narrative 
that the IDC should use, both in terms of maintaining a less contentious competition with 
China and for attracting business. The IDC’s narrative should revolve around providing 
quality infrastructure that is “affordable, accessible, inclusive, and broadly beneficial.”98 
The IDC needs to use its goals to become the center of excellence in both infrastructure 
development expertise and infrastructure financing, with specific emphasis on attracting 
private-sector investment. Lastly, the scope of the IDC will be initially regional, and then 
global, to be specifically delineated by its engagement strategy (discussed later).

As would be expected, no state would want to nor allow any multilateral organization 
to assume control of its national strategic interests or policies. In order to maintain the 
integrity of each member’s strategic autonomy, the establishment and operation of the 
IDC would have to be based on the principles of cooperation, which implies a formal 
agreement between nations but does not legally mandate action, decisions, or the allocation 
of resources if contrary to a nation’s particular interests. Although the main premise 
behind the IDC would be to leverage the combined pool of resources to outcompete BRI, 
individual member states would still have the freedom to use their respective infrastructure 
development programs independently in pursuit of their own interests.

There would need to be a foundational pledge by each member state toward several 
ends. First, members would need to agree that each will participate in and agree to an 
engagement strategy for the IDC. In other words, members would need to agree on how 
the IDC will target its investments to compete with the BRI in the most effective manner 
possible. Care must be taken so as not to generate the perception that the IDC would 
be expressly an “anti-Beijing” mechanism because this would assuredly have an impact 
on prospective IDC partner countries. Second, each member would need to pledge to 
allocate the personnel and resources to stand up the IDC and attempt to maximize the 
potential of their programs, resources, and expertise in accordance with the IDC’s strategic 
direction. Third, each member’s participation should remain voluntary, based strictly on 
the principles of consent, coordination, cooperation, and compromise. There should be no 
unanimity requirement or veto power, nor should one state’s vote count any more or less 
than any other. As projects emerge, the members can choose to participate or not, and 
they can determine to what extent they want to participate. Ultimately, the realization 
that only a united approach will stand any chance of outcompeting the BRI will hopefully 
increase overall participation.

The IDC should be headed by a board of directors with the authority to make decisions 
on the strategic direction of the IDC. This board should be comprised of full-time 
representatives from each member country at the deputy secretary/deputy minister-level 

97. Anastasia, “How to Set Up a Center of Excellence.”
98. “Roadmap to Infrastructure as an Asset Class,” OECD, Accessed March 22, 2019, http://www.oecd.org/g20/
roadmap_to_infrastructure_as_an_asset_class_argentina_presidency_1_0.pdf.
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or at a minimum the higher Senior Executive Service (SES)-level equivalent. Their specific 
functions would be to develop and implement the IDC’s engagement strategy to counter 
the BRI, and the board would have final decision authority over which projects to pursue 
in support of that strategy. See Figure 5 for a depiction of the organizational structure of 
the IDC and the relationships between its various components.

Figure 5: IDC Organization

Source: author’s own creation. 

Directly under the board of directors should be a permanent team of functional program 
managers tasked with synergizing the capabilities of the IDC. Ideally, these managers 
would work in unison to leverage the niche capabilities and strengths of their national 
programs to meet project requirements. Their focus would be to match capabilities to 
needs based on who can best provide them. This team should be comprised of members 
from each IDC country at the lower SES-level equivalent with the authority to mobilize 
and task their respective national programs to provide the needed functional experts and 
resources to work on specific projects. As functional managers, they should be organized 
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to support any project type across each of its life-cycle phases, as well as to perform the 
various functions that transcend all projects. Refer to Figure 5 for the potential specific 
task organization of the IDC.

Beneath the team of managers would exist permanent staff that can carry out the 
guidance of the managers. The staff would perform the actual coordination between their 
national programs and the functional experts across the public and private domains that 
would actually implement each project. This includes everything, ranging from private 
investors and MDBs to local governments and private commercial contractors.  

Lastly, adjacent to all levels of the IDC would be the external national organizations, 
agencies, and other staff that comprise and execute each country’s infrastructure 
development initiative.

Funding of the IDC, as a stand-alone organization, would be another essential requirement. 
As can be expected, the initial up-front monetary cost to establish the IDC would be 
considerable (work spaces, personnel hiring, IT equipment, relocation costs, organizational 
equipment, and supplies, among others). The United States could consider the recently 
passed Asia Reassurance Initiative Act of 2018 (ARIA) for its startup funding. This 
authorization provides up to $1.5 billion per year as part of “a multifaceted U.S. strategy to 
increase U.S. security, economic interests, and values in the Indo-Pacific region.”99 The IDC, 
as envisioned here, fits cleanly within 7 of the ARIA’s 10 primary objectives.100 Requesting 
the appropriations from ARIA to establish an initial operating capability for the IDC should 
be a relatively easy sell to Congress, provided there is a plan in place for the long-term 
sustainment and operation of the IDC. For the latter, using ARIA to sustain the IDC would 
likely not be possible because of the limits and complications associated with the annual 
appropriation cycle. Additionally, there currently exist no other special U.S. authorizations 
or programs that can be used sufficiently or reliably to offset the operation and sustainment 
costs. Other member states would likely have to absorb the costs through their respective 
national budgets. Some states may be able to offset their costs from the earnings of their 
equity and quasi-equity investments, while others may be able to take a percentage directly 
off the top from their development program portfolios. Regardless, once up and operational, 
the sustainment costs of the IDC should be relatively modest, especially if they are 
proportionally or evenly distributed across the member nations.

99. “Statements and Releases:  Bill Announcement,” White House, December 31, 2018, https://www.whitehouse.
gov/briefings-statements/bill-announcement-12/; U.S. Congress, “Asia Reassurance Initiative Act of 2018,” 
S.2736, 115th Congress (2017-2018), December 31, 2018, https://www.congress.gov/bill/115th-congress/sen-
ate-bill/2736/text.
100. U.S. Congress, “Asia Reassurance Initiative Act of 2018.”
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7 | The Functions of the IDC

The two primary areas of expertise of the IDC would be to be the global leader in 
infrastructure development expertise and in development financing. For the former, the 
technical capabilities required to harness this expertise would most often be resident 
within the member state’s infrastructure development programs, as well as other 
government agencies and commercial entities at home. Cooperation would require 
considerable coordination between the IDC, member countries, and project recipient 
country. This is where the IDC managers and permanent staff could exercise their 
functions. The IDC would need to be able to effectively collaborate with member country 
programs and dozens of other entities to bring its expertise to bear across every phase 
of a project’s life cycle, as shown in Figure 6. In particular, there is no other aspect of a 
project more important than the project preparation phases outlined in Figure 7 (also 
encompassing phases one through three in Figure 6), and it is in these phases that the IDC 
would need to particularly excel and on which this report will focus.

Figure 6: Example Project Life Cycle

Source: Ronnie Downes, “Toward an Effective Governance Framework for Infrastructure,” OECD, June 25, 2015, https://
www.slideshare.net/OECD-GOV/d2-pms5-ronnie-downes-oecd.
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While it is beyond the scope of this report to discuss the many intricacies associated with 
project preparation and the other phases of the project life cycle, Figure 8 depicts the 
organization and numerous specific tasks, functions, and areas of expertise required of the 
posited permanent IDC staff. That said, this report will focus on certain aspects of project 
preparation that the IDC could adopt, change, or place more emphasis upon in order to 
outcompete the BRI. This process begins by determining infrastructure needs and project 
solutions within prospective recipient countries.

Figure 7: Project Preparation Phases

Source: Nassiry, Nakhooda, and Barnard, Finding the pipeline: Project preparation for sustainable infrastructure. 
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There are a host of potential sources and varying degrees of the actual definition of “need.” 
Perhaps the most important determining source are the recipient country’s development 
objectives and priorities and how they relate to the United Nations’ Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDG). Adopted in 2015, the SDGs “are the world’s best plan to build 
a better world for people and our planet by 2030.”101 More specifically, the SDGs provide 
an outline to “address the global challenges we face, including those related to poverty, 
inequality, climate, environmental degradation, prosperity, and peace and justice.”102 In 
most cases, infrastructure development efforts should directly contribute to the SDGs.

That said, the IDC would need to recognize that there are many other actors that wield 
influence over the direction of infrastructure development, such as governments, private 
investors, commercial enterprises, cooperatives, and interest groups. Unfortunately, some of 
these actors may be more of a detractor than a contributor. In some cases, these actors may 
be overzealous, misinformed, or ignorant of a project’s true outcome or concerned with self-
serving “needs” and corrupt practices rather than in making progress toward the SDGs.

The IDC would need to be able to balance the SDGs with recipient country desires and 
develop projects as a partnership. It would work closely with potential recipients to find 
common ground or an alternative approach that meets both the SDGs and other interests 
as an avenue toward productive engagement. Holding a hard line or an unwillingness to 
compromise would likely only discourage the recipient, pushing them away from the IDC, 
and possibly toward the BRI as the only other alternative. Ultimately, the determination 
whether a project meets a legitimate need would have to be made by the IDC’s board of 
directors. For them, the hard part would be deciding whether engagement with the recipient 
country to hedge against BRI is prioritized properly and nested to meet legitimate needs.

After the IDC developed its engagement plan and priorities, the organization would then 
need to find the projects within priority countries that meet legitimate needs and in 
which it can invest in to compete with and hedge against the BRI. There are two ways for 
finding development projects. First would be the bottom-up or demand-driven project, 
where government officials or investors actively seek out financial assistance by pitching 
an already conceived project proposal to an infrastructure development entity and then 
requesting aid or assistance to fund and develop the project.103 The second manner for 
finding project would be for the IDC to seek out its own investment opportunities within 
the prospective state’s infrastructure development plan. This capability would be necessary 
to more effectively target states for their geopolitical impact to counter the BRI. To 
accomplish this, the IDC could establish an engagement and project concept development 
cell to actively solicit project ideas from member country teams, investors, private industry, 
and think tanks, as well as multilateral institutions (e.g., OECD, UN, ASEAN, APEC), MDBs, 
development finance institutions (DFIs), National Development Banks (NDBs), and, more 
importantly, from prospective recipient governments at the local, regional, and national-

101. “Sustainable Development Goals Knowledge Platform,” UN, Accessed March 21, 2019, https://sustainablede-
velopment.un.org/.
102. “About the Sustainable Development Goals,” UN, Accessed March 21, 2019, https://www.un.org/sustain-
abledevelopment/sustainable-development-goals/.
103. Daniel F. Runde et al., Development Finance Institutions Come of Age: Policy Engagement, Impact, and New 
Directions (Washington, DC: CSIS, October 2016), https://www.csis.org/analysis/development-finance-institu-
tions-come-age.
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level. Similarly, the IDC could always be on the lookout for new projects that expand upon 
or complement past and in-progress projects, especially BRI projects. Failed, failing, or likely 
to fail projects are also targets of opportunity in which a salvage plan may be developed. 
IDC proposals should also outline an initial estimate of what the IDC can offer in terms of 
expertise, services, assistance, possible financing options, and its terms and conditions.

Figure 8: IDC Staff Functions and Tasks
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Such conversations could also be readily added to the agendas or heard on the sidelines of 
the UN, World Economic Forum, APEC, ASEAN, G-7, G-20, and other similar conferences 
and summits. The objective of project concept development would not only be to focus 
engagement on priority countries as a BRI hedge but also to help to ensure each IDC 
member’s infrastructure development program portfolio cap is consistently maximized by 
being able to more closely control the amount of business being undertaken. Moreover, 

Source: author’s own creation.
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pitching pseudo-comprehensive initial proposals could be a much more rapid way to get 
to an initial project commitment or agreement with recipient states, undercutting some 
of the initial speed advantages that BRI can offer, such as by prioritizing projects and 
fast-tracking loans.104 If the IDC wanted to outcompete the BRI, it would need to go the 
distance to develop project opportunities.

The other critical aspect of project preparation is that it is an absolute requirement 
to attract private investors. One of the largest hurdles impeding investment in 
infrastructure “is not a lack of available finance, but rather a lack of well-prepared and 
investment-ready bankable projects.”105 For most investors, it is all about profits, and 
they can only realize them if the project can offer a high-enough risk-to-return ratio 
and a correspondingly safe and stable investing environment.106 Project preparation 
necessarily involves taking an in-depth look at the many risk factors associated with 
the project and developing mitigation options to reduce the levels and types of risk. 
This provides potential investors with the risk-controlled profit projections needed to 
make investment decisions, and the more thorough the analysis, the more accurate the 
projections. Figure 9 outlines the many investment factors that need to be accounted 
for in project preparation. Moreover, if solid pre-project analysis can stimulate private 
investment, the IDC might not be required to commit as much public funding toward 
actual project construction. This surplus of uncommitted funds could help absorb the 
high costs associated with project preparation. Lastly, in an effort to shrink project 
timelines and to be able to offer lowest-cost bids, China often neglects some key aspects 
of pre-project analysis such as upholding environmental standards and accounting for 
social impacts.107 Several BRI projects have been plagued with delays, cost-overruns, 
administrative issues, and other complications because China failed to accurately 
conduct project preparation.108 This clear disregard has also resulted in the development 
of several “economically unsustainable or nonviable projects.”109 If the IDC would be 
willing to invest such time, energy, and resources to ensure a project’s success, it would 
send the clear message that the IDC is also committed to the prosperity of the recipient 
country and meeting the UN’s SDGs.

104. Jonathan E. Hillman, “China’s Belt and Road Initiative:  Five Years Later”; Drazen Jorgic, “In Pakistan, China 
presses built-in advantage for ‘Silk Road’ contracts,” Reuters, June 13, 2017, https://www.reuters.com/article/
us-china-silkroad-pakistan-insight/in-pakistan-china-presses-built-in-advantage-for-silk-road-contracts-
idUSKBN19503Y.
105. Darius Nassiry, Smita Nakhooda, and Sam Barnard, Finding the pipeline: Project preparation for sustainable 
infrastructure (Overseas Development Institute, November 2016), https://www.odi.org/sites/odi.org.uk/files/re-
source-documents/11075.pdf.
106. Jan Corfee-Morlot et al., “A Roadmap for Financing Sustainable Infrastructure,” in New Climate Economy, 
The Sustainable Infrastructure Imperative: Financing Better Growth and Development (Washington, DC: 2016), https://
newclimateeconomy.report/2016/wp-content/uploads/sites/4/2014/08/NCE_2016Report.pdf.
107. Hillman, “China’s Belt and Road Initiative:  Five Years Later”; Drazen Jorgic, “In Pakistan, China presses 
built-in advantage for ‘Silk Road’ contracts,” Reuters, June 13, 2017, https://www.reuters.com/article/us-chi-
na-silkroad-pakistan-insight/in-pakistan-china-presses-built-in-advantage-for-silk-road-contracts-idUSKB-
N19503Y.
108. Christopher Balding, “Why Democracies Are Turning Against Belt and Road,” Foreign Affairs, October 24, 
2018, https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/china/2018-10-24/why-democracies-are-turning-against-belt-and-
road.
109. Ibid.
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Figure 9: Project Investment Factors 

Source: Nassiry, Nakhooda, and Barnard, Finding the pipeline: Project preparation for sustainable infrastructure.

Reducing the time required from project inception to construction is another facet of 
infrastructure development that the IDC could improve upon. At present, the BRI holds 
the advantage. As a national priority, China is able to mobilize the expertise, manpower, 
and resources in a highly efficient manner. Coupled with its less-than-thorough pre-
planning, BRI projects can break ground much more rapidly than other development 
programs. Conversely, major infrastructure projects tackled by the rest of the world 
take an average of 5 years before construction begins, and in Africa it can take up to 10 
years.110 The pace of the BRI is a huge selling feature for many politicians that need to 
boost their public image or that want to leave a legacy, and this can only happen if the 
project materializes while they are still in office. Likewise, these extremely long timelines 
required to design, build, and eventually operate infrastructure at a point of profitability is 
a major factor that discourages private investment.111

If the IDC could dedicate the resources required to perform a thorough and detailed pre-
project plan, it could greatly streamline the flow of the remaining phases of the project 
life cycle because there will be fewer unknowns and, in turn, less time required to deal 
with them. Similarly, the IDC should standardize project preparation. A good starting 
point would be collaborating with and integrating the best practices from existing Project 
Preparation Facilities (PPF), such as the Global Infrastructure Initiative (GIF), the ADB 
Asia-Pacific Project Preparation Facility (AP3F), or the Sustainable Energy Fund for Africa 
(SEFA).112 Establishing a standard methodology and developing recurring relationships 
with many of the project stakeholders would make project preparation more efficient, 
comprehensive, and faster and help avoid duplication of effort. Combined, these efforts 
could also reduce the overall cost of project preparation, a clear victory for the IDC, 
enabling it to close the speed gap with the BRI and enhance project success.

110. Ibid.
111. Wilson, “Calibrating a U.S. Infrastructure Strategy for the Indo-Pacific.”
112. Nassiry, Nakhooda, and Barnard, Finding the pipeline: Project preparation for sustainable infrastructure.
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Becoming the leader in global infrastructure financing would be a challenge for the IDC. 
The IDC should organize itself so that it can operate as a super-DFI or super-MDB but stop 
short of actually becoming one. Again, the idea is to be able to leverage the individual 
niche capabilities, resources, and authorities that each member’s program brings to 
enhance the effectiveness of the whole. Any attempt to consolidate the funding and 
business rules of the member countries’ individual programs would only smother their 
unique capabilities with politics and bureaucracy. To perform this function, the IDC should 
create two distinct cells, a finance cell and a private investment cell, that can perform the 
coordination and integration required to implement all manner of financing and identify 
and develop opportunities to implement private investment.

The first order of business for the IDC would be to ensure a stable environment exists 
for both public and private investment. At the broadest level, this requires adequate 
governance and a functioning economy within the recipient country. More specifically, the 
United States assesses the investment climates of 170 countries each year, and the 2018 
results were based on factors including “openness to investment, legal and regulatory 
systems, dispute resolution, intellectual property rights, transparency, performance 
requirements, state-owned enterprises, responsible business conduct, and corruption.”113 
These factors will also become more apparent and relevant during project preparation.

The main issue confronting the IDC would be that many states that are in dire need 
of infrastructure are those with governance issues and financial troubles, which make 
investing in these countries high risk, especially for private investors. Most of the world’s 
leading infrastructure lenders and private investors will typically only finance projects 
in struggling countries upon the implementation of “public-sector governance reforms 
and financial sector reforms, including budget deficit reduction, state-owned enterprise 
privatization, anticorruption policies, and market liberalization.”114

Conversely, China does not play by the same rules. One of the aspects that has allowed 
the BRI to expand so aggressively is the ease with which Beijing is willing to offer 
financing to nearly any country. Chinese loans are generally condition-free in that they 
do not require recipient countries to meet strict prerequisites or implement political or 
economic sector reforms. Furthermore, China is not concerned with “corruption, human 
rights, or financial sustainability.”115 China’s lax standards have opened many closed 
doors for the developing world, and it is a realization that the IDC would need to address 
in order to remain competitive.

One option for the IDC to address this, although not a realistic one, would be to follow 
China’s lead by stipulating less-than-desirable terms such as extremely high interest rates 
and the debt-trap conditions discussed previously.116 That said, there are few other options 
to improve the investment climate than to institute political and economic reforms, which 
are costly, can have questionable effectiveness, and can take years to implement. While 

113. U.S. Bureau of Economic and Business Affairs, “Investment Climate Statements for 2018:  Overview,” 
U.S. Department of State, https://www.state.gov/e/eb/rls/othr/ics/investmentclimatestatements/index.ht-
m?dlid=281383&year=2018#wrapper. 
114. Mazarr, Heath, and Cevallos, China and the International Order, 81.
115. Balding, “Why Democracies Are Turning Against Belt and Road.”
116. Bienvenido Oplas, “The meager truth of China’s aid to the Philippines,” Asia Times, December 5, 2018, http://
www.atimes.com/article/the-meager-truth-of-chinas-aid-to-the-philippines/. 
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these conditions are meant to build solid and stable long-term financial systems within 
recipient countries to ensure a return on investment, the IDC members should make 
every effort to make such conditions more palatable. Such efforts should include:

 ▪ Promoting the idea that prospective partner countries will be guaranteed improved 
governance and a more marketable economy, with the potential to move higher up 
the value chain;

 ▪ Tailoring and prioritizing only those conditions most needed by the recipient 
countries instead of wholesale reform;

 ▪ Implementing reforms in a much more gradual and easing fashion or implementing 
reforms concurrently with project development;

 ▪ On a case-by-case basis, lowering reform standards or implementing temporary fixes 
to reach minimal acceptable levels (although this may be a short-term loss, it has the 
potential for long-term gain);

 ▪ Incentivizing states for accelerated results or exceeding standards.

Lastly, the IDC board of directors should always reserve the right to pursue any project, 
regardless of the expected outcome, if it is deemed to be of such strategic value that the 
risk is worth the reward. The IDC would likely be alone in pursuit of such projects and 
have to answer some tough questions from their home governments and taxpayers, but 
this is an option of last resort.

Another function of the IDC’s finance and private investment cells would be to increase 
the capital available to the IDC to provide needed infrastructure and to compete with the 
BRI. While the combined public funding available through the IDC could total nearly $300 
billion, it would still lag significantly behind Beijing’s $1 trillion (or more) investment in the 
BRI. That said, the IDC could have one major resource held in reserve that China does not—
private and commercial investors.  The BRI is more or less entirely funded by the Chinese 
government. More than 90 percent of the BRI’s funding comes from the public sector; its 
projects are mainly financed through state-owned banks, and its projects are executed 
through state-owned enterprises (SOEs).117 With few exceptions, the high-risk projects 
associated with the BRI and the political and regulatory constraints imposed on Chinese 
private investors have essentially excluded them from participating in the BRI.118 For the 
IDC, this could be good news because it effectively sets the limit on BRI funding to what the 
CCP is willing and able to provide. If the IDC could mobilize private investment properly, it 
could not only match the BRI dollar-for-dollar, but it could also have the potential to greatly 
exceed the BRI. In fact, the “[a]ssets under management (AUM) held by private investors 
through private banks, pension funds, insurance companies, and investment funds are 
currently [in 2016] estimated at USD$80 trillion,” and of this total, less than one percent 
has been dedicated to infrastructure development.119 There is a massive pool of untapped 
potential. The key would be for the IDC to find ways to unlock it.

117. HSBC, “Where is the funding for a $26 trillion initiative coming from?” CNBC, March 9, 2018, https://www.
cnbc.com/advertorial/2018/03/06/where-is-the-funding-for-a-26-trillion-initiative-coming-from.html.
118. Guo Feng, “BRI and the participation of private capital,” Central Banking, April 18, 2018, https://www.centr-
albanking.com/central-banks/economics/3456816/bri-and-the-participation-of-private-capital.
119. Corfee-Morlot et al., “A Roadmap for Financing Sustainable Infrastructure.”
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Developing bankable projects with manageable risk tolerances is one way the IDC could 
attract private investment. Other ways could be through creative financing and possibly 
implementing a series of investor-friendly financial instruments that can stimulate or 
incentivize their willingness to invest. To accomplish this, the IDC’s private investment 
cell would need to specifically explore ways to bring in private investment. This cell must 
work closely with the finance cell, and it would do well to integrate the expertise of the 
IDC member countries and their private sectors with the expertise and capabilities of 
other entities, such as the Sustainable Development Investment Partnership (SDIP) and 
Global Investment Facility (GIF). The SDIP is an international cooperative launched by 
the UN in 2015 with the express purpose to “mobilize the use of blended finance [mix of 
public and private] in sustainable investments in developing countries” within Africa and 
Southeast Asia.120 The GIF is a World Bank-sponsored “partnership among governments, 
multilateral development banks, private sector investors, and financiers . . . designed to 
provide a new way to collaborate on preparing, structuring, and implementing complex 
projects that no single institution could handle on its own.”121 Finding creative, innovative, 
and, more importantly, effective ways to reach safe financing solutions will be imperative 
to attracting the private sector, and until the IDC has its own organic capability to do this, 
it could partner with others that can assist. 

Regarding the financial instruments to stimulate private investment, there would be 
myriad options available through the IDC member countries’ programs; some are new, 
some are old, and some still need to be pursued. Equity investing and the ability to invest 
in local currency are two new avenues that the BUILD Act would bring to the IDC.122 Other 
options for consideration include tax incentives, regulatory reforms, guarantees, loss and 
risk insurance, stimulus grants, subsidies, and credit enhancements.123

Likewise, another service that the IDC could provide to incentivize private investment 
is to guide firms through the complexities of “foreign tax systems, labor laws, customs-
clearance processes, and currencies” associated with foreign investment.124 The hurdles 
that seem to accompany these tasks are often sufficient by themselves to dissuade 
investors. By providing these services to newcomer investors in the infrastructure 
development sector, the IDC could increase the attractiveness of participation.

In essence, the IDC would need to be innovative and cooperate across the spectrum in 
order to attract private investment. Every private dollar spent saves a public dollar that 
can be used to bring in more private dollars or prepare future projects, and both are 
needed to compete with the BRI.

120. “About SDIP,” Sustainable Development Investment Partnership, Accessed March 24, 2019, http://sdipon-
line.org/updated_why-sdip.
121. “What is the GIF?,” Global Infrastructure Facility, Accessed March 24, 2019, https://www.globalinfrafacility.
org/what-is-the-gif.
122. Thrush, “Trump Embraces Foreign Aid to Counter China’s Global Influence.”
123. U.S. Air Force Office of Commercial Economic Analysis, “Study II – One Belt, One Road,” 68.
124. Wuthnow, “China’s Belt and Road:  One Initiative, Three Strategies,” 217.
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8 | The IDC Engagement Strategy

The IDC would have two primary objectives. The first would be to meet the infrastructure 
needs of the developing world toward the accomplishment of the SDGs. The second would 
be to use infrastructure development to complicate China’s ability to use the BRI as a 
geopolitical instrument. The IDC could achieve this by synergizing its resources to: provide 
an alternative program that can: limit the BRI’s continued expansion; establish or enhance 
allied presence and influence that can directly counter Chinese influence; provide a better 
program that may force China to change its BRI practices so it can remain competitive 
with the IDC; salvage poor BRI projects; or potentially provide selective bail-outs to 
prevent BRI recipients from becoming beholden to Beijing.

As stated previously, the message that this strategy may appear to send is one that is 
anathema to the entire liberal approach to infrastructure development—that strategic 
ends have primacy over societal needs. This is not necessarily the case. For every project, 
the legitimate needs of the prospective state and how the project is nested within the 
country’s development plan would be considered, and this would need to be at the forefront 
of deliberations by the IDC board of directors. So, the issue is more about where the IDC 
would pursue projects and less about what projects it would pursue, which is much more 
defensible. However, the perception of that message is a valid concern. The IDC would 
need to be careful not to establish relationships and partnerships with other states in a 
purely antagonistic United States or allies-versus-China context because “[i]t will alienate 
audiences by suggesting that they are simply pawns in a great power rivalry.”125 Appeasing 
these concerns would be a key task for the IDC’s strategic communications function. What 
the IDC could not do as it increases its engagement is let any state interpret its moves as 
“an initiative primarily designed to exacerbate strategic competition with China.” Instead, 
the U.S. message needs to convey “the genuine belief that their national sovereignty and 
resilience are well aligned with U.S. and allied strategic interests.”126

However, the IDC should also contemplate a selective realpolitik approach in order to 
establish new relationships or enhance existing ones with reluctant or recalcitrant 

125. Grant T. Harris, “Trump’s Africa Policy Is Destined for Failure:  The Wrong Way to Counter China,” Foreign 
Affairs, December 21, 2018, https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/africa/2018-12-21/trumps-africa-policy-des-
tined-failure.
126. John Lee, The Use of Aid to Counter China’s ‘Djibouti Strategy’ in the South Pacific (Washington, DC: Hudson 
Institute, March 2019), https://s3.amazonaws.com/media.hudson.org/Hudson%20Djibouti%20Report2_Web%20
%281%29.pdf.
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countries if the strategic payoff warrants it. To borrow from the Indo-Pacific Strategy 
Report, the IDC should “unapologetically represent [its] values and beliefs,” but it should 
not intend to “seek to impose [its] way of life on others.”127 For some prospective states, 
the top priority could be to curtail proselytizing the individual values and principles of 
the IDC member countries, especially coming from the United States. “[L]ecturing these 
nations about what their interests ought to be” only serves to create tension, especially 
within non-liberal, non-democratic governments, of which many would be engagement 
priorities for the IDC.128 In such cases, perhaps the values and principles messaging should 
be toned down initially, until the relationship has had time to mature. Then a more subtle 
or gradual approach to introduce a stronger message can take place.  

To avoid coming across too strong, the IDC should also integrate and align its messaging 
with the messaging through traditional diplomacy, international development, military-
military partnerships, and other bilateral and multilateral engagements to instill its values 
in a reinforcing and reciprocal fashion. Likewise, the IDC should lead by example and 
use infrastructure development to demonstrate the values the IDC stands for and the 
prosperity that can result from adhering to those values. In the end, leading by example 
should drive partner states to reach their own conclusions regarding what values they 
admire.129 None of this is meant to imply that the IDC, nor its member states, should 
abandon its values for the sake of establishing new relationships. Moreover, the IDC and 
its member states should not abandon the messaging of liberal values as this would also 
likely alienate several other like-minded allies, partners, and multilateral organizations. 
However, the IDC and its member states should be selective in the use of it messaging. 

With that in mind, the IDC board of directors, in close consultation with their home 
governments, respective ambassadors, and country team-equivalents, would have the sole 
responsibility to consensually develop and approve the engagement strategy for the IDC. 
The strategy should specifically outline the regional priorities and include prioritization 
by country within those regions based on several factors, including: geostrategic location, 
relationships with the IDC states and allies, alliance membership, partnership potential, 
level of BRI involvement, level of Chinese influence, existing relationships with China, 
Chinese engagement strategy, partner state perceptions of China, role of individual 
countries within their regions, investment climate, and credit ratings. More broadly, the 
engagement priorities should be based on those regions and countries in which the IDC 
could deny China its strategic advantages originating from the BRI. In particular, the 
IDC should seek to engage countries that could enhance China’s ability to project power, 
military basing, dual-use access, direct linkages to natural resources or control of their 
trade routes, and ability to disrupt the rules-based liberal order.130 The IDC would need to 
identify the regions and countries that are most susceptible to Chinese leverage, those 
with strategic value, and those that the IDC could productively engage. Refer to Table 1 for 
a snapshot of the recommended regional priorities for the IDC.

127. U.S. Department of Defense, Indo-Pacific Strategy Report.
128. Michael J. Mazarr and Michael Kofman, “Rediscovering Statecraft in a Changing Post-War Order,” Texas 
National Security Review 1, no. 3 (May 2018), https://tnsr.org/2018/05/rediscovering-statecraft-in-a-chang-
ing-post-war-order/.
129. Seabright, “US-China Rivalry: Southeast Asia’s Tough Choice.”
130. U.S. Air Force Office of Commercial Economic Analysis, “Study II – One Belt, One Road,” 66.

https://tnsr.org/2018/05/rediscovering-statecraft-in-a-changing-post-war-order/
https://tnsr.org/2018/05/rediscovering-statecraft-in-a-changing-post-war-order/
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Table 1 – IDC Regional Engagement Priorities 

Priority Region Factors

1 Indo-Pacific  ▪ Highest priority for the BRI
 ▪ Proximity to Chinese mainland
 ▪ High infrastructure need
 ▪ Close economic ties to China
 ▪ General suspicion of China’s rise
 ▪ Willing to cooperate 

2 Africa  ▪ Distance from China
 ▪ Significant existing investment from other world powers
 ▪ High infrastructure need
 ▪ Priority region for the BRI
 ▪ Geographic center that would enable China to greatly 

increase power projection and influence
 ▪ Major economic connections to China
 ▪ Increasing indebtedness to China

3 Europe  ▪ Fractious nature of Chinese influence across Europe, 
the European Union, and the UN

 ▪ Priority region for the BRI
 ▪ High infrastructure need in non-EU, Central, and 

Eastern European countries
 ▪ Economic strength of the region
 ▪ Treaty ally with United States and major global 

balancing power

4 Arctic  ▪ Under governed space
 ▪ High infrastructure need
 ▪ Strategic location (shorter pathways to project power)
 ▪ Recent priority for the BRI

5 Middle East  ▪ Increasing economic connections to China
 ▪ BRI investment has been modest
 ▪ Beijing wants to avoid political instability and security 

issues within the region
 ▪ Solid relationships between regional powers and the 

United States and allies

6 Latin America & Caribbean  ▪ Latest priority for the BRI
 ▪ High infrastructure need
 ▪ Increasing economic connections to China
 ▪ BRI investment is small and regional powers are 

reluctant to sign-on
 ▪ Distance from China
 ▪ Strategic location (proximity to the United States)

Source: author’s own creation derived from multiple sources.
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The IDC’s highest initial priorities should be the Indo-Pacific, South Asia, Southeast Asia, 
and Pacific, for numerous reasons:

 ▪ The BRI is primarily focused on these areas and has made the most inroads.

 ▪ These are the regions most widely contested because of their close proximity to China, 
which makes it easier for China to exert and sustain its influence.

 ▪ These regions have significant populations and economic growth potential, which 
would enable the IDC (and the BRI) to expand engagement in proportion to the 
region’s economies.

 ▪ It is one of the most economically interconnected regions with China.

 ▪ It is a region that sees China’s rise as a potential threat.131

 ▪ The United States has a major economic role in the Asia-Pacific and is highly 
competitive there.

 ▪ The majority of the countries that comprise the region have shown an amazing 
capability to work together.132

These factors combine to make the Indo-Pacific region an ideal environment, rife with 
opportunities for the IDC to gain significant ground against the BRI. Table 2 provides a 
sample prioritization based on the factors outlined above.

Table 2 – Indo-Pacific Engagement Priorities

Group Country Factors

1 Taiwan  ▪ China is an existential threat
 ▪ Under constant Chinese “gray zone” engagement
 ▪ Priority to expand partnership with the United States
 ▪ Strategic location (first island chain)
 ▪ Investment climate (IC) is good/credit is high grade 

1 Philippines  ▪ Treaty ally with the United States
 ▪ Strong security relationship with other U.S. allies
 ▪ Recent political leanings toward China
 ▪ High infrastructure need
 ▪ Strategic location (first island chain)
 ▪ Major BRI partner
 ▪ IC is conducive, but with challenges/credit is non-investment grade

131. Laura Silver, “How people in Asia-Pacific view China,” Pew Research Center, October 16, 2017, http://www.
pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2017/10/16/how-people-in-asia-pacific-view-china/.
132. U.S.-China Economic and Security Review Commission, 2018 Report to Congress (Washington, DC: November 
2018), https://www.uscc.gov/sites/default/files/annual_reports/2018%20Annual%20Report%20to%20Congress.pdf.

http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2017/10/16/how-people-in-asia-pacific-view-china/
http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2017/10/16/how-people-in-asia-pacific-view-china/
https://www.uscc.gov/sites/default/files/annual_reports/2018%20Annual%20Report%20to%20Congress.pdf
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Group Country Factors

1 Thailand  ▪ Treaty ally with the United States
 ▪ Strong security relationship with other U.S. allies
 ▪ Recent political leanings toward China
 ▪ Strategic location (overland bypass of Malacca Straits)
 ▪ Major BRI partner
 ▪ IC is conducive/credit is lower-medium grade

1 Indonesia  ▪ Suspicious of China’s intentions
 ▪ Priority to strengthen security relationship with the United States
 ▪ Desires stronger relationships with the United States and allies to 

hedge against China
 ▪ Historic leader of Southeast Asia and ASEAN
 ▪ Strategic location (Malacca Straits, access to/control of the Western 

Pacific)
 ▪ Major BRI partner
 ▪ IC is conducive but with challenges/credit is lower-medium grade

1 Vietnam  ▪ Suspicious of China’s intentions
 ▪ Bordered by Laos (pro-China) and Cambodia (no productive relations 

with the United States or allies); very concerned with Chinese 
influence in these countries

 ▪ High infrastructure need
 ▪ Would prefer more productive east-west investment versus north-

south
 ▪ Priority to strengthen security relationship with the United States
 ▪ Productive relations with U.S. allies
 ▪ Will assume ASEAN lead in 2020
 ▪ IC is conducive but with challenges/credit is non-investment grade

1 Pacific Islands  ▪ High infrastructure need
 ▪ Small investment, big impact
 ▪ Access agreements with the United States
 ▪ Strategic location (second island chain, access to Pacific)
 ▪ Susceptible to Chinese investment and influence
 ▪ BRI partners
 ▪ Average IC is questionable/credit is highly speculative

2 Malaysia  ▪ Priority to strengthen security relationship with the United States
 ▪ Good relations with U.S. allies
 ▪ Strong ASEAN partner
 ▪ Major BRI partner
 ▪ Strategic location (proximity to Malacca Straits, South China Sea)
 ▪ IC is conducive/credit is upper medium grade
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Group Country Factors

2 Myanmar  ▪ Fragile democracy
 ▪ High infrastructure need
 ▪ Susceptible to Chinese investment and influence
 ▪ Strategic location (overland bypass Malacca of Straits, access to 

Indian Ocean)
 ▪ IC is questionable but improving/credit is not rated

2 Bangladesh  ▪ Priority emerging partner with the United States
 ▪ Fragile democracy
 ▪ Major BRI partner
 ▪ Strategic location (overland bypass of Malacca Straits, borders India)
 ▪ IC is not conducive without reform/credit is non-investment grade

2 Sri Lanka  ▪ Priority emerging partner with the United States
 ▪ Fragile democracy
 ▪ Indebtedness to China
 ▪ Chinese control of dual-use port
 ▪ Strategic location (proximity to India and access to Indian Ocean)
 ▪ IC is questionable/credit is highly speculative

2 Maldives  ▪ Priority emerging partner with the United States
 ▪ Susceptible to Chinese investment and influence
 ▪ Indebtedness to China
 ▪ Strategic location (center of the Indian Ocean, proximity to India)
 ▪ IC is questionable/credit is highly speculative

2 Pakistan  ▪ Largest BRI partner
 ▪ Indebtedness to China
 ▪ Under increasing Chinese influence
 ▪ Strategic location (borders India and access to the Persian Gulf)
 ▪ Unstable relations with the United States and India
 ▪ IC is not conducive without reform/credit is highly speculative

3 Mongolia  ▪ Indebtedness to China
 ▪ Priority to expand partnership with the United States
 ▪ IC is conducive but with challenges/credit is highly speculative

3 Brunei  ▪ Priority to strengthen security relationship with the United States
 ▪ Positive trending economic and political relationship with the United 

Kingdom
 ▪ Susceptible to Chinese investment and influence
 ▪ Recent political leanings toward China
 ▪ High infrastructure need
 ▪ IC is conducive/credit is not rated
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Group Country Factors

3 Nepal  ▪ Priority emerging partner with the United States
 ▪ Warming relations with China
 ▪ Strategic location (borders India and China)
 ▪ IC is questionable/credit is not rated

3 Eurasia  ▪ Susceptible to Chinese investment and influence
 ▪ High infrastructure need 
 ▪ Indebtedness to China (Tajikistan, Kyrgyzstan)
 ▪ BRI partners
 ▪ Strategic location (overland routes to the Middle East and Europe)
 ▪ Russia is hedging against China in the region
 ▪ IC is generally not conducive/credit is generally highly speculative

3 Laos  ▪ Priority to strengthen security relationship with the United States
 ▪ Major BRI partner
 ▪ Indebtedness to China
 ▪ Landlocked (low strategic importance)
 ▪ IC is questionable/credit is not rated

3 Cambodia  ▪ Priority to strengthen security relationship with the United States
 ▪ Strong relationship with Beijing
 ▪ Major BRI partner
 ▪ IC is questionable/credit is highly speculative

Source: U.S. Bureau of Economic and Business Affairs, “Investment Climate Statements 2018,” U.S. Department of State, 
July 19, 2018, https://www.state.gov/e/eb/rls/othr/ics/2018/index.htm; Kamal Dev Bhattarai, “Nepal-China:  Reality Sets 
In,” The Diplomat, June 22, 2018, https://thediplomat.com/2018/06/nepal-china-reality-sets-in/; U.S.-China Economic 
and Security Review Commission, 2018 Report to Congress; U.S. Air Force Office of Commercial Economic Analysis, “Study 
II – One Belt, One Road,” p. 6; Lee, “The Use of Aid to Counter China’s ‘Djibouti Strategy’ in the South Pacific”; Leffler and 
Harding, “Joint Advanced Warfighting School Visit”; Paul Staniland, “The Future of Democracy in South Asia,” Foreign 
Affairs, January 4, 2019, https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/south-asia/2019-01-04/future-democracy-south-asia; 
Dino Djalal, “Indonesia and the U.S.:  20 Years Post-Reformasi,” CSIS, October 23, 2018, https://www.csis.org/events/
indonesia-and-united-states-20-years-post-reformasi; John Lee, “ASEAN Must Choose:  America or China?” The National 
Interest, December 18, 2019, https://nationalinterest.org/print/feature/asean-must-choose-america-or-china-39067; Bha-
van Jaipragas, “I’d side with rich China over fickle US: Malaysia’s Mahathir Mohamad,” South China Morning Post, March 
8, 2019, https://www.scmp.com/week-asia/politics/article/2189074/id-side-rich-china-over-fickle-us-malaysias-mahathir; 
Personal Engagement with U.S. Embassy Country Team in Hanoi, Vietnam, May 17, 2019; U.S. Department of Defense, 
Indo-Pacific Strategy Report.

For many of the same reasons as Asia and the Indo-Pacific region, Africa should be the 
second priority for the IDC, and it should come into play as quickly as possible after the 
IDC gains an initial foothold in Asia. The only reason Africa would not be the first priority 
is because of its distance from China and the fact that its development is already a high 
priority for numerous liberal countries whose goals would align with the IDC’s. From a 
geostrategic vantage, Africa sits at the relative center of the globe, which China could 
exploit to project power in force virtually anywhere, the most troubling being the Atlantic 
Ocean (if China secured basing on the west coast of Africa). Economically, Africa boasts 
the highest population growth in the world, and it includes many of the most rapidly 
growing economies, including Ethiopia, Rwanda, Ghana, Cote d’Ivoire, Senegal, Benin, 
Kenya, Uganda, Burkina Faso, and Tanzania. In “non-resource” intensive countries, the 

https://www.state.gov/e/eb/rls/othr/ics/2018/index.htm
https://thediplomat.com/2018/06/nepal-china-reality-sets-in/
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/south-asia/2019-01-04/future-democracy-south-asia
https://www.csis.org/events/indonesia-and-united-states-20-years-post-reformasi
https://www.csis.org/events/indonesia-and-united-states-20-years-post-reformasi
https://nationalinterest.org/print/feature/asean-must-choose-america-or-china-39067
https://www.scmp.com/week-asia/politics/article/2189074/id-side-rich-china-over-fickle-us-malaysias-mahathir
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IMF forecasts the economic growth rate in Africa to remain at six percent or more per year 
for at least the next two years.133 These factors alone present tremendous potential for 
future growth and a massive need for infrastructure, which is further exacerbated by the 
fact that Africa is already the most in need.

China has taken notice and continues to build influence across Africa. African trade 
with China now totals $200 billion per year. As of 2018, China was Africa’s top lender 
for infrastructure development, with a total of $86 billion in loans since 2000.134 As a 
result, China now owns 15 percent of sub-Saharan Africa’s debt, and it is estimated that 
more than 30 percent of new debt is derived from China.135 Furthermore, at the Forum 
on China-Africa Cooperation (FOCAC) in 2018, China pledged another $60 billion 
in investment financing over the next three years as a means “to speed up [Africa’s] 
economic development based on the infrastructure China develops, to utilize the 
technologies, employment, and market opportunities China creates, and to stimulate the 
desire and competition for growth through market-based rather than assistance-based 
approach.”136 This could be another sign of Chinese revisionism in which Africa could 
increasingly risk falling prey to the BRI.

Although the IDC member countries are already heavily committed to Africa, there would 
still be room for the IDC to compete with the BRI. The IDC should leverage the relatively 
small-scale projects that make up a large portion of Africa’s infrastructure needs to both 
increase total investment opportunities and to potentially recruit non-powerhouse countries 
into the IDC, where they can effectively compete. However, as the IDC engaged Africa, 
it would have to seriously consider taking the previously mentioned realpolitik approach 
and explore some creative financing options. Currently, African states are highly partial to 
Chinese aid because Chinese assistance is “fast, flexible, and largely without conditions.”137

The next priority for the IDC should be Europe because of the fractious nature that 
Beijing’s influence can have across bilateral relationships within Europe, within the 
European Union regionally, and through the UN. While the political and economic power 
of the European Union, Germany, the United Kingdom, and France should be sufficient 
to counter the effects of the BRI, Beijing has committed vast amounts of capital to gain a 
foothold in Europe, which seems to be succeeding. One such effort is Beijing’s attempts to 
leverage the vulnerability and aspirations of the relatively lower economic status countries 
across Europe, in particular the Balkans and Central and Eastern European states. Beijing 
renewed its engagement with Central and Eastern European Countries (CEEC) through 
the 16+1 Forum in an effort to bolster BRI investment. The majority of these countries 
have weaker political systems and economies than Western Europe, making them more 

133. International Monetary Fund, “Regional Economic Outlook:  Sub-Saharan Africa,” IMF, October 2019, 
https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/REO/SSA/Issues/2019/10/01/sreo1019.
134. Witney Schneidman and Joel Wiegert, “Competing in Africa: China, the European Union, and the United 
States,” Brookings Institute, April 16, 2018, https://www.brookings.edu/blog/africa-in-focus/2018/04/16/compet-
ing-in-africa-china-the-european-union-and-the-united-states/
135. J. Peter Pham, Abdoul Salam Bello, and Boubacar-Sid Barry, “Chinese Aid and Investment Are Good for 
Africa,” Foreign Policy, August 31, 2018, https://foreignpolicy.com/2018/08/31/chinese-aid-and-investment-are-
good-for-africa/.
136. Yun Sun, “China’s changing approach to Africa,” Brookings Institute, February 4, 2019, https://www.brook-
ings.edu/blog/africa-in-focus/2019/02/04/chinas-changing-approach-to-africa.
137. Pham, Bello, and Barry, “Chinese Aid and Investment Are Good for Africa.”
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susceptible to both financial inducements and Chinese influence.138 The “Balkans have 
become a top priority” for BRI investment.139 As most are either non-EU members or EU 
states with lower economic standing, many are seeking quick, condition-free ways to 
advance their economies. China also sees strategic value in maintaining relations with 
these countries, especially if they eventually join the European Union.140

However, Beijing is not limiting its BRI efforts to just the CEEC. On March 26, 2019, 
German Chancellor Angela Merkel announced that the European Union is highly 
interested in participating in the BRI. There were no formal agreements made, and Merkel 
did allude to the fact that there were issues that needed to be worked out before the 
European Union could officially sign onto the BRI.141 While this could be an intentional 
move by the European Union to insert itself directly within the BRI as a means to 
influence it, it might also be a legitimate sign of EU openness. Italy is a case in point. 
In March 2019, it was announced that Italy negotiated a MOU with China to become a 
BRI partner, and in April 2019, Switzerland also announced its plan to sign on as a BRI 
partner. This brings the total to 14 EU states that are now BRI partners, which includes:  
Italy, Greece, Portugal, Bulgaria, Croatia, the Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, 
Lithuania, Poland, Romania, Slovakia, and Slovenia.142 China’s increasing influence in 
Europe would warrant the IDC’s attention.

The fourth priority engagement region for the IDC would be the Arctic. Its openness and 
generally undeveloped and under governed space would present both a challenge and 
an opportunity for the IDC. The opening of the Arctic could be a game changer in terms 
of both providing alternative and more efficient sea routes and attaining geostrategic 
advantages, especially for military use. China sees the same potential, and in the past 18 
months, “China’s position has evolved from being a ‘passive rule-follower’ to becoming 
a regional ‘rule-maker.’”143 In 2018, Beijing published its first-ever official Arctic policy 
which streamlined and enhanced its participation in Arctic issue management within 
the CCP and formalized the joint “Polar Silk Road” between China and Russia. As part 
of the latter, China also deployed several ice-strengthened vessels that made multiple 
landmark shipments across the Arctic, the beginning to a potentially profitable end.144 
Some estimates state that the Polar Silk Road could eventually account for up to 15 
percent of China’s overall trade value.145 Last year also saw the commissioning of China’s 

138. Philippe Le Corre and Vuk Vuksanovic, “Serbia: China’s Open Door to the Balkans,” Diplomat, January 1, 
2019, https://thediplomat.com/2019/01/serbia-chinas-open-door-to-the-balkans/.
139. Ibid.
140 Ibid.
141. Simon Roughneen, “Xiplomacy wins in Europe despite US warnings,” Asia Times, March 27, 2019, https://
www.asiatimes.com/2019/03/article/xiplomacy-wins-in-europe-despite-us-warnings/.
142. Gordon Watts, “There is no place like Rome for President Xi,” Asia Times, March 21, 2019, https://www.
asiatimes.com/2019/03/article/there-is-no-place-like-rome-for-xi/; Nikki Sun, “China looks West for Belt and 
Road allies amid Asia pushback,” Nikkei Asian Review, April 27, 2019, https://asia.nikkei.com/Spotlight/Belt-and-
Road/China-looks-West-for-Belt-and-Road-allies-amid-Asia-pushback; Emilian Kavalski, “China’s “16+1” Is Dead?  
Long Live the “17+1”,” Diplomat, March 29, 2019, https://thediplomat.com/2019/03/chinas-161-is-dead-long-
live-the-171/; Vlabona Zeneli, “Italy Signs on to Belt and Road Initiative:  EU-China Relations at Crossroads?,” 
Diplomat, April 3, 2019, https://thediplomat.com/2019/04/italy-signs-on-to-belt-and-road-initiative-eu-china-re-
lations-at-crossroads/; “About the EU,” European Union, Accessed November 20, 2019, https://europa.eu/europe-
an-union/about-eu/countries_en.
143. Trym Aleksander Eiterjord, “China’s Busy Year in the Arctic,” The Diplomat, January 30, 2019, https://thedip-
lomat.com/2019/01/chinas-busy-year-in-the-arctic/.
144. Eiterjord, “China’s Busy Year in the Arctic.”
145. Sabena Saddiqui, “Arctic ambition:  Beijing eyes the Polar Silk Road,” Asia Times, October 25, 2018, www.
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first domestically-built icebreaker, with plans laid for a follow-on nuclear-powered ice 
breaker.146 Also as part of its effort to exert itself in the Arctic, China has invested more 
than $22 billion on infrastructure in Russia to diversify Chinese liquified natural gas 
(LNG) imports and to expand Chinese commodities trade within and across the Arctic.147 
China has already established an investment presence in Greenland, which is particularly 
troubling because China is specifically targeting “dual-use” projects such as naval bases 
and airfields. Beijing is also working out partnerships with Iceland and Denmark to 
explore more diverse Arctic shipping routes.148 Chinese foreign direct investment makes 
up nearly 12 percent of Iceland’s total economy and 6 percent of its GDP, and China is 
also in the market for port-potential property.149 Despite only being a “near-Arctic” state, 
China’s ambitious actions thus far should be viewed with caution.

The Middle East would be the IDC’s next priority. As the largest investor and one of the 
largest trade partners in the region, China is trading more than $200 billion per year 
and importing more than 50 percent of its oil from the Middle East.150 China’s economic 
clout has increased the strength of its voice in the Middle East. China has established a 
“comprehensive strategic partnership, the highest level in China’s hierarchy of diplomatic 
relations,” with Saudi Arabia, Egypt, Iran, and, in 2018, the United Arab Emirates (UAE)151 
Additionally, China recently pledged $23 billion in various development funding packages 
at the 2018 China-Arab States Cooperation Forum, adding to its investments in the region’s 
most influential countries.152 In Egypt, Beijing is wielding the BRI to help expand the 
strategically important Suez Canal Economic Zone, as well as to build a new government 
seat outside of Cairo, with a price tag that could reach $20 billion.153 Beijing is also building 
a nearly $11 billion industrial city south of Muscat, Oman at the mouth of the Persian Gulf 
and on the western flank of India.154 More importantly, at least from the U.S. perspective, 
“Iran’s superior geographic position as a logistical access point along BRI trade routes, as 
well as its political reliability from a Chinese perspective in light of its hostile relationship 
with the United States, make Iran indispensable to China’s BRI calculations.”155 This has 
proven correct. In September 2019, China agreed to an astonishing 25-year investment plan 
that includes $280 billion earmarked for Iran’s petroleum sector and another $120 billion 
targeting Iran’s transportation and manufacturing infrastructure.156 If such a deal comes to 

atimes.com/arctic-ambition-beijing-eyes-the-polar-silk-road/.
146. Eiterjord, “China’s Busy Year in the Arctic.”
147. Henry Tillman, Yang Jian, and Egil Thor Nielsson, “The Polar Silk Road: China’s New Frontier of International 
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Press, 2018), p. 228.
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fruition, the potential leverage that China would hold over Iran could be destabilizing for not 
only Iran but the entire region.

Despite China’s increasing stake in the Middle East, the IDC would not need to engage 
fully just yet. First off, BRI investment in the Middle East is nascent and modest, and it is 
unlikely that China will aggressively push the BRI into Syria, Iraq, Yemen, or other regional 
hotspots, as this “would embroil China in the politics and instability of the region.”157 
China is perfectly content exploiting the region for its resources but wants no part of the 
region’s volatility. Secondly, solid and productive economic and security relationships are 
already in place between the potential individual IDC member countries and all of the 
Middle East’s major players, including Iran, buying some time before China can fully wield 
its influence among those states. These factors make the Middle East a lower priority.

Latin America and the Caribbean (LAC) would be the IDC’s lowest priority. While there 
are many Chinese projects in the region, only a few are part of the BRI. Many projects 
undertaken and publicized by China are “Belt and Road-esque in substance” but are 
not new or unique to past Chinese activity. In fact, many projects have simply been 
“retroactively rebranded” under the BRI banner.158 But there are several reasons why the 
IDC should initially focus its attention elsewhere. First, the BRI has not made substantial 
inroads into the LAC. Only in January 2018 did the LAC become a named area of the 
BRI.159 While Chinese trade and investment with the region has significantly risen in the 
past several years, with a nearly 50 percent increase from 2016 to 2017 alone, the BRI has 
only attracted the interest of the region’s smaller countries.160 Despite Beijing’s efforts, 
it has largely been unable to entice the LAC’s largest economies to participate. Brazil, 
Mexico, Colombia, and Argentina have all rejected BRI advances.161 The only major LAC 
power to have signed on to the BRI is Peru, which only did so in April 2019.162

Secondly, the proximity of the United States and distance of China presents obstacles to 
BRI implementation. The tyranny of distance poses challenges to U.S. power projection in 
the Indo-Pacific and would do the same to China’s power projection in the LAC. Not only 
is China competing with significant U.S. power and influence in the LAC, China only has 
limited military power projection capabilities and direct influence. Further, China lacks 
the diplomatic and military partnership networks that have enabled the United States to 
efficiently sustain its presence in the LAC for decades. The LAC is definitely a region with 
significant need and opportunity, but due to its distance and the infancy of the BRI in the 
region, the IDC would not need to prioritize its efforts there.

strategic-partnership.
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Just as important to the IDC would be the new partners and potential alliances that 
can be formed. To effectively counter China’s influence through the BRI, the IDC would 
need to target the regions and countries that China is most interested in and those that 
the IDC could gain access to and influence through infrastructure development. It may 
require forging new relationships with non-traditional actors, and it may require unique 
approaches. Regardless, a well-thought-out and prioritized engagement strategy would be 
decisive in the IDC’s success.
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9 | The IDC’s Strategic 
Communication Campaign

In the digital age, the breadth, depth, and instantaneousness of global communications can 
make or break any new initiative. Beijing understands this whole-heartedly. Concurrent 
to the launch of the BRI, China also launched an enormous strategic communications 
campaign in order to make the BRI a brand name known around the world, and it has largely 
succeeded. At the head of Beijing’s communications strategy is its resident talent pool that 
has injected the creativity and innovation to enable BRI’s brand growth. Just as important 
is the prospective talent pool that can provide long-term continuity to sustain the BRI 
brand. China has invested millions in enticing, recruiting, educating, and retaining only the 
most qualified and talented candidates (150 per year) to head its strategic communications 
efforts.163 Through this professional cadre, Beijing has employed virtually every possible 
communication medium possible to get the BRI brand out to the masses: diplomatic 
speeches; commercials; television reports and shows; radio; social media; dedicated BRI 
events; and outreach to think tanks, universities, and financial institutions.164

Over the past few years, China has worked diligently to get the BRI included in official 
institutional language such as multiple UN councils and programs, the G20, APEC, the 
World Health Organization (WHO), and the Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO).165 
Toward private citizenry, in 2018, Xi Jinping directed closer engagement of foreign 
populations through Confucius Institutes and ethnic Chinese living overseas. The aim of 
this engagement is to garner support for and quell opposition to CCP initiatives, including 
the BRI.166

Most significantly, in March 2018, China announced a plan to consolidate three of its 
largest media networks to form the “Voice of China (VOC),” an entity run by the CCP’s 
Central Publicity Department. The VOC has the sole function to spread the party’s 
ideology and enhance China’s global image, of which bolstering the BRI’s image will be a 
major theme. The VOC will complement China Radio International by using all possible 
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media formats (TV, radio, press, internet, social media) and will broadcast in dozens of 
languages.167 Similarly, China had 162 foreign media bureaus across the globe in 2017, 
with a goal to increase that number to 200 by 2020.168

Lastly, Beijing is not afraid to employ sharp power (use of censorship, media manipulation, 
coercion to project influence) and straight propaganda to get its message across.169 
China is using its Confucius Institutes, university funding (paying to support pro-China 
initiatives), think tank funding (paying for specific viewpoints), lobbying, and professional 
and social media to manipulate audiences, all with a specific emphasis on casting doubts 
on U.S. staying power and regional commitments.170 In 2015, the Chinese state-owned 
enterprise (SOE) China Radio International (CRI) was reported to be operating at least 33 
unregistered or mis-registered radio stations in 14 countries, including in multiple cities 
within the United States, with the aim of broadcasting information that paints China’s 
policies and actions in a positive light.171

As has been the theme throughout this report, the United States and its allies cannot let 
China’s messaging go unchallenged. The best counter to an initiative is to compete with it. 
In this case, the IDC would need to fight communication with communication.

At the heart of this competition should be a dedicated strategic communication cell within 
the IDC to wage a full-scale information campaign on the world, one that goes way beyond 
simply managing a website (see Figure 8). To begin, transparency is a necessity that needs 
to form the modus operandi of the strategic communication cell. This is critical and should 
be non-negotiable. Anyone in the world should have guaranteed access to any information 
pertaining to the IDC’s operations. The only exception would be the private consultations 
and deliberations of the IDC board of directors, and then only specific information 
that the board deems sensitive. Such openness is in stark contrast to the BRI. The BRI’s 
opacity is often one of the main drivers of suspicion behind Beijing’s true intentions and, 
consequently, one of the main factors that impacts project viability and ultimate success.

With transparency in mind, the first step for the strategic communication cell would 
be to develop, publish, and advertise a “brand” for the IDC that encapsulates “a 
grand narrative or global vision” that appeals to the majority of the world—to both 
governments and their people.172
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A solid starting point would be to adopt Japan’s PQI brand, especially since the IDC, as 
proposed in this report, is essentially a modified extension of the PQI. Under Japan’s PQI, 
the essence of quality infrastructure has the following attributes: economically efficient 
with a low overall life-cycle cost; compliant with all safety standards; resilient against 
natural disasters and climate change; environmentally and socially friendly; aligned with 
development strategies of recipients; tailored financing to recipient fiscal realities; and 
contributes to local prosperity through job creation, technology sharing, and building 
knowledge capacity.173 For the IDC, a more effective and efficient way to capture its narrative 
would be to brand the IDC through a series of single word attributes as depicted in Table 3. 
Regardless of the content, the narrative needs to be succinct, all-inclusive, and appealing.

Table 3: The IDC “Brand”

Quality Infrastructure provided by the IDC would be: 

Transparent All information pertinent to a project and its life cycle would be available for public 
consumption.

Viable All projects would be thoroughly studied to increase the likelihood of a solid return 
on investment over the life of the project.

Affordable Every project would be designed for the lowest possible life-cycle cost.

Financeable All manner of public and private financing options would be explored to identify 
funding under the appropriate terms and conditions.

Relevant All projects would address a legitimate need and be aligned with the recipient’s 
development goals. All projects would be designed taking into consideration 
current and trending technological advancements.

Tailored Projects could be re-scoped or re-scaled as required to meet existing constraints/
restraints (e.g., financial, legal) or to address changing conditions.

Inclusive The IDC would work with any country with verifiable infrastructure needs.

Safe All projects would meet established safety standards.

Resilient All projects would be designed to withstand the effects of natural disasters and 
climate change.

Green All projects would be designed and constructed considering environmental impact 
over the course of the project’s life.

Acceptable All projects would be designed and implemented taking into consideration the 
unique social environment that would be impacted by the project.

Beneficial All projects would contribute to local prosperity through job creation, technology 
sharing, building knowledge capacity, and increasing global connectivity.

Source: author’s own creation.

Once the IDC brand has been developed, the next logical move for the strategic 
communication cell would be to develop its information campaign plan. In other words, 
it would need to develop a strategy. For the IDC, the end of this strategy should be to 

173. Kentaro Sonoura, “Japan’s initiatives for promoting ‘Quality Infrastructure Investment’,” Ministry of Foreign 
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of Foreign Affairs, “Partnership for Quality Infrastructure,” Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Government of Japan, 
https://www.mofa.go.jp/files/000117998.pdf.
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show that the IDC is not only an alternative to the BRI but also to prove that the IDC is an 
unquestionably superior alternative to the BRI. The information strategy could approach 
this in two ways. The first would be to build and strengthen support for the IDC, and the 
second would be to expose any instances where China’s behavior and intentions appear 
revisionist or malign, discrediting the BRI.

For strengthening support for the IDC, the IDC strategic communication cell should 
have the lead. For exposing the shortcomings of the BRI, the media has already done an 
outstanding job, but there is still much more progress that can be made. Highlighting 
Chinese revisionism and discrediting the BRI could be either a prime function of the 
strategic communication cell, or it could be recommended for inclusion into other existing 
strategic communications agencies. The U.S. Department of State’s Global Engagement 
Center (GEC) would be a logical agency to take on this task. The GEC already specializes in 
countering undesirable initiatives, harmful propaganda, and misinformation.174 Adding the 
BRI as a specifically targeted initiative to the GEC’s portfolio could be relatively seamless. 
Similarly, other strategic communication agencies resident within IDC member country 
governments could help share the burden and provide alternate perspectives. Lastly, 
delegating to external agencies would reduce the required footprint and overhead of the 
strategic communication cell and allow it to devote all of its attention and resources to 
building and maintaining the image of the IDC.

The strategic communication cell and any other functional agencies would need to develop 
and incorporate an array of standardized themes that can provide the focus for research 
and for the actual creation of messages for eventual dissemination. Table 4 provides a 
list of possible themes and respective messages that the strategic communication cell 
could employ to expose revisionist actions and discredit the BRI. Table 5 provides a list of 
possible messages and themes to bolster support for the IDC. It is also important to note 
that the strategic communication cell should only use accurate and factual information 
from reputable sources and make it a point for its audiences to know that every piece of 
information disseminated by the IDC would be fully verified. This could go a long way 
toward building credibility, and nothing could be more detrimental than reporting false or 
inaccurate information, regardless of the topic.

174. “Global Engagement Center: About Us,” U.S. Department of State, Accessed, March 21, 2019, https://www.
state.gov/about-us-global-engagement-center/.
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Table 4: Themes and Messages to Expose China’s Intentions and Discredit the BRI

Theme Message

The BRI is not a “win-win”

The BRI may provide short-term benefits, but its long-term 
implications should be the decisive factor.

Highlight negative impacts on the environment caused by BRI projects.

Highlight negative impacts on the cultural and social environments in 
BRI states.

Highlight instances of poor project design and construction.

Disprove or downplay the “successes” and “firsts” that Beijing 
publicizes as part of the BRI.

Highlight complications associated with BRI projects.

Highlight BRI project failures.

Demonstrate Beijing’s misalignment of priorities (e.g., the money 
spent on the BRI could be better utilized to eradicate poverty within 
China and enhance Chinese social welfare programs).

Highlight the security risks associated with Chinese-built digital 
infrastructure.

Highlight the BRI’s lack of transparency.

Highlight instances of “debt-trap diplomacy” and other threats to 
sovereignty.

Highlight corruption associated with the BRI.

Highlight instances of “promise fatigue” when Beijing fails to deliver 
what it says it will.

Expose every instance where Beijing’s rhetoric and actions contradict 
the “win-win” mantra of the BRI.

Encourage other institutions to continue to track the progress of 
BRI projects (e.g., Reconnecting Asia at CSIS) and highlight major 
information gaps.

Provide the “full story” to counter incomplete and one-sided stories 
associated with BRI propaganda.

Continuously track programmatic changes to BRI as it adapts/evolves 
over time, and highlight any new contentious aspects associated 
with those changes.

Highlight the fact that BRI money is the same as CCP money.
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Theme Message

Negative effects of Chinese 
influence

Correlate Chinese influence with rises in authoritarian practices in BRI 
countries (e.g., censorship, excessive surveillance, social credit scores).

Highlight corruption of government officials.

Highlight the expansion of PLA and PLAN capabilities and operations, 
port visits, and overseas basing pursuits.

Highlight instances where BRI countries shift their political, 
economic, or military stance from a pro-U.S./allies position to a 
neutral or pro-China position.

Highlight and refute all Chinese misinformation and disinformation 
aimed at influencing government officials or public opinion.

Possible indicators of 
Chinese revisionism

Highlight differences in ideology between China and the current 
liberal international order. (Liberal values: freedom, democracy, 
and human rights. Chinese: less concerned with liberal values, “no 
strings” deals)

Highlight the success of the liberal order: It has provided peace in the 
Indo-Pacific region for 45 years and has been bringing prosperity for 
75 years. Why is China trying to disrupt that?

Use China’s rhetoric against them. Phrases such as “Chinese dream” 
and “the great rejuvenation” are all indicative of China’s hegemonic 
ambitions.

Highlight China’s authoritarian rule, surveillance practices, and human 
rights abuses and expose the danger of these practices spreading.

Highlight all Chinese-attributable uses of “gray zone” tactics against 
its own population and other populations.

Dispute China’s narrative that it is on the trajectory to become a 
superpower. Find the data that shows China is not on such a path.

Source: Wuthnow, “China’s Belt and Road: One Initiative, Three Strategies,” 217; Nadège Rolland, China’s Eurasian 
Century? Political and Strategic Implications of the Belt and Road Initiative (Seattle and Washington, DC: National Bureau 
of Asian Research, 2017),  130; Ely Ratner, “Blunting China’s Illiberal Order: The Vital Role of Congress in U.S. Strategic 
Competition with China,” Testimony Before the Senate Armed Services Committee (Washington, DC: January 2019), 
https://www.cnas.org/publications/congressional-testimony/blunting-chinas-illiberal-order-the-vital-role-of-congress-in-
u-s-strategic-competition-with-china; Gordon Watts, “‘Big Bang’ with Chinese characters? Beijing opens up sectors,” Asia 
Times, April 11, 2018, http://www.atimes.com/article/big-bang-chinese-characters-beijing-opens-sectors/; U.S. Air Force 
Office of Commercial Economic Analysis, “Study II – One Belt, One Road,” 19.
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Table 5: Themes and Messages to Build and Strengthen Support for the IDC

Theme Message

Commitment to peace and 
prosperity

Showcase the scope and scale of historical and current IDC member 
countries’ investments across the globe to demonstrate their 
commitment to peace and prosperity (pre-IDC or external projects).

Highlight the “successes” and “firsts” of historical and current 
infrastructure investment by the IDC member countries (pre-IDC or 
external projects).

Reiterate that the current liberal order has resulted in extended 
periods of peace and prosperity.

Continuously explain how the IDC’s actions are tied to and contribute 
to a free and open Indo-Pacific.

Reinforce the belief that the IDC’s interests are aligned with the 
interests of the IDC recipient countries.

Highlight the IDC’s commitment to transparency.

The IDC is a better 
alternative

Highlight the “successes” and “firsts” accomplished by the IDC.

Highly publicize all new projects undertaken by the IDC.

Highly publicize how each IDC project aligns with the IDC brand: 
transparent, viable, affordable, financeable, relevant, tailored, 
inclusive, safe, resilient, friendly, acceptable, and beneficial. 

Publicize the costs, terms, and conditions of each project to reinforce 
transparency and to demonstrate viability and the benefits of a solid 
investment.

Track the progress and publish all information related to every IDC 
project.

Publicize all instances of a “win-win” situation to show what a true 
“win-win” looks like and to specifically refute the BRI’s contradictory 
“win-win” mantra.

Work with IDC recipient countries to establish their own project 
narratives to sustain public interest and bolster the image of local 
politicians.

Highlight that the IDC will never use coercive measures to pressure 
other countries for economic or political support.

Highlight that the IDC will never use coercive measures to violate 
another country’s sovereignty.

Highlight that the IDC will never use coercive measures to exploit 
another country’s resources.

Highlight the long-term benefits of IDC investment.

Highlight that projects with private investment must be more 
legitimate and profitable to ensure a positive return on investment.

Possible indicators of 
Chinese revisionism

As the IDC becomes operational, China, Russia, and others will likely 
launch their own anti-IDC communications campaign. The IDC needs 
to be ready and able to counter such a campaign.

Source: author’s own creation. 



58  |  Competing to Win: A Coalition Approach to Countering the BRI

Additionally, the strategic communication cell should help recipient states build their own 
narrative surrounding each project undertaken by the IDC. Such a narrative would need to 
be continuous and focused on project progression, the long-term benefits, and short-term 
benefits, such as local jobs created and the economic stimulus the project has brought to 
the local economy. Every opportunity should be taken to highlight the positive aspects of 
each project to the local population; without such messaging, it is easy for the population 
to lose interest. This messaging not only plays into the transparency imperative, it also 
bolsters the image of the IDC. More importantly to some, this will be especially helpful 
for politicians in recipient states seeking reelection. To many of these politicians, their 
popularity and prospects for future office may depend on the tangible benefits that can 
be reaped by the local community. Once the project is complete, the messaging should 
continue but transition to a narrative of data, such as profits, savings, tons of freight 
moved, number of passengers transported, and other quantitative information that proves 
the project’s success.  

In a similar vein, the strategic communication cell should continue to monitor and 
publish the progress and economic performance of each of its projects, with an eye toward 
investor outreach. Currently, for global infrastructure developers and investors, there 
is a significant information gap across two classes of information. The first is the lack 
of project data and periodic progress updates that investors need “to properly evaluate 
projects and monitor them once they are under way.”175 The second is the lack of useable 
and relevant data on the long-term performance of projects. Providing more complete 
information across the project life-cycle “ensures that investors can assess the key features 
of infrastructure projects, in particular their expected risk-return profile” through the 
various phases of the project.176 Providing detailed, transparent, timely, standardized, 
and easily accessible data surrounding each project would enable investors to make more 
informed decisions concerning future investments and to make adjustments to existing 
investments. It would obviously take some time to compile and publish performance data, 
as many projects take years to develop, but in the interim, the IDC should look at the data 
models that have been established by other institutions, adopt a standard, and then begin 
reporting the performance on existing and completed projects from respective member 
country programs. Doing so would help the IDC establish and streamline its own internal 
processes while compiling the data to establish an initial baseline database to compare 
performance of future projects.

The strategic communication cell should also employ the coalition itself as both sources of 
information and disseminators of information. As sources of information, the IDC would 
need to rely heavily on a cross-section of the IDC member countries’ agencies, as well as 
IDC recipient countries. Likewise, the strategic communication cell should also leverage 
the same to push its message out. The idea would be to avoid the perception that the 
information coming from the IDC is part of a solely single-sided U.S. campaign. Diversifying 
where the information comes from and who disseminates it should lend more credibility to 
that information and preserve the idea that the IDC is in fact a coalition.  

175. Corfee-Morlot et al., “A Roadmap for Financing Sustainable Infrastructure.”
176. “Roadmap to Infrastructure as an Asset Class,” OECD, Accessed March 22, 2019, http://www.oecd.org/g20/
roadmap_to_infrastructure_as_an_asset_class_argentina_presidency_1_0.pdf.

http://www.oecd.org/g20/roadmap_to_infrastructure_as_an_asset_class_argentina_presidency_1_0.pdf
http://www.oecd.org/g20/roadmap_to_infrastructure_as_an_asset_class_argentina_presidency_1_0.pdf
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The last critical element would be for the strategic communication cell to identify the 
appropriate audiences for messaging and the most efficient and effective means to reach 
them. The primary audiences would be the governments and populations within the 
regions and countries outlined in the IDC engagement strategy. This said, not all messages 
should be directed to governments, nor should all messages be directed to populations. 
Specific messages need to be targeted at specific audiences. Moreover, cultural nuances, 
beliefs, norms, values, and other intangible factors must also be taken into consideration 
during message creation for it to stand any chance of being absorbed by the audience.

Secondary audiences should not be overlooked either. In particular, China’s own 
population and the 60 million-strong Chinese diaspora would need to be targets of 
engagement.177 The aim here would be to present an alternative point of view to sow doubt 
and lower confidence in China’s initiatives through many of the people that have a direct 
role in providing BRI services, both at home and abroad. Despite having an engagement 
strategy at the ready, this would still present a challenge for the IDC because every 
government and its population will be unique.

The proliferation of technology has introduced a significant level of complexity for 
strategic communications in that there are now an expanded number of ways to 
communicate, but there is no singular way to reach a target audience. There are hundreds 
of different devices and an even greater number of applications and software programs. 
Matching the right device with the right software and then finding the target audience 
will be a significant challenge. Censorship may also complicate matters in some countries.  

However, the challenges outlined above are not insurmountable. In fact, this is another 
perfect opportunity to use the collective knowledge and expertise of the individual IDC 
member countries. As such, the strategic communication cell should be comprised of 
information technology and communication experts from every member country to 
harness a cultural dynamism. Likewise, the cell should also reach back to their embassy 
country team-equivalents on the ground in target countries to determine and validate the 
best ways to reach specific audiences in each country.

The IDC strategic communication cell could accomplish its objective by developing an 
efficient, flexible, and comprehensive dissemination mechanism. For the IDC, adopting 
a framework similar to the previously mentioned GEC would provide a sound model to 
form the strategic communication cell because its structure is robust and basic enough to 
handle a full-spectrum strategic communications mission for the IDC.

In addition to modeling itself after the GEC, the strategic communication cell should also 
leverage the existing expertise within the GEC to develop a personnel training package to 
develop the requisite knowledge and relationships. After all, the GEC has been operating 
in the current communication environment for several years. It will be able to provide an 
abundance of data and information on current global trends and speak to what works and 
what does not.

177. An Baijie, “Overseas Chinese can help build Belt, Road,” China Daily, June 13, 2017, http://www.chinadaily.
com.cn/china/2017-06/13/content_29719481.htm.
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Using the GEC model, the IDC strategic communication cell should be organized into 
four core functional areas:  Science and Technology, Interagency Engagement, Partner 
Engagement, and Content Production (also see Figure 8):

 ▪ Science and Engagement function: Research target audiences, identify the most 
effective means to reach those audiences, and measure the effectiveness of the 
strategic communication cell’s operations.

 ▪ Interagency Engagement function: Perform all required coordination within the IDC 
and across the IDC member country’s governments and agencies, as well as MDBs, 
NDBs, and other partner institutions, to solicit messaging concepts and ensure all 
messaging is collaborative and nested within the communication strategy.

 ▪ Partner Engagement function: Coordinate with IDC recipient and prospective 
recipient countries, as well as NGOs, so that all speak with a common voice and to 
help ensure pathways are opened to reach their target audiences.

 ▪ Content Production function: Develop and disseminate all messaging using the 
most effective media platforms for given audiences. This necessarily requires 
extensive knowledge, equipment, and relationships with local, regional, and national 
communications outlets.

Strategic communications will invariably play a decisive role in the success of the IDC. 
Developing an appealing brand name and implementing a clear and concise strategy to 
discredit the BRI and buttress the IDC would be key tasks of the IDC. It is also important 
to understand that the IDC would not be alone in this endeavor. It would need to look to 
the United States and other allies for the building blocks necessary to establish itself and 
begin sending its message to the world.
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10 | Timing Is Everything

Another benefit of pursuing a multilateral approach to infrastructure development is to 
take advantage of the perfect timing offered by many aspects of the current domestic and 
international environments. First and foremost, there is no other political issue within the 
United States that has garnered as widespread bipartisan support as addressing China’s 
rise.178 This bipartisan support would present a tremendous opportunity to pass the 
appropriate legislation to ensure funding and authorities are aligned and maximized to 
ensure the success of the IDC initiative.

Second, the timing is ideal to implement such an initiative because many of the world’s 
leading powers and institutions have also shifted their foreign policy and aid focus toward 
infrastructure development and competing with the BRI. There are a multitude of new and 
existing major infrastructure development programs that have been launched providing 
policy guidance and reform, technical counsel, capacity building, and financing. What 
makes this such an opportune moment is the vast amount of infrastructure development 
expertise being created and the trillions of dollars in investment capital available to 
world.179 Moreover, if these programs are not harnessed properly, their overlap and 
duplication will surely squander a significant portion of finite resources.

Additionally, due to reports of debt-trap diplomacy, challenges to sovereignty, and less 
than stellar performance of some BRI projects, the world is coming to the realization that 
the BRI ultimately favors China in almost every economic regard. In other words, the BRI 
is not the “win-win” proposition that Beijing portends. This has caused Sri Lanka, the 
Maldives, Malaysia, Nepal, and Myanmar to push back against many of the deals they have 
made under the BRI.180 The negative publicity surrounding China’s questionable practices 
and the international reaction have led some experts to conclude that the BRI has 
“become a fiasco” and that it is now only a matter of time before it collapses under its own 
weight, but this is hardly the case.181 The BRI is too important to China to fail. One course 

178. James Griffiths, “Trump’s trade war shows how China has lost all its friends in Washington,” CNN, May 17, 
2019, https://www.cnn.com/2019/05/17/politics/trump-china-trade-war-intl/index.html.
179. Wilson, “Calibrating a U.S. Infrastructure Strategy for the Indo-Pacific.”
180. Iain Marlow and Dandan Li, “How Asia Fell Out of Love With China’s Belt and Road Initiative,” Bloomberg, 
December 10, 2018, https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2018-12-10/how-asia-fell-out-of-love-with-chi-
na-s-belt-and-road-initiative; Nadege Rolland, “Reports of Belt and Road’s Death Are Greatly Exaggerated: Don’t 
Underestimate China’s Resilience,” Foreign Affairs, January 29, 2019, https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/chi-
na/2019-01-29/reports-belt-and-roads-death-are-greatly-exaggerated. 
181. Rolland, “Reports of Belt and Road’s Death Are Greatly Exaggerated: Don’t Underestimate China’s Resilience.”

https://www.cnn.com/2019/05/17/politics/trump-china-trade-war-intl/index.html
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2018-12-10/how-asia-fell-out-of-love-with-china-s-belt-and-road-initiative
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2018-12-10/how-asia-fell-out-of-love-with-china-s-belt-and-road-initiative
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/china/2019-01-29/reports-belt-and-roads-death-are-greatly-exaggerated
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of action that China may pursue is to temporarily pull back on the progress of BRI to allow 
the bad press to blow over and then rebrand the BRI to restore its allure. It is during this 
potential down time that implementing a multilateral approach can be an opportunity 
to reverse roles. Instead of China being the only competitor, the IDC could take full 
advantage of not having an opponent while China is temporarily sidelined.

The timing is also ripe in terms of showing American resolve, especially in the Indo-Pacific 
region. For too long, the United States has been “influenced by the expansion of China in 
the region rather than the development of the region itself.”182 This is a prime opportunity to 
reverse that. The withdrawal from the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP), vacant ambassador 
seats in key countries, burden-sharing criticisms against allies, unevenly apportioned U.S. 
foreign aid (e.g., foreign military financing), and an overall reliance on rhetoric over action 
have had a negative impact on how the United States is perceived in the region. In fact, 
a recent poll of all 10 ASEAN countries showed an overwhelming majority believe that 
U.S. global power and influence has declined and that U.S. engagement within the region 
has decreased over the past two years. More troubling is that 73 percent of the survey 
respondents believe China holds the most economic influence, while only 8 percent believe 
the United States does.183 There is no better time for the United States to reverse these 
trends, and there would be no better way to show its resolve than through the IDC. 

The timing is also opportune as OPIC and DCA transform into the DFC to implement the 
BUILD Act. The reorganization plan was submitted to Congress in March 2019, and the 
expected stand-up date is October 1, 2019.184 Since the staff and resources of OPIC, DCA, and 
myriad other related U.S. government agencies are already going to experience a significant 
mix-up in terms of leadership, relationships, business rules, and structure, it would be easier to 
incorporate the IDC during its infancy. Trying to institute such a significant change in a more 
mature organization would likely be met with resistance as parochial interests emerge.

Lastly, another impeccable timing benefit associated with the transition of OPIC to the U.S. 
International Development Finance Corporation (DFC), and the potential establishment 
of the IDC in the near-term, would be the DFC’s ability to use the IDC to reprioritize and 
build proficiency in infrastructure development in the Indo-Pacific region—an area OPIC 
has largely ignored relative to Africa and Latin America. In both 2016 and 2017, OPIC only 
invested in four Asia-Pacific countries each year, and in 2018, only five Asian states saw 
OPIC investment. Moreover, over these three years, total OPIC investment in the Indo-
Pacific region was a modest $2.1 billion, compared with $3.5 billion in Africa and $2.8 billion 
in Latin America.185 This leaves considerable room for the DFC to expand its clientele, and 
the IDC would offer a good method to do so.

182. Jean-Loup Samaan, “Confronting the Flaws in America’s Indo-Pacific Strategy,” War on the Rocks, February 
11, 2019, https://warontherocks.com/2019/02/confronting-the-flaws-in-americas-indo-pacific-strategy/.
183. Mun et al., The State of Southeast Asia: 2019 Survey Report.
184. White House, “Reorganization Plan for the United States International Development Finance Corporation,” 
Memorandum to the Senate Appropriations Committee, https://www.opic.gov/sites/default/files/files/shelby-let-
ter-reorg-plan-compressed.pdf.
185. Overseas Private Investment Corporation, 2016 Annual Report (Washington, DC: 2017), https://www.opic.
gov/sites/default/files/files/OPIC_Annual_Report_2016_web.pdf; Overseas Private Investment Corporation, 
2017 Annual Report (Washington, DC: 2018), https://www.opic.gov/sites/default/files/files/OPIC-Annual_Re-
port-2017_1.pdf; Overseas Private Investment Corporation, 2018 Annual Report (Washington, DC: 2019), https://
www.opic.gov/sites/default/files/files/OPIC-AnnualReport2018.pdf.
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Conclusion 

The current liberal international order is challenged by a rising China. One of the tools 
that Beijing is using to advance its ambitions is the BRI. It has become an effective 
instrument through which China is building a web of access and influence, and every 
project undertaken by China becomes another possible opportunity for it to gain 
strategic leverage over a recipient country to then potentially use for its own ends. If 
left unchecked, the geopolitical advantages that the BRI provides could dramatically 
change the global landscape, where the security and prosperity provided by the United 
States, its allies, and partners are supplanted by China’s self-interested pursuits. Chinese 
prioritization and massive investment in the BRI are indicative of a CCP that is willing to 
go to great lengths to expand its power globally.   

The most effective means to counter the BRI is not only to compete with BRI but to 
outcompete the BRI. Directly competing against the BRI will provide the world with a 
better alternative program, help bolster relationships to hedge against Chinese influence, 
and may force China to reform the BRI into a true “win-win” initiative. The end-state is 
to limit China’s ability to gain access, influence, and develop dependencies that it could 
then extort. Many of the world’s leading powers have acknowledged the challenge that 
the BRI poses and have implemented their own individual responses, but these individual 
programs are not enough to compete. The few bilateral and trilateral agreements that 
have recently been put in place are also insufficient. Only a truly committed multilateral 
response will suffice.  

The IDC, to be potentially founded by the United States, Japan, India, Australia, New 
Zealand, Germany, and France, would pool the expertise, resources, and global reach of each 
member countries’ sovereign infrastructure development program to compete at the same 
level as the BRI. Collectively, the IDC could bring $300 billion in public capital, and with 
the proper outreach and innovative approaches, it could have the potential to harness an 
exponentially greater amount of capital from the private sector. However, unlike the BRI, 
the IDC would provide specific emphasis on project viability and providing a high-quality 
outcome. Integral to this effort as well is a clearly defined and agreed-upon regional and 
country engagement strategy to specifically target Beijing’s strategic gains. Likewise, the IDC 
could implement a robust strategic communications plan designed to discredit the BRI and 
invigorate the IDC under its own brand.  Only a systematic and comprehensive multilateral 
approach to infrastructure development can stand a chance against the BRI.  
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