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Development Finance on the Borderlands of International Financial Order:
Reconsidering China’s Belt and Road Initiative and Its Implications

B2 (RRERT)

More than a decade after its initial launch, China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) continues
to draw enormous attention. For its proponents, the BRI provided the much-needed
infrastructure investment in the developing world and demonstrated China’s contribution to
world economy. For its critics, the BRI challenged the international norms of development
finance and exacerbated the debt burdens of several developing economies. What has been

overlooked is the BRI’s intricate relationship with the existing international financial order.

Locating on the borderlands of the post-war liberal international order (LIO), China’s
economic rise has relied on a mixed development model that combined market-oriented
economic reforms with infrastructure-focused fiscal investment and state-sponsored
industrial policies. Based on this successfully model, Chinese economy has generated an
enormous amount of trade surplus, which in turn allowed China to accumulate a massive

foreign reserve and considerably enhanced its role in global finance.

Against this background, I ague in this paper that the BRI has offered China a cross-regional
platform to pursue development finance on the borderlands of the international financial
order. In terms of financial flow, the BRI drew its seed funding from China’s massive foreign
reverse, and diverted them away from the US and other developed economies in favor of the
developing economies on the periphery of the international financial order. In terms of
development model, the BRI focused on infrastructure investment, development zones, and
other investment projects that extend China’s development experiences to BRI countries. As
it turned out, the most committed BRI countries are not only located on the borderlands of
international financial order — most of which found it difficult to obtain support from the
IMF, the World Bank or other major Western donors, but also located on the borderlands of
the post-Cold War geoeconomic hierarchy as crisis-ridden, under-developed or internationally

sanctioned entities.

The borderland perspective casts new light on the BRI’s mixed records of success and charts
its unintended consequences on the world order. With its massive investment on the
international financial borderlands, the BRI should not be expected to be successful in every
single project. However, it has clashed with the conventional norms of development finance
championed by the OECD-DAC and the Paris Club. China’s growing influences on BRI
countries have also intensified its geopolitical tensions with the incumbent powers at the
regional and global levels. In many ways, the BRI has been much less than a carefully
conceived and well implemented grand strategy, but its potential impact on the global
borderlands of the LIO will be far-reaching.
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