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Introduction
The Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), formerly known as the ‘One Belt, One Road’ initiative,
was announced by the Chinese President Xi Jinping in 2013. China has thus far framed the BRI
as a politically neutral and development-focused endeavor that does not seek to interfere in the
domestic affairs of recipient countries. Regarding the BRI, Xi has stressed that “all countries
should respect each other's sovereignty, dignity and territorial integrity, each other's
development paths and social systems, and each other's core interests and major concerns”
(quoted in OECD, 2018). This focus on political non-interference positions the BRI in
opposition to development aid provided by organizations such as the World Bank, the IMF, as
well as Western governments, making BRI investment particularly interesting for countries
with questionable human rights records.
The reception of the BRI has been ambiguous. By early 2021, 139 countries have
become formally associated with the BRI, accounting for 40% of the global GDP, with the
number of de-facto participants likely to be even higher (Sacks, 2021). Chinese foreign direct
investment (FDI) through the BRI has been particularly pronounced in developing economies
in South- and Southeast Asia as well as throughout Africa. The BRI’s investment focus on
developing economies has evoked skepticism concerning China’s true intentions. In a piece for
the Australian Lowy Institute, Anthony Kleven (2019) contended that China’s investment
focus on resource-rich but cash-strapped economies in Africa “exhibits a pattern of
exploitation and one-sidedness akin to the former colonialism of Western powers“. In South
Asia and India in particular, China is accused of seeking to transform its infrastructure
investments into military bases to encircle India (Hassan, 2019). The BRI, it is implied, carries
a distinct security dimension that seeks to expand China’s global influence.
While understandings of the BRI’s security dimensions diverge, a frequently ignored
analytical component is how economic expansion through the BRI exposes Chinese
investments and workers to political volatility elsewhere. The vast majority of BRI-associated
projects are controlled by Chinese State-owned enterprises (SOEs) that almost exclusively
employ Chinese workers. This has resulted in a dramatic increase in the presence of Chinese
workers abroad, with almost 200,000 Chinese workers working in Africa alone (China Africa
Research Initiative. n.d.). The concentration of BRI projects in developing economies
frequently exposes Chinese workers to high levels of personal risk. In Pakistan, for instance,
Chinese workers have emerged as targets for militant groups opposing the construction of the
China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC). In Myanmar, pro-democracy protesters attacked
Chinese nationals and businesses following the 2021 coup d’état after the Burmese military,
also known as Tatmadaw, used China-supplied drones against protesters (Funaoile, Bermudez
Jr., & Kurata, 2021). Another complicating factor in many BRI recipient States is the growing
presence of Chinese private security contractors (PSCs) (Legerda & Nouwens, 2018). The
often poorly defined mandates of PSCs have led to clashes between Chinese PSCs and local
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populations, undermining the public support for Chinese investments (Nantulya, 2020).
China’s growing global economic presence through the BRI has thus been accompanied by
new security challenges that require Beijing to develop risk management strategies.
This paper discusses the Chinese framework(s) for security risk management in
Beijing’s BRI projects in South Asia. Following a brief discussion of the most influential BRI
projects in the region, the paper examines how China’s growing presence in South Asia is
accompanied by a growing exposure to political insecurity elsewhere, most notably in
Myanmar and Pakistan. Finding that China has responded to these security challenges with a
pragmatic approach, the paper concludes that an expanding security presence of China in South
Asia may be an inevitable byproduct of the BRI even if China would want the world to believe
that it is not an original objective of it.
The BRI in South Asia: projects and concerns
South Asia has developed into one of the BRI’s most pivotal investment spaces. The
announcement of the BRI in 2013 has had a highly stimulating impact on Chinese FDI in South
Asia, specifically in the energy and transport sector (see Table 1 below).

Table 1. Chinese investment in selected South Asian countries in US$ billion, 2005-2020.
Country

2005-2013 2013-2020 Largest investment sectors (in US$ billion)

Bangladesh

3.77

26.14

Energy (11.23), transport (8.13)

Bhutan

n.a.

n.a.

n.a.

India

16.17

21.09

Energy (5.95), metals (1.55)

Maldives

n.a.

1.23

Transport (0.8), real estate (0.43)

Myanmar

4.48

5.7

Energy (3), transport (1.39)

Pakistan

10.94

49.68

Energy (36.7), transport (10.63)

Sri Lanka

7.33

9.93

Transport (4.07), real estate (2.3)

Total

42.69

113.77

Energy (56.88), transport (25.02), real estate
(2.73), metals (1.55)

Source: China Global Investment Tracker (n.d.)

The investment concentration in these two sectors in particular illustrates South Asia’s
continued struggle with underdeveloped and underfunded public infrastructure systems that
reduce regional trade connectivity (De, 2014). Energy shortages also undermine growth
opportunities, with distortions in the power sector costing Bangladesh, India, and Pakistan
between 4% and 7% of their respective annual GDPs (Aziz & Ahmad, 2015; Zhang, 2019).
The investment of Chinese SOEs in the South Asian real estate market capitalizes on the
dramatic surge in urban land prices, a result of South Asia’s demographic trajectory and
restrictive urban housing and zoning policies (Banerjee & Duflo, 2019). The expanding
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regional demand for adequate public infrastructure consequently allows Chinese SOEs to
directly respond to market demands that exist irrespective of the presence (or absence) of
Chinese investment. As such, Chinese economic expansion through the BRI responds to
investment shortcomings that continue to plague South Asia today.
Table 1 further indicates that Chinese investment behavior in South Asia is not
homogenous – rather, different countries have engaged with Chinese investments to differing
extents. FDI has specifically expanded in Bangladesh and Pakistan while only marginally
soaring in Myanmar and Sri Lanka. Despite the strained ties between Beijing and New Delhi,
India too has remained a major destination for Chinese FDI. China’s growing investment in
Bangladesh, Myanmar, and Pakistan embodies China’s comparatively close politico-economic
ties with these countries. Since 2000, these three actors have also been by far the largest export
markets for China’s growing arms industrial sector (see Table 2 below).

Table 2. Top five destinations of Chinese arms exports, 2000-2020.
Destination

Total value of arms exports in million
US$

Pakistan

8777

Bangladesh

2886

Myanmar

1699

Algeria

1024

Venezuela

629

Source: Stockholm International Peace Research Institute (2021)

BRI investment has thus been specifically concentrated in countries that China has had
comparatively close relations with prior to the BRI. This does not come as a surprise given that
countries with higher degrees of previous engagement are more likely to be receptive towards
a growing Chinese economic presence in the future, making use of the communication channels
that have been established previously. Within South Asia, then, some countries are slightly
more essential to Chinese FDI than others.
The BRI possesses both a continental and a maritime connectivity component and
South Asia is key for both. Three continental corridors running through South Asia are part of
the BRI’s ‘Belt’ and are designed to connect China’s comparatively isolated inland regions to
global markets via China-funded port projects that constitute part of the BRI’s ‘Maritime Silk
Road’. The biggest corridor linking the continental belt to the maritime road is CPEC,
connecting Xinjiang in western China to a deep-water port in the Pakistani city of Gwadar.
Gwadar lays adjacent to the Arabian Sea and in close proximity to the Strait of Hormuz, a
waterway that is key for the supply of Middle Eastern energy resources to global markets. A
full completion of the port in Gwadar, in combination with a completion of associated pipelines
and connectivity networks, would allow China to directly transport energy resources from the
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Middle East to western China, reducing the dependence on the maritime transport route. Valued
at a total of 70 billion US$, CPEC is the BRI’s flagship project in South Asia (Notezai, What
Happened to the China-Pakistan Economic Corridor? , 2021). The intent to shorten transport
times and reduce the dependency on maritime choke points that China has comparatively little
control over, most notably the Strait of Malacca, also seems to motivate Beijing’s investment
in the China-Myanmar Economic Corridor (CMEC). CMEC connects the city of Kunming in
China’s southern Yunnan Province to the Bay of Bengal via a China-funded port in Kyaukpyu,
Myanmar. As is the case in Xinjiang, this enhances the access Yunnan Province has to global
import and export markets, thereby deepening its integration into global supply and value
chains. CMEC and CPEC consequently reconfigure the global connectivity of China’s inland
regions (see Map 1 below).

Map 1. New Connectivity networks created by the BRI

Source: Gordon, Tong & Anderson (2020)

Notably less influential in what Mayer and Zhang (2019) have conceptualized as the
‘corridorization’ of South Asia has been BCIMEC (Bangladesh-China-India-Myanmar
Economic Corridor). Kunming has been designed to serve as the Chinese component of
BCIMEC, with BCIMEC running through Kyaukpyu, Sonadia in Bangladesh, and Kolkata in
India (Yhome, 2017). The development of BCIMEC has been hampered by the strained
relations between India and China as well as the relations between Bangladesh and Myanmar,
hampered by the movement of Rohingya refugees to Bangladesh (Anwar, 2020). The relative
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failure of BCIMEC indicates that BRI investments are not linear processes but are shaped by
the relations between recipient countries and China as well as the bilateral ties between varying
recipient countries.
In their respective domestic contexts, South Asian BRI projects have not been without
controversy. China has frequently been accused of engaging in ‘dept-trap diplomacy’, seeking
to engulf recipient countries in sovereign debt that small countries are incapable of servicing.
The takeover of the Chinese-funded port in Hambantota in Sri Lanka by a Chinese SOE is often
used as an exemplification, seemingly embodying China’s intent to create unsustainable debt
structures and ultimately take control over investments, perhaps with the motivation to utilize
them as military outposts in the future (Kanwal, 2018). In addition to untransparent financing
practices, Chinese investments have also been criticized for threatening ecological diversity
and undermining local livelihoods by prioritizing Chinese workers and Chinese suppliers (Pal,
2021). Support for the BRI in recipient States is consequently not universal and may shift over
time.
The financial volume of China’s BRI investments in South Asia and the centrality of
South Asia’s geographical proximity to inland regions in China ultimately attributes South Asia
and South Asian actors a key role in the long-term success of the BRI. The BRI is notably not
necessarily a zero-sum game: Chinese investments can yield long-term benefits for the
populations of countries that have thus far struggled to secure international investment. At the
same time, the BRI is not an altruistic campaign by China: while seeking to project an image
of Beijing as benevolent, the prioritized usage of Chinese SOEs also makes the BRI a marketfinding endeavor. In total, Chinese SOEs contract more than half of all BRI projects in number
and more than 70% in project value (Zhang & Yin, 2019). Regardless of how China’s growing
presence in the region is ultimately interpreted, the presence is undeniably expanding. This
increasingly inserts China into the domestic politics of South Asian countries.
Chinese exposure and risk management strategies
Political and economic expansion has historically been a double-edged sword for any
expanding power. Material, political and territorial expansion for the European empires of the
past allowed them to amass immense wealth and expand their project power capacities on a
global level. Expansion concurrently expanded the political issues and threats these political
actors had to address, including the threat to nationals and assets located abroad. The
emergence of new issues and dynamic threats can subsequently be viewed as an inevitable
byproduct of expansion and expansionism, regardless of how benevolent this expansionism
may be (or may be portrayed to be). For China, Xi’s announcement of the BRI translates into
the implicit revocation of the so-called ’24-character strategy’ formulated by Deng Xiaoping.
Deng, who rose to power following the death of Mao Zedong in 1976, initiated China’s Reform
Era and famously stated that China was to rise if it was to “[o]bserve calmly; secure our
position; cope with affairs calmly; hide our capacities and bide our time; be good at
maintaining a low profile; and never claim leadership” (quoted in Latham, 2020). The reign
of Xi and especially the BRI embody the end of Deng’s dogma: through the BRI, China has
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begun to actively claim leadership. In Myanmar and Pakistan, this newly acquired mantle of
leadership comes with its own complications.
Due to its involvement in CMEC and its potential role in BCIMEC, Myanmar occupies
a central role in China’s BRI structure in South Asia. The bilateral relations between both
countries have historically been complicated as China has often played an active role in
Burmese domestic politics. After what was then called Burma attained independence from
Great Britain in 1948, the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) of Mao lent significant political
and strategic support to the Communist Party of Burma (CPB) throughout much of the 1950s,
1960s, and 1970s, enabling the CPB to maintain insurgencies against both civilian and military
governments in Myanmar (Ramachandran, 2021). Besides this ideological element of
exporting communist revolutions throughout Asia, China has also supplied arms to ethnic
armed groups in Myanmar, especially along the Burmese-Sino border, which has contributed
to an institutionalized anti-Chinese sentiment in the Tatmadaw (Yhome, Understanding
China’s response to ethnic conflicts in Myanmar , 2019). China’s historical involvement in the
country has thus complicated China’s role in Myanmar as anti-Chinese sentiment has remained
pervasive throughout large parts of Burmese society (Zin, 2012).
Under Deng and his successors, China has adopted a strategy that has been
characterized by flexibility rather than ideological discipline and alignment. China improved
its ties with various factions within Myanmar throughout the 1980s and 1990s (Than, 2003)
and also enjoyed close ties with the quasi-democratic government of Aung San Suu Kyi, who
served as the chairperson of the National League of Democracy (NLD) and was Myanmar’s
de-facto leader between 2016 and 2021. The Kyi government played an active role in making
Myanmar a primary recipient of BRI investment. Myanmar’s approach towards the BRI in its
initial phases embodied the ambiguous nature of the relations between Naypyidaw and Beijing:
while Myanmar’s economic isolation meant that it economically largely relied on Chinese
investments, these investments were not necessarily welcomed by either the population or the
Tatmadaw due to the prevalence of anti-Chinese sentiments and suspicions (Myers, 2020). Yet,
the relatively positive working relationship between China and the NLD ensured a degree of
stability that was pivotal to ensure the rollout of Chinese investments and the protection of
Chinese workers.
Beijing’s reaction to the 2021 military coup in Myanmar indicates that pragmatism
defines its contemporary risk management strategy in the country. Despite its comparatively
close relations with the NLD, China refused to condemn the coup that toppled the NLD,
describing it as a ‘cabinet reshuffle’ (The Straits Times, 2021). In the face of opposition from
Western countries as well other Asian actors, China’s tacit political support for the Tatmadaw
provided the junta with access to arms, funding, and some level of de-facto legitimacy (Myers,
China Is Hedging Its Bets in Myanmar , 2021). China’s implicit support for a political actor
that has been historically often opposed to China illustrates that Beijing has adapted its policies
and shifted its support based on a pragmatic reading of the situation on the ground. For China,
the paramount interest in Myanmar following the coup was and is the security of Chinese
investments and Chinese nationals currently present in the country. Concerns for their security
are likely exacerbated by Myanmar’s long history of anti-Chinese violence and anti-Chinese
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pogroms. The attacks of pro-democracy protesters on Chinese nationals and businesses in the
months following the coup were one of the main motivations for the military imposing martial
law in Yangon in March 2021 (South China Morning Post, 2021), indicating China’s political
leverage over the Tatmadaw. China is likely to support the Tatmadaw for as long as the Army
is the political force most likely to be capable of protecting Chinese assets in the country. This
pragmatic orientation in policymaking translates into a willingness to legitimize and support
groups that engage in human rights abuses as long as these factions can provide more security
to Chinese investments than other groups. The prevalence of pragmatism, however, also means
that Chinese backing may shift over time. China’s growing involvement in these domestic
processes does not just enhance public opposition to China’s economic role in the country but
also threatens the possibility of finding solutions to the political conflicts shaking Myanmar
today.
It is notable here that Chinese security risk management responses have thus far made
use of local allies rather than Chinese PSCs. The domestic security sector in China has been
growing rapidly throughout the 21st century, with more than four million Chinese citizens,
mostly demobilized former military and police personnel, now being employed by private
security companies (Nantulya, 2020). A 2021 report by the Center for Advanced Defense
Studies found that Chinese PSCs were active throughout Southeast Asia, including in
Myanmar, presumably in the protection of BRI projects (Goldberg, Kearns, Peyronnin,
Spevack, & Vargas, 2021). So far, there is little evidence of these PSCs playing an active role
in supporting the military operations against protestors in Myanmar, with the State-funded
Global Times (2021) reporting that the Chinese embassy in Myanmar has implored local police
forces to protect Chinese businesses against protesters. If attacks on Chinese assets continue,
China may nevertheless increasingly make use of Chinese PSCs. Through either the growing
use of PSCs or the growing support for the Tatmadaw, Beijing runs the risk of undermining its
narrative of non-interventionism. Moreover, the pragmatism underpinning its security risk
management strategy does not make this strategy politically neutral – rather, it aligns China
directly with the Tatmadaw. This alignment is likely to further make Chinese assets the target
of protestors, reflecting the growing exposure to security threats elsewhere.
The security ramifications of China’s emergence as a stakeholder in national conflicts
are even more visible in the case of CPEC. CPEC links the city of Kashgar in Xinjiang with
the port city of Gwadar in the Pakistani province of Balochistan, enroute also passing through
Gilgit-Baltistan (see Map 2 below). Gilgit-Baltistan is part of Pakistan-administered Jammu
and Kashmir, which continues to be claimed by India.
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Map 2: CPEC’s route through Pakistan

Source: BBC (2015)

Following the announcement of the BRI in 2013, militancy in Balochistan has emerged
as one of the key threats to Chinese assets in the region. The Pakistani government has fought
a decades-long insurgency in Balochistan, most notably against the Balochistan Liberation
Army (BLA). According to the Center for International Security and Cooperation (CISAC) at
the University of Stanford, the BLA seeks “independence from Pakistan and to rid the region
from foreign exploitation and intervention” (CISAC, 2019). The origins of the Baloch
insurgency lay in a Pakistan-specific context as Baloch militants oppose the privileged role of
ethnic Punjabis in Pakistan’s political system, with BLA militants engaging in the targeted
killings of Punjabi settlers in Balochistan (Dawn, 2011). The origins of the conflict between
the BLA and the Pakistani government have thus relatively little to do with Chinese nationals
and Chinese infrastructure investments.
China’s collaboration with the Pakistani government through CPEC, however, has
resulted in Chinese investments and nationals being increasingly seen as political stakeholders
in the Baloch conflict, rendering them targets for attacks. For Baloch nationalists, the lack of
Baloch input into the planning of CPEC epitomizes the marginalization of Balochistan at the
hands of the Punjabi elite (Washiyama, 2020). China’s underlying alignment with these elites
has evoked a view of China as an “accomplice in the ‘colonisation’ of their [the Baloch
people’s] land” (Gordon, Tong & Anderson, 2020, p. 25). In May 2019, BLA militants
attacked a high-end hotel in Gwadar that Chinese business affiliates were staying in, killing
five members of the hotel staff (Notezai, 2019). Attacks on Chinese targets ramped up in 2021:
in April, militants attacked a hotel in the Baloch capital of Quetta that the Chinese ambassador
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was staying in at the time. Although the ambassador was not in the hotel when the attack took
place, it still cost the lives of four people (France 24, 2021). In August 2021, a detonation close
to a car carrying Chinese workers resulted in the death of two Pakistani children in Gwadar
(The Print, 2021). In the past years, the BLA has shown a growing capacity to attack highvalue targets, exposing Chinese nationals to increased risks and putting growing pressure on
the Chinese government to protect Chinese workers abroad.
Anti-Chinese attacks have not been restrained to Balochistan either. Violence against
Chinese workers in Pakistan occurred as early as 2007, when gunmen killed three Chinese
nationals close to Peshawar in the province of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa (Shah, 2021). Khyber
Pakhtunkhwa has been the site of the largest attack on Chinese targets to date: in August 2021,
a suicide bomber targeting a bus of Chinese workers enroute to a construction site killed 13
people, including nine Chinese nationals (Ahmad & Tian, 2021). The perception of Chinese
nationals and projects as an extension of an oppressive central government consequently has
direct security ramifications for Beijing.
The greater extent of security exposure in Pakistan relative to Myanmar has seen China
employ a more direct risk management strategy that involves the growing deployment of
Pakistani units to safeguard Chinese investments. While Chinese PSCs are overtly visible in
Myanmar, this is less so the case in Pakistan as Pakistan is home to a highly regulated private
security market, with legislation prohibiting foreign PSCs from operating on Pakistani soil
(Legerda & Nouwens, 2018). China’s capacity to make use of its growing private security
sector is thus more restrained in Pakistan than it is in other BRI recipient countries. The
existence of PSC-skeptical legislation engenders a need to rely on either Pakistani PSCs or
support from Pakistani authorities. In Pakistan, Chinese authorities have successfully lobbied
for a reconfiguration of Pakistan’s interior security priorities: in August 2016, the Pakistani
Ministry of Defense announced the creation of a Special Security Division, comprising of 9,000
members of the Pakistani Army and 6,000 paramilitary forces, that was tasked with “protecting
Chinese workers and projects under CPEC” (Khan, 2016). Additionally, provincial
administrations have deployed police units to protect BRI investments (2,600 police officers in
Sindh, 4,200 in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, and 10,000 members of a Special Protection Unit in
Punjab), raising the number of Pakistani security staff directly tasked with protecting BRI
projects to almost 32,000 (Legerda & Nouwens, 2018). It also appears likely that Chinese PSCs
will start operating in Pakistan if the security situation is not sustainably improved, potentially
under the guise of joint ventures with local authorities (Wolf, 2020). The creation and
deployment of new security units within Pakistan illustrates that CPEC has direct security
implications for both China and Pakistan, highlighting that growing security exposure emerges
as a byproduct of economic expansion. In the case of Pakistan, the growing prowess of Islamist
terrorist groups within the country may further increase this exposure in the coming years.
CPEC has also had key implications for the triangular relationship between China,
India, and Pakistan as the corridor passes through parts of Pakistan-administered Jammu and
Kashmir. The construction of CPEC through the disputed territory in Gilgit-Baltistan has been
the central factor in India’s opposition to the BRI, which has come to undermine projects such
as BCIMEC. To be sure, Indian authorities had already expressed hesitancy to engage with the
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BRI before CPEC was announced in April 2015. In March 2015, the Foreign Secretary of India,
Jaishankar, suggested that,
“[t]he key issue [in Asia] is whether we will build our connectivity through
consultative processes or more unilateral decisions [...] we cannot be impervious
to the reality that others may see connectivity as an exercise in hard-wiring that
influences choice”.
Even prior to CPEC, then, India viewed the BRI as a Chinese attempt to influence the
political choices of smaller regional actors through economic incentives. The announcement of
CPEC, however, transformed the BRI from a connectivity issue into a national security issue
for Indian authorities. Jaishankar’s rhetoric on the BRI shifted following the CPEC
announcement, with Jaishankar directly referencing the Kashmir question as India’s main
concern: “CPEC violates Indian sovereignty because it runs through Pakistan-occupied
Kashmir [...] the issue for us is a sovereignty issue” (quoted in Pant & Passi, 2017, p. 88). This
change in rhetoric indicates the centrality of the Jammu and Kashmir conflict for India’s
strategic thinking vis-à-vis the China-Pakistan axis: as CPEC would change the strategic
situation in Pakistan-administered Jammu and Kashmir, CPEC came to embody a direct
challenge to India’s proclaimed territorial integrity. CPEC investments consequently
complicated the strategic dimensions of the conflict over Jammu and Kashmir by increasingly
inserting China as a stakeholder in the conflict.
The political volatility of security environments elsewhere threatens to emerge as one
of the key obstacles for the BRI in South Asia. To be sure, domestic pressures negatively
impacting the future perspective on Chinese projects are not idiosyncratic to South Asia. In
Southeast Asian countries with significant ethnic Chinese populations, the growing presence
of Chinese workers and infrastructure projects has produced anti-Chinese backlash and
generally heightened ethnic tensions (Lam, 2020). In Malaysia in particular, BRI investments
and project BRI-related corruption charges have become a focal point of domestic political
conversation, contributing to the ousting of Prime Minister Najib Razak in 2018 (Doig, 2019).
The perception of Chinese investments being tied to the practices of corrupt national politicians
does not just complicate the social position of ethnically Chinese communities but also the
future viability of Chinese investments: while imperfect, many countries in South- and
Southeast Asia are still democratic, granting the population some capacity to elect a
government that is less open towards Chinese investments. The alignment with domestically
unpopular leaders and factions may thus threaten the extent of political support for Chinese
investments in the years and decades to come.
Considering China’s operational focus on ensuring the security of its assets, a volatile
security situation may also be one of the factors limiting Chinese economic engagement in
Afghanistan following the takeover by the Taliban. In both Myanmar and Pakistan, domestic
strife has significantly undermined the capacity of China and recipient countries to deliver
projects on time while raising pressures within China to ensure the security of Chinese
investments and workers. This domestic volatility would be even greater in Afghanistan given
the Taliban’s incapacity up until this point to provide effective governance. Although much
has been said about China’s alleged willingness to extend CPEC to also incorporate
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Afghanistan, Beijing’s experience in Pakistan in particular makes it seem unlikely that China
would insert investments and Chinese nationals into a security environment that is significantly
less stable than both Pakistan and Myanmar. China will only invest in countries that it feels are
sufficiently secure and where it can support actors that can support the safety of both the
projects and the workers. This pragmatic focus on stability dominates China’s risk management
strategy in both Myanmar and Pakistan. That said, China could increase its support for the
Taliban if the group manages to successfully consolidate control over Afghanistan.
Lastly, the future trajectory of the BRI will also be shaped by pressures within China.
Following the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic, China’s GDP contracted by 6.8% in the
first financial quarter of 2020, the first contraction in national GDP since Deng’s Reform Era
(Pal & Bhatia, 2020). As the domestic economy contracts, FDI has not been as much of a
political priority: a 2021 report by the Oxford Business Group highlights that infrastructure
projects connected to the BRI have been negatively impacted by the pandemic, resulting in
delays and project interruptions. While the law firm Baker McKenzie (2020) notes that specific
components of the BRI, most notably the Digital Silk Road and the Health Silk Road, have
persisted and expanded in spite (and perhaps because) of COVID, the significant interruption
of global supply chains is likely to hamper Chinese investments abroad for some time to come.
While China has handled the economic crisis recovery comparatively well, it appears likely
that the investment priorities of SOEs will initially lay with domestic rather than foreign
markets. The impact of the pandemic highlights that the future development of the BRI is
unlikely to be linear: instead, it will be shaped by various and partially unpredictable factors
that will require BRI policy to be flexible over time.
Conclusion
This paper has analyzed how the BRI exacerbates China’s security exposure abroad and how
China has sought to manage these security challenges. In South Asia, Beijing has thus far made
use of its investment relations to leverage its influence with local authorities to enlist local
security forces in the protection of BRI projects. There is potential for this to change in the
future, including through the growing usage of Chinese PSCs or the creation of hybrid units
that include both PSCs and local security forces. China is still comparatively new to playing a
more active security presence beyond China, meaning that the international community is
likely to see some dynamic changes in how China manages its risk exposure abroad. The
development of risk management strategies must take place in transparent legal frameworks
that clearly demarcate the mandates of PSCs in accordance with adequately developed national
legal frameworks that clearly make foreign PSCs subject to national law. Furthermore, the
international community as a whole must strive for the establishment of an international legal
framework that enhances the regulation of globally active PSCs.
The main takeaway from this paper is that China’s growing security exposure is a
somewhat inevitable byproduct of politico-economic expansionism. It ultimately matters
relatively little whether China intends the BRI to have security implications or not: even if it is
assumed that this is the case, this does not mean that these implications do not exist in practice.

Guarding the Belt and Road

13

In the future, China, BRI recipient States and external actors will have to keep a close
eye on how different stakeholders manage these relations on the ground.
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