
THE ALIGNMENT OF CHINESE BRI 
FINANCING WITH THE PARIS 
AGREEMENT: PROPAGANDA, 
ASPIRATION OR REALITY?

D R . M A R I O  E S T E B A N &  D R . L A R A L Á Z A R O
W I T H  T H E  A S S I S T A N C E  O F  U G O  A R M A N I N I A N D  N G O  T I E N  M I N H



OUTLINE

§ Research question

§ Literature

§ Methods

§ Results

§ Discussion

§ Key takeaways

2



RESEARCH QUESTION

§ Is the Belt and Road aligned with the Paris Agreement?

§ In the energy sector

§ 73% of emissions globally

§ More detailed information in NDCs

§ In 2014 – 2016

§ Prior to the entry into force of the Paris Agreement 

§ In 2017 – 2019

§ Paris Agreement in force and BRI International Green Development Coalition (BRIGC)

§ Flurry of initiatives in China to deliver on a green BRI
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LITERATURE

§ Current literature

› Hale, Liu & Uperlainen (2020): 5 strands

• Foreign policy literature: geopolitical + geostrategic (& some domestic) drivers 

• Quantitative analyses of the BRI. Subject to limited data 

§ global overview of finance and projects

§ sustainability of BRI investments & impact on Nationally Determined Contributions (NDCs) and Paris 

Agreement.

• BRI as a top foreign policy priority serving divergent interests and actors. 

• BRI in recipient countries

• Processes, policies, frameworks and institutions by which BRI is delivered and the interaction among actors. 
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LITERATURE
› Gaps

• Limited analysis of environmental and climate governance challenges in BRI

• Role of the international climate regime in driving climate action along the BRI

› Our approach: Ostrom’s Polycentric climate governance

• Policentricity:

§ ‘Interaction between multiple governing authorities at different scales, which are mostly or 

completely independent when making norms and rules within a specific domain’ (Tosun, 

2018: 152). 

• Governance: concept in flux (Jordan et al, 2018)

§ Transboundary environmental problems have been tackled by displacing of control ‘up’ to 

the international level, ‘down’ to the regional and local levels of government and ‘out’ to 

non-governmental and civil society organisations
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METHODS
§ Secondary research

› Literature review
› Gray literature: official docs 

§ Primary research
› Semi-structured elite interviews

• Research
• Think tanks
• Business associations
• Policy-makers
• NGO’s
• Finance 
• International organisations
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The Oxford Institute for Energy Studies (OIES) Hosted
IENE Seminar on SE European Energy Transition and
Security

Following an invitation by Dr. Katja Ya!mava,
senior research fellow of OIES, Costis
Stambolis, IENE’s Executive Director visited
Oxford on March 16 where he conducted a
seminar on the key energy transition and
energy security issues currently heading SE

Europe’s energy agenda

Following an invitation by Dr. Katja Yafimava, senior research fellow of OIES, Costis Stambolis, IENE’s Executive Director
visited Oxford on March 16 where he conducted a seminar on the key energy transition and energy security issues currently
heading  SE Europe’s energy agenda. The seminar attracted a small circle of experts comprising some of OIES’s top
researchers. In his presentation Costis focused on the observed disparity between stated and pursued EU energy and climate
strategies and goals and the actual situation prevailing today in most countries of SEE which depend heavily on indigenous
coal resources. A combination of financial and social factors are preventing the abandonment of carbon dependent local
economies and hence the transition, over the next 10-15 years, to a carbon free environment  presents significant problems,
especially since the development of Renewable Energy Sources (RES) and efforts to improve energy efficiency also lag
seriously behind. 

Natural gas is clearly gaining ground as a fuel of choice for many countries in the SEE region and could indeed provide a
much needed energy bridge in the transition to a cleaner environment. However, as IENE research shows, the penetration of
natural gas in the energy mix of the region over the past 15 years or so, and taking into consideration rising energy demand
and changes in consumer behavior patterns, is slow and confounded with problems related to supply, cost and grid
distribution expansion. Security of gas supply has been identified as a critical issue for most countries of the region in view of
recent history and several disruption incidents. The increased use of LNG could therefore strengthen security but construction
and commissioning of new infrastructure is slow.

The seminar concluded with a presentation, by Costis, of IENE’s work related to the South Corridor and its proposal for
adopting an "expanded corridor” approach so as to include a series of new gas  tie in and entry points resulting from a
plethora of new interconnectors, major pipelines and LNG terminals. Coordination, optimisation and management of  a
multifaceted "expanded south corridor”,in an effort to secure continuous and cost competitive gas supplies for European
markets, presents a formidable challenge.  
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Cooperation are the reasons why we have taken 2017 as the dividing point for the quantitative analysis 
presented in the following section.  

Climate principles were further incorporated in the BRI in 2019 with a new round of initiative such as the Green 
Investment Principles and the BRI International Green Development Coalition, one of whose thematic 
partnerships is devoted to Green Finance and Investment. Chinese policy and major commercial banks 
involved in the BRI – like the China Development Bank (CDB) and the Export-Import Bank of China (Exim) – 
have committed to tackle climate change and deliver sustainability, and have recently adopted green 
frameworks for investment (see Figure 1) while increasingly resorting to green financial tools like green bonds. 
In addition, some Chinese financing institutions, like the People’s Bank of China and the Industrial and 
Commercial Bank of China, are proactive in leading global initiatives on green finance and climate change 
disclosure such as the Network for Greening the Financial System and the Task Force on Climate-Related 
Financial Disclosures respectively. 

Figure 1: China’s overseas and BRI green and climate policies 

 

Sources: Ren et al. 2017, Sandalow 2019, Ministry of Ecology and Environment of the People’s Republic of China 2017. 

 

As will be shown below, an overall analysis of BRI in the energy sector from 2014 to 2019 shows that existing high-level 
regulation has not overarchingly led to a change in paradigm for BRI projects. According to in-depth elite interviews 
conducted in China in 2019 initiatives included in figure 1 are mainly conceived as voluntary guidelines to be adopted by 

Paris 
Agreement

BRIGC
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the relevant Chinese financing and corporate stakeholders. In the absence of mandatory actions regarding greening 
investments by the Chinese central government, he preferences of BRI host governments are key to understanding why 
fossil energies are still financed on a massive scale along the BRI (Figure 2)2.  This has been documented in detail for 
Pakistan, the main receptor of BRI projects (Downs, 2019: 30-33). 

 

An agnostic BRI versus the Paris Agreement? 
Chinese projects along the BRI have a mixed track record on environmental, social, and financial sustainability 

(Jiang, 2019; Kirchherr et al. 2017). Focusing on energy investments, the BRI has historically been agnostic as 

regards the type of energy mix that BRI recipient countries develop, allegedly heeding the energy needs and 

investment demands of said countries, while allowing excess Chinese capacity under China’s ‘new normal’ 

development model to be deployed internationally. Hence, BRI promotes both renewable energies and fossil 

fuels. However, despite the quest to green the BRI enshrined in the above guidelines, initiatives, plans and 

frameworks, fossil fuels (especially coal) still receive the lion’s share of BRI’s energy finance (Eder & Mardell 

2019).Table 1 reproduces a broad map of type of investments, the sectors covered and the data sources used 

for the 2014-2017 period and figure 2 below presents energy sector financial flows to BRI recipient countries.  

Table 1. Types of Chinese Investments in some BRI countries 

 

Source: Zhou et al (2018: 7) 

 

 

 

2 while green finance is mainly channelled towards China’s domestic market (Figure 4) 
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Moving the Green Belt and Road Initiative: From Words to Actions

METHODOLOGY AND DATA
This paper focuses on the energy and transportation 
VHFWRUV�EHFDXVH�WKH\�WHQG�WR�UHFHLYH�WKH�PRVW�H[WHQVLYH�
coverage in NDCs relative to other sectors. While most 
1'&V�SURYLGH�LQIRUPDWLRQ�RQ�PDQ\�VHFWRUV²LQFOXG-
ing agriculture, land use, land-use change and forestry 
�/8/8&)���DQG�ZDVWH²UHQHZDEOH�HQHUJ\�DQG�WUDQVSRUWD-
tion are typically treated in greater depth, and they are of 
VSHFLDO�VLJQL¿FDQFH�EHFDXVH�WKH\�JHQHUDOO\�DFFRXQW�IRU�WKH�
largest share of a country’s proposed greenhouse gas emis-
sions (GHG) reductions (UNFCCC 2016a). In addition, 
energy and transportation are among the top policy prior-
ity areas of BRI and are frequently mentioned in Chinese 
government documents related to BRI, while agriculture, 
/8/8&)��DQG�ZDVWH�DUH�VHOGRP�LQFOXGHG��IRU�H[DPSOH��LQ�
the foundational document 9LVLRQ�DQG�$FWLRQV�RQ�-RLQWO\�
%XLOGLQJ�6LON�5RDG�(FRQRPLF�%HOW�DQG���VW�&HQWXU\�
0DULWLPH�6LON�5RDG� 

This paper analyzes the composition of Chinese past 
energy and transportation investments in 56 BRI coun-
tries starting in 2014, when countries started preparing 
their Intended NDCs, based on a decision by the UNFCCC 
Conference of the Parties at COP 19 in November 2013.4 
Although most countries submitted their Intended NDCs 
in 2015, many of them already had national climate 
strategies or action plans in place in 2014, and these were 
UHIHUHQFHG�LQ�PDQ\�1'&V��,($�����D���7KH�FRYHUDJH�RI�
our dataset ends in 2017. As an important caveat, these 
data provide insights into Chinese institutions’ investment 
choices; they do not indicate what alternatives to these 
choices were or were not available at the time. 

To provide a comprehensive coverage of Chinese invest-
ments in BRI countries, we created an investment-level 
database that captured four types of investments from 
2014 to 2017 (see Table 1). 

TYPE SUBTYPE COVERED SECTORS DATA SOURCES
DE

BT

Syndicated loansa with participation by:

 ŀ Chinese development/policy banks 
 Ŀ CDB 
 Ŀ China Eximbank

 ŀ Four largest Chinese state-owned commercial banks 
 Ŀ Agricultural Bank of China (ABC)
 Ŀ Bank of China (BOC)
 Ŀ China Construction Bank (CCB)
 Ŀ Industrial and Commercial Bank of China (ICBC) 

Energy and Transportation
 ŀ Thomson ONE
 ŀ Dealogic
 ŀ Bloomberg New Energy Finance 

(BNEF)

Loans exclusively financed by CDB and/or China Eximbankb Energy  ŀ Boston University’s Global Develop-
ment Policy Centerc

EQ
UI

TY

Silk Road Fund (SRF)d Energy and Transportation
 ŀ SRF disclosures
 ŀ Chinese government websites
 ŀ Media reports

Chinese nonfinancial enterprises

 ŀ State-owned enterprises (SOEs) 
 ŀ Private-owned enterprises (POEs)

Energy and Transportation  ŀ Dealogic

Notes: 
a Syndicated loans are loans financed by at least two banks. The syndicated loans involving at least one of the six banks above (CDB, China Eximbank, ABC, BOC, CCB, and ICBC) are included in this 
paper.
b Loans exclusively financed by CDB and/or China Eximbank are loans financed by CDB only, by China Eximbank only, and by CDB and China Eximbank only. There is a potential overlap between the 
third category and syndicated loans. After cross-checking the two datasets project by project, the authors find no overlap between the two types of loans.
c The authors include two types of data to calculate the loan value within the dataset: (1) loan contributions by CDB and/or China Eximbank where explicit contributions are provided. The data 
used here do not include loans where explicit contributions are not available, which leads to underestimation. After this procedure, the dataset only contains projects financed entirely by CDB 
and/or China Eximbank. (2) Project costs of the projects financed entirely by CDB and/or China Eximbank are used, instead of the loan value, when the loan value is not available. This treatment 
overestimates loan contributions as it includes the equity part of the project. Given the high-leverage ratio of infrastructure projects, this treatment may overestimate by 10 to 20 percent.
d SRF provides both equity and loan financing, but it is classified as an equity provider in this paper because it is strategically positioned as an equity fund; all projects that it financed include equity 
finance, and more than half of the projects it financed are equity-finance only.

Source: Authors’ compilation based on Dealogic (2018), Thomson ONE (2018), BNEF (2018), Boston University (2018), SRF disclosures, Chinese government websites, and media reports.

7DEOH����_  Types of Chinese Investments in BRI Countries Covered and Data Sources



RESULTS

9

 

 7 

Figure 2. China’s Energy-Sector Financial Flows to BRI Countries by Subsector, 2014-2017 

 

Source: Zhou et al (2018: 3) 

Zhou et al (2018) show that from 2014 to 2017, BRI investments are overarchingly fossil fuel based for 
syndicated loans financed by China Development Bank, Export-Import Bank of China, Agricultural Bank of 
China, Bank of China, China Construction Bank and Industrial and Commercial Bank of China. Syndicated loans 
(which various banks participate) in the 2014-2017 period allocate 90% of the funds to the energy and 
transport sector, with 72% going to oil and gas and the petrochemical industry and 17.9% to power projects, 
54% of which were fossil fuel based. As for loans exclusively financed by CBD and/or China Exim Bank, 61.3% 
of investments went to fund fossil fuels. The Silk Road Fund allocated 92.3% of energy sector loans to oil, gas 
and petrochemicals and fossil fuel energy generation. State Owned Enterprises (SOEs) invested 90% in fossil 
fuel power generation. State-owned companies’ preference for fossil fuels is due to structural factors like a 
preference for large projects, prior experience in implementing these projects, higher regulatory predictability 
and easier access to finance (Ibid.). The above leads to some countries potentially locking-in high-emission 
trajectories for decades to come.  

This lock-in risk is heightened for BRI countries where the bulk of Chinese investments goes to non-renewables 
in sharp contrast with OECD countries which offer a more balanced picture (see figure 3), arguably due to 
higher level of economic and environmental governance. If the data is broken down between BRI and non-BRI 
countries, China’s investments in the energy and construction sectors in BRI recipients for the period 2014-
2019 is again eschewed towards fossil fuels compared to Chinese investments in OECD countries. A picture 
that becomes more balanced if the data is divided into the two sub-periods, 2014 to 2016 and 2017-2019.  
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Moving the Green Belt and Road Initiative: From Words to Actions

According to the data reviewed, most Chinese 
deals in energy and transportation are still tied to 
traditional sectors and do not show a strong align-
ment with the low-carbon priorities included in 
BRI governments’ NDCs. From 2014 to 2017, 91 per-
FHQW�RI�WKH�HQHUJ\�VHFWRU�V\QGLFDWHG�ORDQV�LQ�ZKLFK�WKH�VL[�
major Chinese banks included in this study participated, 
DQG����SHUFHQW�RI�WKH�HQHUJ\�VHFWRU�ORDQV�¿QDQFHG�HQWLUHO\�
E\�&KLQD�'HYHORSPHQW�%DQN�DQG�RU�&KLQD�([LPEDQN�ZHUH�
LQ�IRVVLO�IXHOV��VHH�)LJXUH�(6�����2YHU�WKH�VDPH�SHULRG��
93 percent of energy-sector investments by the SRF were 
also in fossil fuels, and 95 percent of cross-border energy 
LQYHVWPHQWV�E\�&KLQHVH�VWDWH�RZQHG�HQWHUSULVHV��62(V��
were in fossil fuels as well. In contrast, nearly two-thirds 
(64 percent) of cross-border energy-sector investment 
E\�&KLQHVH�SULYDWHO\�RZQHG�HQWHUSULVHV��32(V��ZHUH�LQ�
renewable energy. In the transportation sector, a major-
ity of Chinese deals were in traditional transportation, 
VXFK�DV�DLUFUDIW�¿QDQFLQJ��DLUSRUWV��URDG�FRQVWUXFWLRQ��DQG�
automotive manufacturing, rather than sectors more fre-
quently promoted as lower-carbon options, such as urban 
public transit and railways.

If Chinese government special funds are deployed 
to give greater priority to green opportunities, 
especially in the near term, these funds could 
have an outsized positive impact on green growth 
in the BRI countries. By targeting green objectives 
in the coming years, China could use BRI special 
funds to quickly become a major catalyst for low-
carbon development in the region. A substantial 
ÀRZ�RI�SUH������JUHHQ�RU�FOLPDWH�IULHQGO\�LQYHVWPHQWV�
would build a solid foundation for climate ambition as 
countries prepare to submit revised NDCs and implement 
them after 2020. Multilateral Development Banks (MDBs) 
KDYH�DGRSWHG�WDUJHWV�IRU�FOLPDWH�¿QDQFH�DV�D�SHUFHQWDJH�RI�
WKHLU�RYHUDOO�SRUWIROLR��WKH�WDUJHWV�H[FHHG����SHUFHQW��$I'%�
et al. 2015). If the special funds allocated for BRI were 
similarly deployed against a target of just 25 percent, this 
would channel more than $28 billion additional dollars in 
VXSSRUW�RI�FOLPDWH�¿QDQFH�DQG�1'&�SULRULWLHV�DW�D�FULWLFDO�
WLPH�IRU�%5,�FRXQWULHV��7R�SXW�WKLV�¿JXUH�LQ�SHUVSHFWLYH��
the $28 billion compares favorably to the $35 billion in 
FOLPDWH�¿QDQFH�WKDW�WKH�0'%V�OHQW�RXW�JOREDOO\�LQ������
(AfDB et al. 2018). 

)LJXUH�(6����_  China’s Energy-Sector Financial Flows to BRI Countries by Subsector, 2014–2017

Notes: a Syndicated loans by the six Chinese banks are total loan amounts of projects in which the six Chinese banks participated. The actual loan contributions by individual banks were not 
available for many of the transactions. The six Chinese banks are China Development Bank, Export-Import Bank of China, Agricultural Bank of China, Bank of China, China Construction Bank, and 
Industrial and Commercial Bank of China.
b SRF includes four project investments that disclose investment amounts. 
Source: Authors’ calculations.
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In Pakistan for instance, 75% of the new capacity generation built and financed by China is coal fired (Downs 
2019). Private Owned Enterprises (POEs), which finance smaller projects are argued to be a better fit for 
renewable projects. This is the case in the 2014-2017 period as approximately 2/3 of their investments were 
in renewable power generation.  

Figure 3: China’s energy investments and construction contracts by sector in BRI and OECD countries, 2014-19, %  and 
USD billion (in parentheses) 
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Source:  

The China Global Investment Tracker Database.3 

 

In sum, approximately 80% of energy sector financial flows to BRI from 2014 to 2017 were fossil fuel based. 
Zhou et al. (2018) also highlight that NDC RES requirements for BRI recipients analysed would amount to 
327GW of RES power in 2030 (US$ 469 billion). Meeting NDC requirements along BRI recipient countries would 
require a complete overhaul if BRI energy investments in favour of RES.  

To the authors’ knowledge, to date there are no analyses of the 2017-2019 period or analyses that compare 
investments in the two sub-periods analysed, 2014 to 2016 and 2017-onwards. As a preliminary (and 
incomplete proxy), the China Global Energy Finance Database from Boston University has been used to analyse 
investment trends and power capacity additions. Future analyses could research whether syndicated loans by 
the six Chinese banks, the SRF, SOEs and have continued to fund mainly fossil fuels and whether POEs’ support 
por RES continues.  

For investments exclusively financed by CDB and China Eximbank since 2017 the share of investments 
allocated to fossil fuels has converged with that of RES (see black, blue and purple lines in figure 4 below), 
even if capacity additions of fossil fuels is above RES for the entire period analysed and both sub-periods (2014-
2016 and 2017-2019) and it trebles that of RES in 2019 according to the China Global Energy Finance Database 
(see rectangular bars in figure 4).  

 

 

 
3 BRI projects in OECD members are only included in the ‘OECD’ category  to avoid overlap.  Over the period, data in 
question amounted to 5.39USD billion in 7 countries: Chile, Greece, Hungary, Italy, Poland, Portugal, Turkey. Arguably, 
China’s investments breakdown in these countries is closer to OECD figures than BRI figures (see Annex III and IV). 
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In Pakistan for instance, 75% of the new capacity generation built and financed by China is coal fired (Downs 
2019). Private Owned Enterprises (POEs), which finance smaller projects are argued to be a better fit for 
renewable projects. This is the case in the 2014-2017 period as approximately 2/3 of their investments were 
in renewable power generation.  

Figure 3: China’s energy investments and construction contracts by sector in BRI and OECD countries, 2014-19, %  and 
USD billion (in parentheses) 
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Figure 4: China’s major policy banks’ energy investments flows in BRI countries4 by sector, 2014-19, USD billion and GW 

 
Source:  China Global Energy Finance Database. 

 

The above analysis shows that major policy banks – CDB and Exim – still channel more funds towards non-
renewable sectors, mainly coal, although the share of non-renewables is decreasing in the 2017-2019 period 
(see Figure 2).  

The key findings show that over the 2014-2019 period fossil fuel investments in BRI recipient countries 
financed by the main policy banks amount to just under two thirds of energy investments. If the analysis is 
divided in two distinct periods 2014-2016 and 2017-2019 it shows that after the entry into force of the Paris 
Agreement, the announcement of the BRIGC and the publication of several policy documents on greening the 
BRI, Chinese investments in fossil fuels have declined whereas the percentage investment in renewables has 
increased. In 2019, the last year for which data is available from the China Global Energy Finance Database, 
while finance for fossil fuel energy along the BRI is still greater than finance for renewables, the difference has 
shrunk. In terms of installed capacity however, figure 3 shows that coal capacity installed along the BRI almost 
trebles that of RES (mainly hydro). These preliminary analyses seem to indicate that while the concerns about 
BRI are empirically backed, there might be some hope for a future (greener) BRI if the investment trend in 
2014-2017 of the main policy bank continues and expands to the rest of financing instruments and institutions.  

 
4 BRI projects in OECD members are excluded to ensure consistency with the classification used in Figure 4. This includes 
the following data: a 1.381USD billion (or 1.320GW capacity) investment in coal in Turkey in 2019. 
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DISCUSSION

§ Goal of a less carbon intensive BRI (reputation and long-term engagement) is 
counteracted by short-term business/development opportunities for host 
governments, Chinese financing institutions and companies involved in BRI 
projects. 

§ Greening the BRI through soft guidance, lack of sanctions for non-compliance--) 
“transform and upgrade”. Capacity building + change in corporate culture.  
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KEY TAKEAWAYS
§ Mind the DATA gaps! 
§ Significant amount of international and Chinese initiatives to Green the BRI.
§ 80% of energy sector financial flows to BRI countries to fossil fuels (2014-2017) 

Zhou et al (2018).
§ Deep dive into China’s main policy Banks (CDB & Exim):

› 2014-2019: fossil fuel investments and capacity addition dominate;
• 2014-2016: fossil fuel  investments and capacity additions dominate;
• 2017-2019: fossil fuel and capacity additions dominate but greater convergence as regards 

investments.

§ Far from being aligned with Paris/fostering NDCs in BRI recipient countries.
§ Green BRI aspirational: soft guidance vs. business as usual and hard guidance.
§ Why: accomodating demands from different domestic and international actors in 

climate governance. 
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