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Shaping Economic Competition to Service Strategic Interests
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As has been noted earlier, economic competition offers China its best path to achieving its strategic interests and gains. 
China fully understands this and is rapidly evolving from a nation whose success depended on exports that depended on 
the efficient use of low-cost labor to becoming a sophisticated exporter of advanced manufactured goods with trading 
links to a wide range of commodity exporters and importers in advanced industrialized states.

China’s “belt and road” system has become a symbol of such economic activity and global integration, along with its 
steadily rising global trade position. Almost inevitably, this expansion has expanded China’s influence in the rest of Asia, as 
well as in Europe, the Middle East, Africa, and Latin America. It has also led China to expand the role of its naval forces, 
arms exports, and security ties – as was the case with colonial powers, the U.S. and Russia before it.

Here, China has an inherent geographic advantage over the U.S. in dealing with Southeast Asia, Central Asia, and South 
Asia, and in creating new land routes between Asia and Europe. China’s “belt and road” efforts indicate that it will 
establish major new ports, create stronger maritime routes, and use roads, rails, and pipelines to strengthen its economic 
and strategic position.

These efforts will give China potential advantages in power projection and military influence as well. It is important to 
note, however, that China so far seem more interested in expanding its economic interests and leverage than in 
establishing direct military ties and strategic partnerships. It has expanded its role in UN peacekeeping, but it has not 
shown that it intends to follow the U.S. and Russian example in creating major military deployments outside China’s 
immediate sphere of influence.
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3Source: OFFICE OF THE SECRETARY OF DEFENSE, Annual Report to Congress: Military and Security Developments Involving the People’s Republic of China, China Military Power, 2019, May 2019, pp. 12-13.
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4Source: OFFICE OF THE SECRETARY OF DEFENSE, Annual Report to Congress: Military and Security Developments Involving the People’s Republic of China, China Military Power, 2019, May 2019, pp. 12-13.



Roads, Belts, and Strait Jackets: 

China’s Growing Global Engagements
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Roads, Belts, and Being an Asian Land Power 
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While the U.S. strategic focus on China has generally been on Eastern China and its role in the Pacific,
China’s geography gives it maritime trading routes to the Middle East and Europe, and gives it a continent-
sized land bridge to Central Asia and Europe. China has actively exploited these routes in the past, and its
economic revival and the collapse of the Former Soviet Union has led to the rebirth of these trading routes
and a major expansion of China’s influence in Asia and in Russia.

The Shanghai Cooperation Organization is one symbol of this rebirth, although it remains a relatively
limited force in uniting Asia and expanding China’s influence. China’s revival of its trading routes across Asia
to Europe, and by sea through the Indian Ocean, however, has become an increasingly important part of
China’s strategic position.

The maps in this section that show the patterns in China’s belt and road initiatives illustrate this fact, and
the large number of roads, ports, and infrastructure projects shown in these maps are matched by
increasing Chinese investment, arms sales, and military influence. China’s plans are extremely ambitious,
however, and the extent to which China can actually develop such economic ties and influence is far from
clear.

Some countries have already found that China’s willingness to invest, and offer aid and loans, serves China’s
interests at their expense. Some Chinese projects have also proved to be poorly planned and provide far
fewer benefits to China than were initially promised. Accordingly, much will depend on how well China can
improve its efforts to win the support of other states, and its plans and project execution. Grand strategic
ambitions come easily; grand strategic successes are a very different story.



China’s 70th Anniversary White Paper on Belt and Road 

China and the World in the New Era, The State Council Information Office of the People’s Republic of China, September 2019, pp. 24-26

We will build a high-quality Belt and Road together with our partners. The Belt and Road Initiative is based on the principles of extensive consultation, joint 
contribution and shared benefits, and is guided by the Silk Road spirit characterized by peace, cooperation, openness, inclusiveness, mutual learning and mutual 
benefit. With a focus on policy coordination, connectivity of infrastructure, unimpeded trade, financial integration and closer people-to-people ties, it has 
transformed from ideas into action, from vision into reality, from a conceptual initiative into a globally popular public product (see Box 10). In November 2016, the 
United Nations adopted a resolution welcoming economic cooperation initiatives such as the Belt and Road Initiative. In March 2017, the United Nations Security 
Council called on all countries in its resolution to promote the initiative and the building of a global community of shared future. The Belt and Road Initiative 
originated in China, but the opportunities and achievements belong to the whole world. According to a World Bank research report, the initiative will help 7.6 million 
people out of extreme poverty and 32 million out of moderate poverty. It will increase trade in participating countries by 2.8 to 9.7 percent, global trade by 1.7 to 6.2 
percent and global income by 0.7 to 2.9 percent. The initiative is a veritable road to resource sharing, shared prosperity and common development. (World Bank, 
“Belt and Road Economics: Opportunities and Risks of Transport Corridors”, June 2019.)
…The first is in policy coordination. Since the initiative was put forward, it has received positive responses from more than 160 countries, regions, and international 
organizations. By the end of August 2019, the Chinese government had signed 195 Belt and Road cooperation documents with 136 countries and 30 international 
organizations. 
The second is in infrastructure connectivity. Great progress has been made in the construction of key interregional and intercontinental railway networks such as the 
China-Laos Railway, China-Thailand Railway, Hungary-Serbia Railway and Jakarta-Bandung High-Speed Railway. By the end of June 2019, a total of 16,760 China-
Europe freight trains had carried almost 1.5 million TEUs of goods, reaching 16 countries and 53 cities abroad. 
The third is in unimpeded trade. China has set up 18 pilot free trade zones. Since the First Belt and Road Forum for International Cooperation in 2017, China and 
other countries along the routes have signed more than 100 customs inspection and quarantine cooperation documents and established more than 40 customs 
inspection and quarantine cooperation mechanisms. From 2013 to 2018, the imports and exports of goods between China and other Belt and Road countries totaled 
nearly US$6.5 trillion. 
The fourth is in financial integration. The open, pluralistic and market-oriented investment and financing system has continuously improved. By the end of the first 
quarter of 2019, the People’s Bank of China, the International Finance Corporation of the World Bank Group, the European Bank for Reconstruction and Development, 
and the African Development Bank had jointly financed nearly 200 projects covering more than 70 countries and regions. By the end of 2018, Chinese enterprises had 
invested more than US$90 billion in Belt and Road countries, and the turnover of contracted projects had exceeded US$400 billion. 
The fifth is in closer people-to-people ties. As of July 2019, of the 136 countries that had signed Belt and Road Initiative cooperation documents with China, China had 
concluded mutual visa exemption agreements with 113 countries covering different types of passports, and visa facilitation agreements or arrangements with 25 
countries. Since the Belt and Road Initiative was launched in 2013, China has concluded mutual visa exemption agreements with 71 participating countries and visa 
facilitation agreements or arrangements with 11. Since the First Belt and Road Forum for International Cooperation, China has provided RMB2 billion in emergency 
food assistance to developing countries along the routes, and has launched 100 “happy home” projects, 100 poverty alleviation projects, and 100  healthcare and 
rehabilitation projects. In 2017, 38,700 people from countries along the routes studied in China on scholarships from the Chinese government. In 2018, China hosted 
500 young scientists from other Belt and Road countries to conduct research exchanges. 
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China’s Expanding Strategic Interests:
One Belt, One Road (OBOR) in 2017

Source: Brian Wang, MERICS China Monitor, January 20, 2017, https://www.nextbigfuture.com/2017/01/philippines-will-attend-chinas-one-belt.html
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China’s Different Belt and Road Initiatives

2018 Report to Congress of the U.S. and China Security Review Commission 115th Congress, 2nd Session, November 2018, p. 262

The Asian 
Development Bank 
estimates that 
Asian states will 
need $26 trillion in 
infrastructure 
investment from 
2016-2030.

In the five years of 
the BRI, it has 
extended to more 
than 80
participating 

countries making 
up 30% of the 
global GDP.
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China’s BRI (Belt and Road Initiative)

Source: https://www.google.com/search?q=map+of+china+belt+and+road&client=firefox-b-1-

d&tbm=isch&source=iu&ictx=1&fir=66sfHK71h_jcuM%253A%252CmjDrrWaG4Z73hM%252C_&vet=1&usg=AI4_-kQGt_KqtZ7CCHJGE_ri4TY-

FgRaXw&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwj45dzTsOTiAhULyFkKHT2WD5sQ9QEwC3oECAIQGg#imgrc=7HfbLY9R651SlM:&vet=1.
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https://www.google.com/imgres?imgurl=https://i.pinimg.com/originals/4b/68/46/4b6846f57efbd162aa8be0382e350927.png&imgrefurl=https://www.pinterest.com/pin/573786808756606981/&docid=WiaHK0oNudQv1M&tbnid=7HfbLY9R651SlM:&vet=10ahUKEwjy6-fYsOTiAhWEdN8KHbaZDYkQMwhmKBMwEw..i&w=600&h=344&client=firefox-b-1-d&bih=988&biw=1211&q=map%20of%20china%20belt%20and%20road&ved=0ahUKEwjy6-fYsOTiAhWEdN8KHbaZDYkQMwhmKBMwEw&iact=mrc&uact=8


China’s BRI (Belt and Road Initiative) –
112 Countries Worth of Global Projects as of 2018

“China Rules, How China Became a Superstar, New York Times, November 21, 2018, 

https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2018/11/18/world/asia/world-built-by-china.html.
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China’s BRI (Belt and Road Initiative) –
Major Ports Projects as of 2018

“China Rules, How China Became a Superstar, New York Times, November 21, 2018, 

https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2018/11/18/world/asia/world-built-by-china.html.
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China’s BRI (Belt and Road Initiative) –
Road Projects in Central Asia, South Asia, and Iran 

“China Rules, How China Became a Superstar, New York Times, November 21, 2018, 

https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2018/11/18/world/asia/world-built-by-china.html.
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China’s Growing Share of the Global 

Economy and Trade
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China’s Rising Global Role in Trade
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China’s success in becoming the world’s leading trading state is far clearer. The exact figures involved may
be uncertain, but the broad trends displayed in this section are not. Moreover, China’s expanding role in
global trade is having a major impact on the West, and other parts of the world, as well as Asia.

The graphics in this section show how quickly Asia as a whole has expanded its role in global exports. They
also show show how China’s growing exports and investments export on the entire world, and the range of
different trade routes involved.

They show that China’s volume of trade has risen to the point where it is now larger than that of the United
States and Japan, and the U.S. has become increasingly dependent on Chinese imports at the expense of a
major trade deficit and exporting services that often help China develop its technology and manufacturing
base.

As other charts in this study show, China’s increasing volume of global trade has has been driven by
merchandise trade, increases in manufacturing capacity, and increasing levels of high technology exports –
activities which benefit both China’s civil and military industrial base.

They have, however, increased China’s dependence on energy imports, on maritime traffic, and its own
merchant marine. Trade has greatly explained China’s global influence, but it has also increased China’s
global dependence on commodity and energy imports, the stable and secure flow of global trade, and the
overall health of the global economy.



Regional Shares of World Exports: 1948-2015
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Source: https://www.google.com/search?q=Map+of+China%27s+trade&client=firefox-b-1&tbm=isch&tbs=rimg:CT3yazFJlNebIjh9xjxu5BRSEAHh7C08FjXLTbKfehX0zxUcqsJjtx-
kWGtxPaVfoIg-
7FW5HMe1N73CuG5eSM6m6ioSCX3GPG7kFFIQEfQK6GOS6bDxKhIJAeHsLTwWNcsRZpQw1SAjcXoqEglNsp96FfTPFRGe3Lp1h9UgeioSCRyqwmO3H6RYEboRDrAr7AzzKhIJa3E9pV-
giD4RymVnNl2Wrb0qEgnsVbkcx7U3vRFLrJgRcRMtYCoSCcK4bl5IzqbqESEYozKSJeh_1&tbo=u&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwjF2Pyo34XbAhXvV98KHdpsD88Q9C96BAgBEBs&biw=1057&bih=
721&dpr=1.2#imgrc=fcY8buQUUhD2rM: /.
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China vs. U.S. Trade Flows

https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&source=images&cd=&ved=2ahUKEwiD2IH134XbAhWjiOAKHQFHARQQjRx6BAgBEAU&url=https://twitter.com/simongerman600/status/780180256837820416?lang=en-gb&psig=AOvVaw0c4HyHFl3hywfHuiKSeXK-&ust=1526405982423943


Source: World Bank, China Economic Update, May 2015, p. 15.
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Share of Global Trade in Goods by Country: 1991-2017
(Percent of World Imports)



Chinese 
vs. US 

Volume 
of World 

Trade: 
1996-
2018

Malcolm Scott, Cedric 
Sam: Here’s How Fast 
China’s Economy Is 
Catching Up to the U.S. 
Bloomberg May 12, 2016 
| Updated: May 21, 2019, 
Sources:, IMF (via 
Bloomberg). Additional 
work by: Christopher 
Cannon, Michael Keller 
and Ailing Tan
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https://twitter.com/malcolmscott8
https://twitter.com/cedricsam


US Trade Balance with China : 1980-2018

Source: BBC, https://www.bbc.com/news/business-48196495, accessed 11.6.19. 20

https://www.bbc.com/news/business-48196495


China’s Energy Import Transit Routes

Source: Office of the Secretary of Defense, ANNUAL REPORT TO CONGRESS Military and Security Developments Involving the People’s Republic of China 2017, May 15, 2018, 
https://www.defense.gov/Portals/1/Documents/pubs/2017_China_Military_Power_Report.PDF, p. 44

In 2016, approximately 80 percent of China’s oil imports and 11 percent 
of natural gas imports transited the South China Sea and Strait of 
Malacca. Despite China’s efforts, the sheer volume of oil and liquefied 
natural gas that is imported to China from the Middle East and Africa 
will continue to make strategic SLOCs important to China.
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https://www.defense.gov/Portals/1/Documents/pubs/2017_China_Military_Power_Report.PDF


China’s Indian Ocean Trade Routes

(name redacted) , China-India Great Power Competition in the Indian Ocean Region: Issues for Congress, CRS R45194, April 20, 2018, p. 19.
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Positive US-China Services Trade: 2007-2017

2018 Report to Congress of the U.S. and China Security Review Commission 115th Congress, 2nd Session, November 2018, p. 34 23



US Trade Deficit with China: 2007-2017

Source: 2018 Report to Congress of the U.S. and China Security Review Commission 115th Congress, 2nd Session, November 2018, p. 32 24



U.S. Merchandise Trade Dependence on China: 2000-2017
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Wayne M. Morrison, China-U.S. Trade Issues, Congressional Research Service, RL33536 Updated July 30, 2018, https://crsreports.congress.gov, pp. 9-10.



Source: Wayne Morrison, China-U.S. Trade Issues, CRS, April 16, 2018, RL 33536, p. 13.
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U.S. Shift from Japan to China as % of Total U.S. 
Manufactured Imports: 1990-2017 

(In $US Billions)
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