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China’s “project of the century” inspires admiration and anxiety. There are good reasons for both

| Q' HUNNING all false modesty;,
China’s leader, Xi Jinping,
calls his idea the “project of the
century”. The country’s fawning
mediahail it as a gift of “Chinese
wisdom” to the world’s devel-
opment. As for the real meaning
of the clumsy metaphor to de-
scribe it—the Belt and Road Initiative (Br1)—debate rages.

The termitselfis confusing. The “road” refers mostly to a sea
route; the “belt” is on land. Countries eager for China’s financ-
ing welcome it as a source of investment in infrastructure be-
tween China and Europe via the Middle East and Africa. Those
who fear China see it instead as a sinister project to create a
new world order in which China is the pre-eminent power.

Allroadslead to Beijing

One cause of confusion is that the Br1is not a single plan at all.
A visitor to its website would clickin vain to find a detailed ex-
planation of its aims. There is no blueprint of the kind that Chi-
na’s leaders love: so many billions of dollars to be spent, so
many kilometres of track to be laid or so much new port capac-
ity to be built by such-and-such a date.

Chinese maps show the belt and road as lines that trace the
routes of ancient “silk roads” that traversed Eurasia and the
seas between China and Africa (see Briefing). That was the
original conceit, but these days China talks about Brr as if it
were a global project. The rhetoric has expanded to include a
“Pacific Silk Road”, a “Silk Road on Ice” that crosses the Arctic
Ocean and a “Digital Silk Road” through cyberspace.

To the extent that this is all about building infrastructure,
the idea is welcome. Trillions of dollars’ worth of roads, rail-
ways, ports and power stations are needed in countries across
Asia, Africa and Europe. China’s money and expertise could
be a big help in spreading wealth and prosperity.

China says anyone can join in. Countries such as Azerbai-
jan and Georgia, which stand to benefit immensely from bet-
ter connections to the world, are wildly enthusiastic. One of
China’s motives is to strengthen security on its western flank
by helping Central Asian countries prosper—thereby, it hopes,
preventing them from becoming hotbeds of Islamist terrorism.
Everyone would benefit from that, too.

Butthere are worries. The Br1is bound up with the growing
cultaround Mr Xi. State media call it “the path of Xi Jinping”. It
has become shorthand for China’s overseas aid, state-led in-
vestment abroad and for Mr Xi’s much-ballyhooed “great-
power diplomacy with Chinese characteristics”. China urges
other countries to praise the BRr1, so that their words can be re-
layed backhome as propaganda. Few Chinese dare offer open
criticism; that makes mistakes more likely.

The citizens of countries hosting Br1 projects may come to
regret their governments’ enthusiasm. Like all Chinese cash,
the Br1 billions come without pesky questions about human
rights or corruption. Indeed, the terms are often shrouded in
secrecy, raising fears that local politicians may benefit more
than their people. Projects tend to require the use of lots of Chi-

nese labour. BRI countries risk piling up dangerous amounts of
debt, which some fear is designed to give China a strategic
hold over them. Pakistan, one of the mostimportant BRI coun-
tries, hasjust held an election in which candidates vied to take
credit for Chinese investment; yet the debts are so large that,
before long, Pakistan islikely to need an 1mF bail-out.

Then there are possible security risks. In his metaphorical
flights, Mr Xi sometimes speaks of his belt and road as a single
thoroughfare, a “road of peace”. But what if the Chinese navy
were to take advantage of ports such as Hambantota? This was
repossessed by a Chinese state-owned firm after the Sri Lan-
kan government struggled to repay the debtsithad amassed to
build it. Military planners worry that China could develop a
string of such berths that its ships could use to extend their
reach far beyond China’s shores.

Analysts in Asia and the West believe that China wants to
displace America as the Asian hegemon. The Br1 could end up
furthering that plan, even if it is not its focus. China’s crude
maps show the belt and road running through disputed terri-
tory, including the bitterly contested waters of the South China
Sea where China has been busy building fortresses on reefs.

Some Asian countries, including India and Vietnam, are
wary and most Western countries share their unease. Last year
America’s defence secretary, James Mattis, said that: “No one
nation should put itself into a position of dictating [BRr1]”. In
January France’s president, Emmanuel Macron, warned that
the BRI “cannot be the roads of a new hegemony that will
make the countries they traverse into vassal states.” He added:
“The ancient silk roads were never purely Chinese...These
roads are to be shared and they cannot be one-way.”

Keep those American signposts :
What should the world do about the BR1? For a start, it needs to
keep some perspective. Even if China does hope to use it as a
political tool to beat back Western influence, Beijing is bound
to face difficulties, as projects go awry, debts go bad and people
grow hostile to China’s presence. History suggests that simply
doling out money will not, on its own, usher in a Pax Sinica.
The world can also use its influence to make the BRI more
beneficial. Even China’s billions cannot finance everything on
offer. Money coming from the West, from the European Union
and from institutions such as the World Bank and the 1mF
should be lent according to international standards—including
on such things as transparency, environmental safeguards,
public procurement and debt sustainability. So long as they are
good projects, let China include them in the Brrif it wants to.
Last is security. The way to assuage fears about the BRI’
threat to the balance of power is not by trying to frustrate Chi-
na’s efforts, let alone by starting a trade war or by pulling
America’s armed forces out of Asia, as President Donald
Trump sometimes seems to contemplate. On the contrary, the
balance of risks and benefits of the Br1 is related to America’s
commitment to Asia. If the United States is engaged, the world
can mitigate the dangers of Br1 and reap its rewards. If not, the
risks will outweigh the benefits. The Br1 is yet one more argu-
ment for America to stay in Asia. m



XIAMEN

We unpick what motivates China’s vastly ambitious plan to connect the world

GROWING up in a military dictatorship,
Than Swe, a young member of Myan-
mar’s business elite, saw the Western
world as a protector and model. Even
when Western governments imposed
ever-tighter trade and travel bans to punish
the junta that ran his country from 1988 to
2016, Mr Than Swe, along with many com-
patriots, saw them as upholders of a moral
order. Some swagger about Western values
could be grating. Visiting America as a
teenager, Mr Than Swe remembers being
congratulated on reaching a country with
good humanrights. But as an alternative to
local despotism, the West offered hope.

“The people still think that the Western
countries are the best,” Mr Than Swe, who
is 26, says softly, sitting in a university
meeting room in the Chinese port city of
Xiamen. Asone of the 2.5% of Myanmarese
who are ethnic-Chinese, though, he in-
creasingly sees an alternative in invest-
ment and assistance from a rising China
next door. To his dismay, many in his coun-
try disagree. He recalls how a proposal to
build dams on the Irrawaddy river was
blocked in 2011 amid angry protests about
flooding villages and wrecking ecosystems
to produce electricity for China, not Myan-
mar. China was likened to colonial powers
that “just take everything and go”.

After centuries of uneasy relations, im-

perial demands for tribute and occasional
wars, much of Asia must now reckon with
a giant Chinese neighbour that is much
more than a trade partner. With wealth
and success has come new confidence in a
Chinese model and ambitions to share it.

Debate in Myanmar now focuses on
plans for a $7.3bn deepwater port at Kyauk-
phyu on the Bay of Bengal and an adjoin-
ing special economic zone. Subsidiaries of
CITIC, a state-owned Chinese conglomer-
ate, are taking a 70% stake, and will run the
portforhalfa century. If Kyaukphyu grows
large enough to handle 4.9m containers a
year, as CITIC hopes, it will match Felix-
stowe, Britain’s largest container port—a
startling transformation.

Harbouring ambitions
Western economists struggle to see what
Myanmar gains from Kyaukphyu, which is
far from the country’s commercial capital,
Yangon. They have no trouble seeing what
China gets: an opening to the sea for its
landlocked south-western province of
Yunnan. It is already a terminal for oil and
gas pipelines capable of bringingin an esti-
mated 10% of China’s energy imports, by-
passing the Malacca Strait, a strategic
choke-point near Singapore.

Foreign diplomats fret that China sees
the port as a future haven for its warships.

Sceptics in Myanmar shudder at the loans
covering the government’s 30% stake. They
point to the precedent of Hambantota, a
portbuiltby Chinain Sri Lanka that passed
into Chinese hands in 2017, along with 69
square kilometres of land, after the Sri Lan-
kan government could not service debts
incurred in its construction. Former Sri
Lankan officials have told the New York
Times of other, secret Chinese terms, for in-
stance a demand to share intelligence
aboutall traffic through the port.

The development at Kyaukphyu has
been under discussion for years. But now
the port, like all sorts of other projects, has
been swept into China’s sprawling, ambi-
tious “Belt and Road Initiative” (Br1). Ac-
cording to official BRI announcements,
Myanmar is one of many friends that lie on
a “21st-Century Maritime Silk Road” link-
ing China to far-flung markets and energy
reserves from the Arctic to the Indian, Pa-
cificand Atlantic oceans. Thisis the “road”.
The belt is the “Silk Road Economic Belt”,
connecting China overland with Europe,
Africa and the Middle East with railways,
highways and fibre-optic cables. The two
were yoked together in a pair of speeches
given by Xi Jinping, China’s president and
Communist Party chief, in 2013.

Some anxious diplomats and politi-
cians call the BRI a master-plan aimed at
turning Eurasian nations into tributary
states, dependent on Chinese capital, criss-
crossed with Chinese-owned railways,
pipelines and roads, and increasingly
bound by Chinese rules governing every-
thing from trade to cyber-security. In Octo-
ber 2017 America’s defence secretary;,
James Mattis, questioned the very idea of
trade routes designed by one power. “In a M
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» globalised world”, he said, “there are
many belts and many roads.” Visiting Chi-
na in January, the French president, Em-
manuel Macron, warned that a modern
SilkRoad could not be “one way”.

- Other ambassadors, political leaders
and business bosses see something less
grandiose. They think China wants to crate
up and export surplus cement plants, steel
mills and glass works built during years of
stimulus spending and reassemble them
abroad—along with pollution and green-
house gases formerly belched into its skies.
More obviously, the Br1 has secured con-
tracts for Chinese firms. The most cynical
see amarketing exercise, rebranding every-
thing that China does abroad under slo-
gans that flatter Mr Xi’s global pretensions.

Master-plan or marketing?

On one point all can agree. A lot of money
stands behind talk of reviving the Silk Road
for the age of the container ship. Add up of-
ficial announcements on the BrI and they
come to 100 Kyaukphyus, maybe more. In
January Randal Phillips, a former c1a sta-
tion chief in China, told the us-China Eco-
nomic and Security Review Commission
(uscc), a congressional body, of conversa-
tions in which Chinese officials compared
the initiative to the Marshall Plan with
which America funded the reconstruction
of post-war Europe. Such claims command
interest. A BRI forum in Beijingin 2017 drew
over two dozen world leaders.

Much about the Br1is reasonable. After
transforming China with high-speed rail
lines, roads and electricity grids, the coun-
try’s firms, many state owned, are ready to
export their know-how. China has capital
to spare, a need to develop its western hin-
terlands through connections to Eurasia
and a desire for closer ties with the 14 coun-

tries with which it shares aland border.

Other aspects are more troubling. The
scheme is worryingly secretive. No defini-
tive BRI map has been published. The
scheme has expanded far beyond its origi-
nal core of Eurasia and the Middle East,
from New Zealand to the Arctic, Africa to
Latin America and even outer space. Esti-
mates of the Brr’s total intended invest-
ment range from $itrn to $8trn. “Hardly a
rounding error,” notes Jonathan Hillman
of the Reconnecting Asia Project, a data-
base of transportand energy projects at the
Centre for Strategic and International Stud-
ies (cs1s) in Washington, bc.

China does not systematically report
lending overseas, which heightens the
mystery and unease about goals that may
stretch well beyond the economic. In
Washington politicians, scholars, soldiers
and spies are digging out works by Halford
Mackinder, a British geographer who in
1904 argued that global power lies in con-
trol of the “Heartland”, a pivot region be-
tween the Volga and the Yangzi that offers
dominance over the “world island”, the
combined land mass of Europe, Asia and
Africa. Mr Phillips told the uscc that the
maritime Silk Road is “remarkably similar”
to a document that the cia acquired some
13 years ago, showing the desire of the Peo-
ple’s Liberation Army to build a “string of
pearls” of military bases far from its shores.

Some pearls would be very far-flung. A
new Chinese wharf in the Pacific island of
Vanuatu lies in Australia’s South Pacific
backyard, 1,900km from Brisbane. The
terms of Vanuatu’s contract with China are
not reassuring. It shows a 15-year loan at
2.5% interest with the government-owned
China ExIm Bank that can be called in, in
full, in the event of non-payment.

Nadége Rolland, author of “China’s
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Eurasian Century?”, a book on the Bri,
urges those who doubt China’s ambitions
to read the statements of Mr Xi and other
leaders. If even some are sincere, she
writes, they reveal a plan for “arisen China
sitting at the heart of a Sinocentric regional
order”. Xiang Lanxin, director of the Cen-
tre of One Belt One Road and Eurasian Se-
curity, a Shanghai-based think-tank, agrees
that the Br1 embodies Chinese strategic
goals, but says those goals are both clear
and respectable. He sees a plan to rebal-
ance China’s exposure to the Pacific, by
which he mostly means relations with
America, by deepening ties with Eurasia.
He concedes, though, that clumsy BRI pro-
paganda has alarmed neighbours unnec-
essarily. When Chinese officials “say there
isno geopolitics involved...that’snot quite
convincing, because it does involve geo-
politics, everybody realises that,” he says.

Tread softly

The BRI is also a soft-power scheme. Mr
Than Swe is proof of that. He is one of 40
officials, military officers and “special for-
eign talents” from Indonesia, Myanmar, Sri
Lanka, Thailand and Turkey enrolled in an
1-month course in Xiamen at Huagiao
University’s new Maritime Silk Road Insti-
tute studying China’s approach to globali-
sation. China picks up the tab.

Mr Than Swe says his year in Xiamen
has changed him. He now sees China as a
welcome alternative to a bossy and judg-
mental West. Events at home have contrib-
uted to this shift. After years of internation-
al sympathy, the people of Myanmar now
face Western criticism for their country’s
treatment of the Rohingya, a minority
whose presence Mr Than Swe blames on
British colonial rulers.

Mr Than Swe’s change of heart reveals
one of China’s strengths. It has a genius for
befriending those in need of options. Asel-
egantly catalogued by Andrew Small of
the German Marshall Fund, a think-tank,
sometimes that means pariah-states
shunned for corruption or abusing human
rights. Sometimes it means bad credit risks,
with few other sources of capital. Some-
times it means those looking for a strategic
alternative. Thus China woos South Asian
nations that want a hedge against India,
Central Asian governments that want to
keep Russia at bay, and countries on the
EU’s southern and eastern fringes tired of
nagging or cold-shouldering by Brussels.

Mr Than Swe is not the only student at
the institute to praise China’s reluctance to
judge. After some kerfuffle involving his
business card, and much scratching out of
jobtitles, a second student, Kamal Bombu-
galage, concedes thathe isa commodore in
the Sri Lankan navy. He thanks China for
support during his homeland’s civil war,
and for lending his country billions of dol-
lars to build ports and industrial zones and

for other schemes. He defends the devel- »
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» opment of Hambantota as a sound invest-
ment. Colonial powers looted Sri Lanka
then left, he grumbles. In contrast China
comes to trade and to build. A second Sri
Lankan naval officer, Fred Seneviratne,
chimes in. Western countries try to impose
values by linking aid or loans to strict con-
ditions. “If you compare that with China?
No conditions,” he says approvingly.

Xu Peiyuan, a bustling, busy economist
and the institute’s executive vice-presi-
dent, talks up the BRI’s benefits. He quotes
a soothing slogan from Mr Xi about China
building a global “community of shared
destiny and interest”. He also names some
distinctly ideological choices thathe hopes
that BRI partners will make. These include
treating all political systems as equal and
shunning “colour revolutions”— jargon for
pro-democracy movements that rocked
such countries as Iran and Ukraine.

Asked if the BRI promotes Chinese go-
vernance, the students enthusiastically
agree. “It will introduce anew model to the
world. And we are ready to accept that,”
says Commodore Seneviratne. Five years
into its existence, others are warier—be-
cause of politics, and because of debt.

BRIngiton
Start with the money. It can be hard to
grasp the aggregate numbers around Bri,
as hundred-billion dollar announcements
blur one into the next, but nobody doubts
that huge investments are needed. The
Asian Development Bank, a multilateral
organisation, estimates that the continent
requires $26trn in infrastructure invest-
ment between 2017 and 2030 to maintain
today’s growth rates and adapt to climate
change. Set against those numbers, the size
of Chinese investment does not in itself
signal a plan for global domination.

Where the BRI causes angst is in its ef-
fect on the most vulnerable countries. In
March the Centre for Global Development,
a think-tank, published a paper naming
eight countries at high risk of debt distress
thanks to BrI-related lending (see chart). A
motorway represents over a quarter of
Montenegro’s annual Gpe. A China-Laos
railway, begun in 2016, could cost the
equivalent of almost half Laos’s Gpp.

These loans are not charity. The Aid-
Data project at the College of William &
Mary, in Virginia in the United States,
tracked $354bn in Chinese overseas lend-
ingin 2000-14. About three-quarters of the
loans were at commercial interestrates. Of-
ficials of the Trump administration have
called some Chinese loans “predatory”. In
a speech in Beijing in April Christine La-
garde, the boss of the 1mF, raised concerns
about problematic debt and urged China
to ensure that “the Belt and Road only tra-
vels where itisneeded.”

Needed or not, there are places where
BRI has been rejected. Fears of indebted-
ness and rows over murky payments have

I Belt loosening
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led to Chinese-funded projects being can-
celled, suspended or referred to anti-cor-
ruption watchdogs for review in Nepal,
Myanmar and most dramatically in Malay-
sia. There a recent election saw the incom-
ing government of Mahathir Mohamad
suspend BRI projects agreed on by his pre-
decessor. These include a 700km high-
speed railway line and oil pipelines worth
a total of $20bn. In Pakistan, a longtime
friend of China and home to the largest sin-
gle BRI project, the China-Pakistan Eco-
nomic Corridor (CPEC), projects have been
curtailed, as officials reportedly sought
more Chinese lending in recent months, to
avoid having to turn to the 1mr.

In Sri Lanka rows about China’s influ-
ence in domestic politics helped topple a
government. Even Commodore Bombu-
galage is disappointed that China’s focus
on infrastructure led to the building, near
Hambantota, of a cricket ground and a lit-
tle-used airport in the home district of a
former president, whose election cam-
paign also benefited from China’s largesse.
He would like “two or three universities”
instead of such white elephants, so Sri Lan-
kans can build a knowledge-based econ-
omy: “Otherwise itis not sustainable.”

As well as helping favoured locals, pro-
jects also help Chinese firms. Using data
which, because there is no firm definition
of BRIprojects, include all known Chinese-
funded transport projects in 69 Eurasian
countries, the Reconnecting Asia project at
csis has found a dramatic difference be-
tween those funded by Chinese policy
banks and state-run funds, and those fi-
nanced by multilateral development
banks. When projects were Chinese fund-
ed, csis found that 89% of contractors
were Chinese companies. In contrast,
when projects were funded by multilateral
organisations, four in ten contractors were
local, less than a third were Chinese and
the rest came from third countries.

China did not invent tied aid. Still, the
gap between Chinese rhetoric about “com-
munity and shared destiny” and projects
full of Chinese workers paid for by host-
government debt raises hackles.

Briefing China’s Belt and Road Initiative 15

China knows that it needs to clean up
its image. In meetings with Western lead-
ers, Chinese leaders have begun down-
playing their ambitions for global expan-
sion. In 2014 China invited foreign
governments to join a new Asian Infra-
structure Investment Bank, a multilateral
lender based in Beijing that won praise for
following international norms on every-
thing from public tendering to environ-
mental standards. Alas, the lender has kept
its distance from the Bry, its squeaky-clean
reputation thereby fuelling, rather than de-
fusing, suspicions. In July the Financial
Times reported that the China Develop-
ment Bank, a BRI mainstay, is “actively co-
operating” with Western institutions on
joint-lending subjectto international rules.

David Dollar, who served as the Ameri-
can Treasury’s chief envoy to China in
200913, sees a logic to some increased
lending. “A lot of countries are running
trade surpluses with China because they
are selling [the Chinese] natural resources.
So borrowing from China makes sense.” If
the BrIis about buildinginfrastructure and
exporting surplus capacity, China will
grow more cautious about lending to bad
risks. But, “If this is primarily geostrategic,
then [China] will be willing to take losses,”
says Mr Dollar, now at the Brookings Insti-
tution, a think-tank in Washington.

The road to empire

In truth, there has never been a neat divi-
sion between the power that allows a
country to open and maintain trade routes
and the clout that builds empires. The term
“Silk Road”, much beloved of Chinese
leaders, was coined in1877 by a German ge-
ographer, Ferdinand von Richthofen (un-

cle of the “Red Baron”) to describe a skein M
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» of ancient trading routes which blended
commerce, diplomacy and hard power.
Chinese silk was popular in Rome by the
time of Julius Caesar. It frequently started
its travels as gifts from Chinese rulers to
vassal states, before being traded by mid-
dlemen from places like India or Parthia, in
modern-day Iran. Some trade routes were
protected by Chinese garrisons.

Silk Road, iron fist

Chinese leaders have drawn explicit links
between national security and Brr infra-
structure projects, according to a study by
Peter Cai of the Lowy Institute, an Austra-
lian think-tank. The study also notes the
BRI's role in developing China’s west, in-
cluding the restive region of Xinjiang,
where millions of Muslims from the Ui-
ghur minority live under harsh repression.
Mr Cai quotes Lu Shulin, a former Chinese
ambassador to Pakistan, calling improved
transport links with Xinjiang “the best
medicine” for the real cause of terrorism,
“namely poverty”. The huge cpec is de-
signed to connect Xinjiang to the Pakistani
port of Gwadar.

That there should be more than one ob-
jective is natural. But some people would
behappier if those objectives were open to
scrutiny. European diplomats in Beijing
note that China calls the BRI an open, mul-
tilateral “platform”, but built it by pressing
bilateral memorandums of understanding
0n 60 or 70 countries—though envoys re-
port that Chinese leaders recently stopped
urging other governments to sign such doc-
uments, after several western European
countries refused. Those countries that did
sign are hailed as members of the initia-
tive. “But members of what? There is no
founding charter, there are no declarations
of principles, everything is defined in Beij-
ing,” a European diplomat says.

The EU has urged China to put rules on
transparency, labour standards, debt sus-
tainability, open procurement processes
and the environment at the heart of the
BRI Money spent building coal-fired pow-
er stations, notably in Pakistan, is a particu-
lar concern. In April Handelsblatt, a Ger-
man newspaper, revealed that 27 out of 28
EU ambassadors in Beijing had signed a re-
portcalling the Br1a challenge to free-trade
rules and a boon to subsidised Chinese
companies. Illiberal Hungary balked.

Watching China tempt selected Euro-
pean nations with infrastructure schemes,
and lucrative shipping flows to chosen
ports, leads some European politicians to
see the BRI as a plot to divide the ru.
Greece, which sold a majority stake in its
main port of Piraeus to cosco, a Chinese
shipping giant, for €281m ($312.5m) in 2016,
has blocked the £u from taking unified po-
sitions on Chinese garrison-building in the
South China Sea and on tougher screening
ofitsinvestments. The European diplomat,
though, sees an attempt to bend Europe to

China’s will, not break it. Unlike Russia,
China doesn’t have an interest in seeing
the EU disintegrate, he says.

China does not just cause alarm by
playing on and exacerbating divisions. Its
creation of connections is disturbing, too.
Western diplomats and business leaders
see China challenging the West’s near-mo-
nopoly in setting standards—the common
technical rules that permit high-speed
trains, mobile communications or finan-
cial payments to flash across continents.
China will increasingly write such stan-
dards. It will also write trading rules that
suit its state-led economy;, at first supple-
menting rather than replacing those of the
World Trade Organisation.

Some see such ambitions in the arbitra-
tion courts Chinais setting up to hear cross-
border Brr disputes, a move that has set
alarms jangling in Washington, Brussels
and other capitals. UnionPay, a Chinese ri-
val to Visa and MasterCard, is using the Brr
to help its ambitious push into the African
payment and debit-card market. Other Af-
rican infrastructure works have been re-
branded as Br1schemes, though they were
first planned years ago.

No foreign government is suggesting
that China should remain a rule-taker for-
ever. Ordinary Chinese are justly proud of
what the BRI symbolises—a chance to
share Chinese expertise with the world.
Just ask the domestic tourists who throng
Xiamen, a wealthy port city of 3.5m peo-
ple. Fujian, the province in which itsits, has
been a trading hub since Arab dhows and
Song dynasty junks ferried fragrant hard-
woods, tea and porcelain to and from its
ports. The province is the ancestral home-
land of most of the world’s huagiao, or
overseas Chinese.

During the late Qing dynasty, European
gunboats opened Xiamen to foreigners as
a treaty port. An island filled with the col-

Making Xi Jinping’s dream come true
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onnaded 19th-century houses of Western
merchants and consuls draws millions of
Chinese tourists annually. A museum re-
cords how Xiamen was connected to the
world by Danish telegraph engineers. A
customs service was run by British inspec-
tors. Today Xiamen’s relations with the
world are reversed. The city is officially a
“core” province for the Maritime Silk Road.
It plans to export technology and train for-
eign officials. One Chinese speciality is
cyber-security software that critics call
“autocracy in a box”. Ru Peng, director of
the Xiamen Municipal Development and
Reform Commission and head ofits Br1 of-
fice, hails Meiya Pico, a local information-
security firm whose gadgets allow police
and security services to break passwords.
Meiya Pico exports its kit worldwide, and
trains foreign police for such BRI countries
as Myanmar, Laos and Vietnam.

Beltdriven

The BRI is not yet a frontal challenge to the
rules-based liberal order. It is a test of it.
Sooner or later the Br1 will need non-Chi-
nese money, providing outsiders with bar-
gaining power. Western governments can
work within the BRI to make it more be-
nign. After all, several of them once led
high-handed campaigns to open markets
in far-off lands by working in cahoots with
pliantlocal despots, only to learn hard les-
sons about colonial hubris. Or the West
can compete, selling the merits of amoder-
nised Western way. The West must do
more than nag poorer nations not to take
Chinese money. At a minimum they
should help BrI countries assess schemes
and show them how to gain from transpa-
rency, high standards and formal contracts.
If the West fears a Chinese-led order, its
governments have choices. There isno rea-
son why China’s entangling belts and
roadsshould be the world’s only option. m
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The law of unintended consequences

BEIJING

The new two-child policy is not having the effect the government wanted

THE one-child-per-couple policy was
horrific for women in China. Many
were subjected to forced sterilisations or
abortions. Newborn girls were killed, re-
moved by family-planning officials or
abandoned by parents desperate that their
one permitted baby be a boy. Women from
neighbouring countries suffered, too, as
victims of human trafficking; a skewed sex-
ratio made it more difficult for young men
to find Chinese wives. So the govern-
ment’s announcement in late 2015 that it
was relaxing the policy, after 35 years, was
good news. Yet the two-child-per-couple
policy that replaced it may bring different
kinds of problems.

For a generation the government as-
sured women that “one is enough” and
that “late marriage and late childbirth are
worthy.” Now state media urge them to
marry while still in university and remind
them that older mothers are more likely to
have babies with birth defects, notes Leta
HongFincher, an author and academic. Of-
ficials are encouraging childbirth because
they worry that the fertility rate (the num-
ber of children a woman can expect to
have during her lifetime) has sunk well be-
low 24, the level required to keep the pop-
ulation stable in the long term. They fear a
shrinking population will hamper eco-
nomic growth.

The birth rate increased slightly in 2016
but fell again last year. Rumours suggest
that the two-child policy could itself be
tossed out soon, allowing couples to have
as many kids as they like. Families would
doubtless appreciate less meddling from
government, but the reform is unlikely to
produce very many more babies. Many
couples do not want more children be-
cause they cannot afford to pay more for
housing, health care and education. De-
cades of being told that small families are
glorious has not helped. Helen Gao, a 30-
year-old writer who works at China Policy,
a think-tank in Beijing, says that having
one child has become an ideal in China,
justassome Americans mightregard a cou-
ple with two children and a dog as the per-
fect-sized unit.

The loosening of family-planning rules
is also creating new problems for women.
In the past, bosses knew that female staff
would take paid maternity leave only
once. Now they fret about having to shell
out multiple times. A survey by 51j0b.com,
an employment website, found that 75% of
companies were more reluctant to hire

women after the two-child policy took ef-
fect. Another, by the All-China Women’s
Federation, found that 55% of women had
been asked personal questionsin job inter-
views, such as: “Do you have a boyfriend?”
or “When do you plan to have children?”

Providing maternity leave has become
more costly for employers. Over the past
two yearsmost Chinese provinces have ex-
tended paid leave beyond the 98-day mini-
mum mandated under national law, hop-
ing this will encourage more families to
have a second child. China has laws
againstsex discrimination, including a rule
that bars firms from firing pregnant wom-
en until their child is at least one year old,
but enforcement is lax. Executives have
“zero fear” of punishment, says Sophie
Richardson of Human Rights Watch.

In a survey carried out last year by
Zhaopin, a jobs website, a third of women
reported that their wages fell after giving
birth (though for some this may be be-
cause they worked fewer hours). Some
36% said they were demoted. At an arbitra-
tion court in Beijing, a mother who gives
her name as Xiao Wei recently secured a
small settlement from a state-owned firm
that she says treated her and other preg-
nant women unfairly. But she says finding
anew job while her seven-month-old son
is still breastfeeding is likely to be a “hope-
less cause”.

Meanwhile the government is gradual-
ly implementing policies that look as if
they could be intended, at least in part, to
increase the birth rate.In June the southern
province of Jiangxi became the latest of
several local authorities to say that it
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would start requiring women who are
more than 14 weeks pregnant to secure the
approval of three doctors in order to pro-
cure an abortion. (Such policies are osten-
sibly aimed at preventing the termination
of unwanted girls, but cynics think they
could be used to drive up births more
broadly.) Health officials have taken to dis-
couraging women from having Caesarean
sections, arguing that they increase the risk
of complications during a second pregnan-
cy. Chinese courts are also beginning to
tighten divorce rules by enforcing “cooling-
off” periods after applications are filed—in-
cluding, say critics, in some cases where a
woman’s safety might be at risk. Whether
the government is restricting family sizes
or trying to boost them, “it is always about
control,” says Mei Fong, a journalist and
the author of “One Child”, a book about
China’s family-planning policies.

China’s leader, Xi Jinping, talks of his
“commitment to gender ‘equality and
women’s development”. But since he
came to power in 2012, China’s ranking in
the World Economic Forum’s global index
of gender parity has fallen from 69th to
100th, above Malawi and India but below
Cambodia and Brazil. Women’s participa-
tion in the workforce is high compared
with many Asian countries but is slowly
declining; the wage gap has widened too.
Like his predecessors, Mr Xi has not ap-
pointed any women to China’s highest po-
litical body, the Politburo Standing Com-
mittee. The authorities have stepped up
their repression of civil society. This has in-
cluded the jailing of feminist activists and
the shutting down of the most prominent
women'’s-rights blog (this took place on In-
ternational Women’s Day).

If Mr Xi wants women to have more
children, he should make it easier for them
to do so. A good start would be to enforce
anti-discrimination laws and to boost in-
vestment in child care. Sometimes fawn-
ingly called “Big Daddy Xi”, the president
might justify the monikerif he better cared
for his country’s daughters. m




