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CHINA’S “ONE BELT, ONE ROAD” INITIATIVE: POTENTIAL RISKS AND BENEFITS AT NATIONAL AND GLOBAL LEVEL

Francisco Juan Gómez Martos ‘s doctoral thesis analyzes the new grand Chinese Development Strategy, the “One Belt, One Road “Initiative, officially launched by President Xi Jinping, in late 2013, to be pursued in the coming three or four decades, and aimed to transform China into the word’s economic superpower.

The idea behind this new concept is to develop speed transportation and other infrastructure investment projects improving connectivity between China and most of the Asian countries, reducing the time to reach out Europe which is, according to Chinese authorities and scholars, the “terminus station” of the Initiative. 

As the main objective of the research, the author analyzes the predictable impact of this new ambitious project for China, for its Asian neighbors and the international community at large. In particular, the potential risks and benefits of its implementation and some of its more ambiguous operational tools.
 The author chose deliberately to insert his specific analysis on OBOR Initiative in the wider general framework of the China’s globalization process. From the empirical point of view, he has considered instrumental to investigate in the first three chapters of the dissertation how China had adapted to economic and political globalization since 1978 and, especially since joining the WTO in 2001 and to identify how China has acted/behaved in the key institutions that make up the current multilateral order, and therefore how China conceive power and exert it at global level.
This previous factual research allowed the author to understand the Chinese approach to globalization, multilateralism, and regionalization and finally to show what are the strengths and weaknesses of a potential Chinese world leadership, as well as what we can expect about the implementation of the Initiative.
 On the basis of these empirical findings the research examines the prospects and challenges of this Chinese strategic project. 
 
The topics of the research, objectives and the general framework adopted have determined the research methods. The author has applied three complementary methodological approaches: the empirical method based on the analysis of the available factual information and statistical data, the institutional and legal methods, and the comparative method.

The purpose of this research was not to achieve an exhaustive academic inquiry on the topic of OBOR Initiative, which was not yet explored when the elaboration of the thesis started in 2016,-but to identify the most crucial political and technical issues to be solved to meet the high expectations created by this Chinese strategic Initiative. 
The first Chapter analyzes the main characteristics of the contemporary Globalization and Regionalization phenomena in international politics and economy with its complex and interconnections. The aim was to come with a synthesis laying out the features of current Globalization model that created favorable conditions for the impressive growth and development of China during the period 1978-2018. It also examine how China’s model had adapted since 1978 and, especially since joining the WTO in 2001, to multilateral trading rules, as well as to regional trade agreement s to achieve its political objectives. The author also describes the cultural particularities that have accompanied the rise of a powerful and “assertive” China during the last two decades.
The second chapter deal with two main questions: the first one is a theoretical issue, how  both, the “representative democracy”, through  its multilateral inter-parliamentary cooperation dimension, and the so-called “participatory democracy”, through civil society, can contribute to addressing the pervasive “democratic deficit” existing in the functioning of the Multilateral System at present time.

The second issue is a geopolitical matter as it reflects, on the basis of facts and empirical evidence, how China’s diplomacy behaved within key institutions dealing with current globalization process such as WTO and United Nations. This factual behavior is the practice used by China in its multilateral relations and will certainly determine the governance rules and methods applied in the new “One Belt, One Road Initiative”.

The dissertation examines both issues jointly since they interlink, and try to compare the Chinese model with the competing models of the European Union and the United States.

The main subject of the third Chapter is to analyze, on the basis of some key empirical-statistical parameters, if China today is a regional power in Asia, a global superpower, a future hegemonic power or rather a new emerging modern Imperium focused to restore its glorious past of “Middle Kingdom”. Moreover, the work examine how current Chinese foreign policy and impressive economic rise adapt to different academic conceptions of “power “on the basis of key comparable parameters defined at international level. 

The author preferred to adopt the approach of “power” than that of “influence”. However, the author gave particular emphasis to the analysis of social inequality and the respect of social rights at work, two key “structural factors” showing the growing social and regional inequalities in this country despite of China’s impressive economic growth and poverty reduction. He also considered that the theoretical approach of “Neo-Classical Realism” in international relations is a very useful concept for explaining the behavior of China leadership in the last three decades, when dealing with international relations.
Recognizing that since 2007, China’s leadership has allocated huge financial means to improve Chinese influence in the world through Soft Power policies, notably the establishment of a huge number of Confucius Institutes and media activities, the results achieved by China are very limited according to prestigious empirical studies. Actually, these studies confirm the "deficit of Soft Power "( Joseph Nye)that China suffers and the limits of its soft power policies,  in a country where its implementation is centralized and exclusively depend on the Chinese Communist Party directives without the participation and influence of free and dynamic civil society.
 
The fourth chapter is devoted to examine the content of OBOR Initiative, its main general principles and try to identify the final and intermediate objectives for the current decade, coinciding with the initial political mandate of President Xi Jinping. The research identifies and examines in depth these objectives and shows valuable conclusions for the understanding of its final objectives, and thus for the feasibility of new Chinese dream of “rejuvenation” in 2049. Nevertheless in its way to international leadership, China should have to face and overcome some crucial obstacles identified in the dissertation.
In the fifth chapter the research examines in depth some crucial political, economic and institutional requirements for the successful implementation of OBOR Strategy and observes that, five years after the launching of this crucial Chinese Initiative, its implementation faces major problems and therefore raises more doubts than certainties.
Given that the OBOR Initiative was launched in 2013, only 5 years ago, and that this research began at the end of 2015, the state of the academic research in this area was limited. As to Chinese official bibliographic sources, available in English, they suffer from a lack of credibility. In the author’s view, the most important limitation consists in the strong propagandistic content of official documents concerning OBOR Initiative and its implementation. Moreover, China’s official documents are intended for foreigners and their content does not allow in most cases a critical analysis of the policies. The documents do not go beyond generic statements of principles, which are repeated regularly in all official documents related. Official documents also suffer from imprecision in the measures to be taken and lack of concreteness in the figures, which do not allow evaluating their degree of compliance in the future, what seems consistent with the lack of transparency of the Chinese political system.
Nonetheless, to develop the work, the author has consulted a wide range of information sources from Chinese and Western origin ,as well as explored the data and the references of factual information that are mentioned in detail in the dissertation’s bibliography. 
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