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The Development, Transformation and
Impact of the Belt and Road Initiative in
ASEAN

Che-Chuan Lee

Division of National Security Research

Abstract

China launched the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) in 2013 as an
ambitious framework for international development cooperation. Since
2017, however, the initiative has encountered increasing criticism and a
series of implementation challenges, prompting two rounds of policy
adjustments in 2018 and 2023. This paper examines the ten member states
of the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), which constitute
China’s closest trading partners and have all signed cooperation documents
under the BRI framework. The analysis indicates that, despite certain
progress achieved following the two strategic recalibrations, the overall
outcomes remain limited and uneven across countries. Several factors
contribute to this disparity, including domestic political instability, public
resistance, environmental concerns, and constraints in financing and
technological upgrading. Even relatively small-scale investment projects
have revealed new complications, such as the rapid dominance of Chinese
enterprises in local markets. Data from recent State of Southeast Asia
reports suggest a marginal improvement in China’s public image within
ASEAN societies; however, this positive shift remains modest.
Furthermore, as ASEAN states increasingly assert their strategic
autonomy—and as external actors such as the United States, Japan,
Australia, and the European Union assume more prominent roles in the

region—the BRI’s future trajectory continues to face substantial and
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multifaceted challenges.
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