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The Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) remains one of the largest and most influential
initiatives on the globe. Throughout its implementation, the BRI has been marked by
substantial obstacles, ranging from widespread international backlash and criticism to
the global epidemic, which triggered economic slowdowns and decelerated BRI projects
and construction. Despite the pushback, Beijing persists with renewed aim to improve
BRI engagements, fostering green-development through the Green Belt and Road,
providing debt-sustainability support and allowing economies to benefit. The shift in
approach creates a stark contrast between the 2010s and 2020s (post Covid-19 crisis),
moving away from the grotesque lending-based engagements which characterised the
first decade. To map out changes in China’s approach of the BRI, most important trends
and the impact on global geopolitics, the reorientations should be highlighted and
analysed, raising the question: What recent trends are apparent in the Belt and Road
Initiative’s approach, and what does it mean for global geopolitics?

Key Motivations Behind the Belt and Road Initiative
Scholars widely debate the reasons for the BRI, however, ‘the reasons’ for the Belt and
Road Initiative vary:
e The domestic need for natural resources to fuel the accelerated expansion of the
Chinese economy;
« The shift in the global economy, requiring international competition;
e Preventing limitations on economic growth by increasing the scope beyond Chinese
borders;
« Geopolitical factors, such as taking advantage of fluctuating stability in Western
relations and reforming political relations in the rest of the world.

Besides these motivators, China aims to reshape global geopolitics and geoeconomics by
reducing_its vulnerability to Western-dominated trade routes and institutions. Beijing
strives to assume a leading role in establishing international cooperation. Ultimately, the
BRI reflects a blend of long-term geopolitical strategy and economic imperatives,
allowing China to secure necessary resources and strengthen its influence while
showcasing its development-model in contrast to Western-led models. Beijing aims to
assume a leading role in establishing international cooperation standards.

Recent Trends

The Belt and Road Initiative experienced a shift from ‘quantitative to qualitative’
engagement. The shift was initiated after quantitative expansion became unbearable for
the Chinese economy, leading to an economic slowdown. In 2023, the Third Belt and
Road Forum for International Cooperation was held, where an eight-point plan was
presented. The plan included four primary focus areas for the shift to quality:

1.Redefining the scope of the BRI; Narrowing the list of prioritised countries
2.Fostering positive attitudes towards China

3.Increased digital engagements and expansion

4.Shifting towards green economy

‘Small and Beautiful’ Projects

The shift away from large-scale projects, which characterised the early stages of the
Belt and Road Initiative, towards selective, strategic and smaller-scale projects is
apparent in Africa. The aggregate value of loans disbursed to Africa in 2024 was USD 2.1
billion, encompassing 20 distinct loan agreements. A total of 13 loans, valued at USD 3.9
billion, were issued in 2023, underlining the change in lending-approach. This contrast
is strengthened when looking at earlier stages of BRI engagement activity and total
loan-value. The year 2016 reflects the most active and significant engagement, with the
total number of loans at 149, valued at USD 28.8 billion.
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https://www.thinkchina.sg/economy/lender-partner-chinas-bri-2-0-harder-west-contain#:~:text=Mounting%20debt%20distress%20in%20partner%20countries%2C%20criticism%20over%20environmental%20degradation%20and%20China%E2%80%99s%20own%20domestic%20slowdown%20prompted%20a%20recalibration
https://www.nortonrosefulbright.com/nl-nl/knowledge/publications/1785d344/the-impact-of-covid19-on-belt-and-road-initiative-infrastructure-and#:~:text=Introduction-,Infrastructure%20and%20construction%20projects%2C%20some%20of%20which%20are%20part%20of%20the,The%20BRI,-According%20to%20the
https://www.thinkchina.sg/economy/lender-partner-chinas-bri-2-0-harder-west-contain#:~:text=The%20GDI%20signalled,global%20public%20good.
https://www.thinkchina.sg/economy/lender-partner-chinas-bri-2-0-harder-west-contain#:~:text=to%20Western%20markets.-,The%20BRI%E2%80%99s%20second%20decade%20is%20therefore%20less%20about%20lending%20and%20more%20about%20building%20ecosystems%20that%20integrate%20supply%20chains%2C%20digital%20networks%20and%20industrial%20clusters%20to%20entrench%20Chinese%20standards%20and%20know%2Dhow%20globally.,-The%20result%20is
https://www.fiw.ac.at/wp-content/uploads/2025/03/66_FIW_PB_Chinas-BRI-revisited_final.pdf
https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/chinas-africa-lending-nearly-halved-2024-shifts-yuan-2026-01-21/#:~:text=%22As%20the%20era%20of%20billion%2Ddollar%20projects%20winds%20down%2C%20China%27s%20evolving%20financial%20instruments%20may%20define%20a%20new%2C%20more%20selective%20phase%20of%20engagement%2C%22%20the%20report%20said%2C%20noting%20that%20Chinese%20lending%20had%20consistently%20exceeded%20%2410%20billion%20annually%20between%202012%20and%202018.
https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/chinas-africa-lending-nearly-halved-2024-shifts-yuan-2026-01-21/#:~:text=%22As%20the%20era%20of%20billion%2Ddollar%20projects%20winds%20down%2C%20China%27s%20evolving%20financial%20instruments%20may%20define%20a%20new%2C%20more%20selective%20phase%20of%20engagement%2C%22%20the%20report%20said%2C%20noting%20that%20Chinese%20lending%20had%20consistently%20exceeded%20%2410%20billion%20annually%20between%202012%20and%202018.
https://czasopisma.uni.lodz.pl/esrap/article/view/9424
https://www.economicsobservatory.com/the-belt-and-road-initiative-what-impact-on-china-and-the-global-economy#:~:text=the%20urgent%20need%20to%20secure%20access%20to%20natural%20resources
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/china/chinas-imperial-president#:~:text=political%20and%20economic%20relations%20not%20only%20within%20China%20but%20also%20with%20the%20rest%20of%20the%20world.%C2%A0
https://www.cfr.org/backgrounders/chinas-massive-belt-and-road-initiative#:~:text=Experts%20see%20the,ties%20with%20Taiwan.
https://www.cfr.org/backgrounders/chinas-massive-belt-and-road-initiative#:~:text=Experts%20see%20the,ties%20with%20Taiwan.
https://carnegieendowment.org/russia-eurasia/research/2025/03/brics-expansion-and-the-future-of-world-order-perspectives-from-member-states-partners-and-aspirants#:~:text=However%2C%20the%20ultimate,from%20the%20West.
https://www.jri.co.jp/en/reports/rim/2025/95/#:~:text=Until%20as%20late,reduced%20external%20lending.
https://english.www.gov.cn/news/202310/18/content_WS652fc328c6d0868f4e8e064e.html
https://english.www.gov.cn/news/202310/18/content_WS652fc328c6d0868f4e8e064e.html
https://english.www.gov.cn/news/202310/18/content_WS652fc328c6d0868f4e8e064e.html#:~:text=Now%2C%20I%20wish,for%20the%20Forum.
https://www.jri.co.jp/en/reports/rim/2025/95/#:~:text=fostering%20pro%2DChina%20sentiment
https://www.jri.co.jp/en/reports/rim/2025/95/#:~:text=4)%20supporting%20the%20green%20economy
https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/chinas-africa-lending-nearly-halved-2024-shifts-yuan-2026-01-21/#:~:text=found%20that%20China%20has%20increasingly%20pivoted%20away%20from%20dollar%2Ddenominated%20megaprojects%20characteristic%20of%20the%20early%20Belt%20and%20Road%20Initiative%20and%20toward%20targeted%2C%20smaller%2Dscale%20financing%20denominated%20in%20yuan.
https://www.bu.edu/gdp/chinese-loans-to-africa-database/
https://www.bu.edu/gdp/chinese-loans-to-africa-database/
https://www.bu.edu/gdp/chinese-loans-to-africa-database/
https://www.bu.edu/gdp/chinese-loans-to-africa-database/
https://www.bu.edu/gdp/chinese-loans-to-africa-database/
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Figure 1: China - Africa Loans
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Boston University Global Development Policy Centre, 2026; Retrieved from http://bu.edu/gdp/chinese-loans-
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“The focus of China has shifted toward critical minerals, industrial capacity
cooperation and tech cooperation, including on digital infrastructure, Al, green
technology and remote sensing. “

= Dr. Yun Sun, Senior Fellow and Director of the China Program at the Stimson Centre
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Improved Bilateral Trade Comes at a Price

Along with a reduction in the intensity of large loans and projects, bilateral trade
between China and Africa has significantly increased. As seen in the figure above,
China-African trade is steadily increasing, reaching record highs of more than USD 348
billion in 2025. However, the significant trade-imbalance is evident. In contrast to the
trade balance prior to the Belt and Road Initiative, the current trade balance heavily
favours China. The increased bilateral trade is accompanied by a surge of African exports
to China, mainly composed of natural resources; one of the large motivators behind
launching the BRI. The high mineral exports to China could be explained by Resource-
backed finance (RBF), which allows mineral-rich but capital-poor states to repay
Chinese loans through mineral exports. This type of agreement is primarily seen in
Africa.

“Technological cooperation is now the highlighted area, especially in terms of
Chinese engagement. Africa remains to be a supplier of raw materials to China in
terms of Chinese import.”

= Dr. Yun Sun

Antonio Ricardo Gamelkoorn
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http://bu.edu/gdp/chinese-loans-to-africa-database
http://bu.edu/gdp/chinese-loans-to-africa-database
https://www.ntu.edu.sg/cas/news-events/news/detail/china-africa-trade-hits-record-us-348bn-as-deficit-balloons#:~:text=Total,nations
https://www.ntu.edu.sg/cas/news-events/news/detail/china-africa-trade-hits-record-us-348bn-as-deficit-balloons#:~:text=Total,nations
https://www.economicsobservatory.com/the-belt-and-road-initiative-what-impact-on-china-and-the-global-economy#:~:text=Several%20key%20motivations%20underpinned%20the%20strategy%3A%20the%20urgent%20need%20to%20secure%20access%20to%20natural%20resources
https://africacenter.org/spotlight/china-africa-critical-minerals/#:~:text=Resource%2Dbacked%20finance%20(RBF,and%20Zimbabwe%2C%20among%20others.
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Mining vs. Processing Investment

Building on China’s need for natural resources, the BRI mining and metal investment
statistics further underline Beijing’s interest. In 2025, the contrast between mining and
processing engagements was quite stark, with mining investments at 61 per cent
compared to 39 _per cent towards exploitation. The Chinese approach to African minerals
strengthens a highly dominant market position, as they hold stakes in crucial
infrastructure networks linking African critical minerals to global shipping lanes. Chinese
companies seek to ensure a foothold in Africa’s rich mining sector through various
methods:

-Offtake agreements, which guarantee partnership regardless of future acquisitions;
-Acquisitions;

‘Minority shareholding;

-Supplying Chinese technology and equipment in leasing deals;

-‘Farm-in contracts, funding exploration and receiving future production rights in return.

The raw materials China imports from Africa are fundamental for clean technology
industries, in which China dominates. China is projected to provide 60 per cent of
renewable energy capacity by 2030, because it manufactures over 90 per cent of the
solar modules and 82 per cent of the wind turbines. China utilises its extensive foreign
exchange reserves to meet recipient infrastructure needs while pursuing its own
priorities.

The lack of local refining _capabilities significantly impedes the effectiveness of the local
economy, as the critical minerals could drastically transform Africa, given that they
develop the downstream processing capabilities. Beijing's commitment to upstream
investment (extraction) compared to midstream investment (processing) is substantial.
The imbalanced engagements allow for long-term extraction of raw minerals, with a
slower-developing Africa as consequence.

“Mining and processing investments reveal a large gap in efficient development for
the recipient states. These countries would gain substantial economic benefits
from greater investment and construction in local processing capabilities for
critical natural resources; thus, the focus should shift towards building those
capacities alongside extraction.”

-Michel Michalolidkos, geopolitical analyst for The Hague Institute for Geopolitics

Green Energy Development
China can pave the way in aiding_developing_countries towards greater, greener
development.

“China mainly targets developing countries through BRI, primarily because most of
the world’s countries are developing and because they have a demand for the
infrastructure capacity that China can offer. "

- Frans-Paul van der Putten

Hence, green finance holds significant importance, particularly as targeting Low- and
Middle-Income Countries (LMICs) involves addressing their economic and technological
underdevelopment, alongside insufficient infrastructure to support the rapid growth of
green energy to satisfy rising demand. Transition finance and green finance provide
support to bridge the existing gap, allowing developing countries to step away from

Antonio Ricardo Gamelkoorn
i Hague Research Intern & Editor
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https://greenfdc.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/01/Nedopil-2026-China-BRI-Investment-Report-2025.pdf
https://greenfdc.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/01/Nedopil-2026-China-BRI-Investment-Report-2025.pdf
https://greenfdc.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/01/Nedopil-2026-China-BRI-Investment-Report-2025.pdf
https://africacenter.org/spotlight/china-africa-critical-minerals/#:~:text=China%E2%80%99s%20dominance%20extends%20to%20critical%20mineral%20infrastructure%20in%20Africa.%20Through%20its%20One%20Belt%20One%20Road%20strategy%2C%20also%20called%20the%20Belt%20and%20Road%20Initiative%20(BRI)%2C%20China%20has%20a%20stake%20in%20the%20rail%2C%20ports%2C%20and%20power%20grid%20networks%20linking%20Africa%E2%80%99s%20critical%20minerals%20to%20global%20shipping%20lanes.
https://africacenter.org/spotlight/china-africa-critical-minerals/#:~:text=China%E2%80%99s%20dominance%20extends%20to%20critical%20mineral%20infrastructure%20in%20Africa.%20Through%20its%20One%20Belt%20One%20Road%20strategy%2C%20also%20called%20the%20Belt%20and%20Road%20Initiative%20(BRI)%2C%20China%20has%20a%20stake%20in%20the%20rail%2C%20ports%2C%20and%20power%20grid%20networks%20linking%20Africa%E2%80%99s%20critical%20minerals%20to%20global%20shipping%20lanes.
https://africacenter.org/spotlight/china-africa-critical-minerals/#:~:text=Chinese%20firms%20employ,and%20mining%20rights.
https://africacenter.org/spotlight/china-africa-critical-minerals/#:~:text=Offtake%20agreements%20that%20guarantee%20future%20mineral%20deliveries%20regardless%20of%20owners
https://africacenter.org/spotlight/china-africa-critical-minerals/#:~:text=Offtake%20agreements%20that,Outright%20acquisitions
https://africacenter.org/spotlight/china-africa-critical-minerals/#:~:text=Offtake%20agreements%20that,Outright%20acquisitions
https://africacenter.org/spotlight/china-africa-critical-minerals/#:~:text=Offtake%20agreements%20that,Outright%20acquisitions
https://africacenter.org/spotlight/china-africa-critical-minerals/#:~:text=Offtake%20agreements%20that,Outright%20acquisitions
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&source=web&rct=j&url=https%3A%2F%2Feccoclimate.org%2Fwp-content%2Fuploads%2F2026%2F01%2FThe-China-approach_lessons-from-Chinese-green-engagement-in-Africa_report-.pdf&ved=0CAEQ1fkOahcKEwiwmPWv04uTAxUAAAAAHQAAAAAQBA&opi=89978449
https://africacenter.org/spotlight/china-africa-critical-minerals/#:~:text=projected%20to%20supply%2060%20percent%20of%20renewable%20energy%20capacity%20by%202030.
https://africacenter.org/spotlight/china-africa-critical-minerals/#:~:text=projected%20to%20supply%2060%20percent%20of%20renewable%20energy%20capacity%20by%202030.
https://www.bruegel.org/analysis/china-can-decarbonise-world-even-wont-fix-its-overcapacity-problem#:~:text=China%20is%20vital%20especially%20for%20renewable%20energy%20products%2C%20manufacturing%2092%20percent%20of%20the%20world%E2%80%99s%20solar%20modules%20and%2082%20percent%20of%20wind%20turbines%20as%20of%202024%20(Figure%201).
https://www.bruegel.org/analysis/china-can-decarbonise-world-even-wont-fix-its-overcapacity-problem#:~:text=China%20is%20vital%20especially%20for%20renewable%20energy%20products%2C%20manufacturing%2092%20percent%20of%20the%20world%E2%80%99s%20solar%20modules%20and%2082%20percent%20of%20wind%20turbines%20as%20of%202024%20(Figure%201).
https://docs.aiddata.org/reports/china-transition-minerals-2025/FULL_REPORT_Power_Playbook.pdf
https://africacenter.org/spotlight/china-africa-critical-minerals/#:~:text=with%20African%20Interests-,The%20geopolitics%20of%20critical%20minerals%20is%20not%20just%20about%20global%20competition,citizens%2C%20African%20countries%20need%20to%20adopt%20best%20practices%20for%20the%20industry.,-These%20include%3A
https://docs.aiddata.org/reports/china-transition-minerals-2025/FULL_REPORT_Power_Playbook.pdf
https://docs.aiddata.org/reports/china-transition-minerals-2025/FULL_REPORT_Power_Playbook.pdf
https://docs.aiddata.org/reports/china-transition-minerals-2025/FULL_REPORT_Power_Playbook.pdf
https://docs.aiddata.org/reports/china-transition-minerals-2025/FULL_REPORT_Power_Playbook.pdf
https://docs.aiddata.org/reports/china-transition-minerals-2025/FULL_REPORT_Power_Playbook.pdf
https://greenfdc.org/china-green-finance-status-and-trends-2025-2026/#:~:text=With%20the%20withdrawal,standards%20and%20implementation.
https://www.carbonbrief.org/experts-how-will-the-next-decade-of-chinas-belt-and-road-initiative-impact-climate-action/#:~:text=In%20some%20countries,renewable%20energy%20industries.
https://www.carbonbrief.org/experts-how-will-the-next-decade-of-chinas-belt-and-road-initiative-impact-climate-action/#:~:text=In%20some%20countries,renewable%20energy%20industries.
https://www.carbonbrief.org/experts-how-will-the-next-decade-of-chinas-belt-and-road-initiative-impact-climate-action/#:~:text=some%20countries%20along%20the%20%E2%80%9Cbelt%20and%20road%E2%80%9D%2C%20despite%20the%20rapid%20growth%20of%20energy%20demand%2C%20the%20development%20of%20green%20energy%20is%20limited%20due%20to%20their%20relatively%20backward%20economic%20and%20technological%20level%20and%20the%20lack%20of%20advanced%20clean%2Denergy%20technology%20and%20facilities.
https://www.carbonbrief.org/experts-how-will-the-next-decade-of-chinas-belt-and-road-initiative-impact-climate-action/#:~:text=By%20providing%20more,belt%20and%20road.
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The year 2025 evidenced the shift towards more energy-related investments; showed by
the highest energy-related engagements since the launch of the BRI, totalling USD 93.9
billion, more than doubling the energy-related engagements of the year prior. China is
pushing the shift to green through transition and green finance, further evidenced by
the increasing green loans per year. In Q3 of 2025, green loans made up 16.09 per cent
of the total outstanding loans balance, up from 8.2 per cent in Quarter 4 of 2021. A
study on the effectiveness of green finance against environmental degradation stated
that green finance has negative impacts on environmental degradation. Green finance
bolsters regional mitigation of environmental degradation, resulting in a greener
environment. In turn, a greener environment translates to improved sustainable growth
and could enhance sustainable energy development.

Changed Approach to Lending

As the largest creditor of emerging markets and developing economies (EMDEs), China
changed its approach in lending, developing numerous financial support instruments
following the widespread debt-distress tied to the Covid-19 crisis. A pivot away from
full-recourse sovereign debt transactions to non-PPG (non-public and publicly
guaranteed, i.e. limited-recourse project finance) in transition mineral projects,
highlights an important shift in approach as it circumvents immediate debt-pressure on
governments.

Along with changed lending-approaches, Beijing leans towards financial support with
smaller-scale infrastructure projects, often forgiving or rescheduling incurred debt on
such projects. However, with larger-scale projects, China prefers to bankroll profitable
projects, allowing the borrower to repay the debt.

Beijing promptly revisited its debt-sustainability measuring framework, making
important changes to previous guidelines. The new guidelines provide:

-Shorter term for risk analysis (from 20 years down to 10 years)
-Broader eligibility by including LMICs
‘Inviting (and praising) collaborative efforts with the IMF and World Bank.

The changes allow for a clearer understanding and overview of the debt-risks of loans
through the shorter analysis-timeline, allow more BRI recipients to enter debt-
restructuring negotiations, and allow other large creditors to provide feedback on
Beijing’s debt-sustainability framework.

Antonio Ricardo Gamelkoorn
TheH 3
R or Research Intern & Editor
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https://greenfdc.org/china-belt-and-road-initiative-bri-investment-report-2025/#:~:text=China%E2%80%99s%20energy%20related%20engagement%20in%202025%20were%20the%20highest%20in%20any%20period%20since%20the%20BRI%E2%80%99s%20inceptionreaching%20USD93.9%20billion%2C%20more%20than%20double%20than%20in%202024%3B
https://greenfdc.org/china-belt-and-road-initiative-bri-investment-report-2025/#:~:text=China%E2%80%99s%20energy%20related%20engagement%20in%202025%20were%20the%20highest%20in%20any%20period%20since%20the%20BRI%E2%80%99s%20inceptionreaching%20USD93.9%20billion%2C%20more%20than%20double%20than%20in%202024%3B
https://greenfdc.org/china-belt-and-road-initiative-bri-investment-report-2025/#:~:text=China%E2%80%99s%20energy%20related%20engagement%20in%202025%20were%20the%20highest%20in%20any%20period%20since%20the%20BRI%E2%80%99s%20inceptionreaching%20USD93.9%20billion%2C%20more%20than%20double%20than%20in%202024%3B
https://greenfdc.org/china-green-finance-status-and-trends-2025-2026/#:~:text=Green%20and%20transition%20finance%20are%20being,and%20as%20an%20external%20signalling%20device.
https://greenfdc.org/china-green-finance-status-and-trends-2025-2026/#:~:text=By%20the%20end,credit%202013%2D2025
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC9575646/#Sec7
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC9575646/#Sec7
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC9575646/#Sec7:~:text=As%20expected%2C%20Table,the%20BRI%20region.
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Final Reflection

The second decade of the BRI has seen substantial changes with implications for global
geopolitics. Green- and transition finance coupled with the shift to ‘small and beautiful’
engagements allow for greater, greener and quicker development, besides providing
debt-sustainability support through newfound lending approaches. The ‘backwards
economic and technological levels’ of LMICs or LICs receive green finance along with
abundant construction loans, providing significant short, and long-term benefits to the
economy and environment. Beijing will set the standard for green cooperation, leading
the way for clean-energy technology development in developing countries.

“But the absence of Global North for alternative support and sources of resources
definitely does not boost confidence from Africa. Africa will be leaning more in
favor of Global South for sure.”

-Dr. Yun Sun

Dominating the zero-emission technology market and production, while strategically
strengthening their already-dominant-position in the midstream and downstream
segments of transition mineral supply chains (e.g. raw material processing), China
garnered substantial influence. Western dependence on low-emission technology (e.g.
solar panels) and critical minerals creates a dependency on China, establishing a
dominant position in geopolitics by creating vulnerabilities in opposing influences,
furthering China’s geopolitical strength.

Antonio Ricardo Gamelkoorn
TheH 3
R or Research Intern & Editor
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