
 

 

 

 

Two recent events in Bangladesh moved Dhaka’s ties with 

Beijing - and Chinese investments in the country - to the 

forefront of a growing public debate. The first subject regards 

the violent clash last month between Chinese and Bangladesh 

workers engaged in the building of the $2.5 billion Patuakhali 

power plant - a China-Bangladesh joint venture  - which led to 

one death and several injuries among Chinese nationals (BBC, 

2019, June 19). The construction process was also delayed 

due to critical equipment being either stolen or destroyed 

(Quadir, 2019, June 23). Anti-Chinese sentiments are reported 

to have erupted because of the local workforce’s                     

perception of unfair treatment by the Chinese project 

management1.       The second theme of discussion regards the 

official visit by Bangladesh’s Prime Minister (PM) Sheikh 

Hasina to China, which aimed at the further bolstering of 

bilateral relations – and indeed two additional deals for 

Bangladesh’s energy sector were agreed upon, providing for 

loans of $1.7 billion (Ahmed, 2019, July 11). And yet growing 

international criticisms regarding Beijing’s ‘Belt and Road 

Initiative’ (BRI) - especially the apparently unfavourable 

financial terms involved (the ‘debt trap’) and other negative 

social, political, health and environmental impacts – seem to have a clear impact on 

dynamics of contestation in Bangladesh. Mounting voices within this South Asian state 

                                                 
1 The concrete trigger for the deadly clashes were allegations that the Chinese management wanted to cover 
up the incident resulting in the death of an Bangladeshi worker. More than 1000 security forces were needed 
to calm down the situation (BBC, 2019, June 19).  
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wonder about Dhaka’ general stand towards Beijing and the BRI. Such concerns are 

perhaps especially relevant when one considers Bangladesh’s traditionally close 

relationship with India (Anwar 2019, July 12). The Government of Bangladesh (GoB) must 

strike a balance between these complex bilateral relations, which are also and naturally 

played among New Delhi and Beijing’s quest for most favourable access to and collaboration 

with Bangladesh itself.   

Bangladesh’s foreign policy is known for steering a middle course in its triangular nexus with 

both China and India. According to numerous observers, the current GoB gained the 

reputation of being quite successful in evening Indian and Chinese interests. Dhaka’s strict 

diversification policy and the careful, selective approach when it comes to accepting Chinese 

development projects (especially ports), direct investments, or military procurements are 

increasingly praised as a role model of how to deal with China in economic development 

collaboration and beyond.  

However, today experts wonder if an increased engagement in the BRI will change this 

complex equation in Beijing’s favour. In order to address this puzzle, one should raise 

following questions. Will Beijing use the BRI so as to draw Bangladesh into the ‘Chinese 

Orbit’? In other words, is the BRI’s enlargement towards Bangladesh an expression of a 

potential ambition by Beijing to make Dhaka economically dependent and - subsequently - 

politically subservient? Will Bangladesh’s economic performance be strong enough to 

create a buffer against possible ramifications of Chinese loans and direct investments? And 

last but not least, what are the BRI’s impacts as regards regional cooperation and 

geopolitical dynamics, especially regarding relations between Dhaka and New Delhi? 

After assessing the aforementioned questions, one can point out the following risk scenarios 

- and articulate the following arguments: 

 

The BRI can put Bangladesh’s current robust economic performance at risk.  

Chinese investments, especially those occurring within the BRI framework, are usually 

large-scale projects whose failure would impact the entire national economy. In this context, 

one must emphasise that since 2015, China has emerged as Bangladesh’s main trading 

partner (Anwar, 2918, July 12). Existing trade between these countries is disadvantageous 
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to Dhaka’2 and creates a growing trade deficit (in 2018 USD 7.66 billion in total). Increasing 

Chinese development projects may further extend the trade deficit involved and put 

Bangladesh’s economy at risk – not only affecting its current economic capacities and 

leverage but also its financial capabilities to return Chinese loans.   

 

Bangladesh attempts to gain maximum benefits out of its collaboration with both China and 

India by walking a midway in balancing their interests. This will harder to achieve if the 

country joins the BRI.  

Given the remarkable increase in exports of Chinese arms to Dhaka - intended to improve 

the hardware capabilities of Bangladesh’s military (Anwar, 2019, July 12) - Beijing likely 

expects closer cooperation in security and defence. The fact that China recently officially 

announced that the BRI is not just an economic endeavour but serves military purposes as 

well (XINHUA, 2019, July 8) is a clear sign of the times. Given the strategic location of the 

Bay of Bengal - which is also surrounded by India on three sides – each Chinese 

engagement in Bangladesh (especially with any hint of a military or defence dimension) 

naturally constitutes a geopolitical challenge for New Delhi. It goes without saying that such 

dynamics put much strain on India-Bangladesh ties.  

 

China’s increasing economic engagement will not only lead to a growing and more 

entrenched political Chinese leverage in Bangladesh but will also deeply – and negatively - 

impact local trajectories. 

In the past - when compared with the deep socio-economic, political and cultural links with 

India - China played rather a peripheral role in Bangladesh’s geopolitical considerations. 

Beijing lacked opportunities to influence decision-making among Bangladesh’s 

administration. However, this situation might change in the wake of an increased 

involvement in the BRI. 

This could have an impact on sensitive, domestic social and political developments. 

Experiences from other BRI countries such as the Philippines or Pakistan reveal that the 

engagement by Chinese companies ( both state- and privately owned) are accompanied by 

a decline of labour standards. Furthermore the extraordinary influx of Chinese workers is 

                                                 
2 Despite a narrowing of the trade deficit by 11 per cent during the first half of the 2018/19 Fiscal Year (Hasan, 
2019, February 4), we must expect a tremendous increase in said trade deficit in the middle-to-long-term 
perspective linked to the imports necessary for upcoming BRI projects. 
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not perceived well by local communities. These factors can lead to tensions such as that 

involving the Patuakhali power plant. The presence of Chinese companies and workers can 

lead to a deterioration of the security situation in the host areas, as both domestic and 

international terrorists might choose BRI projects as targets. Although the goal of these 

actions is not necessarily to harm Bangladesh but instead to damage Chinese assets and 

interests abroad due to Beijing’s treatment of the Muslim communities in China, locals are 

always affected – through increases in security costs as well as through losses among the 

Bangladeshi people itself. Moreover, China is known for exporting a highly polluting model 

of growth (Watts, 2019, April 25) – thus, for example, instead of investing in renewable 

energy Dhaka and Beijing agreed on coal power plant. Today Bangladesh is the biggest 

recipient of Chinese investments in ‘dirty energy’ (Watts, 2019, April 25). The destructive 

impact on climate change, heath, the environment and livelihoods is well-known. 

 

Final thoughts 

There are no doubts that Bangladesh needs major investments in infrastructure and a 

reliable electrical grid so as to bridge the energy shortages which seriously hamper the 

economy, especially the manufacturing sector (Leng, 2017 April, 10). A growing, diversified 

portfolio - which of course includes Chinese investments - is essential for the country’s 

further development and economic growth. However, a concerted balance and strategic 

diversification are crucial to ensure that Dhaka does not fall into ‘debt traps’ or become itself 

a subject of ‘strategic capture’ (Brewster, 2019, May 30). 

Bangladesh’s recent decision not to chase more Chinese loans and look for alternative 

funding models instead is a step in the right direction if Dhaka is to maintain its status as a 

‘low risk country’ as regards Chinese-caused ‘debt traps’. However, considering the scale 

of the individual BRI projects - as well as the rapidly growing volume of Chinese investments 

and loans – some observers question if the country’s economic performance and power are 

strong enough to avoid a potential Chinese dominant position on a sustained basis. Cost-

benefit calculations and risk accessions by Bangladesh’s authorities seem to rely heavily on 

the country’s current economic performance - at the moment, the country’s economic growth 

rate and overall performance seems promising, ensuring that Dhaka will be able to ‘service 

its loans to Beijing’, at least according to official statements (Siu, 2019, April 23). But this 

might change quickly if the country and/or the region face a major economic crisis and 
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subsequent regression. In such case the state and society of Bangladesh would experience 

the hardships of being indebted to China. 
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