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Introduction
As part of the BRI, China aims to form cooperative 
relations in Europe, particularly in Central and 
Eastern locations as the BRI paves its way 
across Asia. These Chinese-European relations 
have the potential to significantly impact the 
achievement of the UN SDGs, given the large 
global scale of infrastructure projects planned 
and the ambitions of China in advancing the 
successful implementation of the BRI. The 
UN SDGs present a universally recognised 
benchmark to measure long-term sustainability 
for the BRI, which is important both for credibility 
and accountability purposes, as well as for future 
posterity in terms of bilateral China-European 
relations. In order for China to aid the pursuit 
of the UN SDGs, acknowledgement of and 
collaboration with the European Union’s (EU’s) 

This report discusses how Chinese-
European relations through the 
Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) could 
assist in the pursuit of achieving 
the United Nation’s Sustainable 
Development Goals (UN SDGs). 
By building on the extensive 
work undertaken already by the 
UN’s BRI-SDG team, the Oxford 
University Silk Road Society 
examines countries within the 
16+1 Cooperation Framework to 
recommend how to best pursue 
these SDGs in this area in alignment 
with the BRI.

BRI in Europe: Scope for 
Sustainability 
Melissa Orr

Introduction
As the Belt and Road Initiative 
(BRI) expands further into Europe, 
currently under the 16+1 Framework, 
questions remain as to the Initiative’s 
ability to synergise with a plethora 
of political goals, regulations, 
and in some cases, candidate EU 
membership bids among China’s 
partner states.

OUSRS, following on from the work 
of the United Nations Department 
of Economic and Social Affairs’s 
BRI-SDGs project, has taken up this 
bundle of questions, and we are 
very happy to present our analysis 
here. This paper is in line with our 
continued interest in social and 
environmental sustainability for 
the BRI, and marks a promising 
start for our first foray into the BRI’s 
implementation in Europe.

From Romania to Bosnia-
Herzegovina, and gender equality 
to educational exchanges, this 
report aims to flesh out BRI-SDGs, 
and argue that linking the BRI to 
the United Nations Sustainable 
Development Goals framework 
would not just be beneficial, but 
necessary to concretising aims 
for “win-win cooperation” and 
a new form of “people-centred 

development” as an accountability 
mechanism.

Many thanks to all of our analysts 
for their hard work, creativity, and 
most of all for the exceptional case 
studies that they have produced. Their 
abilities and efforts are demonstrated 
in the calibre of this report, and we 
hope to have done their work justice. 

We hope that you enjoy reading this 
report as much as we have enjoyed 
putting it together, and that it can be 
part of the vital ongoing conversation 
about how the BRI can be positively 
harnessed for both developed and 
developing countries.

Ben Hales and Kar Lok Pang
President and Vice-President
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regulatory framework would be invaluable, 
considering the applicability and robustness 
of the EU’s mechanisms in other European 
collaborations.

The 16+1 Cooperation Framework
As a brief introduction to the BRI in Europe, 
a cooperative sub-initiative was formed in 
2012 between China and Central and Eastern 
European Countries: this became known as the 
‘16+1 [previously known as 17+1] Cooperation 
Framework’. The 16+1 Cooperation Framework 
is composed of the 16 European countries 
taking part in this group, alongside China. 
Following Lithuania’s recent departure from 
this initiative1, the countries involved in the 
‘16+1’ as of June 2021 are as follows: Albania, 
Bosnia & Herzegovina, Bulgaria, Croatia, the 
Czech Republic, Estonia, Greece, Hungary, 
Latvia, North Macedonia, Montenegro, Poland, 
Romania, Serbia, Slovakia and Slovenia.2 Of these 
countries, 11 are members of the EU (Bulgaria, 
Croatia, the Czech Republic, Estonia, Greece, 
Hungary, Latvia, Poland, Romania, Slovakia, 

and Slovenia), with almost all of the remaining 
countries (Bosnia & Herzegovina being the 
exception) in the 16+1 looking to integrate EU 
legislation into their national law as a pathway 
towards membership in future.3 This means that 
EU regulations and the 16+1 initiative will have 
to largely work hand-in-hand in pursuing their 
respective goals.

The case for the UN SDGs
The EU has stated that they are committed 
to implementing the SDGs and have actively 
encouraged member states to pursue this agenda 
through policies and regulatory frameworks.4 
The BRI has been touted by China to be many 
things, not least ‘green’ and ‘win-win’5: If China 
is to ensure a sustainable approach throughout 
the development of the BRI, recognition of 
the existing frameworks within Europe will be 
important to both acknowledge and build on 
the BRI’s progressive implementation in the 
region. This is particularly important to balance 
the playing field in bilateral China-Europe 
relations for BRI projects, given the current 

lacuna of a common regulatory checks and 
balances framework for BRI projects in Europe. 
This report seeks to introduce the UN SDGs as 
the go-to accountability mechanism with which 
BRI projects in Europe can be sustainable and 
universally esteemed, by providing a framework 
demanding transparency, proper enforcement, 
and prioritisation of sustainability amongst 
other policy aims. It is further submitted that 
importing the UN SDGs to measure sustainability 
in BRI projects in Europe would  situate the BRI 
favourably as the ‘gold standard’ for infrastructure 
projects in the region — this is particularly 
pertinent given the G7 announcement to counter 
the BRI with a similarly large scale infrastructure 
project.6  

Overview of case studies
The UN SDGs are a useful format for countries 
to adopt as a matrix by which we can measure 
sustainability. Developed in 2015, the goals were 
designed as a ‘blueprint’ to promote global 
sustainability and improve the international 
condition of the environment.7 There are 

17 SDGs in total, all of which have a target 
completion date of 2030.8 Of these, SDGs such 
as SDG 9: Industry, Innovation and Infrastructure 
are notably relevant in the development of 
the BRI. Beyond the immediate opportunities 
for the BRI to promote sustainability through 
environmentally conscious methods of building 
infrastructure across Asia and into Europe, there 
are also myriad ways for the BRI to align its goals 
with the other SDGs. For example, one of our 
case studies examines the way in which Chinese 
investment in Bosnia & Herzegovina could 
assist in the progress towards achieving SDG 5: 
Gender Equality.

The first case study this report outlines is 
the potential for environmentally conscious 
investment in the Port of Piraeus. Alice Politi 
examines the ways in which China’s BRI-related 
infrastructure projects in Greece could align 
social and environmental growth with the 
economic benefits it provides to both Europe 
and China. She suggests that, first of all, the use 
of tools such as the EU accession process and the 

Image 1: https://www.nature.com/immersive/d41586-019-01126-5/index.html

Image 2: https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/blog/2015/12/sustainable-
development-goals-kick-off-with-start-of-new-year/
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Introduction 
In 2009 the Piraeus Port Authority (PPA) granted 
the Piraeus Cargo Terminal SA (PCT), a subsidiary 
of Chinese shipping company COSCO, the 
concession of Container Pier II for thirty-five 
years, following an international bid. With the 
agreement, the construction of Container Pier III 
was also stipulated.

In 2015, following the third bailout agreement 
signed with the European Commission, the 
European Central Bank and the International 

Conciliating economic 
growth with social and 
environmental prosperity: 
Chinese investment in the 
Port of Piraeus 
Alice Politi

Ongoing capital infrastructure 
investment projects led by Chinese 
companies under the umbrella of the 
Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) in the 
markets of Southeast Europe (SEE) 
countries have raised concerns over 
conformity to the European Union 
(EU)’s existing regulatory frameworks 
related to environment protection, 
spatial planning and urbanism (United 
Nations Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDG) 9 and 11). However, 
these projects might play a significant 
role in promoting economic and 
infrastructure development in host 
countries (SDG 8). Chinese investment 
in the Port of Piraeus presents an 
emblematic case study requiring 
further research over these issues. 
The Chinese China Ocean Shipping 
Company (COSCO) had been active 
in the Greek port of Piraeus since 2009 
as a concession holder and acquired a 
majority stake in the port authority in 
2015. In 2009, COSCO pushed for an 
expansion of the container terminal, 
but this was done without proper 
public consultation, and lacking the 
relevant know-how to manage this 

latest foreign investment screening mechanism 
could be applied to regulate environmental 
compliance at appropriate stages. Second, 
there needs to be a stronger apparatus through 
regional actors and frameworks within the 
host countries in order for them to enforce 
environmental protection.

Aisha Ryan’s case study analyses the 
potentialities for BRI investment in Bosnia and 
Herzegovina to lead to progress in SDG 5, 
which aims to eradicate discrimination against 
women and provide equal rights for all genders. 
She suggests that it is possible to leverage the 
growth of SMEs (small and medium enterprises) 
in a way that can encourage the employment of 
skilled women workers in this country. Chinese 
investment in these sorts of initiatives could 
create significant opportunities to balance the 
current gender employment gap. In addition, 
the pursuit of increased digital connectivity could 
also produce ways for women to be empowered 
through digital support infrastructures. 

Our third case study is written by Dao Nguyen, 
who looks into how Chinese investment as part of 
the BRI could pursue renewable energy projects 
in Romania, thus aligning the project with SDG 
7: Affordable and Clean Energy. He concludes 
that strengthening the renewable energy sector 
as opposed to funding the coal industry, could 
allow Chinese-funded projects to gain more 
support and additional funding from the EU. 
Furthermore, he stresses the importance of an 
open dialogue in order to engage and maintain 
political stability with important stakeholders.

Finally, Ailsa Brown’s case study researches 
the opportunity for the BRI to assist in the 
achievement of SDG 4, which aims to ensure 
quality education for everyone. While an 
organisation dedicated to sharing educational 
resources between China and Europe does exist 
(the China-Central Eastern European Countries 
Higher Education Institutions Consortium), 
she emphasises the need to avoid sceptical 
views of the BRI as a “grand strategy” and 
instead perceive the mutual benefit that shared 

educational engagement could provide.
Conclusions and policy recommendations
It is clear that Chinese engagement in 
Europe through the BRI could provide myriad 
opportunities to pursue SDGs. In many cases, 
acknowledgement of and collaboration with 
the EU and its regulatory frameworks could be 
largely beneficial. Not only would this provide a 
useful template for sustainable projects, but this 
could also increase the likelihood of EU support 
and funding in such initiatives.

Projects such as investment in digital connectivity, 
SMEs, and renewable energy plants are all 
opportunities to pursue the ‘win-win’ relationship 
between China and Europe that has been 
suggested as part BRI partnerships. If these are 
followed through, there is certainly scope for the 
BRI to assist in achieving greater sustainability 
across Europe, from environmentally-conscious 
energy investments to increased educational 
and gender equality. 

expansion, resulting in environmental 
damage. While the Greek 
conservative government, under 
which the 2009 Concession agreement 
was signed, imposed rules only 
loosely, the new government in 2015 
had a stricter attitude on enforcing 
environmental regulations. However, 
this discrepancy in political behaviour 
resulted in COSCO being reluctant 
to comply with the existing regulatory 
framework. Meanwhile, COSCO’s 
investment has significantly improved 
the competitiveness of the Port of 
Piraeus. Moreover, it also contributed 
to the economic development of 
Greece and significantly incremented 
the creation of local jobs, promoting 
economic growth for Greece’s 
relatively weak economy. The need 
to assess to what extent BRI-related 
infrastructure projects clashes with the 
existing EU regulatory framework thus 
emerges, and recommendations have 
to be developed on how to conciliate 
economic growth with social and 
environmental prosperity.
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Monetary Fund, including austerity measures 
and privatisation obligations, the Greek 
government agreed to privatise the PPA and 
COSCO acquired 51 per cent of the PPA.1  

From 2014 onwards, COSCO’s presence in 
Piraeus has been linked to China’s BRI, and has 
been advertised by both the Greek and Chinese 
governments as a model ‘win-win’ project of the 
BRI.2 This is not only due to the Port of Piraeus 
project’s importance for the BRI as a hub in the 
Mediterranean region, but also to the positive 
impact that the project has had on Greek 
economy and in increasing the competitiveness 
of the Port of Piraeus, as indicated by a study by 
the Institute of International Economic Relations 
of Greece.3  

On the other hand, concerns have surrounded 
the privatisation of the PPA, as during the 
privatisation process, environmental implications 
of the two deals were not given adequate 
importance. Environmental issues surrounding 
the Port’s activities have been noted since 2008, 
but since then they have considerably intensified. 

1. The social and environmental impact of 
Chinese investment in the Port of Piraeus
The activities of the Port of Piraeus have been the 

object of criticism for a long time, however, the 
environmental issues deriving from port activities 
have intensified after the 2009 concession of 
Cargo Terminals II and III. These problems 
include air pollution, water pollution, noise and 
light pollution, the location of fuel silos within 
the urban area of Perama, and the future of the 
vacated fertiliser plant at Lipasmata. Opposition 
has mainly concentrated on air pollution, 
together with the 2009 port’s expansion that 
affected the natural morphology of the area.4 
Whilst grassroots movements have protested 
these issues and directed them through local 
Members of Parliament (MPs) and the local 
government, the privatisation process of the 
port complicated the effectiveness of this kind 
of initiatives, which used to be more successful 
when the PPA was under public ownership.5   

When the privatisation process started, during 
the financial crisis that kneeled the Greece 
economy, the environmental damage deriving 
from maximising the port activities was not really 
taken into consideration. The positive economic 
impact of Chinese investment in the port was 
the primary focus instead. This is reflected in 
the 2009 concession of Cargo Terminals II and 
III, where references to environment protection 
were vague.  In 2009, COSCO proceeded with 

its plan to expand Pier III, however this process 
was carried out without public consultation and 
despite opposition by the local authorities and 
citizens, for environmental concerns (in particular 
regarding air, noise and light pollution). In 2015, 
the Greek government agreed to privatise the 
Piraeus Port Authority, as prescribed by the 
third bailout agreement signed with the so-
called ‘Troika’ (the European Commission, the 
European Central Bank and the International 
Monetary Fund), including austerity measures 
and privatisation obligations. For the 2016 bid, 
COSCO was the only bidder, and it acquired 
51 per cent of the PPA.6 7 According to sources 
within the PPA, the Chinese management 
lacked the necessary know-how on compliance 
processes, and this was enforced by the 
confusion deriving from the diversive approach 
between the conservative government in 2009 
and the government succeeding it in 2015 in 
applying regulatory standards.8   

Whilst the majority of these investments have 
considerable environmental impact, public 
consultation never took place, with the required 
Strategic Environmental Impact Assessments 
(SEIAs) still needing to be completed. The 
expansion of the terminal, which is also funded 
by the EU, is the most emblematic example, with 
local citizens mobilising to protest the expansion, 
due to air pollution produced by engines in 

constant operation of cruise ships hoteling close 
to residential areas.9 However, this is not the 
only project raising environmental concerns, as 
other investments, including the development 
of a 42,000 square meters logistics centre and 
the upgrade of the ship repairing zone, have 
also caused worries, as they will increase marine 
and road traffic in already congested areas.10  

Environmental concerns also address the 
construction project of a new cruise shipping 
port in Piraeus’ Peiraiki district. The cruise port 
plan requires the removal of 620,600 cubic 
meters of sediment from the port city’s seafloor 
and disposing of it at sea, between Aegina and 
Salamina. However, as warned by the marine 
conservation institute Archipelagos in April 2020, 
this sediment, which has been accumulating for 
decades, is toxic, filled with maritime waste and 
pollutants from the area’s industrial plants.11 
Not only would the project seriously impact the 
fisheries in the area, but it would also affect the 
fragile ecosystem, by creating a “subaquatic 
toxic landfill”.12  

Whilst the Syriza government pressured COSCO 
to comply with the existing environmental 
legal framework and did not approve the 
company’s Master Plan, including the SEIAs for 
the infrastructure projects, the port operations 
continued with no interruption, because of the 

Image 1: The Port of Piraeus, Greece. Photo credits: Aerial-motion / Shutterstock.com
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plan’s economic importance in such a critical 
moment for the recovering Greek economy.13  
 
Whilst Greece is still a relatively weak economy, 
the current situation certainly allows a greater 
consideration and more substantial action 
addressing the social and environmental impact 
of the project. 

2. Assessing the project’s economic 
implications for Greece 
Chinese investment in the Port of Piraeus is 
considered a ‘win-win’ example of the Belt and 
Road Initiative. One reason is that COSCO’s 
investment has considerably improved the 
competitiveness of the Port of Piraeus, which 
has become the fastest growing container 
port in the world, the second largest port in 
the Mediterranean and the seventh largest in 
Europe.14 In terms of the total container volume 
of the port, the ranking of the Port of Piraeus 
largely increased from 93rd in 2008 to 37th in 
2018 globally, with a consequent growth of the 
total traffic of containers at the Port of Piraeus.15 
In 2019, COSCO had already developed 55 
routes with the Port of Piraeus as a hub, reaching 
not only other ports in the Mediterranean, but 
also in the Black Sea, the Middle East, Northwest 
Europe, North America, and Asia Pacific.16  

Moreover, Chinese investment in the port has 
contributed to the creation of thousands of local 
jobs, positively impacting economic growth for 
Greece.17 According to the 2018 Financial Report 
released by the Piraeus Port Administration to 
the Greek government, the port gained a profit 
(before tax) of €42.3m in 2018, representing a 
near twofold increase from the gross profit in 
2017 (€21.2m). The net profit reached €27.9m in 
2018, showing a 147 per cent increase from its 
€11.3m profit in 2017.18  

COSCO’s investment in Piraeus has also 
attracted new Chinese investors to Greece, which 
contributes to boosting the Greek economy. 
Tonchev & Davarinou (2017) described the Port 
of Piraeus project as an ‘anchor investment’ for 
attracting Chinese investment.19 Examples of 
this phenomenon are the acquisition of a 24 

per cent stake in the Greek public independent 
transmission company by the China State 
Grid Corporation, or the registration of China 
Energy Investment Corporation new energy 
headquarters in Europe in Greece. The company 
later signed a cooperation agreement with the 
Copelouzos Group of Greece in renewable 
energy and conventional electricity supply.20 
Chinese investment in the Port of Piraeus further 
played an important role in boosting tourism in 
Greece, a sector that is at the core of the Greek 
economy. Not only do projects such as the 
expansion of the cruise terminal contribute to 
the achievement of this goal, but the investment 
of other Chinese companies played a role as 
well, such as Air China, the Chinese flagship 
airline, which launched Beijing–Athens direct 
flights in 2017.21   

Whilst the COVID-19 pandemic crisis has delayed 
the project, the expansion and development of 
the Port of Piraeus is forecasted to continue.22 
The Greek Shipping and Island Policy Minister 
Ioannis Plakiotakis referred to the partnership 
with COSCO as a “strategic investment” and 
confirmed that it is a priority to “move forward” 
with plans. He also highlighted how the maritime 
operations at the port and more in general 
around the country are “returning to normalcy” 
and that “investments are running smoothly".23 
  
It emerges that after the 2008 financial crisis, 
which severely impacted Greece’s economy, the 
benefits coming from Chinese investments in the 
Port of Piraeus were prioritised over other side 
issues, among which environmental concerns, 
deriving from the clumsiness of both COSCO’s 
and domestic authorities’ approach towards the 
issue. Without Chinese investments in the Port 

"From 2014 onwards, COSCO’s 
presence in Piraeus has been 

linked to China’s BRI, and has been 
advertised by both the Greek and 
Chinese governments as a model 

‘win-win’ project of the BRI."

of Piraeus, which not only boosted the volume 
and competitivity of the port but also Greece’s 
tourism sector, it would have been significantly 
harder for Greece to recover from the 2008 
financial crisis. Despite environmental damage, 
it is therefore undeniable that, from an economic 
point of view, COSCO’s investments in Greece are 
to be considered a win-win case study. However, 
as previously discussed, sustainability concerns 
have failed to be properly addressed, leading 
to important environmental consequences, that 
need to be taken into consideration in the debate 
over Chinese investments in Greece, and more 
widely in SEE countries, under the BRI-umbrella.

Conclusions and recommendations
This analysis has examined the case study of 
a large-scale project in Greece, a SEE country, 
by a Chinese company, raising social and 
environmental concerns. The research aimed 
to identify to what extent BRI-related Chinese 
investments conflicted with the existing EU 
regulatory framework and UN SDGs. What 
emerges from the analysis of the case study of 
COSCO investments in the Port of Piraeus is that, 
more broadly, it can be considered as a ‘win-win’ 
example of the BRI, as it significantly contributed 
to boost the Greek economy, kneeled after the 
2008 crisis. It is therefore understandable that in 
2009 the economic benefit of the project was the 
priority and the debate over its environmental 
impacts took second place. However, it emerges 
that Chinese investments in the Port of Piraeus 
bring practices that disregard environmental 
sustainability concerns. These problematic 
practices are not solely related to the Chinese 
investments per se, but they become possible 
through the synergy of different actors, namely 
Chinese, local and regional parties. It results 
that the key element to determine the extent to 
which BRI-related Chinese investments comply 
to the environmental regulatory framework is 
the host country’s commitment to upholding 
sustainable practices. 

In light of these conclusions, the following 
recommendations will be helpful in ensuring 
a higher degree of compliance to the EU 
environmental regulatory framework and 

achieving UN SDGs:

 - Use tools such as the EU accession 
process and the latest foreign investment 
screening mechanism. These could be used 
as instruments to pressure EU candidate and 
member states to shape the deals or to enforce 
compliance with environmental regulations 
at a later stage. Obviously, these instruments 
should be implemented at the right time and 
consistently to ensure predictability and facilitate 
business negotiations. 
 - As the case of the Port of Piraeus 
shows, host governments can assume weak or 
confusing positions when dealing with powerful 
state-backed investors (Chinese or not). 
Therefore, regional actors and frameworks need 
to strengthen host countries’ ability to enforce 
compliance. Concretely, this can translate into 
regional environmental protection regimes and 
instruments filling regulatory gaps, preventing 
environmental damage or implementing 
compliance to environmental standards at a 
later stage.
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Towards gender equality: 
the potentialities of BRI 
investment in Bosnia
Aisha Ryan

Introduction 
In the five years prior to the end of year 2018,  
$1.41bn USD had been invested in Bosnian 
projects (Global Markets 2019). As of 2016, 
China was Bosnia’s third largest trading partner, 
reaching a total of €571 million in bilateral trade 
(EBRD 2017). A 2020 Clingendael report states 
that an “initial, tentative ranking by degree and 
depth of engagement and presence of China 
[in the Western Balkans] may be defined in a 
descending order: Serbia; Montenegro; Bosnia 
and Herzegovina; North Macedonia; Albania; 
and Kosovo.” Given this clear influence of Belt 
and Road Initatiative (BRI) investment in Bosnia, 
and the simultaneous potential for even greater 
growth to follow, it is worth considering how this 
investment may be used to the advantage of the 
country’s development beyond, and in addition 
to, the purely economic. One area of Bosnia’s 
development that remains to be considered in 
light of the BRI is women and gender.

This report is a case study of the potentialities of 
the BRI in Bosnia and Herzegovina to contribute 
to the United Nations Sustainable Development 
Goal (SDG) 5. SDG 5 aims to eliminate all forms 
of discrimination and violence against women in 
the public and private spheres, and to undertake 
reforms to give women equal rights to economic 
resources and access to ownership of property. 
This report begins with an overview of BRI 
achievements and investments in the country. 
It continues with an assessment of Bosnia’s 
current gender and development landscape, 
highlighting principal barriers to progress 
towards SDG 5. Finally, this report identifies 
possible synergies between investment and 

progress towards gender equity, focusing on 
three areas of particular potential, each of 
which has proven capacity to advance women: 
the growth of small and medium enterprises, 
particularly within traditional industries; digital 
connectivity, and financial inclusion through the 
growth of the digital economy. 

BRI Projects in Bosnia 
This report begins with an overview of BRI 
achievements and investments in policy 
coordination, infrastructure connectivity, 
unimpeded trade, financial integration, and 
connecting people in the country. To do so, a 
summary of Chinese investment in Bosnia is 
provided. 

The first is the Stanari lignite power plant. This 
project receives investment in the form of credit. 
China’s Development Bank provided a €350 
million loan to construct the facility, and the 
Dongfang Electric Corporation was engaged 
to build it. Since going into operation in 2016 
the plant has made Bosnia an energy exporter 
in European markets, and has created hundreds 
of jobs in Bosnia (Xinhua 2021). The Adriatic-
Ionian Motorway / Blue Corridor project, the 
Mesihovina wind power plant, the Podvelezje 
wind farm, and Ugljevik III lignite power plant 

have been identified as part of the BRI (Jahns 
et. Al 2020). Next, the Kamengrad lignite power 
plant has received investment through credit by 
the China Energy Engineering Corporation and 
the Tianjin Electric Power Construction Overseas 
Engineering Company. The Banovici lignite 
power plant is being constructed by China’s 
Dongfang Electric Corporation. The Gacko 
Thermal power plant has received investment 
through the purchase of equity by the China 
Investment & Development Company and 
Emerging Markets Power Fund, and the China 
Machinery Engineering Corporation has been 
contracted to carry out the construction (Jahns 
et. al 2020). 

The most well-known of the BRI projects in Bosnia 
is the Tuzla 7 lignite power plant. In 2017 the 
Bosnian state power company Elektroprivreda 
BiH took a €700M loan from China Exim Bank to 
complete the power plant’s construction, hiring 
three Chinese construction companies to do so 
(Lakic 2019, Jahns et. al 2020). In March 2019, the 
Bosnian government approved a further 1.04Bn 
loan to expand the Tuzla plant (Global Markets 
2019). This project is contentious because of 
EU concerns regarding the need for Bosnia 
to uphold their environmental commitments 
(Koehler 2019), but has maintained domestic 

political and private sector support since the 
project’s inception in 2010 because of its 
potential to ensure the future of Bosnian energy 
and the predicted national energy deficit that 
will follow the closure of dated, existing power 
blocs (Lakic 2019).  

A further motorway project will connect Banja 
Luka with Novi Grad in Cortia. The first stage of 
the project will cost upwards of €1B and be built 
by a state-run division of the Chinese Shandong 
Gaisu Group, funded in part through a €300M 
loan from the Export-Import Bank of China 
(Global Markets 2019). Chinese investment 
has also entered the dairy sector. Finally, 
telecommunications firm Huawei has partnered 
with the government to provide a 4G network 
for the country (Global Markets 2019). While the 
specific parameters are unknown, the options 
under discussion are: “free supply of equipment 
in exchange for company shares; acquisition 
of exclusive rights over the maintenance of 
the newly built network; and a contract that 
would oblige BiH Telecom to purchase Huawei 
equipment for the construction of a future 5G 
network” (Clingendael 2020).

Therefore, Chinese investment in Bosnia has 
largely focused on energy, especially coal, and 
infrastructure development. The BRI’s goals of 
policy coordination, infrastructure connectivity, 
unimpeded trade, financial integration, and 
connecting people, have in Bosnia centred 
primarily around these two types of projects. 
These are complemented by smaller investments 

"Given this clear influence of Belt 
and Road Initatiative (BRI) investment 

in Bosnia, and the simultaneous 
potential for even greater growth 
to follow, it is worth considering 

how this investment may be used 
to the advantage of the country’s 

development beyond, and in addition 
to, the purely economic."
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in agriculture, telecommunications, and 
education. To discuss how these may advance 
SDG 5’s goals concerning women and gender in 
Bosnia, the state of gender and development in 
Bosnia is presented next. 

GAD in Bosnia 
While the Bosnian legal system mandates 
equality between men and women, there 
remain many differences to their social, political, 
and economic outcomes (Somun-Krupilja 2011). 
This report focuses on the latter, and particularly 
women’s labour market participation, which 
is a key area of concern. Low labour market 
participation is also compounded by gender-
based discrimination in the workplace, a high 
burden of unpaid work (child and elderly care), 
a lack of inaccessibility to support services (e.g. 
kindergarten), and a lack of asset ownership 
(most land and real estate is owned by men).
 
According to a 2017 International Labour 
Organization Report, only 32.4 percent of 
women are employed and only 22.6 percent 
hold managerial positions. This disparity is even 
worse considering that women constitute 60 
percent of the able-bodied, adult population 
(UNDP 2009). Across both genders, Bosnia and 
Herzegovina has the second highest level of 
activity in the region after Kosovo. Women begin 
work later - in the 15-34 age group, the share of 
men in the labour force is nearly double that of 
women; this may be detrimental to education 
rates, but it is likely women who are missing 
out on part-time, occasional, and seasonal work 
(USAID 2016). In all sectors, fewer women are 
employed than men. The employment gap in 
agriculture is growing, while that in industry 
is shrinking. Women are also less educated, 
feminized professions accrue lower salaries, 
and women’s wages are on average 9 percent 
less than men’s, even when controlling for age, 
industry, occupation, and education (ibid). 

Working-age women have lower educational     
attainment  levels,  an important  factor contributing 
to  their lower  rates  of  unemployment. 
Employment is furtherdifferentiated by rural 
status, with rural women having half the schooling 

years as urban women. Other obstacles faced 
acutely by rural women, but affecting Bosnian 
women in general, are accessing property rights, 
public services (especially childcare), finance, 
training, advisory service and mentorship (i.e. 
access to information), and the time to pursue 
independent activities. For example, while 
80 percent of men own their own dwellings, 
only 12 percent of rural women do (and 13 
percent of urban women). Differences are also 
distributed sectorally; the private sector poses 
greater challenges than the public sector or self-
employment because of more discrimination 
based on gender stereotypes and challenges 
developing their careers. Overall, women 
engage in less agricultural activity, smaller and 
more informal markets, their business are smaller, 
and they have unequal access to maternity leave 
(USAID 2016, Somun-Krupalija 2011). 
Recommendations 
A 2006 review of the literature concerning the 
impacts of foreign direct investment on gender 
equity found mounting evidence that women 
“either lose jobs to more highly qualified men 
as industries upgrade, or get pushed down 
the production chain into subcontracted work 
as competition forces firms to continually 
lower costs”, and while “there is likely to be 
some short-term improvement in women’s 
incomes as FDI expands, but the longer-term 
trajectory of women’s wages is less promising” 
(Braunstein 2006). A 2020 study of the impacts 
of foreign direct investment on Indian women 
found that “although FDI leads to an increase 
in employment of unskilled female workers, 
it worsens the gender wage gap” (Sharma 
2020). For these reasons, a positive relationship 
between FDI and increasing gender equity 
cannot be assumed. Based on BRI investment 
in Bosnia and their gender landscape, some 
recommendations geared towards leveraging 
the BRI to the end of gender equity are now 
proposed. 

"Chinese investment in Bosnia 
has largely focused on energy, 

especially coal, and infrastructure 
development."

First, it is possible to leverage the growth of 
small and medium enterprises, particularly 
within traditional industries. Because of the 
improved infrastructure development, there is a 
greater possibility of integrating rural, localized, 
and informal markets into the regional economy. 
Consider the Banja Luka to Prijedor motorway, 
for instance - as the BRI accelerates overland 
trade from East Asia by improving regional 
infrastructure through the Balkans, there is 
an opportunity for Bosnian wares to reach 
Western Europe and East Asia, as well as to 
circulate regionally. Infrastructure projects may 
in the future become opportunities for Bosnia 
to encourage the employment of skilled women 
workers in these projects, but given the gendered 
nature of education and training and the types 
of productive activities that women currently 
engage in, the case for leveraging infrastructure 
to promote SME growth by promoting local 
economy integration and reducing transport 
time and costs is stronger. In both cases though, 
working toward this outcome will have a long 
time horizon.

SME growth will not occur automatically, though. 
Procedural, institutional and social difficulties 
may include being unable to access financial 
institutions or governmental funds and grants. 
Challenges to access may arise from a lack of 
collateral, being unable to prove collateral 

ownership (only men’s names on property titles), 
or simply a lack of information on how to achieve 
this growth and the resources that may enable 
them to do so. What advisory services do exist 
may be inaccessible to, or not have resources 
tailored to the needs of rural women or those 
with only primary education. 

The second and third areas of potential 
synergy between the BRI and gender equality 
in Bosnia may arise from digital connectivity. 
As Bosnian infrastructure improves and Huawei’s 
project in the country advances, there arises 
an opportunity for women and rural women 
especially to be empowered through digital 
supports. A few examples are provided.

First, women’s financial awareness and education 
may be provided electronically. Due to the lower 
education levels and the shortage of information 
that women may receive due to their education, 
geographical isolation, or other factors that lead 
to a deprivation in knowledge related to their 
economic advancement, digital connectivity is 
a chance to deliver training and mentorship to 
these women. Information provision may include 
highlighting opportunities for employment 
beyond feminized sectors, self-employment 
beyond participation in local and informal 
work, or online platforms themselves may be 
instrumentalized as learning platforms, going 
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beyond information provision to education. It 
will be important to be sensitive to economic 
and geographical differences in the methods 
of training and information delivery, including 
levels of difficulty, comfort with technology, and 
varying levels of literacy. 

This recommendation is one with which the 
Bosnian government has already experimented 
in similar projects. In 2010 the Republic of Sprska’s 
National Assembly adopted their Action Plan 
for Advancement of Position of Women in Rural 
Areas. In this plan, the Ministry of Agriculture 
provided advisory services, professional training, 
and financial support to women in agriculture. 
This project was delivered at the municipal level 
and targeted women in agribusiness. 

However, once again, the uptake of these 
opportunities is contingent on other factors in 
women’s lives. To transition away from caring 
responsibilities towards economically productive 
work requires the opening of affordable childcare 
facilities. Working women would be able to return 
to work sooner, and women in the home would be 
allowed to pursue entrepreneurship; knowledge 
of such activities is not useful without the time to 
implement this knowledge. To leverage financial 
inclusion to the greater extent must also include 
the de jure and de facto ownership of collateral. 
The social normalization of women as workers, 
entrepreneurs, as members of public life will 
also be integral - economic shifts are unlikely to 
take root without accompanying sociopolitical 
transitions.

Some other considerations will be helpful 
in achieving these goals. First, it will useful 
to develop gender-sensitive labour market 
indicators for the specific BiH context, especially 
with an eye to anticipated BRI impacts, and track 
changes at regular intervals. Next, in addition to 
gathering data at the national level, government 
planning surrounding individual projects should 
consider incorporating gender goals in their 
project planning and reporting so that this process 
may be managed more actively. Finally, the 
recommendations and analysis here is incredibly 
broad and necessarily long-term because of 

the sparse data on women’s employment and 
economic activity in Bosnia and Herzegovina. 
To achieve these long-term goals on the way 
towards fulfilling SDG 5, a more focused plan for 
women’s economic engagement in the shorter-
term must be developed.

1. A Green BRI and China's investment in the 
energy sector.
China established the Belt and Road Initiative 
(BRI) with the efforts to develop both hard 
infrastructure and soft infrastructure, including 
railways, ports and digital infrastructure. Among 
them, the Green BRI is an important component 
to realize China's environmental commitment 
in international dialogues. Furthermore, BRI 
projects have been executed in 34 countries 
in Europe, including 18 member states of the 
European Union1 and there is an increasing 
overlap with the EU's institutions taking charge 

of environmental governance. EU member 
countries are bound by the EU environmental 
laws, hence they are less willing to engage with 
BRI projects.

In 2016, Xi announced that BRI would be “green, 
healthy, intelligent, and peaceful” and asked 
participating parties to “deepen cooperation in 
environmental protection, intensify ecological 
preservation and build a green Silk Road"2. 
Therefore, this country would focus on a green 
and sustainable BRI by fostering cooperation in 
climate actions and transformation in renewable 
energy. Indeed, China now is a leading emitter 
of carbon and frontrunner in terms of clean 
technology and infrastructure, which allows this 
country to promote renewable energy projects. In 
2019, the BRI International Green Development 
Coalition (BRIGC) was founded at the BRI 
Forum aiming to promote “understanding, 
cooperation and concerted actions to achieve 
green development of BRI.” BRIGC was 
made up of intergovernmental organizations, 
non-governmental organizations, and some 
government bodies of Slovakia, Italy, Estonia, 
Finland, etc.3 According to the National Energy 
Administration of China, China's investment in 
the energy sector has been increased up to 2 
billion USD every year, with the aim to promote 
a sustainable energy development model 
domestically and internationally; and achieve 
carbon neutrality by 2060. As of 2020, China 
has been promoting the new energy industry 
across 120 countries and corporations with 
governments across the world, particularly in 
Asia, Africa, and Eastern Europe4.

China's failed energy 
projects in Romania: 
Prospect vs Retrospect of 
BRI in the Balkans
Dao Nguyen

In 2020, the Romanian government 
finally asked Nuclearelectrica to 
terminate the memorandum of 
understanding on building two sole 
nuclear power plants in Cernavoda 
with China General Nuclear Energy 
Corporation (CGN), marking the 
failure of all important energy 
projects between two countries. This 
article analyzes why China's energy 
investment in this country has not 
succeeded, although Romania is 
one of the largest recipient countries 
under the BRI framework, and puts 
forward perspectives on how to 
move forward for future energy 
collaboration in the Balkans.

"In 2016, Xi announced that 
BRI would be “green, healthy, 

intelligent, and peaceful” and asked 
participating parties to “deepen 

cooperation in environmental 
protection, intensify ecological 

preservation and build a green Silk 
Road"
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Indeed, there has been significant attention 
to the renewable energy sector from Chinese 
leaders. Europe, as the last destination of BRI 
can gain benefits from China's experience in 
this sector, particularly European countries 
which signed MoU within the BRI framework. 
Romania is one of the top recipient countries 
within the framework of BRI energy investment, 
which proves the importance of Bucharest in 
the energy strategy of China. The next part, 
therefore, focuses on the dynamics of China-
Romania energy cooperation.

2. Romania’s energy ambition 
Romania plays a salient in the regional grand 
chessboard as it is located in the East-West 
crossroads, and has the highest level of energy 
independence due to resources in the Black 
Sea and ports. In specifically, this country 
holds around 150 bcm of offshore oil and gas 
reserves, and natural gas from the Black Sea is 
the primary source which helps Romania replace 
the coal power plants and move to renewable 
energy production. As such, it has been aiming 
for a regional leadership status, especially in the 
energy sector by collaborating with different 
actors, both state and non-state ones, on 
energy projects. For instance, the Romanian 
government established the Energy, Security, 
and Economy platform to promote transnational 
cooperation in East and Southeast Europe based 

on the strategy of the EU and the Guidelines 
on State Aid for Environmental Protection 
and Energy (EEAG). EEAG has been playing a 
crucial role in engaging member states in the 
European Green Deal and the just transition to 
clean energy5. Another initiative is the Bucharest 
Forum 2015 launched by Aspen Institute 
Romania and German Marshall Fund from the 
U.S. with support from governments. The forum 
allows policy-makers and leaders from the 
business sector in the Black Sea - Caspian region 
to discuss and improve the current situation of 
the energy field. Notably, it aims to synchronize 
with the EU energy strategy to develop regional 
energy markets, energy security, and green 
energy6. All of them resonate with the five key 
goals in the Romanian Energy Strategy 2016-
2030, namely energy security, competitive 
markets, clean energy, modernization of the 
energy governance system, and reduction of 
energy poverty and protection of vulnerable 
consumers7.

In order to become a leading actor in the energy 
sector and realize these goals, the infrastructure 
of Romania needs to be improved. Building and 
modernizing infrastructures, such as highways, 
railways, or nuclear plants increase the interest 
of investors in this country. China recognized this 
need early, and it was the only investor for many 
energy projects in Romania, both renewable 

energy projects like the nuclear power plant in 
Cernavoda, and coal-fired projects at Rovinari.8 
Given the fact that large utility companies in 
the West are reluctant to invest in such a risky 
and costly sector like energy because energy 
projects are long-term projects with many 
uncertainties related to freezing of capital, quick 
changes in technology development, as well 
as the legal and political landscape in the long 
run. That is why China’s investment has been 
growing rapidly in Europe and particularly in the 
Balkans, as it is the only country that dares to 
take the risk9. The next part concerns Chinese 
investment in the energy sector in Romania since 
2013 when two countries signed Memorandum 
of Understanding in the 2013 16+1 Summit in 
Bucharest.  

3. BRI energy projects in Romania
There are two main categories for recipient 
countries regarding Chinese official development 
finance for energy. Category II includes non-
European countries, such as Pakistan or Kenya, 
in which China offers renewable energy projects 
to deal with the lack of power in these countries. 
On the other hand, Category I includes EU 
member states. Romania belongs to the first 
category with Italy and Bulgaria. In this category, 
China aims to promote renewable energy for 
environmental purposes, which is in line with 
Romania’s obligations under the EU’s 2020 
Energy Strategy. All countries were required to 
increase the percentage of renewable energy 
sources to 20%10.

Among three countries in Category I, Romania 
was seen as a springboard for China to access 
the nuclear energy market in the EU, as well as 
fostering the Belt and Road Initiative in Central 
and Eastern Europe (CEE). China has been 
playing an active role in the energy market of 
Romania by strengthening the collaboration in 
both traditional and renewable energy. There 
were four main energy projects, and all of 
them have failed and been canceled. There are 
several reasons behind these failures, both from 
domestic and external factors. 

First, the Cernavodă Nuclear Power Plant was 

considered a key energy project between 
Chinese and Romanian governments within 
the framework of BRI. Two companies, 
Nuclearelectrica and China General Nuclear 
Energy Group signed a letter of intent to build 
reactors 3 and 4, yet there was no consensus 
between the two parties on how to conduct it. 
Recently, in June 2020, Romania finally canceled 
its agreement with the China General Nuclear 
Energy Group on Cernavoda Nuclear Power 
Plant. The state-owned Romanian nuclear energy 
company, Nuclearelectrica, came to a decision 
that they would not cooperate with Chinese 
companies. The primary reason is that there 
were no major developments throughout the 
past seven years, said Economy Minister Virgil 
Popescu11 . Furthermore, the escalating tension 
between China and the U.S. also contributed to 
the cancellation, as Romania is one of the closest 
allies of Washington in Europe12.

Another failed project is Tarnița-Lăpuștești 
Hydropower Plant due to the political unrest 
in Romania. Three consortia from China were 
chosen in 2015 when Victor Ponta still acted as 
the Prime Minister, yet only one year later, this 
project was eliminated from the National Energy 
Strategy of the new government13. Then in 2018, 
another new government planned to include the 
plant again in the final version of the Strategy, yet 
China was eliminated from the project and the 
new bidding process is considered necessary to 
re-launch this project14.

4. Reasons behind the failure
From the Romanian side, the most salient factor is 
the fast-changing dynamics in domestic politics. 
In 2013, while the Romanian government had a 

"Indeed, there has been significant 
attention to the renewable energy 

sector from Chinese leaders. Europe, 
as the last destination of BRI can gain 

benefits from China's experience 
in this sector, particularly European 
countries which signed MoU within 

the BRI framework."
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harmonized relationship with China and signed 
a wide range of projects with the Chinese 
government, such as coal, hydro, and nuclear 
power plants. After 7 years, 6 times changing 
government and national leaders, Romania went 
from a pro-China country to the first country which 
signed an MoU with the U.S. directly targeting 
Huawei technology15. That is why both countries 
could not sustain projects that require long-
term investment like energy investment. Apart 
from the political unrest, it also did not have the 
same economic power and financial resources 
to develop high technology to catch up with 
China, and needed to rely on EU funding and 
technology transfer. Besides, this country often 
swings between the U.S., the EU and China, and 
it was not able to find a common ground between 
stakeholders16. Particularly, this country in 2020 
switched from China to the U.S. to seek funding 
for nuclear reactors right after ceasing the MoU 
with Beijing. On the other hand, Romania also 
needed to adhere to the EU's environmental 
and investment norms, and the EU was not 
happy to approve investment from BRI as it 
often violates the EU's regulations17. The future 
of decarbonization of the Romanian energy 

sector depends significantly on the European 
Green Deal, hence Klaus Iohannis’s government 
decided to move away from China's investment. 
In 2020, Romania successfully reached the EU 
renewables target, which equals 24 percent of 
final energy consumption, and it will continue 
to collaborate with the EU to achieve the 2030 
target18.

Furthermore, similar to Serbia and Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, Romanian leaders thought that they 
could gain several benefits from Chinese energy 
investment in both traditional and renewable 
energy instead of focusing solely on renewable 
energy projects. These countries ignored the 
fact that rendering new coal plants or reactors 
is expensive and not competitive because of the 
carbon price. In the future, it will be even more 
costly, as based on the Emissions Trading Scheme 
Directive, EU member states will need to pay for 
carbon prices between €56-89 EUR per ton by 
203019. Although Complexul Energetic Oltenia 
received the free emission trading scheme, it still 
faced financial hardships which later required 
support from other stakeholders. Other energy 
projects such as Kostolac B3 in Serbia or Tuzla 

7 might end up in the same situation, and it will 
leave serious consequences on the companies 
and the government.

From China’s side, it can be seen that 
Chinese companies did not provide financial 
and technological assistance to Romanian 
companies on time. To be specific, from the 
start, the negotiation process, particularly the 
price guarantees, was stagnant. It did not live 
up to the ambition to become a leading actor 
in the regional energy sector of Romania, which 
forced this country to find other companies 
and support from other countries eventually. As 
such, although Beijing has promised many times 
to bring benefits to CEE countries at the 17+1 
Summits every year, in practice, BRI investment 
in this region did not reflect its rhetoric promises. 
The COVID-19 pandemic also prevents efforts 
of the Chinese government to engage and 
enhance its influence in CEE, as it has to focus 
on domestic recovery. 

5. Prospect for China energy investment in 
the Balkan
It is necessary for China to increase the number of 

renewable energy projects in the Balkan, as the 
majority of BRI projects are coal- and fossil fuel-
related20. From 2013 to 2019, there were only six 
primary green energy investments with 13% total 
investment, including wind and solar energy, in 
the Balkan from Chinese companies, such as 
Min Yang, Shanghai Electric, or China Energy21. 
Romania and other countries in the region own a 
significant amount of natural resources, namely 
biomass, hydropower, geothermal potential, 
wind, concentrated solar power, which has 
huge potentials to increase the consumption of 
renewable energy in the final national energy 
consumption. It requires China to stop financing 
new coal plants and use fossil fuels instead of 
green energy and focus on promoting green BRI 
and green energy as it declared. 

Second, Beijing will need to collaborate with the 
EU in climate actions and just transition in the 
Balkans. Green BRI of China and EU Green Deal  
(EGD) share some common goals, notably the 
goal to achieve just transition. The EGD  aims 
to address the climate change threats to make 
the EU's economy sustainable by making the 
transition just and inclusive22. It is to realize its 
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commitment in the Paris Agreement to reduce 
carbon emission while still balancing the trade-
offs between energy transition, economic 
growth, and social justice. In contrast, although 
Beijing has made several promises in the Paris 
Agreement and other international forums, BRI 
projects in the Balkans still do not adhere to the 
agreement and even violate EU environmental 
law. Given two parties both have interests in 
energy in Balkan, cooperation, and dialogues 
between China, the EU and the national 
governments of Balkans countries should be the 
priority to help these countries have the ability 
to produce alternative powers like wind, solar or 
nuclear energy. 

As for Romania, since this country has signed a 
8 billion USD energy financing with the U.S. to 
develop the Cernavoda nuclear reactors, and 
adhere to the European Green Deal. According 
to EY, renewable energy has the potential to 
serve as the engine of the decarbonization of the 
whole energy industry, and gain more support 
and funding from the European Union23. It is 
important for Burcharest to maintain political 
stability and engage with important stakeholders, 
notably the EU, so Romania can access the EU 
Modernization Fund. Under this Fund, Romanian 
government and companies can call for EUR 6 
billion from investors24. However, keeping the 
dialogues open with other leading actors in 
climate actions and renewable energy, including 
China, is equally essential. By doing so, in case 
China shows positive changes in the future, 
Romanian can diversify its energy financing 
to facilitate the decarbonization process and 
reduce political dependence. 

Does 16+1 equal new 
education opportunities 
in Central and Eastern 
Europe?
Ailsa Brown

Education serves as a critical 
component of sustainable 
development. Goal 4 of the United 
Nations sustainable development 
goals (SDGs) is to “ensure inclusive 
and equitable quality education 
and promote lifelong learning 
opportunities for all.” The Belt and 
Road Initiative (BRI) aims to achieve 
five main goals, the last of which is 
“people-to-people bonds”. This is to 
be achieved through education and 
international academic cooperation. 
The 2016 Education Action Plan 
for the BRI outlines the vision for 
education along the Belt and Road, 
emphasising a desire “for equal, 
inclusive, mutually beneficial, and 
dynamic cooperation in education.”1 
This case study will analyse the 
reality of the intention of improving 
education along the Belt and Road, 
which also supports SDG 4, by 
analysing the role of the China-Central 
Eastern European Countries Higher 
Education Institutions Consortium 
in helping to achieve this goal. The 
Consortium is made up of countries of 
the 16+1 framework. This framework 
promotes business and investment 
between China and 16 countries of 
the Central and Eastern European 
region.

“Grand strategy,” “empty shell,” “dividing 
Europe,” – which characterisations are 
correct?
Some assume that the BRI is a cohesive “grand 
strategy2,” masterminded by Chinese President 
Xi Jinping and that the education investment 
that comes with the BRI is linked to this grand 
plan. However, in order to properly analyse 
the role of education along the BRI, and more 
specifically in Central and Eastern Europe, 
we must understand the BRI as loose “policy 
envelopes”.3 This means that parameters of 
policies are kept intentionally vague to allow 
space for diverse interests. These existing claims 
about the BRI overestimate the BRI and hinder 
our ability to properly understand it. The same 
is also true for the 16+1 framework, which has 
been characterised as both an “empty shell” 
and also China’s way to divide Europe.4 Both of 
these views are simplistic. The 16+1 framework 
is complex, and substance in cooperation is 
growing.5 Both the BRI and the 16+1 framework 
are fragmented. This may make it harder to 
analyse; however, we must not fall into the trap 
of oversimplifying complex frameworks.

Get your education 
SDG 4 aims to “ensure inclusive and equitable 
quality education and promote lifelong learning 
opportunities for all.” When analyses of 
investment in the BRI is carried out, infrastructure 
is often the first thing to be looked at. However, 
quality education is one of the UN’s priorities, 
and is also one of the main objectives of the 
BRI. Furthermore, investment in education 
has a significant role in a country’s economic 
development and is a leading determinant of 
economic growth.6 It is essential not to overlook 
such an important part of economic and 
sustainable development.

This case study will focus on investment 
in education and academic cooperation, 
specifically in Central and Eastern European 
countries. The China-Central Eastern European 
Countries Higher Education Institutions 
Consortium (herein “the Consortium”) will be 
analysed as an example of cooperation and 
investment in education.
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Education on paper
While the BRI is fragmented, on paper we 
can understand the intentions of improving 
education along the BRI. In one of the first 
papers to outline the intentions and aims of the 
BRI, “people-to-people bonds” is one of the five 
major goals of the BRI. One of the ways that this 
can be achieved is through education, although 
the aforementioned paper does not go into 
much detail about this.7 A year later, the Ministry 
of Education outlined a plan for education 
along the BRI. It emphasised the importance of 
education along the BRI, stating: “education is 
vital to the strength of a country, the prosperity 
of a nation and the happiness of a people.”8 It 
stressed that education is an important tool to 
implement the BRI and again called attention to 
the importance of people-to-people ties.

Investment in education was an important 
priority when the BRI was first established. The 
important role of education in the BRI could be 
good news for the UN’s SDG 4; however, what is 
it like in practice?

A platform for academic cooperation? 
The Consortium was established by 32 
participating institutions in Tianjin, China on 
22nd September 2014. Its aim is to “establish 
a cooperative platform between China and 
Central and Eastern European universities with 
the principles of “mutual respect, equality, 
and mutual benefit, and win-win cooperation”, 
integrate and share resources, deepen education 
exchange and cooperation between China and 
Central and Eastern European Countries.”9   

It now consists of 233 institutions, 196 from 
China and the other 37 from Central and Eastern 
European Countries. Slovakia and Greece are 
the only two of the 17 Central and Eastern 
European Countries represented that do not 
have a member institution. Most of the European 
countries have 1 or 2 member institutions, 
with Romania being the exception, having 
10 member institutions. Chinese institutions 
outnumber European institutions.10  

The Consortium documents its activities on its 

website. However, this website is not kept up 
to date, especially the English one, which has 
less entries than the Chinese version. On the 
websites of member institutions, it was more 
likely to find a Chinese institution advertising its 
involvement than a European institution.  

The Consortium meets regularly. November 
2020 marked the end of an online lecture series 
which invited experts of the Central and Eastern 
European region to allow Chinese member 
institutions to understand the region.11 

In 2019 and 2020, the Consortium held 
applications for joint educational projects of 
European and Chinese member institutions. 
This provided funding of up to 150,000RMB 
(approximately £17,000) for academic exchange 
in a range of areas, including, but not limited 
to: “scientific research cooperation, academic 
exchanges (high-end forums, academic 
conferences, etc.), curriculum development, 
joint laboratories, etc.”12 In 2019, the areas that 
were focused on included new energy and new 
materials, network security, medical and health 
fields.13 In 2020, it focused on the development 
of medical and health biotechnology (such 
as public health research) – not surprising 
considering the emerging COVID-19 pandemic 
at the time. It also prioritised areas such as 
artificial intelligence, robotics research and 
digital economy data analysis technology.14  

In February 2021, President Xi Jinping hosted 
a delayed summit with Central and Eastern 
European countries. However, the reception 
from Central and Eastern European Countries 
was characterised as “chilly”.15 Six countries in 
the region decided to send a minister instead of 

a head of state or government, those countries 
were: Bulgaria, Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, 
Romania and Slovenia. This has been interpreted 
as a growing feeling of scepticism towards 
Chinese investment in the area.16  

The Consortium acts as a platform for 
communication between member institutions 
in Central and Eastern Europe and member 
institutions in China. However, the reception 
of European institutions does not match that 
of the Chinese institutions, with no European 
institutions advertising their membership on 
their websites and the Consortium website 
providing little information about the 
Consortium in English. While the Consortium 
provides a considerable amount of money to 
applicants from member institutions in order 
to facilitate academic exchange, the wide 
range of areas which it covers means that the 
engagement with the Consortium is put into 
question. The Consortium is not necessarily a 
solid, effective platform to facilitate academic 
exchange, despite the existence and purported 
aims of the platform. This is in line with other 
actors in the BRI who appear to be enthusiastic 
implementers of central directives, but their 
output is questionable, and often results are 
difficult to find.17 Even though the Consortium 
seems to be a high-level framework to facilitate 
cooperation, this does not always ensure long-
term goals on each side.18 

Moving forward towards SDG 4 – conclusions 
and policy recommendations
The BRI is not a “grand strategy19” as some 
assume. This means that investment in education 
along the BRI is not meticulously planned out. The 
Consortium is a good example of a BRI project 
which aims to achieve academic cooperation; 
however, when looked at closely, the quality of 
its output is questionable. It provides funding for 
some academic exchanges between European 
and Chinese member institutions but finding 
the tangible results of this investment is near 
impossible.

While there is the assumption that China has 

"Investment in education was an 
important priority when the BRI 

was first established. The important 
role of education in the BRI could 

be good news for the UN’s SDG 4; 
however, what is it like in practice?"
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invested heavily in Eastern and Central Europe, 
there is still a lot of space for other actors to 
engage in this region, especially in education. 
This is especially the case for the EU. Competitive 
investment from both East and West could result 
in an even better environment for education 
in the region, with more conversation and 
engagement. Interaction with the region in 
education, and with China in the region, requires 
some guidance:

 - The assumption that all societal 
cooperation with China is dangerous needs to 
be disregarded.

 - There must be mindfulness of the risks 
of criticism of China translating into racism 
towards Chinese people or people of Asian 
descent. Racism towards people of Asian 
descent has especially increased since the 
start of the pandemic. If discussing China or 
criticising actions of the government, a clear 
distinction should be made that it is the Party or 
government one is referring to.

 - The idea of the BRI as a “grand strategy” 
must be disregarded. This prevents a more 
nuanced understanding of the investments in 
the BRI.

 - While the Consortium is more of a 
“policy envelope” like other parts of the BRI, 
investment can still be made the most of as long 
as academics maintain a critical view. 

 - There should be more investment in 
education in the Central and Eastern Europe 
region. More actors will allow for more 
communication and debate.
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