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Abstract

The Belt and Road Initiative (BRI)—China’s multi-trillion-dollar infra-
structure program across 145 countries and counting—is provoking concern
among observers that China is exporting its polluting model of development.
Yet, China’s leaders frame the BRI as a pathway for “green development,”
pointing to China’s ambitious climate targets and leadership in green indus-
tries like renewable energy. To date, efforts to “green” the BRI have focused
on mitigating impacts of large-scale infrastructure—but a “soft” approach to
greening is emerging. In this essay, we trace the rapid rise of what we call green
development cooperation: environmentally-focused activities that forge people-
to-people connections with host countries. Activities include training, dia-
logues, research, and development projects, some of which build on existing
initiatives, and some which are entirely new. Our systematic review of these
engagements finds that cooperation emphasizes technocratic approaches to
environment and development problems that are based on China’s own ex-
perience. Cooperation thus offers a means to position China as an alterna-
tive environmental leader—a kind of green soft power—while also facilitat-
ing transfer of Chinese green technology and expertise to the Global South.
At the same time, the green BRI is a fluid and malleable concept, shaped by
diverse Chinese and host country actors who seek to advance their own objec-
tives through cooperation. This carries the risk of ineffective or “greenwashed”
cooperation interventions, but also creates opportunities for new forms of en-
gagement and dimensions of coalition-building, and an important opening
for improving the environmental performance of the BRI.

Implications and Key Takeaways

At the broadest level, the green BRI discourse should be understood

as just that—a discourse. This means that it can be used as a tool for
greenwashing, but also offers a powerful platform for engagement with

a diverse range of Chinese actors, many of whom are working hard

to improve environmental outcomes on the BRI. Calling out cases of
greenwashing is far easier than building new engagements. Attention and
resources should thus target this latter more difficult but ultimately more

transformative task.
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U.S. engagement should focus on identifying shared perspectives and
common goals for greening the BRI, both with Chinese and BRI host
country actors. China wants to be seen as a global leader in sustainable
development, which provides an opportunity to work with Chinese

counterparts in environmental issues of shared concern.

Policymakers and concerned observers should build on collaborations
currently in place. Many of the activities identified in this paper received
some input from non-Chinese specialists hailing from multilateral
institutions and NGOs. These partnerships should be encouraged and
strengthened.

At the same time, the United States should recognize that Chinese actors
are mainly promoting the green BRI to their own government, not the
international community. Measuring the BRI against international
environmental standards is worthwhile, but leverage for change will only
come through convincing Chinese decision-makers—a task that can be

advanced by U.S. engagement in green cooperation.

Moreover, the United States should view China’s coalition building in the
Global South as a new area of collaboration, not a contest. USAID should
provide resources to equip BRI host country actors and institutions with
tools to navigate China’s policy and business context—and leverage these

partnerships for real environment and development gains.
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1. Introduction

Since it was first announced in 2013, China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI)
has attracted criticism for its environmental impacts.! Observers point out
that China’s large-scale infrastructure projects—such as roads, bridges, ports,
and dams—can significantly alter ecosystems and reduce biodiversity.? Critics
also highlight China’s role in driving increased carbon emissions in BRI coun-
tries, most notably by financing and constructing fossil fuel extraction and
generation infrastructure.” Measures to mitigate these environmental im-
pacts, on the other hand, have been deemed insufficient. Chinese BRI projects
have tended to defer to weak host country standards in assessing and regulat-
ing environmental harm, and consultation with local communities and stake-
holders has been generally absent.” But this reticence to engage in environ-
mental governance, we find, is changing.

China’s leaders are heavily promoting the BRI as “green.” This framing is
more than just a pledge to minimize environmental impacts; rather, in the
words of Xi Jinping, it promises to foster “a way of life that is green, low-
carbon, circular and sustainable.” The green BRI entered official Chinese
discourse in the late 2010s—embodied in dual guidelines issued by China’s
central government®—and is now a prominent feature in official speeches,
communiques, and media coverage. China’s leaders highlight their national
dominance in renewable energy and high-speed rail as evidence of their ability
to deliver on green claims along the BRI, and the country is taking an increas-
ingly active, leadership role in global environmental governance initiatives
more broadly. Outside observers, meanwhile, see both potential for greening
BRI infrastructure and risks that rhetoric will not translate into meaningful
change in investment decisions and construction practices.”

This green discourse is part of larger efforts in China to foster positive per-
ceptions of the BRI, in part by framing it as more than just an infrastruc-
ture initiative. Xi made this point explicitly at the Third BRI Symposium
in November 2021, categorizing BRI activities as “the infrastructure “hard
connectivity” as an important direction, the rules and standards “soft connec-
tivity” as an important support, with the construction of the people of the
countries “heart connectivity” as an important foundation.” Indeed, Beijing
has sought to advance these latter goals of soft power and person-to-person

connections for decades, beginning with agricultural training programs in
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Africa in the 1960s, and expanding to encompass trainings across sectors, pol-
icy dialogues, joint research and scholarships for study in China, and specific
projects focused on rural development and poverty alleviation.” In the last five
years, moreover, many such initiatives have been refashioned as green, incor-
porating the rhetoric of the green BRI. These “soft” activities exist alongside,
but still apart from, “hard” infrastructure projects, offering a focused channel
for advancing a vision of the BRI that is both win-win and sustainable.

In this policy paper, we offer the first systematic review of these environ-
mentally-focused activities on the BRI, what we term “green development
cooperation” (or green cooperation for short). Chinese leaders refer to a wide
range of transnational engagements as development cooperation, and while
most of these activities have begun to refer to environmental concerns, we see
an emergence of trainings, dialogues, research, and development projects as
the main ways China engages in explicitly green cooperation. Our analysis re-
veals that, since the late 2010s, the green BRI has become a core organizing
principle of China’s development cooperation. Green cooperation activities
have increased substantially as a result. Many of these activities are delivered
through existing cooperation mechanisms, such as decades-old agricultural
technology demonstration centers in Africa; others are entirely new. The or-
ganizations and actors who design and implement cooperation are likewise
diverse, and include foreign cooperation departments of Chinese central and
provincial government ministries, state-owned and private enterprises, think
tanks and research centers, and non-governmental organizations (NGOs).
Cooperation initiatives target Global South countries facing environmental
risks, and emphasize technological solutions drawn from China’s own experi-
ence. As such, cooperation often aligns and overlaps with technology transfer
and “hard” infrastructure projects, as we explore elsewhere.’

From a broader perspective, we find that green cooperation has become a
primary venue through which China projects influence over global environ-
mental governance—a kind of green soft power. It does so by promoting a
China- and BRI-centric narrative of green development and “ecological civi-
lization” that emphasizes technocratic and growth-oriented approaches, of-
fering a potential alternative to the Western-led development model. At the
same time, the green BRI is a fluid and malleable concept, shaped by Chinese

and host country actors who seck to advance their own political, economic,
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and environmental objectives. This carries the risk of ineffective or “green-
washed” cooperation interventions, but also creates opportunities for collabo-
ration and engagement. Indeed, the rapid growth of green cooperation shows
that China is serious about environmental issues. Working with rather than

against this cooperation should thus be a top U.S. priority.

2. Greening the Belt and Road

Green cooperation on the Belt and Road—Ilike the BRI itself—is rooted in
China’s own domestic socioeconomic and environmental context. China
faces numerous well-publicized environmental challenges, which over time
have prompted ever-stronger responses from China’s leadership, as evidenced
by the strengthening of environmental policies, targets, and government bu-
reaucracy.’’ Underpinning these important shifts is the discourse of “ecologi-
cal civilization,” which was introduced into Communist Party ideology in
2007, adopted by Xi Jinping as a major framework in 2013, and elevated to a
prominent position in the constitution in 2018."

Ecological civilization pervades Chinese rhetoric of the green BRI In
its 2017 “Guidance on Promoting Green Belt and Road,” the Communist
Party Central Committee and State Council foreground the goal to “main-
stream ecological civilization in the ‘Belt and Road Initiative,” while the
Ministry of Environmental Protection’s (MEP) “Belt and Road Ecological and
Environmental Cooperation Plan” specifically states that “to 2025, we will inte-
grate the concepts of ecological civilization and green development into the Bele
and Road Initiative.”” Indeed, the government is promoting the concept of eco-
logical civilization heavily in multilateral contexts, including most recently its
selection as the theme of the China-hosted 2021 COPI5 Biodiversity Summit.'*
Chinese scholars tend to view the mainstreaming of ecological civilization posi-
tively, seeing it as a means for China to influence international environmental
governance by drawing on national wisdom and experience.”® Non-Chinese
researchers and think tanks, meanwhile, show some concern that China aims
to supplant existing global environmental norms and values with those drawn
from ecological civilization, and to channel these through the BRL!

The technocratic emphasis of efforts to green the BRI is similarly rooted in

China’s own experience and its domestic efforts towards sustainable develop-
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ment. Hansen et al. argue that ecological civilization constitutes a Chinese
state-initiated “socio-technical imaginary,” meaning that it reveals “how
technological values and visions of the future are interwoven with political,
social, and cultural ones.”” This imaginary portrays a continuity between
China’s ecological tradition and its green future, positioning technological in-
novation and improvement in the people’s environmental consciousness as a
pathway to green development. As such, this imaginary lays an epistemologi-
cal foundation for “state-led technocratic processes of socio-environmental
engineering,”® ranging from consolidation and intensification of agriculture,
to construction of new hydropower and water management infrastructure, to
classifying areas of the country based on monitoring of ecological health and
risk. There exists a parallel emphasis on the BRI on celebrating China’s tech-
nical achievements as an example (or model) for other developing countries,
and therefore on interventions that transfer Chinese technocratic expertise to
environmental and development problems.

Yet, while China is “talking the talk” through green BRI discourse, scholars
find that it is not “walking the walk” through its investments on the Belt and
Road. Jessica Liao, 2 2020-21 Wilson Fellow, argues that the green BRI agenda
represents the rise of China’s “green mercantilism,” defined as “using state capi-
tal to build a BRI-centric coalition around the issue of sustainable development
in the Global South.” This green mercantilism seeks to woo developing coun-
tries through environmental discourse—with particular emphasis on China’s
expertise and technology—but it chiefly serves to advance economic and po-
litical objectives over environmental benefits. As a result, Chinese investments
on the BRI are mostly comprised of “brown” infrastructure projects, including
several hundred coal-fired power plants, with only limited engagement in green
projects like solar and wind energy.?® China’s hydropower projects on the BRI,
meanwhile, have been controversially promoted by Chinese actors as “green,”
despite their well-documented social and environmental impacts. Some observ-
ers thus conclude that the green BRI discourse is largely being ignored or simply
“greenwashed” in favor of infrastructural and technological interventions that
benefit the Chinese state and host country elites.” Beijing’s recent pledge to
end state-sponsored finance for overseas coal power projects® offers cause for
optimism—as do new Chinese solar and wind projects in Africa®—but there

remains a disconnect between green BRI promises and actions on the ground.
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Focusing only on this disconnect, however, risks overlooking the broader
implication of the green BRI: that China is centering environmental protec-
tion in how it engages as a global development partner. This engagement in-
creasingly occurs through people-to-people cooperation activities—trainings,
dialogues, research, and development projects—that are related to, but exist
separately from, high-level policy discourse or infrastructure investments.
This cooperation aims to strengthen China’s environmental leadership and
soft power, but it does so in ways that are shaped by the specific actors in-
volved. Indeed, drawing on the literature on Chinese development aid, we can
understand green cooperation as spaces of encounter, where norms and values
are both advanced and co-constructed by Chinese and host country actors.**
Understanding how this cooperation occurs can shed important light on how
the green BRI is being defined in particular contexts, and how it is shaping
development pathways.

3. Methods

The analysis that follows provides an assessment of the breadth of China’s
green cooperation through the review of related activities, then provides two
in-depth case studies. Defining the types of projects that fell into our concep-
tualization of green cooperation in itself was an iterative process. We began by
conducting a review of literature on China’s green BRI in both English and
Mandarin language search terms. Using this literature review as the basis for
designing search terms and targeting our search for public secondary materi-
als, we conducted a systematic review of green cooperation activities.
Information was compiled from publicly available secondary sources in
Mandarin and English language. Sources include searches of the websites of for-
cign engagement branches of multiple Chinese state Ministries (e.g. the State
Forestry Administration, the Ministry of Agriculture, the Ministry of Ecology
and Environment), popular media, and reports published by related policy and
academic institutions on the topics of environment and the BRI (e.g. the China
Council for International Cooperation on Environment and Development,
the China Academy of Belt and Road Initiative, BRI International Green
Development Coalition). Projects that mentioned environmental engagements

but, to the extent we could discern, did not demonstrate a substantive focus
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on the environment in their related activities were excluded. Because the BRI
builds upon a longer history of Chinese actors ‘Going Out’ (investing overseas),
we include projects established before the BRI’s establishment in 2013, as well
as more recent projects for which implementation agreements (e.g., Memoranda
of Understanding) have been established but activities on the ground are at a
mixture of stages from still in planning (including those delayed by the Covid-
19 pandemic) to well underway.

Finally, two case studies based on former field work conducted by the au-
thors are presented. Previous field work on cach case has been updated based
on secondary sources collected through desk studies and a limited number of

remotely conducted interviews.

4. Green Cooperation

Green cooperation activities are clearly on the rise. They are part of an over-
arching trend in which a// types of overseas interventions by Chinese actors
are referred to in connection with the Chinese state’s vision of a green Belt
and Road. This trend intersects with China’s increasing investment in “soft”
connectivity by facilitating people-to-people interactions and collaborations
between Chinese actors and the rest of the world. Our review revealed four
primary types of green cooperation activities initiated by Chinese actors with
explicitly stated (though often broadly defined and interpreted) environmen-
tal objectives: trainings, dialogues, research, and development projects. These
interventions involve encounters between Chinese actors and public and pri-
vate sector decision-makers from BRI countries which go beyond the expand-
ing sphere of formal environmental policymaking and “hard” infrastructure
projects or other physical investments.

The majority of green cooperation activities captured in our review occur
in three sectors: water (including hydropower), agriculture, and forestry (often
connected with conservation efforts). This concentration makes sense con-
sidering that China has invested considerable resources in developing these
sectors domestically and has historically focused its development aid contri-
butions to developing countries in the same sectors. Agricultural technology
demonstration centers, for example, have featured heavily in Chinese foreign

aid to Africa® and simultaneously provide agricultural extension services,
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commercial opportunities (connecting Chinese agribusinesses with farmers),
and connections between Chinese and African agricultural sector state offi-
cials.?® China’s water management sector also has a long history of training
developing country technicians and state representatives,” again unsurprising
considering China’s status as one of the top hydropower and irrigation tech-
nology developers in the world. Forest sector activities range from advising
afforestation and anti-wildlife trafficking efforts to developing sustainable in-
vestment tools for Chinese firms like the “Guide on Sustainable Management
and Utilization of Overseas Forests by Chinese Enterprises” issued by China’s
State Forest Administration in collaboration with WWF, The Nature
Conservancy, Forest Trends, and IUCN.* Activities in other sectors such as
urban greening, pollution and waste management, and energy initiatives are
likely to increase in the future, with many currently in the planning phase.
We distinguished between four types of green cooperation activities,
though there are significant overlaps between types and the actors who
deliver them. The most common by far are trainings hosted by a range of
Chinese state and private sector actors, many of whom have hosted annual
or otherwise regular training events on certain topics for years. Institutions
like chambers of commerce, business associations, think tanks, and research
centers are also increasingly organizing training in their own sectors. They
are especially dominant in the water sector where training accompanies
sector events like trade shows, and in agriculture where China’s network
of agricultural training and research centers in developing countries pro-
vides a precedent for such activities. Training tends to involve the transfer
of technology, standards and practices, and lessons learned from China to
actors in Belt and Road countries, thus positioning China as a dissemina-
tor of technologies it has developed domestically. For example, the Ministry
of Commerce and the State Forestry Administration of China held a ‘Bele
and Road National Nature Reserve Management and Protection Seminar’
in 2021 during which participants were regaled with stories of “Chinese
wisdom and Chinese solutions to the management of nature reserves and
biodiversity conservation.”® Some trainings are one-time events, such as
this seminar, while other trainings constitute recurring events, such as hy-
dropower workshops held annually at the International Center on Small

Hydropower Center in Hangzhou, China.
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We also document a rise in green research initiatives, dialogues and other
multinational collaborations on environmental topics, and on-the-ground
development projects. Sharing data between Chinese and other countries’
research institutions or engaging in collaborative research, particularly to fa-
cilitate joint monitoring and assessment of shared ecosystems, is increasingly
common. A number of institutions, networks, and diplomatic fora have been
established that aim to facilitate dialogue and other forms of engagement be-
tween actors in China with certain regions on a range of topics including the
environment (e.g., the Lancang-Mekong Environmental Cooperation Center
[LMEC], discussed below) or on common specified environmental goals (e.g.,
the China-Africa Forest Governance Platform launched in 2013). We in-
clude in this category a particularly fast growing set of engagements between
Chinese (often state and sectoral institution) actors and foreign entities (often
international NGOs or their counterparts in BRI countries) establishing vol-
untary environmental standards. Finally, a limited but growing number of on-
the-ground development projects are noted, some of which pilot the applica-
tion of Chinese environmental interventions elsewhere,*® others which seek
to offset the environmental impacts of Chinese investment activities (e.g.,
the Mombasa-Nairobi Railway Wildlife Corridor®). These types of activities
overlap with each other: institutions that facilitate dialogues may organize
training series, these trainings may be used to launch research collaborations,

and so on. Table 1 provides examples of cach type.
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TABLE I: Examples of the four types of green development

cooperation activities

Training

International Training Course

on Water Conservancy and
Hydropower Construction &
Management (annual)

Hangzhou, China

Jointly delivered by the International
Center for Small Hydropower and
the Hangzhou Regional Center

for Small Hydropower, which sit
under auspices of UN agencies and
Chinese government ministries.

Capacity Building on Ecological
Remote Sensing in Lancang-
Mekong Countries (2018)
Hubei, China

Sponsored by the Green Lancang-
Mekong Initiative, part of the
Lancang-Mekong Cooperation
Center.

Belt and Road National Nature
Reserve Management and
Protection Seminar (2021)

Online

Sponsored by the Ministry of
Commerce and the State Forestry
and Grassland Administration School
of Management (China), training
over 200 students from 16 BRI
countries.

Research

Sino-Kazakhstan Modern
Agricultural Innovation Park
(2016)

Almaty, Kazakhstan

Established jointly by state-owned
Yangling Modern Agriculture
Demonstration Park Development
and Construction Co. Ltd. (which also
manages its sister park, the Shaanxi
Yangling Agricultural High-tech
Industrial Demonstration Zone), and
Integrachia- Turgen, an agricultural
company in Kazakhstan.

Egypt-China Agricultural Green
Development Joint Laboratory
(2021)

Cairo, Egypt

Signed between the Egypt National
Remote Sensing Space Science and
the Chinese Academy of Agricultural
Sciences.

China-Thailand Joint Laboratory
for Climate and Marine Ecosystem
(2013)

Phuket, Thailand

Established jointly by the State
Oceanic Administration (China) and
the Ministry of Natural Resources and
Environment (Thailand).
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Dialogues Projects

Lancang-Mekong Roundtable
Dialogue on Regional and Global
Environmental Governance:
Action on Climate Change and
Sustainable Infrastructure (2021)
Beijing, China and Online

Guided by Ministry of Ecology and
Environment (China), supported

by Lancang-Mekong Cooperation
Secretariat, co-hosted by Foreign
Environmental Cooperation Center,
Lancang-Mekong Environmental
Cooperation Center, and Department
of Ecology and Environment of
Yunnan Province (China).

Roundtable Forum on Sustainable
Development and Capacity
Building of Reservoir Dams and
Hydropower (2019)

Kunming, China

Organized by the Chinese Society
of Dam Engineering and Chinese
National Committee on Large Dams.

China-Africa Forest Governance
Platform (2013)

Cameroon, DR Congo, Mozambique,
Uganda, China

Joint effort between IIED

(UK government), Centre for
Environment and Development
(Cameroon), Reseaux Ressources
Naturelles (DRC), Terra Firma
(Mozambique), Advocates Coalition
for Development and Environment
(Uganda), the Chinese Academy

of Forestry, Global Environmental
Institute (Chinese NGO), and WWF
(international NGO).

Vientiane Saysettha Development
Zone (2021)

Vientiane, Laos

MOU signed by the Heads of the
Ministry of Natural Resources and
Environment (Laos) and the Ministry
of Ecology and Environment (China),
to be managed by the Lao-China
Joint Venture Investment Co., Ltd.
between the Yunnan Construction
and Investment Holding Group and
the Vientiane Municipal Government.

Mombasa-Nairobi Standard Gauge
Railway Wildlife Corridor (2017)
Kenya

China Road and Bridge Corporation,
the development contractor for the
Mombasa-Nairobi Railway.

"Forest-wise"” Parks (Sustainable
Forest Product Processing Parks)
(2019)

Nankang & Zhenjiang China,
Mozambique

Memorandum of Understanding
signed between China-Africa
Forest Governance Project,
Chinese Academy of Forestry,
IIED, and Ministry of Land,
Agriculture, Environment, and Rural
Development of the Mozambique
government.
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The Lancang-Mekong Environmental Cooperation Center offers an ex-
ample of how these activities are often organized and can overlap. LMEC
was established by Chinese Premier Li Keqiang at the first Lancang-Mekong
Cooperation Leaders’ Meeting in 2016, and was formally integrated into the
overall Lancang-Mekong Cooperation Framework in 2018. In its own words,
the Center “aims to disseminate China’s theory of environmental governance,
boost the capacity of environmental governance of each country and achieve
regional sustainable development through the promotion of environmen-
tal cooperation among Lancang-Mekong countries.” It does this primarily
through what it calls the “Green Lancang-Mckong Initiative,” an umbrella
for all four types of cooperation activities including “policy dialogue, capacity
building, mainstreaming environmental policy, joint research and the demon-
stration of environmental projects, etc.”** Recent topics include water quality,
ecological remote sensing, industrial gas emission standards, and waste man-
agement, with strong emphasis on technological solutions. All of these activi-
ties—and LMEC itself—operate under the auspices of China’s Ministry of
Ecology and Environment, but also have stated partnerships with UN agen-
cies, international NGOs, and Chinese business associations and large SOEs.

Indeed, there is a vast array of Chinese actors engaged in green coopera-
tion. China’s environmental turn on both domestic and international fronts—
through the emphasis on ecological civilization domestically and on greening
the BRI—has compelled all Chinese actors to at least engage with a baseline
level of environmental concerns while creating a much greater space for actors
to push for environmental improvements. The Chinese state is involved across
all types of green cooperation, a reality which parallels non-environmental ac-
tivities in the same sectors. Standard setting activities disproportionately involve
Chinese private sector actors from individual corporations (both private and
state-owned) to sector business associations and research institutions. NGOs
(Chinese, international, and BRI host country domestic) are also active across
types and sectors but hold far more leadership roles in implementing activities in
the areas of conservation and forestry. These actors are increasingly collaborat-
ing, with ties between civil society and the private sector, and between Chinese
and multilateral organizations, becoming increasingly common.

Several preliminary observations emerged through the compilation and

review of these green cooperation activities. Many featured activities serve as
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channels for the transfer of Chinese experiences and technology alike to other
countries. Such activities are referred to by Chinese proponents as South-
South cooperation, and while assessing their reception as such in Belt and
Road countries is beyond the scope of this report, we take the rise of green co-
operation to indicate that China’s environmental turn is linked to its commit-
ment to serving as a development partner and a model for developing coun-
tries to follow. Chinese technology transfer activities occur primarily in areas
where Chinese companies excel, such as the production of high-productivity
seeds, irrigation management systems, and hydropower production, among
others. But they also occur in these sectors because Chinese companies invest
heavily in them, have experienced the costs of environmental risks, and are
learning firsthand the value of preventing or mitigating them.

We take the diversity of actors engaged in green cooperation as indica-
tive that concern for the environment has become a dominant discourse in
Chinese development thinking. On one hand, much like the broader concept
of sustainable development, the mainstreaming of the green BRI means that
many actors will promote environmental rhetoric without actually commit-
ting to behavioral or structural change. It is simply normatively necessary for
them to acknowledge the green BRI in order to continue operating. On the
other hand, green cooperation offers a new space for environmental action on
the BRI. New coalitions are forming, not just between natural allies, but also
between actors who might generally be hostile to one another, such as Chinese
firms and international NGOs. Finally, most activities documented are ex-
tremely new. This too means considerable promise for future change, but also
the need for more careful, in-depth assessment of their implications. We make
a first step towards such an assessment of China’s green cooperation through

two case studies that follow.

5. Case Study: Guidelines for Chinese
Overseas Rubber Plantations

In the 2010s, the expansion of monoculture rubber plantations across the
Mekong Region drove mass clear-cutting of some of the world’s most biodi-

verse, carbon-rich forests. From 2005 to 2015, over 2 million ha of rubber
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plantations were established across the region,** 70 percent of which replaced
forest land.* By the mid-2010s, intense public pressure to curb the commod-
ity’s environmental impacts was building. China dominates the global rub-
ber supply chain as the top consumer of natural rubber (41 percent of global
output)* and a primary site of production for a range of rubber products.
Domestic rubber production is concentrated in Yunnan and Hainan prov-
inces and has long been protected as a sector of strategic importance to the
country. In the 2000s, Chinese rubber companies began to expand into the
Mekong Region and beyond, both establishing large-scale rubber plantations
and extending processing and purchasing networks to encourage rubber up-
take by local farmers. China has therefore both directly and indirectly driven
the unsustainable expansion of rubber production across Southeast Asia and
has come under considerable scrutiny for its role.

In 2014, China’s Chamber of Commerce for Metals, Minerals and
Chemicals—an industry group affiliated with the Ministry of Commerce
that includes a number of downstream manufacturers of rubber-based prod-
ucts—entered into partnership with the UK’s Department for International
Development (DFID) and a handful of international NGOs. CCCMC was
approached by DFID funders to spearhead the project after its leadership on
a similar set of guidelines for China’s overseas mining investments. The group
produced a set of voluntary guidelines for companies investing in rubber pro-
duction abroad titled, “The Guidance for Sustainable Natural Rubber” (here-
after The SNR Guidelines). These SNR Guidelines were developed through
a series of stakeholder consultation events, studies of comparable documents
beyond the rubber sector, and field visits to countries where Chinese invest-
ment is active. They were published in English and Mandarin and outline six
operating principles for both environmental and social responsibility and sug-
gestions for their implementation by companies.

The project, while prompted by DFID, was motivated as well by a growing
realization among Chinese policymakers and private sector leaders that rub-
ber investments carried serious risks when implemented without regard for
environmental and social concerns. Both Chinese and Vietnamese companies
had come into conflict with local land users’” and been featured in negative
media and development organization reporting,*® and Chinese rubber com-

panies struggled far more than expected to obtain land for rubber expansion

490



Green Cooperation

in Laos and Myanmar.*” Not only did these conflicts and negative coverage
create obstacles for individual companies operating, but they contradicted the
promotion of Chinese rubber investments as a form of development cooper-
ation—a crop that would both raise the livelihoods of poor farmers in the
Mekong Region, contribute to host country economies, and improve China’s
access to a sustainable supply to the strategic material.

The SNR Guidelines represent an important carly foray by Chinese actors
into the area of sustainable standards setting. As such, their impact can be
measured in very different ways. On one hand, the SNR Guidelines have been
taken up by activist organizations in Laos, Myanmar, Cambodia, and Vietnam
and in some cases adopted to local contexts and translated into local lan-
guages. These organizations draw on the fact that the SNR Guidelines come
from Chinese actors to boost their legitimacy in engaging Chinese companies.
That said, company engagement activities both by CCCMC and by activist
organizations in host countries are still in the eatly stages. Field interviews in
2018 and 2019—well after the guidelines were officially launched—suggested
that almost no Chinese rubber company employees were aware of them, and
pilot programs launched in 2019 were slowed by the Covid pandemic.

On the other hand, the SNR Guidelines demonstrate important engage-
ment across actors often assumed by outsiders to be at odds or not in dialogue
in China. The fact that the project brought together CCCMC, an organiza-
tion that bridges private sector and state interests in rubber, into collabora-
tion with both foreign development organizations (DFID) and international
NGO:s like Global Witness which have been vocally critical of Chinese capi-
tal goes against dominant narratives of Chinese actors’ willingness to engage
with foreign civil society. CCCMC continues to engage with foreign NGOs
today, and to host fora in which Chinese state, private sector, and non-Chi-
nese state, private sector, and civil society actors come together to discuss rub-

ber’s environmental impacts.

6. Case study: Training in Small Hydropower
and Green Development

Hydropower is one of the most prominent types of infrastructure projects
on the BRI. According to the American Enterprise Institute (AEI) Global
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China Investment Tracker, Chinese financiers invested approx. U.S.$18
billion in completed BRI hydropower dams from 2014-19, while Chinese
firms were involved in engineering, procurement, and construction (EPC)
contracts for approx. U.S.$40 billion worth of projects. As with many
large-scale BRI projects, finance is dominated by state development and
commercial banks, and construction by the many state-owned hydropower
firms that Webber and Han refer to as China’s “water machine.”® Nearly all
overseas projects are large-scale and dam-type installations that impound
reservoirs and transmit electricity through regional or national grids. These
projects have a significant environmental footprint both in the local area
and downstream, and many require resettling affected communities. These
impacts have prompted strong opposition to Chinese hydropower projects
at the local, national, and global levels, despite their continued popularity
with many BRI host country governments.

China’s hydropower industry portrays hydropower as a green and low-car-
bon technology that is essential to decarbonization. China, like many (but
not all) countries, classifies hydropower as a renewable energy, and substan-
tial new domestic installations are calculated as part of China’s Nationally
Determined Contributions (NDCs) in the Paris Agreement. Chinese ne-
gotiators also pushed for hydropower projects to be eligible for carbon off-
set finance as part of the Kyoto Protocol Clean Development Mechanism
(CDM).* Indeed, domestic hydropower projects in China were by far the
chief recipients of CDM finance across all countries and sectors,** contribut-
ing to a hydropower boom in China that is set to continue. Critics thus tend
to see China’s (and the broader global hydropower industry’s) promotion of
green hydropower as an attempt at “greenwashing” and facilitating continued
domestic and international expansion.*

Yet, this view elides a much longer and more expansive history of “green”
hydropower in China, and the specific experiences, technologies, and stan-
dards that are promoted internationally. Indeed, the genesis of China’s “green-
ing” of hydropower lies in the overlooked small hydropower (SHP) industry, a
classification that in China refers to projects <50 megawatts (MW). Since the
1950s, China’s central government has promoted (and at times, subsidized)
SHP projects in rural areas as a method of rural electrification, which pro-

vided millions of Chinese villagers with their first electricity connection.**
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Beginning in the early 2000s, the government also began upholding SHP
as a driver of “green development,” because it was believed to replace peasant
firewood with electricity, thereby preventing deforestation and soil erosion.”
To encourage SHP development, the government set aside ¥127 billion for
SHP station and transmission line construction, and cut household electric-
ity tariffs in half in some of the poorest areas of the country.*® These policies,
along with energy sector reforms, precipitated a boom in SHP construction,
with installed capacity tripling from 2002-15. Most of these new stations are
privately-developed and operated, in contrast with SOE-dominated large hy-
dropower dams.”’

It is in this context that Chinese state ministries are sponsoring and de-
livering “green” SHP training and technology transfer programs for BRI
countries. This training, too, has a long history. In 1981, China’s Ministry
of Water Resources established the National Research Institute for Rural
Electrification, which gained co-sponsorship from the United Nations
Development Program (UNDP) and began referring to itself in English as
the Hangzhou Regional Center for Small Hydropower (HRC). In 1994,
the Ministry of Science and Technology and the United Nations Industrial
Development Organization (UNIDO) created another institution, the
International Center for Small Hydropower (ICSHP), which has a more in-
ternational focus but significant cross-pollination with HRC staff and activi-
ties. Together, these two organizations offer a number of weeks-long training
courses for international participants each year, while also acting as a center
for SHP expertise and a central node of a global network of SHP experts,
manufacturers, and EPC contractors.*® By their own account, since their in-
ception, HRC and ICSHP have hosted 160 training courses for participants
from 112 countries, focused on hydropower technologies, construction, poli-
cies, and standards.”” Both organizations also offer their own for-profit con-
sulting and EPC services for small- and medium-sized projects in China and
overseas, and also facilitate finance for overseas projects from Chinese banks.

While HRC and ICSHP programs have long praised the role of SHP
in rural electrification, they are increasingly promoting its environmental
benefits, too—particularly since the green BRI gained prominence in the
late 2010s. Like green cooperation as a whole, SHP training draws heavily

on the rhetoric of ecological civilization—as evidenced by titles of recent
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symposia and training courses—and emphasizes Chinese experience and
technology as a means to combat environmental risk. These themes are in-
tegrated into course materials and site visits. For example, a typical training
workshop begins with several days of presentations on China’s SHP experi-
ence, stressing in particular how SHP has prevented deforestation in eco-
logically sensitive regions of China. Participants then listen to lectures on
hydropower technologies (such as turbines, electrical equipment, and dam
types) and take field trips to SHP “demonstration sites” where they can tour
Chinese facilities and ask technical questions about equipment manufac-
turing and plant operation. Throughout, trainers repeatedly stress the qual-
ity and reliability of Chinese SHP technology and its critical role in China’s
own green development.

Still, while promoting SHP as “green,” training staff also point to the
potential ecological impacts of small hydropower, highlighting domestic ex-
amples from parts of China where SHP did not develop in an “orderly” man-
ner. This recognition helps to diffuse potential criticism, but also to highlight
China’s new domestic evaluation standards for green SHP, which include
guidance on site selection, environmental impact analysis, and construction
and operation. China’s domestic SHP plants can apply for green certification
under these official standards, either in the process of building a new plant,
or through renovation of existing plants. These standards are widely viewed
by Chinese SHP experts as bringing the domestic SHP industry in line with
international norms, with the hope that they will increase the global competi-
tiveness of Chinese SHP on the BRI.

Thus far, these green standards—and green SHP training programs more
broadly—have had little influence over China’s hydropower projects on the
Belt and Road. Chinese SHP firms are encouraged to adopt new standards
for domestic projects, but have no incentive to do so for overseas projects—
meaning that most BRI plants simply abide by (often lax) host country regula-
tions. Perhaps more importantly, the vast majority of Chinese-financed and/
or constructed SHP plants on the BRI are medium-sized, grid-connected, and
usually unsubsidized, such that they privilege power generation over rural
electrification and forest protection. Indeed, Chinese SHP experts admit
that the green, pro-poor SHP promoted in training programs is difficult to

implement in other countries without strong host government support and
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subsidies. Rather, water-rich BRI countries tend to prefer large hydropower
projects backed by Chinese policy banks and built by SOEs, to which green
SHP standards and technologies do not apply.

At the same time, China’s cooperation in green SHP has brought together
domestic and foreign actors from government, industry, and civil society who
might not otherwise collaborate. Organizations like HRC and ICSHP pro-
vide a forum for this collaboration by working under the auspices of both the
United Nations and the Chinese government. Training programs and joint
development of standards, while still limited to SHP, reveal how such long-

standing development activities are being reframed and reworked as green.

6. Conclusion

The BRI has an enormous environmental footprint, and China’s attempts to
green this footprint are both necessary and welcome. This paper highlights
that such efforts are very much underway, pointing to a rapid increase in the
last five years in Chinese-led trainings, dialogues, research, and development
projects focused on the green BRI. These myriad activities—which we term
green cooperation—build upon longstanding development cooperation be-
tween China and other countries, particularly in the realms of water, agricul-
ture, and conservation. Such cooperation is now placing the environment at
the forefront, drawing on China’s domestic efforts (and in some cases, global
leadership) in strengthening environmental protection. Indeed, just as the
environment has become a central tenet of domestic policy making and de-
velopment planning in China, greening the BRI and green cooperation are
becoming mainstream.

An analysis of this cooperation itself reveals a strong focus on technological
solutions to environmental problems, drawn from China’s own historical and
contemporary experience. This perspective is grounded in the concept of “eco-
logical civilization,” which China’s leaders promote internationally as a rally-
ing principle for win-win and sustainable development. For the many Chinese
actors and institutions involved in cooperation—including government min-
istries, state and private firms, think tanks, and NGOs—there is thus a clear
connection between China’s own domestic environmental transformation

and its push to green the BRI Our case studies of rubber and hydropower
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show that this push at times is superficial and opportunistic, but the broader
momentum of change is genuine and holds massive opportunity.

Concerned governments and institutions, then, should identify and focus
on shared goals and perspectives for a green BRI, engaging with rather than
working against China’s green cooperation. Analysis of cooperation in this
paper and of our rubber and hydropower case studies shows that collabora-
tion for a green BRI is possible, even if its current implementation is limited.
Simply labeling China’s green cooperation as an attempt at “greenwashing”
will only deepen mistrust; it is far better to engage in and seck to strengthen
this cooperation. Indeed, the joint climate pledges from China and the U.S. at
COP26 illustrate the possibility for collaboration on norms and standards—

an outcome we hope to see replicated on the BRI

The views expressed are the author’s alone, and do not represent the views of the
U.S. Government or the Wilson Center.
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