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Since China proposed the going-out strategy of HSRs in 2009, China's HSR
diplomacy has sparked heated debates about China's intentions. From an
economic diplomacy perspective, this article attempts to understand China's
HSR diplomacy in SEA from four dimensions: context, process, theatre, and
outcomes. Available second-hand data show that China's HSR diplomacy,
with a consistent tendency as China's overall economic diplomacy over the
past 70 years, tends to be more economic than political. In SEA, however,
China's growing economic influence has been accompanied by a declining
regional reputation. China's increasingly pragmatic approach to protecting
its overseas economic interests without making sufficient efforts to handle lo-
cal opposition mainly caused by environmental and social factors, has led to
local Sinophobic sentiments. The conflict represents a microcosm of China's
overseas railway projects under the BRI, where the country is attempting to
balance the pursuit of economic benefits with the maintenance of a positive
global image.
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Introduction

Since the official launch of high-speed railway (HSR) development strategy in 2009,
China's HSR has continued to achieve leapfrog development. China is expected to dom-
inate the global HSR investment market between 2014 and 2030, attracting increasing
international attention (Barrett 2014; Chan 2017). By 2022, China's overseas HSR net-
work had exceeded 40,000 kilometers, ranking first in the world in terms of length (Luo
2022). China's overseas HSR strategy widely encompasses three orientations including
Eurasia, Central Asia, and Trans-Asia, among which, in Southeast Asia (SEA), China
has actively pursued competitive tendering processes for railway projects covering al-
most all ASEAN (Association of Southeast Asian Nations) countries, whose projects
form significant parts of China's extensive pan-Asian railway network. According to the
development goal in the Mid-to-Long-Term Railway Development Plan to create inter-
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nationally competitive Chinese HSR brands, there is a further tendency for China's
HSRs to continue to be international (Barrett 2014).

Large-scale infrastructure, like railways, can be used as a primary foreign policy
tool to achieve commercial interests or expand global influence. Okano-Heijmans
(2011: 17) defines ‘economic diplomacy’ as ‘the use of political means as leverage in
international negotiations, to enhance national economic prosperity, and the use of eco-
nomic leverage to increase the political stability of the nation.” Based on her definition,
China's HSR can be comprehended as a government instrument to achieve economic
and political effects. On the one hand, as an advanced engineering technology owned by
only a few countries, HSR projects that are technology-intensive and monopolistic can
boost a country's transition to high-value-added exports (Oh 2018; Leverett and Wu
2017; Ker 2017), provide opportunities to export domestic industrial overcapacity, and
enhance Beijing's global image as a leader in high-value-added manufacturing (Zhang
and Sun 2016; Ker 2017; Obe and Kishimito 2019; Zhao 2014). On the other hand, as a
state-led initiative motivated by a combination of foreign policy and domestic economic
objectives (Ker 2017) and intertwined with Beijing's key foreign policy initiatives, typi-
cally the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), the internationalization of China's HSR has
raised broad political concern and sparked heated debate about motivations and implica-
tions of the strategy (Pavli¢evi¢ and Kratz 2017). Contrary to some views that the HSR
outreach strategy is likely to promote mutual trust, respect, and benefit, and strengthen
cooperation on security with neighboring countries (Xu 2018), many of the existing
perceptions fit neatly into the premise of the China threat narrative, which understands
the projects in a negative, alarming, and threatening way (Pavli¢evi¢ and Kratz 2017;
Pan 2012). Viewed as a ‘political train’ for China's ambitious connectivity to neighbor-
ing countries, the massive railway projects have been given symbolic political signifi-
cance, including persuading host countries to accept China's increasing influence
(Martin 2016) or shaping a more favorable environment for China's rejuvenation (Yan
2014). There is also a widespread suspicion that the HSR lines, which provide unim-
peded channels to host countries, could be used for military purposes like transporting
military equipment and personnel (Kratz and Pavlic¢evi¢ 2017).

Interested in exploring the potential intention and effect of China's transnational
HSR expansion, this article departs from extant scholarship's predominant focus on re-
cipient-state perspectives, and attempts to comprehend China's HSR strategy in SEA
from Beijing's standpoint, based on a comparison with similar projects in other regions.
The analysis was based on an economic diplomacy framework by Okano-Heijmans
(2011), which consists of four basic dimensions —context, tools, process, theatre, and
outcomes (see Figure 1), as well as a variety of second-hand sources, including existing
literature, news, trade data from WITs, and project data from Aiddata. The findings im-
ply that in comparison to similar projects in other regions, such as the China-Europe
trains, the railway projects in SEA are subject to greater political controversy, but these
projects actually take on a more pragmatic trend prioritizing economic interest over po-
litical influence. However, this does not mean that China's HSR diplomacy has a purely
economic purpose. Instead, in the face of continuing territorial disputes in the South
China Sea and threats from hostile foreign powers to curb China's regional influence,
HSR projects are used as an economic tool to enhance China's soft power in the SEA
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for national security. Unfortunately, current findings indicate Beijing's failure to use
HSR to achieve higher levels of soft power while increasing economic prosperity and
political influence, which hinders the long-term sustainability of China's pan-Asian
railway network.

The following parts of the article will first briefly review the historical development
of China's economic diplomacy to understand the context of Beijing's promotion of the
transnational expansion of HSRs, and then outline the progress of the projects thus far,
as well as the challenges faced. The third section will analyze the business side of Chi-
na's HSR diplomacy, followed by an analysis of the potential impact of the projects on
China's political standing in SEA, and the final section will provide a conclusion and
discussion.

International Relations:

Context

IPE: IPE:

Theatres Theatres

Balance of
Narional Interests:

Prosperity < Stability

Economics: Diplomacy:
Tools Processes

Fig. 1. Analytical framework
Source: Okano-Heijmans 2011: 21.

Context: The Trajectory of China's Economic Diplomacy over the Past 70 Years

The emergence of economic diplomacy can be traced back to ancient times when eco-
nomic interests were already seen as a driver of diplomatic relations, although the influ-
ence of economic factors was then considered as secondary to political considerations
(van Bergeijk, Okano-Heijmans, and Melissen 2011). However, with the increasing
instability and uncertainty of global institutions and the rapid changes in the shifting
balance of power under globalization, more and more countries are paying increasing
attention to the potential impact of economic activities in international affairs. Against
this background, a number of concepts such as ‘commercial diplomacy,” ‘trade diplo-
macy,” ‘financial diplomacy,” and ‘economic statecraft’ have been explored, which are
primarily concerned with the means, process and practice of a policy. Among them,
‘economic diplomacy’ consists of combined dimensions of economic activities, politics,
diplomacy, and their interaction. It aims to achieve national goals using instruments in a
non-coercive manner, with the state playing a primary role (Okano-Heijmans 2011).

So far, China's economic diplomacy includes the use of trade, investment, and finan-
cial policies to support its diplomatic, political, and strategic purposes, explicitly focusing
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on securing resources, expanding export markets, and promoting China's soft power
(Chaziza 2019). Looking back at the development of China's economic diplomacy over
the past 70 years, it can be divided into four stages: the disassociation period, the return
period, the integration period, and the leadership period (see Table 1). Along with the shift
in China's role from a significant aid recipient country to a donor country after independ-
ence, there is a tendency for China's economic diplomacy objectives to change from more
political-oriented to more economic-oriented. This trajectory of development reveals the
influence of both the international and domestic context on the status of Chinese econom-
ic diplomacy and also the return and deepening of China's involvement in global affairs.

order

Table 1
China's economic diplomacy over the past 70 years
Political Status
Period | Year of economic | Partners Approaches Objectives
context .
diplomacy
Disassoci- |1949— |International: A relatively |[Socialist |Preferential loans |Emerged
ation 1978 |Cold War; the weak status |countries |Technical assistance|from isola-
period opposition of po- |in China's such as the |Barter trade tion status
litical systems overall dip- |Soviet Promotion of di-  |Anti-
lomatic Union and |plomacy through  |imperialism
Domestic: framework; |Eastern aid, e.g. in 1950, and anti-
Planned economy |confronta-  |Europe China provided hegemony
tional and material aid to Vi-
revolutionary etnam and North
Korea
Return 1978— |International: the |The status New part- |Subsidized loans  |Return to the
period 2000 |end of the Cold |that enhan- |ner coun- |Aid project cooper- |international
War; the trend of |ced and tries repre- |ation stage;
multipolarization |served Chi- |sented by |A grand aid strategy |Creation of
na's domestic |Japan, that combined aid |a favorable
Domestic: reform |strategy Germany |with investment international
and opening up; and Africa |Accepted aid from |environment
the three—step countries like Japan |for domestic
development and Germany economic
strategy; Provided assistance |development
to developing coun-
tries
Integration {2001 |International: join |Proactivity |The scope |Foreign aid Integration
period 2008 |the WTO; the and aggres- |of recipient |Bilateral trade into globali-
strategy of ‘keep a [siveness; countries |agreement and other|zation and
low profile and  |became offi- |was ex- agreements like the |regional
make a differ- cial expres- |panded FTA integration
ence’; Western sion in 2004 Regional trade
dominated inter- |White Paper cooperation
national political |on Diploma-
and economic cy
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Table 1 continued

Political Status
Period | Year context of economic | Partners Approaches Objectives
diplomacy

Leading |2008— |The financial cri- |Became more |Major Financial diplomacy|Protection

period present [sis; One Belt and |and more countries in|Infrastructure con- |of overseas
One Road; Pro-  |important in |the world |struction interests
gress of RMB China's for- One Belt and One
Internationaliza- |eign policy Road Initiative
tion Multilateral finan-

cial institutions
such as the Asian
Infrastructure In-
vestment Bank and
the New Develop-
ment Bank

Source: author's compilation based on He 2019.

Before its reform and opening up, China was marginalized and behaved as an outsid-
er to the world system. Thus, foreign aid to socialist countries like Vietnam was used as a
primary instrument to help China emerge from its isolation and fight imperialism and he-
gemony, even though it faced persistent impoverishment and structural fragility at home.
Later, after the turn of the twenty-first century, more tactics than loans or technical assis-
tance (TA) were used to interact with a wider range of states to generate potential cooper-
ation. Before 2008, China's economic diplomacy focused on how to serve the develop-
ment of the domestic economy and promote integration into globalization and regional
development. A milestone event was China's decision to join the WTO with an advocated
concept of ‘broad consultation, joint contribution and shared benefits’ of global govern-
ance. After China's return to the international stage, the international environment has
long been dominated by norms centered on Western values, in which Chinese companies
are at a relative disadvantage. To create a more favorable international environment,
China has tried to increase its influence and voice by setting its own leading norms like
the principle of ‘non-interference’ and the ‘Beijing Consensus,” which has become even
more popular in parts of Asia, Africa, and Latin America than the previously dominant
‘Washington Consensus’ (Nye and Wang 2009).

After the 2008 financial crisis, when China became the world's second largest
economy, the protection of overseas economic interests became Beijing's major con-
cern. Infrastructure construction with supporting development banks or funds has be-
come essential to China's latest approaches to economic diplomacy. Well-known multi-
lateral financial institutions such as the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB),
the BRICS Development Bank (BDB), the Silk Road Funds, and other multilateral fi-
nancial institutions have indicated that China is seeking to increase its global influence.
Just within the past few decades, infrastructure diplomacy has become the core part of
China's foreign policy, in which HSR exports play a vital role (Chan 2016).

Process: China's tortuous HSR bids in SEA

China's HSR diplomacy refers to railway cooperation between countries, which is main-
ly carried out through inter-governmental negotiations and agreements (Hu, Liu, and
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Kwak 2017; Huang, Ge, Ma, and Liu 2017). With the implementation of the HSR going
out strategy, China has been an active bidder for HSR projects all over the world,
among which, China's pan-Asian high-speed rail network in SEA stands out for its ex-
tensive connectivity, greater government sensitivity and China's growing economic in-
fluence. Compared to other flagship railway projects under the BRI, such as the Iranian
High-speed Railway, the Two Oceans Railway, and the African Railway, which are not
directly connected to inland cities in China, the 3,000 km network starting from Yunnan
in Southwest China links nearly all the key countries in ASEAN, with the three lines
running through Vientiane in Laos, Yangon in Myanmar, Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh in
Vietnam, Bangkok in Thailand, Phnom Penh in Cambodia, Kuala Lumpur in Malaysia,
to Singapore. By the end of 2023, Beijing had negotiated railway construction with at
least nine ASEAN countries, demonstrating China's ambition to complete the transcon-
tinental network.

Nonetheless, the unstable political context in the host countries has hindered the
negotiation process. For the Sino-Thai HSR project, the whole process went from the Ab-
hisit government (2008-2011) to the subsequent negotiations with the Yingluck gov-
ernment (2011-2014) and later Prayut government (2014-2023), with each regime
change requiring a new round of negotiations (Jiang 2022). Similarly, in November
2016 and May 2017, China Communications Construction Group (CCCC) and Malay-
sian Rail Link signed separate agreements for the Malaysia East Coast Rail Link, com-
prising Phases I and II, with a total value of RMB106 billion. A groundbreaking cere-
mony was held in August 2017, with an estimated completion date of 2024. However,
when Mahathir came to power in 2018, the East Coast Rail Link and HSR line from
Kuala Lumpur to Singapore were temporarily shelved as one of the highlights of anti-
corruption purges against the previous government (/bid.). In response, China threat-
ened to prosecute Malaysia for breaching a previously signed agreement to restart the
East Coast Rail Link in 2021 after new rounds of negotiations. Still, there was no
progress in constructing the Malaysia-Singapore line, a necessary part of China's Pan-
Asian rail network, which was canceled. As shown in Table 2, among all the railway
projects listed, only one was completed, while more than half of the projects were sus-
pended/canceled or suspended before construction resumed. Even for the projects that
were under construction, the negotiation process tended to be long and back-and-forth,
reflecting the host countries' fluctuating support of the Chinese partnership.

Table 2
China’s railway bids of the Pan-Asian railway network in SEA
Country HSR Project Length/km ﬂ?([)j:h(gls) Progress

Bid: 2008
Jakarta—Bandung high- 143 785 Agreement: 2014

speed railway ’ Construction: 2016-2023
Current status: completed

Bid: 2010, failed
Current status: suspended

Indonesia

North-south high-speed
Vietnam railway (Hanoi-Ho Chi 1545 58.7
Minh City)
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Table 2 continued

. Cost (US
Country HSR Project Length/km $ billion) Progress
MoU: 2010
Laos Laos-China railway 427 6.04 Construction: 20162021
Current status: completed
Sino-Thailand high- . MoU: 2014
Thailand speed railway (Nong gﬁ::g;: ggg 10 Construction: 2017—
Khai—Bangkok) ) Current status: under construction
Agreement: 2016
. S Suspended: 2018
Malaysia | East Coast Rail Link 648 10.7 Restarted: 2019
Current status: under construction
Sineanore Kuala Lumpur— Bid: 2017
gapore Singapore high-speed 350 26 Suspended: 2018
& Malaysia | .
railway Current status: cancelled
China-Burma high- Contract: 2011
Myanmar | speed rail (Kunming- 1920 20 MoU:2011
Rangoon) Suspended: 2014
g Current status: suspended
e . . Current status:
Philippines |Bicol rail scheme 565 2.8 Current status: negotiation
Cambodia Kpnmmg-Carpbodm n.a. n.a. Current status: planned
high-speed railway

Source: author's compilation based on online sources.

Compared to the China-Europe freight train, which was initiated by local actors as a
low-cost means of transport (Tjia 2020), the Pan-Asian rail network is a state initiative
and therefore more politically contentious, especially for cooperation with smaller SEA
countries, including those with which China is in conflict over the South China Sea. It is
evident from Table 2 that China faces more challenges in promoting HSR diplomacy in
countries with unfavorable diplomatic relations. For instance, in the 2006 bidding
process for the North-South HSR, despite the Vietnamese government's request for
China's assistance in sending experts to study the project, they ultimately chose Japan as
their cooperation partner, a decision that was met with disappointment in China (Xing
2023). Besides, the China-Burma railway was shelved for more than a decade after the
2011 MoU, which scheduled the project to be initiated within three years and be com-
pleted in five and a half years. Myanmar's Ministry of Railways and Transport stated
that the project would not be implemented, citing the expiration of the MoU and the
absence of a renewal request from the Chinese side (Jiang 2022).

In addition, high debt levels and rising loan rates pose financial risks that could lead
to project delays. Chinese projects under the BRI are strongly backed by state-owned
policy banks, including the Development Bank (CDB) and the Export-Import Bank of
China, as well as sovereign wealth funds (e.g., the Silk Road Fund), which provide a
range of financial instruments, typically grants and low- or zero-interest concessional
loans, to support the development of recipient countries (Sejko 2016). A significant
proportion of the funding, up to 85 per cent, has been provided by China to railway pro-
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jects like those in Pakistan under the CPEC and the Hungarian-Serbian railway. Nota-
bly, despite the geopolitical importance of the SEA, China has not granted more prefer-
ential terms to related railway projects than to other counterparts (see Table 3). Specifi-
cally, while China rejected Thailand's request to lower the loan rate for Sino-Thai HSR
(Chen 2016), it granted a significant concession on loans to Bangladesh, as low as 2 %,
and also allowed Pakistan to successfully lower the interest rate on infrastructure pro-
jects worth about $11 billion from 3 % to 1.6 % through lobbing (Wikipedia n.d.).

Table 3
Chinese railway projects in non-ASEAN countries with a loan rate of up to 2 %

Start Year  Project Recipient Financial provisions Project status
country
China Eximbank provides S1.6 billon 2 % rate
2014 preferential buyer’s credit for Phase 1 of Kenya 20 maturity years Completed: 2017
the Standard Gauge Railway Project 7 years grace period

China Eximbank provides $36.9
million preferential buyer’s credit and 2 % rate/ 1.5% rate
RMB 191.9 million government 20 maturity years

2015 concessional loan for the Upgrade of the Tajikistan 9 years grace period/ Completed: 2016

Vahdat-Yavan Section of the Dushanbe- 11 years grace period

Kurgantube Railway Project

China Eximbank provides $1.23 billion 2 % rate

. . . . Completed: 2019

2015 preferential buyer's credit for Lahore Pakistan 20 maturity years .

Orange Line Metro Train Project with delay

China Eximbank provides $1286 2 % rate
2017 million preferential buyer's credit for ~ Serbia 20 maturity years Implemention

the Hunganan-Serbian Railway Project 5 years grace period

China Eximbank provides $2.67 billion 2 % rate Implemention with
2018 preferential buyer's credit for Padma Bangladesh 20 maturity years del

Bridge Rail Link Project 6 years grace period clay

China Eximbank provides $150 million 29% interset rate
2019 preferential buyer's credit for Railway ~ Cuba s o Completed: 2023

Passenger Car Project years matunty

MOFCOM provides RMB 350 million

intcrest-free loan — via ETCA, S461 0 % rate/1.8% rate/

million loan, and RMB 4.604 billion 2% rate Implemention with
2019 government concessional loan for Cairo gypt 20 maturity years delay

to 10th of Ramadan Light Rail Transit 10 years grace period

(LRT) Project

Source: Aiddata.
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While negotiating on the Jakarta—Bandung HSR in Indonesia, China's first flagship
HSR project in SEA, China offered to bear most of the cost, with CDB providing 75 per
cent of the total financing on generous terms without requiring a sovereign loan guaran-
tee from the local government. The interest rate on the total guarantee-free loans was as
low as 2 % (Leverett and Wu 2017; Qin 2021), which outcompeted Japan that requested
the Indonesian government to fund in bidding (Drache, Kingsmith, and Qi 2019).
Moreover, China did not dominate the joint venture through high investment but left a
larger share (60 %) to the Indonesian companies — China Railway Corporation (CRC)
reportedly took over only 40 % of the joint venture.

However, this generosity gradually faded after the Jakarta-Bandung HSR project.
For instance, in the construction of the subsequent Boten-Vientiane railway, even China
Exim Bank announced to undertake US$480 million (70 % out of the total cost) in an-
nual instalments over the medium term to the Sino-Laos joint venture company, the
interest rate was 0.3 % higher than Indonesia's, and China held 70 % of the joint ven-
ture's shares. Before the groundbreaking in 2017, the Sino-Thai HSR experienced a
five-year negotiation process without reaching a final consensus on the financial terms.
Thailand was dissatisfied with the disparity in interest rates, with China demanding
a 2.5 % interest rate for Thailand but only 2 % for Indonesia. The conflict over the loan
interest rate led to the Sino-Thai railway being postponed three times before construc-
tion (Fu 2016). Finally, the Thai government had to finance the rail line itself
(Pavli¢evi¢ and Kratz 2017). When it comes to the recent railway bid in the Philippines,
it was reported that China asked for a 3 per cent interest rate on loans sought by the
Philippines to build three railway projects — two in Luzon, one in Mindanao — estimated
to cost at least P276 billion. The former finance secretary Carlos Dominguez warned
that China would demand higher interest rates than those offered by alternative financi-
ers like Japan (as low as 0.1 %). Thus, Dominguez decided to directly cancel the appli-
cation instead of suspending it (Rosales 2022).

Theatre: Why SEA? A Business Perspective

A number of studies have identified the economic impacts of HSR on along-route cities,
including but not limited to increased productivity, reduced delivery costs and transit
times of goods, increased consumption, and technological innovation under certain
conditions (Kobayashi and Okumura 1997; Priemus 2009; Couto 2011; Chu, Wang, and
Chen 2011; Zhao 2014). The economic benefits brought by the HSR projects, such as
‘spatial development,’ are evidenced to facilitate trade, new urban centers, and real es-
tate development along the lines (Martin 2016). These benefits are expected to spill
over from the cities along the rail lines to the surrounding areas, thus boosting the re-
gional economy (Zhao and Zhang 2012).

Over the past decade, China has remained the largest trading partner in goods with
ASEAN, and its share among all extra-ASEAN trading partners is steadily increasing
year by year, reaching a quarter in 2020 (see Table 4). Over the past two decades, Chi-
na's total exports to ASEAN have doubled more than 15-fold, reaching about
US$289.9 billion (30 % of ASEAN's total imports) in 2020. Among major destinations,
China's exports to Vietnam grew by 53 %, followed by Indonesia, Thailand, and Malay-



Journal of Globalization Studies 2025 « May

sia (Nugroho 2015; WITs Data n.d.). Also, China's imports from ASEAN also increased
significantly. In 2000, China's imports from ASEAN were only US$16.4 billion, 3.8 %
of ASEAN's total exports. However, in 2021, the volume reached US$280.8 billion,
with China's share rising to 21 % (The ASEAN Secretariat 2022). Overall, Singapore,
Thailand, Malaysia, Vietnam, and Indonesia are China's most important ASEAN trad-
ing partners in terms of value, with Vietnam showing huge potential for growth.

Table 4
China's rank and share in trade in goods with ASEAN, 2009-2021
(Us;] ;’l[lill(;ion) S(lf%e Rank
2009 178,049 15 1
2010 234,296 16 1
2011 294,989 16 1
2012 319,390 17 1
2013 351,583 18 1
2014 366,711 19 1
2015 363,497 21 1
2016 368,567 21 1
2017 440,973 22 1
2018 478,535 22 1
2019 507,963 23 1
2020 503,302 25 1
2021 669,200 25 1

Source: ASEAN Secretariat 2022.

In particular, Yunnan, which borders Myanmar, Laos, and Vietnam, has become an
important hub city in the Pan-Asian rail network, connecting the SEA countries with the
inland areas of southwest China. In the early 2000s, trade between Yunnan and ASEAN
countries surged by 26 % year-on-year, and the trade value in 2004 (US$1.28 billion)
accounted for 34.1 % of the province's total foreign trade, with Myanmar and Vietnam
coming first and second among the top ten trading partners (HKTDC 2005). Mean-
while, the Yunnan government has attracted famous Chinese and foreign logistics com-
panies (e.g., China's Shunfeng Express and Singapore's MapletreeLog) to settle and set
up overseas logistics companies widely in Laos, Thailand, Myanmar, Vietnam, and oth-
er countries to establish a cross-regional logistics network connecting China and the
SEA. The Yunnan provincial economic work conference held in 2021 indicated that
the logistics driven by corridors was only the first step. The Yunnan government em-
phasized that trade with logistics should be further promoted and that industries should
be developed on a larger scale via trade (Department of Commerce of Yunnan Province
2022). Yunnan's economic weaknesses in a geographical location far away from China's
three economic cores (the Yangtze River Delta, the Pearl River Delta, and the peripher-
al sea region) are expected to be turned into an advantage by importing various goods
and vibrant natural resources from Indo-China Peninsula to China's hinterland (Zhao
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2014). So far, shuttle trains launched by China have demonstrated the economic poten-
tial of China's cross-border railways to generate economic returns. For instance, the
expansion of China-Europe freight trains has outpaced the growth of global trade —
a total of 8,641 China-Europe freight trains ran in the first six months of 2023, up 16 %
year-on-year, carrying about 936,000 standard containers of goods, an increase of 30 %
during the same period last year (Global Times 2023). Similarly, from January to Feb-
ruary 2023, the cross-border goods on the Laos-China railway reached 600,000 tons, of
which 510,000 tons were imports, which presented a fivefold increase year on year. The
total value of international freight transport exceeds 600 million RMB in six months,
with goods from seven provinces, including Hebei, Shandong, and Jiangsu, being trans-
ported to Laos, and further to Myanmar, Thailand, and Singapore by train (Guo and
Huang 2023).

Besides, China has manifested a ‘resource for technology’ approach to HSR coop-
eration with some underdeveloped countries. One example of this is the construction of
the China-Laos railway, for which the loan was supported by revenues from five potash
mines in Laos. Furthermore, the government granted extensive concessions to Chinese
investors for a wide range of business opportunities, including rubber plantations, bana-
na estates, and casino operations (Leverett and Wu 2017; Reuters 2021). ‘China builds
high-speed railways for other countries when it has funds, or it takes something else for
change if the recipient country does not have enough money, which is a fair way of
trading,’ said a relevant person in charge from the Ministry of Railways in an interview
with the Southern Weekend (Han 2014). While China provides construction funds,
technology, and equipment for the HSR projects and allows the host countries to partic-
ipate in the operation, it negotiates for a local resource in exchange for the HSR con-
struction fees, such as oil and gas resources in Central Asia and potash mines in Myan-
mar, thus establishing a long-term cooperation mechanism.

For the host countries, HSR, as a core component of China's overseas investment
under the BRI, provides opportunities to create new jobs, increase foreign currency in-
come, train workers, and generate spill-over effects for local development (Brautigam
and Tang 2011). However, as recipient countries' exports to China are growing much
more slowly than their imports, the deepened cooperation has further widened the trade
deficit. This has led many critics to question whether China's OBOR is a ‘win-win co-
operation’ that will benefit all stakeholders (Scobell 2018). Indeed, a considerable num-
ber of China's overseas railway projects have met with resistance from local communi-
ties. For example, in Africa, the construction of the Standard Gauge Railway project in
Kenya was met with local resistance and sparked considerable controversy. The public
outcry arose from concerns about Beijing's potential acquisition of strategic assets such
as the port of Mombasa. In South Asia, popular protests suspended the marking of
demolition sites around heritage sites for the construction of the Lahore Orange Line
metro train in Pakistan (Aiddata n.d.). These bottom-up problems demonstrate the need
for China to pay greater attention to the influence of soft power beyond the purely eco-
nomic factor in order to reduce the China threat narrative and to improve its reputation.

Outcome: Unbalanced National Interests Threaten Long-Term Sustainability

For decades, the world has witnessed Beijing spending billions of dollars to increase its
influence and improve its global perception. Since 2013, according to Aiddata, there has
been a notable increase in the number of Chinese investments in TA projects, mainly in
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the provision of scholarships and training (see Figure 2). Excluding medical humanitar-
ian aid projects related to COVID-19, there was also a particular increase in TA projects
related to railways from 2016 to 2019. These projects, seven located in SEA countries
and five in African countries, focused on providing training programs related to railway
technology, engineering, and operations. The upward trend shows that Beijing is com-
mitted to enhancing the country's soft power and fostering a positive image of a respon-
sible international power.

150 7
6
200
-,
z s g
'y i
g '8
< z
5 :
4 1
£ w0 %
§ 2
= 1 E
3
z
50
0 . . 0
013 2014 208 2016 2017 20i8 2009 2020
Rstway TAprojects  =——=TA projects

Fig. 2. Chinese TA projects from 2013 to 2019
Source: Aiddata, 2024.

Soft power, as interpreted and developed by scholars like Nye, is the ability to get
what one wants through attraction rather than coercion or payment. As a form of
national power, strongly correlated with a country's endowment of resources based on
culture, values, and policies, it is similar to, but not the same as, influence at the be-
havioral level (Nye 2008). This approach encompasses a range of strategies, including
but not limited to the establishment of organizations or agendas, the planning of
overseas infrastructure projects, the promotion of people-to-people exchanges, and so
on. In order not to frighten its neighbors, the use of soft power fits into China's foreign
policy strategy and is vital for generating positive long-term influence like nation-
building and branding. However, despite China's growing investment in TA projects, its
soft power has conversely deteriorated, with China facing increasing criticism in
regions like Africa and also SEA, where China has been one of the leading investors
(Shanbaugh 2015).

According to the 2021 report by the ISEAS-Yusof Ishak Institute, although 76.3%
of respondents viewed China as the most influential power in the SEA, 72.3% of them
had negative sentiments, indicating that China may still have a long way to go to win
the hearts and minds of the ASEAN people. In terms of the underlying causes of
negative sentiment, with the exception of Vietnam and Malaysia, where respondents
indicated that concerns about China's use of strong-arm tactics in the South China Sea
and the Mekong River were a significant factor in their negative perceptions of China,
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concerns about China's growing economic dominance and political influence were the
most frequently cited concerns. In Cambodia, for exampe, 88.9 % of respondents said
that the issue had a detrimental impact on their positive perception of China (see Figure 3).
‘It is crucial for the state to have a strategy to create a balance between investments
from different countries and not to depend on or be biased towards just one particular
country like China,” said a former board member of the Bank of Thailand. In this
context, the construction of the Pan-Asian railway network is highly likely to trigger
stronger Sinophobic sentiments while increasing China's regional economic influence,
leading to more challenges that may hinder China's promotion of HSR in SEA.

In addition to the project delays caused by the political and project financial factors
previously outlined in section three, other factors, particularly environmental and social
factors, may contribute to a further decline in China's reputation at the grassroots level.
For example, the construction of the Jakarta—Bandung HSR has been met with local
protests over potential damage to land and homes, and environmental concerns over
waste dumping, which led to the project's completion date being postponed from 2019
to 2023 (South China Morning Post 2016; 2017; Garlick 2017; Barahamin 2022). In
Myanmar, despite Beijing's statement that land exploitation along the railway would
enhance the commercial feasibility of the project and promises of additional funding,
opposition came from local individuals, political parties, and social organizations, and
led the Myanmar government to cancel the HSR project throughout the country and put
the plan on hold indefinitely (Wang and Jia 2017; Martin 2016; Jiang 2022).

Share of respondents worried about China's growing economic influence (2021)

Vietnam (90.4%) Thailand (79.3%) Philppines (77.5%)  Myamr(769%)  Singapore(667%)  Indonesia(65.9%)  Malaysia(633%)  Laos (48.6%) Cambodia (47.6%)

Share of respondents worried about China's political and strategic influence (2021)

Vietnam (97.7%) Philippines (95.0%)  Thalland (92.2%) Myanmx (914%)  Singapore(87.1%)  Indonesia (860%)  Cambodin(813%) Malaysin(79.7%)  Laos (9.2%)

Share of respondents who choose US rather than China if ASEAN was forced to allig itself (2021)

Philippines (86 6%) Viemam (84.0%) Singapore (65.8%) Indonesia (643%)  Thallnd ($6.9%)  Combodin(S38%)  Malaysia ($3.0%)  Myanmor (48.1%)  Laos (20.0%)
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Fig. 3. Poll on Southeast Asian public perceptions of China
Source: ISEAS-Yusof Ishak Institute 2021.

To alleviate local resistance caused by potential debt ratios, land damage, and
Sinopobic sentiments, China has made concessions in many respects, including
withdrawing ownership of land around the line and resource collateral for its loans, as
China did in the Sino-Thai HSR negotiations, where land use remained with Thailand
and a rice-for-rail agreement was proposed (Kratz and Pavli¢evi¢ 2017). At the national
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level, Chinese government support focused on improving core HSR R&D and maintain-
ing a low-cost and high-speed construction advantage (Chan 2016; Nolan 2014; Naugh-
ton 2015) was also effective in international competition. However, China's flexibility
in financing, ownership, and implementation of these proposed railway projects did not
relieve anxieties and worries. As many Chinese scholars have pointed out, more atten-
tion should be paid to the importance of letting ‘politics and culture go first’ in promot-
ing China's BRI. Moreover, in the long run, the core issue that will help China gain
more local support still lies in how China can promote inclusive cooperation, taking
into account more environmental, social, and governance issues, as supported by its
win-win cooperation.

Conclusion and Discussion

Developed against the backdrop of China's global rise, China's HSR diplomacy has
caused broad discussion on China's intentions in promoting HSR abroad. Opinions are
divided on whether the purpose of the strategy is more political or economic (Oh 2018;
Leverett and Wu 2017; Ker 2017; Pavli¢evi¢ and Kratz 2017). A review of the devel-
opment of China's economic diplomacy over the past 70 years, suggests that China's
HSR going out has occurred n the context of China's commitment to using economic
diplomacy to protect its economic interests abroad (He 2019). However, different to
pure ‘power-play’ economic diplomacy, which seeks to increase international influence
through intervention, or those of ‘business-end’, which use diplomatic instruments to
promote economic development (Van Bergeijk er al. 2011; Okano-Heijmans 2011),
China's HSR diplomacy is expected to be a strategic dual-ended strategy to achieve
both economic prosperity and national security by increasing China's soft power. By
focusing on the progress and challenges of HSR projects in SEA, the article finds that:
first, compared to other regions, China's railway projects in SEA are more politically
controversial and face greater challenges in project implementation; second, contrary to
China Threat Theory, China's approach to related railway projects shows a more prag-
matic and economically oriented disposition; third, China's railway projects in SEA
exemplify the challenge of balancing national interests — a conflict between China's
economic influence and regional reputation, faced by the country's overseas infrastruc-
ture. Such an unbalance of national interests stems from fears of over-dependence on
China. Besides, other well-documented issues such as high debt, social and environ-
mental concerns have caused local protests and pose additional challenges to the long-
term sustainability of China's HSR diplomacy.

Notably, even as the largest developing economy, China's HSR cooperation with
smaller counterparts in SEA is not characterized by its unilateral dominance. Factors
such as each party's impatience, the host country's external options, and domestic con-
straints can affect the outcomes of project negotiations (Leverett and Wu 2017). For
instance, in the case of the Jakarta—Bandung high-speed railway, Indonesia took ad-
vantage of China's impatience to promote the railway as a symbolic project to export
China's HSR, thus gaining more bargaining power in negotiating project items. The
bargaining power of host countries suggests that China should be more careful about
the factors that may lead to local Sinophobic sentiments, which have impeded the pro-
gress of China's HSR projects.

This article contributes to the existing literature by understanding China's HSR di-
plomacy from an economic diplomacy framework developed by Okano-Heijmans
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(2011) of context, tools, process, theatre, and outcomes. The argument is built on vari-
ous sources, including journal articles, news, reports, and trade and investment data.
However, it was only an assumption based on secondary sources without first-hand data
like interviews with relevant Chinese officials. In addition, due to Covid-19 and the
extended construction period of the project, specific data like trade and investment data
generated by the construction of the railways have yet to be made available. Further
research could be performed to analyze the impact of China's HSR diplomacy by con-
ducting field research and tracking operational data of Chinese HSRs operating in SEA.
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