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Q1. In your personal opinion, what is the main reason for Xi Jinping
to propose BRI at that time?
This question can be answered in a few different ways. I do believe
that to a large degree, Xi Jinping wanted to devise a project or a plan that
expressed a coherent vision for China internationally. It marks a shift from
a more passive to a more ambitious position. At the same time, it denotes
more self-assured and multifaceted regional behaviour. There is also a
component where it allows China to solve some domestic overcapacity
issues. It gives China a bit of a room for maneuver in terms of exporting
some of their overcapacity to countries that need infrastructure building.
There is also an economic component, as connectivity should facilitate
commercial exchanges along the Belt and Road. In addition, it serves to
position China as a regional shaper of relations – economic, financial,
human, even security – in the region.
Xue: Which is the most important one, economically or politically or
culturally?
I think the components are all related. It’s an expression of a
multifaceted vision for China in the region.
Q2. What are the main advantages and disadvantages of BRI for
China?
As for advantages, I think that China does want to have influence, it
does want to shape its immediate neighborhood and it also wants to
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exercise leadership. The BRI allows China to do these things. It also gives
coherence to a vision. Instead of doing these things separately, it shows
ambition, leadership and coherence. Another potentially positive side is
that there are very serious infrastructure needs that need to be fulfilled in
the region. In many of these cases, if China was not there, nobody else
would be investing. Central Asia needs infrastructure building, there is no
question about that. So I think that is one of the number one benefits.
Obviously, it also helps China strategically. It can be a benefit to China,
because it helps position China across the Road, and across the Belt in the
way where it can increase its presence, and deepen its relationships.
Xue: What is the disadvantage?
It is interesting because every component, every potential advantage
has its own potential drawback. And so, for example, the coherent vision,
the leadership, can be a positive thing, but if it is perceived as a little bit
too strategic and too assertive, then it becomes a disadvantage. In one sense,
it is a perception issue; it depends on where one sits. But in another sense,
it is also about the way in which China chooses to deliver the BRI. China
can pursue projects in a way that is mostly good for everybody or maybe it
can become a little bit of a burden. It is agreed that there are infrastructure
needs. But if projects are not delivered sensitively, if local economies are
burdened with too much debt, if local populations are not consulted and
involved, then the risks to the local economy and to China are really high.
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Essentially, I think one of the risks for China is to do too much too quickly,
to cause some resentment in the local population and to fund some projects
that maybe should not have been funded. The BRI has already run into
some challenges in many countries. I think China realizes some of this is
happening and there is a little bit of learning that is occurring. This is a new
initiative, and it is normal for there to be lessons learned and readjustments.
Q3. Do you know some typical cases related to BRI in Canada?
The geographical limits of the BRI are unclear. Canadian stakeholders
can participate in different ways, but it is unclear whether Canadian
projects per se can be formally part of the BRI.
Xue: No agreement in Canada, a general agreement between
governments?
Following the Economic and Financial Strategic Dialogue in Beijing
in November 2018, Canada agreed to “send a high-level delegation to
attend the second Belt and Road Forum for International Cooperation in
2019”. Both sides also agreed to “enhance practical cooperation on
investment and financing, to promote collaboration among financial
institutions, to encourage private sector participation, and to explore
financing cooperation opportunities in third markets, including those
participating in the Belt and Road Initiative.”
Q4. Did you observe any kind of the change of Chinese foreign policy
after Xi proposed the BRI?
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I think the shift in foreign policy happened at the same time as the
BRI. In many ways, the BRI is one of the main embodiments of it. It is part
of the Xi Jinping era. The shift is a foreign policy that is a little bit more
assertive, and a little bit less “Tao Guang Yang Hui”(韬光养晦, hide one’s
capacities and bide one’s time). The general understanding is that China
has arrived at a space where it feels like it can be a little bit more assertive
internationally, although there are debates about this in China itself.
Q5. How does BRI affect China’s national image? better, worse or no
change?
If we are speaking about the impact of the BRI on China’s image in
Canada, I would say that Canadian people still don’t know very much about
the BRI.
Xue: Even the businessman and scholars?
General knowledge about the BRI is low. Even some of the businesspeople
who have visited China don’t know very much about it. Those who do
know about it, and think they can benefit from it, probably perceive it
positively. Some people know about it and do think that there are many
risks, and so they may have mixed feelings. But I think most Canadians
would have no opinion at this point. Depending on how you go about
explaining to Canadians what it consists of, I think many Canadians would
be open about it.
I think that the basic argument that China is providing infrastructure
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to countries that need it is pretty strong. There are other kinds of concerns
and there are potential risks, but I think most Canadians will recognize that
investment in infrastructure in countries that are developing is important.
Q7. Xi said BRI will be a Century Project. In your point of view, is BRI
sustainable in general?
It’s a very good question. I think that is potential to learn and readjust.
If we call the first five years, 2013 to now, the first phase of the BRI, what
should the second phase look like? I don’t think anyone would argue that
the way that everything was done was perfect. It is normal for a big
initiative like this to need some re-adjustments. And I think that in

terms

of the environment, but also in terms of economic sustainability and
sustainability of the relationships, China has encountered a few challenges
along the way, challenges in Myanmar, challenges in Pakistan, challenges
in Malaysia, challenges in the Maldives…And so probably China needs to
reflect on how to go forward. If it is truly going to be win-win, when there
are setbacks, you have to understand why. How can initiatives be better
accepted by local populations? It is normal for every large country involved
abroad, like the US before and like China now, to face some challenges.
The true testament to the future of the BRI I think will be China’s capacity
to adapt, learn and improve.
Q 8. When China try propose BRI overseas, do you agree SOE works
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with foreigners or private enterprises works better? Is there a big
difference?
I think that in China there are very many different types of SOEs, and
many different types of private companies. There are SOEs who are used
to working overseas. They have good governance practices, and they are
actually quite experienced in delivering big projects. They have started to
work on developing better relationships with local populations. In Canada,
for example, we have CNOOC here, a SOE. It has developed a program
where every year it takes dozens of Canadian Small and Medium
Enterprises who work in the environmental sector back to China to connect
with potential partners.
Xue: What do you mean by environmental companies?
Companies involved in green technologies. It is a very interesting
initiative and it is quite very well received in Canada. So different Chinese
SOEs have different track records. I would say the same for private Chinese
companies. Some are doing well, others not so well. Some smaller private
companies or smaller SOEs have less experience working abroad for
instance. I think beyond ownership type, what is important is whether the
company has developed practices that enable it to deal overseas in a way
that is sophisticated and adapted to the local environment and with modern
best practices. I think that state enterprises can do that. And I think private
enterprises can do that. But not all enterprises do it.
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Q 10 Do you think Canada government will make a decision to connect
BRI or make better use of it?
As mentioned above, regarding the BRI, in November 2018 the
Canadian and Chinese governments agreed to cooperate on investment,
financing and private sector participation, as well as to explore financing
cooperation opportunities in third markets. The business community is
starting to raise awareness. Another component is Canada’s participation
in the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank, which opens the door to more
opportunities for engagement down the road.
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