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1. Introduction 

 
Infrastructure development in the Global South has recently garnered renewed attention after 
decades of neglect by developed countries and international development institutions. With the 
current global infrastructure gap estimated to exceed US$40 trillion, the need is overwhelming; 
infrastructure increases productivity and is essential for sustainable and inclusive development. 
The African Development Bank estimates that the infrastructure financing needed for Africa 
alone will be $170 billion a year by 2025, with an estimated gap of around $100 billion a year.1 
China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), inescapable due to its size and ambition, is bringing 
attention back to infrastructure projects and Africa, where it has become a prominent source of 
development finance. China’s promise to spend trillion of dollars on infrastructure through the 
BRI has given hope to many developing countries while raising concern in the West about 
increased Chinese global presence and the standards and norms it promotes. 
 
Several initiatives have launched to counter the BRI—including the QUAD Infrastructure 
Coordination Group, the Africa Agenda 2063, the Masterplan on ASEAN Connectivity 2025, the 
UK’s Clean Green Initiative, and many more—but chief competitors are the United States and 
the European Union. Both have recently redefined their relationship with China, now considered 
as a strategic competitor, as well as with Africa, an increasingly important strategic partner. At 
the 2021 G7 Summit, the US launched the Build Back Better World (B3W) initiative to build 
infrastructure, set new standards that better reflect the values of Western democracies, and 
balance against the BRI and China’s global reach. Also in 2021, the EU launched its Global 
Gateway, pledging €300 billion in investments between 2021 and 2027 to boost sustainable and 
trusted infrastructure that improves health security and promotes competitiveness and global 
supply chains.2 On June 26, 2022, the G7 countries launched the Partnership for Global 
Infrastructure and Investments (PGII) with similar goals.3  
 
While these initiatives all aim to tackle the infrastructure deficit globally, Africa has received 
special attention. For both the US and the EU it is a key region for economic, security, and 
political reasons, and both worry that China is creating new dependencies in Africa. During the 
COVID-19 pandemic the number of African countries indebted to China became evident, as well 
as the potential use of that debt in economic statecraft. In conjunction with launching their own 
infrastructure initiatives to address China’s presence, the EU and the US have likewise revised 
their strategies toward Africa. In 2022, the US issued a new U.S. Strategy Toward Sub-Saharan 

 
1 https://www.afdb.org/en/news-and-events/press-releases/african-development-bank-sets-course-close-
infrastructure-gap-board-approval-its-first-public-private-partnerships-strategic-framework-48875; chrome-
extension://efaidnbmnnnibpcajpcglclefindmkaj/https://www.afdb.org/fileadmin/uploads/afdb/Documents/Publicatio
ns/2018AEO/African_Economic_Outlook_2018_-_EN_Chapter3.pdf 
2 https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_21_6433 
3 https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2022/06/26/fact-sheet-president-biden-and-g7-
leaders-formally-launch-the-partnership-for-global-infrastructure-and-investment/ 
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Africa and revisited its idea for a 21st Century U.S.-African Partnership.4 In 2020, the EU 
outlined its vision for the future of the ten-year-old EU-Africa Partnership in the Joint 
Communication “Towards a Comprehensive Strategy with Africa.”5 These new African 
strategies are clearly aligned with the goals of the B3W and the Global Gateway: infrastructure 
investment is seen as a key component for redefining the US and EU relationship with Africa—a 
way to counter China but also to contribute to the continent’s sustainable growth. Can the EU 
and US initiatives be successful in developing infrastructure in Africa? Can or should the US and 
the EU compete with China in infrastructure diplomacy? Are there areas of collaboration? This 
paper compares China’s BRI, the US-led B3W and PGII, and the EU’s Global Gateway, 
focusing on their differing approaches, strengths, and limitations. It identifies complementarities, 
then provides recommendations on how the US and the EU could make their infrastructure 
initiatives more successful in Africa.  
 

2. The infrastructure gap in Africa and why it matters to the US and the EU 
 
For Adam Tooze, we are entering the African rather than the Asian century.6 As Africa’s 
population increases to 2.5 billion by 2050,7 it will become the continent with the largest young 
labor force, as well as being home to 30% of the world’s critical minerals. Its development is a 
matter of political, economic, and security concern not only to its close neighbor EU,8 but also to 
the US, which sees a transnational threat emanating from Africa’s uneven growth, with weak 
states having the potential to harbor terrorist nuclei and/or the possibility of new pandemics like 
Ebola. From an economic point of view, Africa may have the world’s largest middle class by 
2050, contributing to its prosperity and access to natural resources. At the UN African countries 
have 28% voting power, representing one of the organization’s largest voting groups; they are 
important players in the international order and can either strengthen or weaken the global 
agenda of the EU and US.9 As Josep Borrell has said of EU-Africa relations, “Africa has become 
a field for geopolitical competition—a competition for resources, and they have immense 
resources, and for influence.”10 China’s deepening ties with Africa are likely to reduce the 
transatlantic partners’ economic and political leverage there. For both the EU and US, investing 
with acumen on the continent, including in infrastructure, is significant not only because of its 
political, economic, and security implications: although not a zero-sum game, in our current 
geopolitical environment a missed opportunity for the EU and US often means a greater win for 
China.  
 
Infrastructure is essential for economic development and enabling the global circulation of 
people and goods. The need for more infrastructure is great. Over the next two decades, 

 
4 chrome-extension://efaidnbmnnnibpcajpcglclefindmkaj/https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-
content/uploads/2022/08/U.S.-Strategy-Toward-Sub-Saharan-Africa-FINAL.pdf 
5 chrome-extension://efaidnbmnnnibpcajpcglclefindmkaj/https://international-
partnerships.ec.europa.eu/system/files/2020-03/communication-eu-africa-strategy-join-2020-4-final_en.pdf 
6 https://foreignpolicy.com/2022/05/13/africa-century-economic-growth/ 
7 Edward Paice, Youthquake: Why African Demography Should Matter to the World, Head of Zeus, 2021.  
8 https://www.eeas.europa.eu/eeas/why-does-africa-matter-and-why-should-eu-invest-eu-africa-
partnership_en#:~:text=Africa%20matters%20a%20lot%20for,for%20the%20bad%2C%20in%20Africa. 
9 https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/in-depth-research-reports/report/why-africa-matters-to-us-national-security/ 
10 https://www.eeas.europa.eu/eeas/why-does-africa-matter-and-why-should-eu-invest-eu-africa-
partnership_en#:~:text=Africa%20matters%20a%20lot%20for,for%20the%20bad%2C%20in%20Africa 
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developing countries are said to require more than $40 trillion to bridge their infrastructure gaps 
and prosper, especially after the COVID-19 pandemic.11 Africa alone will need investment of 
over $100 billion a year to facilitate its growth and integration. According to the African 
Development Bank Group, infrastructure investment accounts for over half of the recent gains in 
economic growth in Africa and could achieve even more12. Faced with the demographic 
revolution that will see Africa hosting 25 percent of the global population by 2050, a key 
challenge for the continent is the capacity to supply people with reliable electricity, affordable 
housing, transport, and connected industries able to create new jobs. There is still no intra-
continental railway or highway network efficiently connecting West and East Africa. The World 
Bank has identified lack of proper infrastructure as a cause of high trade costs between African 
countries, estimating that it costs more to ship a car from Kenya to Nigeria than from Japan to 
Kenya.13 This, combined with the structure of production, explains why African intra-continental 
trade, at 18 percent of its total trade, is the lowest in the world.14 The African Continental Free 
Trade Agreement, enacted in 2021 by 54 of the 55 African Union nations to boost intra-
continental trade, will be ineffective without suitable infrastructure connecting its various 
countries.  
 
Thus, infrastructure development is a critical enabler for productivity and sustainable economic 
growth across the African continent. It contributes significantly to human development, poverty 
reduction, and the attainment of the UN’s Millennium Development Goals.15 But it can be 
challenging. Returns are not immediate. As many private investors were discouraged by the 
major political, social, and environmental risks associated with constructing infrastructure in the 
developing world, such investments from Western economies fell, particularly from the 1990s. 
Between 1996 and 2000, the share of US direct investment in developing economies fell from 
37% to 21%.16 US investors had turned to high-income economies. As for the World Bank 
Group, in its early days during the mid-20th century, 70% of its financing went toward economic 
infrastructure; now the number is 30%.17 High-income nations have come to favor investment in 
social services, administration, and democracy at the expense of hard infrastructure. 
 
Enter China. Through official development financing and the BRI, China has gained a 
competitive advantage by actively filling the gap in global infrastructure construction. Launched 
in 2013 and extending to Asia, Europe, Africa, and even Latin America, the BRI aims to 

 
11 The numbers vary, and for instance for the Global Infrastructure Outlook report released by the Global 
Infrastructure Hub, from 2016 to 2040, the global infrastructure investment demand will increase to USD94 trillion. 
12 https://www.afdb.org/en/knowledge/publications/tracking-africa%E2%80%99s-progress-in-figures/infrastructure-
development#:~:text=Infrastructure%20development%20is%20a%20key,Millennium%20Development%20Goals%
20(MDGs). 
13 Cobus van Staden, “Can China Realize Africa’s Dream of an East-West Transport Link?” China Brief, Volume 18 
Issue Number 6 April 2018. 
14 Cobus van Staden, “Can China Realize Africa’s Dream of an East-West Transport Link?” China Brief, Volume 18 
Issue Number 6 April 2018. 
15 https://www.afdb.org/en/knowledge/publications/tracking-africa%E2%80%99s-progress-in-figures/infrastructure-
development#:~:text=Infrastructure%20development%20is%20a%20key,Millennium%20Development%20Goals%
20(MDGs). 
16 James K. Jackson, “U.S. Direct Investment Abroad: Trends and Current Issues,” Congressional Research Service, 
June 29, 2017, https://sgp.fas.org/crs/misc/RS21118.pdf, p. 6. 
17 David Dollar, “Seven years into China’s Belt and Road,” Brookings Institution, October 1, 2020, 
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/order-from-chaos/2020/10/01/seven-years-into-chinas-belt-and-road/. 
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reconnect Eurasia with the world through a network of infrastructure built through trillions of 
dollars in investments in connectivity—railways, highways, ports, energy, and 
telecommunications. With a mixed record to date in terms of high standards and economic, 
social, and environmental sustainability, it has brought countries closer together and increased 
trade volumes. The impact of the BRI, which now has thousands of projects underway, is already 
evident.18 Trade in goods between China and BRI countries has grown; between 2013 and 2018, 
it surpassed $5 trillion and foreign direct investments (FDI) exceeded $70 billion.19 The BRI 
brought infrastructure and Africa back to the center of international debate, highlighting the 
persistent gap between developed and developing countries. More quietly, the US and the EU do 
remain the largest providers of aid in Africa—but they lag behind on infrastructure investment.  
 

3. China’s Belt and Road Initiative and Africa 
 
China has championed domestic infrastructure development at a scale never seen before. As 
European nations began withdrawing from infrastructure investment in the developing world in 
the 1990s, Beijing tried to fill the void.20 China’s economic rise, starting in the 1980s, was 
supported by one of the highest rates of infrastructure investment as a percentage of GDP.21 
These efforts have continued apace.22 The BRI capitalizes upon China’s strengths and needs. 
Facing diminishing returns at home, China can now use its surplus capital, infrastructure know-
how, and overcapacity abroad.23 It has also been able to use its considerable institutional 
capacity, including to collectively mobilize development financing, insurance, and infrastructure 
construction. China invested more than $731 billion worldwide from 2013 to 2020, with a 
particular focus on energy and transport,24 enabling it to profit from new markets, diversify from 
its over-reliance on the domestic market and Treasury Bills, and expand its soft power.25  
 
Investments and financing are essential in building connectivity, infrastructure, and unimpeded 
trade. The BRI would not have been possible without strong government support, and its main 
funding source currently consists of sovereign loans provided by China. From 2013 to 2017, 
China Development Bank (CDB) cumulatively extended $170 billion to some 64 BRI countries, 
China’s Export Import Bank (Exim Bank) signed more than 1200 contracts worth some 800 

 
18 http://www.xinhuanet.com/finance/2020-10/10/c_1126588587.htm 
19  Xiao Gang, Financing China’s Belt and Road Initiative, Routledge, 2021, p. 6. 
20 Daniel Gurara, Vladimir Klyuev, Nkunde Mwase, Andrea Presbitero, Xin Cindy Xu, and Geoffrey Bannister, IMF 
working Paper, Trends and Challenges in Infrastructure Investment in Low-Income Developing Countries, 
WP/17/233, pp. 14-16. 
21 https://pdf.dfcfw.com/pdf/H3_AP202011271433595742_1.pdf?1606468980000.pdf= 
22 https://pdf.dfcfw.com/pdf/H3_AP202011271433595742_1.pdf?1606468980000.pdf=. Page 3. 
23 Various explanations have been offered for China’s large current-account surplus. For some Chinese national 
savings and saving behaviors is a t the root of the surplus of capital, for others is the demographic transition and the 
implementation of the one-child policy, or for some capital inflows disguised as a current-account surplus. For a 
discussion of the reasons see:  https://voxeu.org/article/what-caused-china-s-current-account-surplus; Yiping Huang, 
Kunyu Tao, “Factor Market Distortion and the Current Account Surplus in China,” Asian Economic Pape 9:3, 2010. 
24 https://eng.yidaiyilu.gov.cn/dsjym.htm; https://www.statista.com/statistics/1038288/china-investment-in-belt-and-
road-countries-by-sector/ 
25 Treasury Bill (T-Bill) is a short-term U.S. government debt obligation backed by the Treasury Department with a 
maturity of one year or less. China has steadily accumulated US T-Bills and as January 2021, China owns 
US$ 1.095 trillion, or about 4% of the US$28 trillion US national debt. 
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billion RMB,26 and the Bank of China invested more than $460 billion.27 To increase the pool of 
funds, Chinese enterprises have increasingly considered new business models, such as public-
private-partnerships (PPP) and build-operate-transfer (BOT) contracts.28 The BRI seems to 
reflect a Chinese vision for an overall system: with the private sector seen as a tool serving the 
broader strategic interest of the Chinese state, it integrates various regions and draws economic, 
political, and security profits. China’s success with the BRI has been helped by the relative ease 
in operationalizing support. Beijing offers a one-stop shop for finance, insurance, and building 
for host countries, and the processes are also often cheaper and faster than negotiations with 
Western financiers. These factors suggest why China funds 20% of all infrastructure projects in 
Africa, becoming the continent’s largest single financier, and why one-third of its infrastructure 
projects are built by Chinese firms.29 According to a McKinsey & Company report, in 2017 more 
than 10,000 Chinese-owned firms operated in Africa.30  
 
Many low- and middle-income countries on the continent look to Beijing as financier of first 
resort. They prefer China’s state-backed loans over higher-cost, shorter-term private funding.31 
Many report that Western financiers tend to apply more stringent rules and conditionalities that 
slow down the realization of a project and make it more expensive.32 Financing recipients 
appreciate that China’s know-how can be easily transmitted through strong government action. 
Chinese ministers are aligned, and policies are coordinated under the central government’s 
purview. Important government departments that support the BRI include, inter alia, the National 
Development and Reform Commission, the Ministry of Finance, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 
the Ministry of Commerce, and the People’s Bank of China. Chinese financial institutions are 
likewise aligned and act at the forefront of the initiative, particularly Exim Bank, the CDB, and 
China Export & Credit Insurance Corporation (Sinosure). Led by clear state policy, these 
institutions tend to operate in tandem and remain tied to construction companies that China 
finances and insures. In addition, China has created the Silk Fund and leads the Asia 
Infrastructure Investment Bank, although these do not and could not fund most BRI projects.  
 
For many developing countries, China is not only the largest source of development finance but 
the only source of large infrastructure investments.33 Over time, this has become risky. Besides 
the manifold political risks inherent to developing countries, the BRI’s reputation has been 

 
26 Xiao Gang, Financing China’s Belt and Road Initiative, Routledge, 2021, p. 16. 
27 Ibid.  
28 Xiao Gang, Financing China’s Belt and Road Initiative, Routledge, 2021, p. 10. 
29 David Herbling and Dandan Li, “China’s Built a Railroad to Nowhere in Kenya,” Bloomberg News, July 18, 
2019, https://www.bloomberg.com/news/features/2019-07-19/china-s-belt-and-road-leaves-kenya-with-a-railroad-
to-nowhere. 
30 “Dance of the lions and dragons,” McKinsey & Company, June 2017, 
https://www.mckinsey.com/~/media/mckinsey/featured%20insights/Middle%20East%20and%20Africa/The%20clo
sest%20look%20yet%20at%20Chinese%20economic%20engagement%20in%20Africa/Dance-of-the-lions-and-
dragons.ashx, p. 10. 
31 David Dollar, “Seven years into China’s Belt and Road,” Brookings Institution, October 1, 2020, 
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/order-from-chaos/2020/10/01/seven-years-into-chinas-belt-and-road/. 
32 Li, X. Does Conditionality Still Work? China’s Development Assistance and Democracy in Africa. Chin. Polit. 
Sci. Rev. 2, 201–220 (2017). https://doi.org/10.1007/s41111-017-0050-6; Levitsky, Steven, and Lucan A. Way. 
“Linkage versus Leverage. Rethinking the International Dimension of Regime Change.” Comparative Politics 38, no. 4 
(2006): 379–400. https://doi.org/10.2307/20434008. 
33 https://www.nature.com/articles/s41597-021-01021-7 
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challenged by a lack of transparency in the loans, inadequate economic sustainability of some 
projects, unsustainable debt, and a financial overdependence that can become a platform for 
Chinese influence. Even before the pandemic, the inability of some countries to repay debt to 
China led to various debt renegotiations, resulting mostly in extended repayment terms rather 
than debt forgiveness or asset seizure.34 
 
In the early years of its “Going Out” policy, launched in 1999, China often adopted a “build and 
they will come” approach, while foregoing studies on risks and economic returns. With many 
projects having heavy environmental and social impacts, Beijing has made serious efforts to 
create rules and guidelines that limit such damages. Cognizant of the substantive environmental 
ramifications of some BRI projects and harboring an ambition to be a global leader in “green 
growth,” President Xi Jinping launched the BRI Green Development Coalition in 2019.35 This 
alliance of 134 partners aims to make BRI investments sustainable and adherent to the UN 2030 
Agenda for Sustainable Development. The long-term success of this cooperation remains to be 
seen, but so far studies show the two agendas having many synergies.36  
 
Africa has become a key region for China and the BRI. Since the Third Forum on China-Africa 
cooperation in 2006, China-Africa relations have flourished. China became been Africa’s largest 
trading partner in 2009. Since 2000, Chinese FDI flows into Africa grew at an average of 40% 
per year and overtook US FDI in 2013.37 In 2021 the State Council Information Office issued a 
white paper on “China and Africa in the New Era: A Partnership of Equals,” outlining the key 
elements of 21st-century China-Africa relations. It clearly states the importance of expanding 
infrastructure cooperation: “China supports Africa in making infrastructure development a 
priority for economic revitalization. It encourages and supports Chinese enterprises to adopt 
various models to participate in the construction, investment, operation and management of 
infrastructure projects in Africa.” Its key aims are building a stronger China-Africa “community 
of shared destiny” by pursuing cultural prosperity, common security, harmony between humanity 
and nature, agricultural and digital development, industrialization in Africa, and expanded 
cooperation in education, medicine and health, poverty reduction, science and technology, and 
environmental protection.38 Africa’s importance and equal standing with China are underlined by 
the number of high-level diplomatic visits occurring every year. As president, Xi has visited 
Africa four times; neither Donald Trump or Joe Biden have visited the continent while in power. 
 
The BRI has emerged as part of China’s strategy to develop long-term, sustainable economic 
relations with Africa and protect its investments there, ensure a predictable flow of commodities 
for its increasing needs, and create new partners and allies. Selected East African countries have 
been included in the 21st Century Maritime Silk Road project, which plans to strengthen China’s 
connectivity via the Indian Ocean through the ports of Mombasa and Djibouti, where it has 
established its first military base, and then the Suez Canal and Europe.   

 
34 https://rhg.com/research/new-data-on-the-debt-trap-question/  https://www.piie.com/publications/working-
papers/how-china-lends-rare-look-100-debt-contracts-foreign-governments 
35 https://greenfdc.org/belt-and-road-initiative-green-coalition-brigc/ 
36 Yin W. Integrating Sustainable Development Goals into the Belt and Road Initiative: Would It Be a New Model 
for Green and Sustainable Investment? Sustainability. 2019; 11(24):6991. https://doi.org/10.3390/su11246991 
37 https://www.csis.org/analysis/china-and-smes-sub-saharan-africa-window-opportunity-united-states 
38https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/wjdt_665385/2649_665393/202111/t20211126_10453904.html#:~:text=China
%20supports%20Africa%20in%20making,of%20infrastructure%20projects%20in%20Africa 



 7 

 
Infrastructure investment may have significant spin-offs for African economies in tourism, trade, 
and industrialization; in Ethiopia, for example, China has experimented with outsourcing its 
textile industry. Yet infrastructure investment, if not well planned, can waste public money on 
white-elephant projects while facilitating the import of cheap Chinese goods that hamper local 
industrialization and development. Beyond short-term boosts to growth, if profit expatriation 
exceeds domestic productivity gains and their retention, the long-term impact will be negative. 
BRI success stories have been accompanied by stories of failure, corruption, environmental 
degradation, resource exploitation, and poor economic performance,39 as Africa simultaneously 
becomes over-reliant on Chinese credit, which now accounts for 30% of its debt payments.40 
Allocating loans with conditionality clauses linked to borrowing that leave few opportunities for 
local actors, a non-transparent selection of projects, and indebtedness among participating 
countries are not unsustainable. On the ground, people have accused China of building projects 
that do not promote good governance standards and which have poor results.41 Many BRI 
infrastructure developments have been characterized by unfavorable financial, technical, and 
environmental conditions for African partners. Often, the Chinese state firms that conduct 
assessments also eventually build the proposed infrastructure.42 While the Chinese offer—with 
its “one-stop shop,” inexpensiveness, speed, and less patronizing tone than the EU-US—clearly 
has its advantages, in some contexts it is the only option and host countries therefore have little 
negotiating power. Chinese railways may not the best, but they are good enough if there’s no 
alternative.  
 

4. From the Euro-Asian Connectivity Strategy to the Global Gateway 
 
Historically, infrastructure is an important source of power in international politics. With projects 
all over the world, it is not surprising that the BRI has magnified non-Chinese concerns about 
China’s international soft power and political leverage. Since the launch of the BRI, several 
countries have scrambled to create their own masterplans for connectivity, development, and 
infrastructure.  
 
After the EU’s Euro-Asian Connectivity Strategy, launched in 2018 to exploit existing networks 
and engage its Asian partners through “a sustainable, comprehensive and rules-based approach to 

 
39 Sophia Kalantzakos (2018). Geopolitics of Rare Earths (New York: Oxford University Press, rev. 2021; Luke 
Patey, “How China Loses: The Pushback Against Chinese Global Ambitions” (Oxford University Press, 2021) 
40 https://www.csis.org/analysis/china-and-smes-sub-saharan-africa-window-opportunity-united-states; “China’s 
lending portfolio is large but declining. China provides the largest volume of loans, bilaterally to African countries, 
but the nature of these loans is changing. According to SAIS-CARI researchers, Chinese financiers have committed 
$153 billion to African public sector borrowers between 2000 and 2019. After rapid growth in the 2000s, annual 
lending commitments to Africa peaked in 2013, the year the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) was launched. By 2019, 
though, new Chinese loan commitments amounted to only $7 billion to the continent, down 30 percent from $9.9 
billion in 2018. What Do We Know About Chinese Lending in Africa? - Carnegie Endowment for International 
Peacep.1 https://carnegieendowment.org/2021/06/02/what-do-we-know-about-chinese-lending-in-africa-pub-84648 
41 See for instance the limitations on good governance chrome-
extension://efaidnbmnnnibpcajpcglclefindmkaj/https://law.yale.edu/sites/default/files/area/center/china/document/ho
rsley_china_bri-good_governance_infrastructure.pdf 
42 https://www.scmp.com/news/china/diplomacy/article/3020394/are-chinese-infrastructure-loans-putting-africa-
debt-trap 
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connectivity,”43 did not take off, the European Commission launched the Global Gateway in 
December 2021: “Europe’s new strategy to develop smart, clean and secure digital, energy and 
transport links and to strengthen health, education and research systems worldwide.”44 Seen by 
many as Europe’s answer to the BRI, it was announced as “a template for how Europe can build 
more resilient connections with the world” and committed €300 billion over 6 years in support of 
global infrastructure development.45 Said the president of the European Commission, Ursula von 
der Leyen: “The European model is about investing in both hard and soft infrastructure, in 
sustainable investments in digital, climate and energy, transport, health, education and research, 
as well as in an enabling environment guaranteeing a level playing field. We will support smart 
investments in quality infrastructure, respecting the highest social and environmental standards, 
in line with the EU’s democratic values and international norms and standards.”46 It clearly aims 
to be a value-driven initiative showing how democratic principles offer certainty and fairness for 
investors, sustainability for partners, and long-term benefits for people. One its first investments 
is a green energy project worth €1.6 billion over five years, announced in February 2022 in 
Morocco.47 
 
Rather than adding more money, the Global Gateway repackages and coordinates existing 
initiatives; by giving coherence to what was already happening, it seeks to put things on the 
global map in a more structured way. After all, the EU and EU countries lead the world in terms 
of official development assistance—Europe’s role as donor is much more significant than 
China’s.48 Cumulatively, Europe disbursed €66.8 billion in 2020 (46% of world’s total figure) 
and its official development assistance represented 0.50% of GNP; this is expected to rise to 
0.70% by 2030, which is well above the sums given by the US (0.18%), and the average given 
by Development Assistance Committee members (0.21%). In the EU Multiannual Financial 
Framework 2021–2027, the Neighbourhood, Development Cooperation and International 
Cooperation Instrument (NDICI), which combines all existing EU instruments, is worth €79.5 
billion, of which €29.2 billion is dedicated to sub-Saharan Africa.49 
 
Although the Global Gateway does not integrate strategic goals and the private sector like the 
BRI does, the private sector is key partner. Through the Team Europe approach, Global Gateway 
brings together the EU and EU member states with their financial and development institutions, 
and the European Investment Bank (EIB) with the European Bank for Reconstruction and 
Development (EBRD), seeking to mobilize the private sector to leverage investments for a 
transformational impact. However, it is yet to really appeal to private businesses. An idea under 
debate is the creation of a European Export Credit Facility to complement existing export credit 

 
43 chrome-
extension://efaidnbmnnnibpcajpcglclefindmkaj/https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2018/628265
/EPRS_BRI(2018)628265_EN.pdf 
44 For more, see “Prospects for EU-Asia connectivity: The 'European way to connectivity',” European Parliament, 
April 2021, https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2021/690534/EPRS_BRI(2021)690534_EN.pdf; 
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document.html?reference=EPRS_BRI(2021)690534#:~:text=In%20Se
ptember%202018%2C%20the%20EU,existing%20and%20planned%20EU%20networks. 
45 https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_21_6433 
46 https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_21_6433 
47 https://thearabweekly.com/eu-invest-eu16-billion-morocco-over-next-five-years 
48 https://www.wilsoncenter.org/sites/default/files/media/uploads/documents/Global%20Gateway%208-1-22.pdf 
49 https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/06/09/ndici-global-europe-final-green-light-for-
the-new-financial-instrument-to-support-the-eu-s-external-action/ 
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arrangements at member-state level and increase the EU’s firepower in this area; this would 
make assistance more coherent and help bring the private sector to new markets. The Facility 
would help ensure a greater level playing field for EU businesses in third-country markets, where 
they must increasingly compete with foreign competitors that receive substantial government 
support, and thus facilitate their participation in infrastructure projects. 
 
Global Gateway draws on the new financial tools in the EU Multiannual Financial Framework 
2021–2027. NDICI-Global Europe, the Instrument for Pre-Accession Assistance (IPA) III, 
Interreg, InvestEU, and the research and innovation program Horizon Europe all allow the EU to 
leverage public and private investments in priority areas, including connectivity. In particular, 
the European Fund for Sustainable Development+ (EFSD+)—the financial arm of NDICI-Global 
Europe—will make available up to €135 billion in guaranteed investments for infrastructure 
projects during the 6-year period, the EU budget will make available up to €18 billion in grant 
funding, and European financial and development finance institutions have up to €145 billion in 
planned investment volumes. 
 
Moreover, Global Gateway is not a stand-alone thing. It builds not only on the achievements of 
the 2018 EU-Asia Connectivity Strategy, the Connectivity Partnerships with Japan and India, 
and the Economic and Investment Plans for the Western Balkans, the Eastern Partnership, and 
the Southern Neighbourhood. It is aligned with the UN’s 2030 Agenda, its Sustainable 
Development Goals, and the Paris Agreement, and, like the US B3W, presents itself as a 
concerted effort in line with G7 leaders’ June 2021 commitment to launch a values-driven, high-
standard, and transparent partnership to meet global infrastructure development needs.  
 
Global Gateway states that its priorities are providing high standards and transparent digital 
infrastructure, working on climate, energy, and transport, fostering convergence with European 
or international technical, social, environmental, and competition standards, reciprocity in market 
access, health, and a level playing field in the area of transport infrastructure planning and 
development. And a key regional priority is Africa, where Team Europe is due to disburse €150 
billion to: quicken the green transition; boost the digital transition; accelerate sustainable growth 
and improve working conditions; enhance health and pharmaceutical systems; and improve 
education and training.50  
 
The Global Gateway’s geopolitical goal is to counter Russian and Chinese influence in Africa 
and possible dependencies. While Chinese investments on the African continent are currently 
slowing down, in 2020 China held 62.1% of Africa’s bilateral external debt.51 Meanwhile China 
is expanding its security footprint in Africa and its first overseas military base, mainly tasked 
with protecting Chinese companies, is in Djibouti. On top of economic and military concerns, in 
a possible competition for political models it is essential for the EU to support democracy on the 
continent “to be able to meet the central challenges of the ‘Anthropocene’ and to meet Europe's 
long-term political and security interests in Africa.”52 
 

 
50 https://www.wilsoncenter.org/sites/default/files/media/uploads/documents/Global%20Gateway%208-1-22.pdf 
51 https://www.tresor.economie.gouv.fr/Articles/2021/11/08/china-s-position-among-lenders-in-sub-saharan-africa 
52 https://www.robert-schuman.eu/en/european-issues/0622-the-european-strategy-for-a-new-deal-with-africa 
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Von der Leyen, who visited Senegal in February 2022, stated that the summit should identify a 
first set of strategic interventions in the areas of infrastructure, value chain and private sector 
development, vocational training, and health.53 The fact that in 2019 von der Leyen’s first 
official visit as president of the European Commission was to Addis Ababa, the seat of the 
African Union, signaled Europe’s determination to renew its relationship with Africa, but also to 
respond to the growing presence of China and Russia. The EU’s “Towards a comprehensive 
strategy with Africa” communication of 2020 already identified five priority areas for 
cooperation, which structured the exchanges during the 2022 EU-AU Summit: a partnership for a 
green transition and access to energy; a partnership for digital transformation; a partnership for 
sustainable growth and jobs; a partnership for peace and governance; a partnership on migration 
and mobility.54 
 
Euro-African relations have traditionally been conducted through development policy, which 
plays a central role in promoting European values. Over the years, this strengthened Brussels’ 
status as a normative power, with the objective, stipulated by the Treaties, of “reducing and, in 
the long term, eradicating poverty” (Article 208 TFEU), as part of the UN’s Millennium 
Development Goals and Sustainable Development Goals. In the years following the financial 
crisis of 2008, with the migratory flows of 2015, and amid the politicization of the EU’s external 
action, its development aid policy has reoriented toward other objectives, notably related to 
security and migration control, including the promotion of investment and job creation for young 
people.55 In terms of trade, although partnerships exist in several sectors, such as the automotive 
and aeronautics industries, the EU’s share of trade has decreased in all North African countries, 
dropping from 67% to 53% in terms of exports and from 55% to 39 % in imports between 1999 
and 2019. As a result, the EU has been overtaken by China and India as Africa’s largest trading 
partners.56 
 

5. From the Blue Dot Network to B3W and the PGII 
 
Current US foreign policy is largely dictated by the goal of rebalancing and containing China’s 
rise. The contest extends into virtually every field; for the US, China represents an existential 
threat to its hegemony and value system. When the BRI launched, the US did not sit idle. Its 
answering infrastructure strategy includes the Blue Dot Network and the B3W, both aimed at 
creating a competitive advantage for the US in global infrastructure financing by establishing 
“high standards” that reflect American values and interests.57 Combined with a limited use of 
public funds, the high-standard certification process is intended to help leverage a wide range of 
private capital—especially pensions and insurance funds—to invest in infrastructure and obtain 
long-term returns.58 The US also hopes to promote an upward competition of standards that 

 
53 https://www.rfi.fr/en/africa-s-most-reliable-partner-is-europe-says-eu-chief 
54 chrome-extension://efaidnbmnnnibpcajpcglclefindmkaj/https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-
content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:52020JC0004&from=EN 
55 https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/jcms.13145 
56 chrome-extension://efaidnbmnnnibpcajpcglclefindmkaj/https://www.tresor.economie.gouv.fr/Articles/c637819a-
0ba8-49ab-9c9a-1f011de08e2b/files/4aed41cb-f5fe-4f8e-bf4c-f94873a00938 
57 https://www.state.gov/u-s-and-oecd-co-host-panel-on-quality-infrastructure-and-the-blue-dot-network/ 
58 It will harmonize the G20 Principles for Quality Infrastructure Investment, the G7 Charlevoix Commitment on 
Innovative Financing for Development and the best practices of the Organization for Economic Cooperation and 
Development (OECD). 
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would force Chinese companies to accept Western rule of law and governance norms, thereby 
extending US influence in the Indo-Pacific.   
 
In accordance with the Better Utilization of Investments Leading to Development Act of 2018 
(BUILD Act), the Trump administration integrated and upgraded the US Overseas Private 
Investment Corporation before merging it with the Development Credit Authority under the 
United States Agency for International Development, producing the International Development 
Finance Corporation (DFC). Shortly after commencing operations in 2019, the DFC doubled the 
investment limits of its predecessor and reached a spending cap of $60 billion.59  
 
The Blue Dot Network, another Trump administration initiative founded in the same year, was 
established to promote private-sector and civil-society participation in setting infrastructure 
construction standards that reflect principles of good governance, environmental management, 
and transparency. It holds that stronger standards help attract private capital to infrastructure 
investments in developing countries and create global certifications for infrastructure financing 
and construction that are fit for purpose. The Network launched on the sidelines of the 35th 
ASEAN Summit with a coalition comprised of the DFC, the Japan Bank for International 
Cooperation, and the Australian Department for Foreign Affairs and Trade.  
 
The B3W, launched at the 2021 G7 Summit, has a similar focus to both the Blue Dot Network 
and the Global Gateway; it is value-driven and aims to promote good governance and high 
standards, such as transparency and financial, environmental, and social sustainability.60 
Emphasizing its commitment to climate resilience, the initiative mandates investments to be 
aligned with the objectives set by the Paris Agreement. B3W focused on mobilizing private 
investment by increasing the number of financial instruments available to catalyze new 
infrastructure investments.  
 
The 2022 G7 Leaders’ Summit at Schloss Elmau formally launched the Partnership for Global 
Infrastructure (PGII), which plans to use hundreds of billions of dollars to deliver high-quality 
sustainable infrastructure that can make a difference in people’s lives around the world, 
strengthen and diversify supply chains, create new opportunities for US workers and businesses, 
and advance US national security. In line with the standards and principles of the Blue Dot 
Network, relating to the environment and climate, labor and social safeguards, financing, 
construction, anticorruption, and other areas, Biden announced that the US aims to mobilize 
$200 billion for PGII over 5 years through grants, federal financing, and leveraging private-
sector investments. Together with G7 partners, it aims to mobilize $600 billion by 2027 in global 
infrastructure investments.  
 
While the intentions are good, the limitations of these three initiatives are significant. The Blue 
Dot Network has limited public funds and insufficient capacity to mobilize private capital to 
invest in infrastructure. It faces difficulty in formulating high-quality certification standards that 
are feasible and operable. And due to a manpower shortage and limited funds, it cannot identify 
who will ultimately supervise the quality of investments. Federal budget scoring rules also 
prevent the DFC from fully realizing its capacity to make equity investments in developing 

 
59 https://www.dfc.gov/who-we-are/overview 
60 https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/50361/carbis-bay-g7-summit-communique.pdf 
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markets.61 Crucially, the agencies’ collective envelope is smaller than China’s. The DFC’s 
allotment of $60 billion under the BUILD Act pales in comparison to the capacity of Chinese 
state-run policy banks. China Development Bank is the world’s largest provider of development 
finance and has committed $250 billion to the BRI.62 As of April 2019, China Exim Bank’s 
outstanding loans for BRI-related projects had exceeded $149 billion.63  
 
The G7 countries have different positions toward China and, overall, a limited fiscal and 
institutional capacity for large-scale infrastructure investments. Even if they find investors 
willing to invest in such risky projects, it is doubtful that G7 countries will guarantee lending 
conditions as competitive as those of China. Even public funding may be difficult to procure. 
After all, at over 130% of GDP, the US national debt has reached its highest level in history and 
is expected to worsen in coming decades.64 Struggling with the costs of the pandemic, developed 
countries are not willing to take on risky projects with low returns. The B3W faces challenges in 
securing long-term funding sources and it is unclear where the $600 billion for the PGII will 
come from. Also yet to be clarified is how these various initiatives will be coordinated, and 
whether their funding will be merged. Given the initiatives’ high environmental and governance 
standards, their investments will also incur even higher costs for the developing countries.  
 
Lastly, the US is no leader in infrastructure development, having not integrated such work into 
its foreign policy since the Marshall Plan, for which it exported capital to rebuild Europe after 
1945 and did so mostly via Bretton Woods institutions. Its record at home is poor: US 
infrastructure investment has not exceeded 1% of GDP since the 1950s, when administrations 
started to focus on shorter-term visions.65 Just to maintain its own crumbling infrastructure, the 
US would require $2.59 trillion, a problem exacerbated by political gridlock in Washington.66 
The idea that the US will suddenly become a global leader in infrastructure takes a leap of 
imagination.  
 
Despite declarative efforts and much fanfare from both the Trump and Biden administrations in 
launching BRI alternatives, the US offer remains preliminary. Its multifold challenges include 
lacks in funding, long-term thinking, and comprehensive state support, as well as deteriorating 
infrastructure at home that dispel arguments about US competitiveness vis-à-vis China.  
 
Beyond infrastructure and considering the US as a solitary actor, it is fair to say that Africa was 
not a top priority for the Trump administration. Its approach was primarily reactive, striving to 
counter China’s commercial, security, and geopolitical influence rather than proactively seeking 

 
61 Scott Morris, “Current Budget Rules Stand in the Way of a Reasonable Path for US DFC to Realize Ambition on 
Climate and Pandemic Response,” Center for Global Development, April 19, 2021, 
https://www.cgdev.org/blog/current-budget-rules-stand-way-reasonable-path-us-dfc-realize-ambition-climate-and-
pandemic. 
62 Nikki Sun, “China Development Bank Commits $250bn to Belt and Road,” Nikkei Asian Review, January 15, 
2018, http://asia.nikkei.com/Economy/ChinaDevelopment-Bank-commits-250bn-to-Belt-and-Road. 
63 “China Exim Bank's B&R loans surpasses 1 trln yuan,” The State Council Information Office of the People’s 
Republic of China, April 22, 2019, http://english.scio.gov.cn/beltandroad/2019-04/22/content_74707392.htm. 
64 https://www.cbo.gov/publication/56598; https://www.ceicdata.com/en/indicator/united-states/government-debt--
of-nominal-gdp 
65 https://www.theatlantic.com/business/archive/2011/02/graphs-of-the-day-how-the-years-dulled-americas-
innovation-edge/71835/ 
66 Infrastructure Report Card, American Society of Civil Engineers.  https://infrastructurereportcard.org/ 



 13 

to implement “Prosper Africa” (proposed in 2018) and the “US Africa Strategy” (2019). Since 
the formal end of the Cold War, the US has pursued a strong long-term philanthropic, socio-
economic development approach with the Development Fund for Africa, Millennium Challenge 
Corporation and the U.S President’s Emergency’s Plan for Aids Relief. But although US 
economic engagement with the continent has increased over the last decade, it has been 
inconsistent at times and gains have been modest at best. 
 
Now Africa has become a new focus of attention for the US and the new “U.S. Strategy Toward-
Sub-Saharan Africa” reframes the region’s importance to US national security interests. In 
November 2021, Secretary of State Antony Blinken affirmed that “Africa will shape the future, 
and not just the future of the African people but of the world,”67 and the new strategy recasts 
traditional US policy priorities—democracy and governance, peace and security, trade and 
investment, and development—as pathways to bolster the region’s ability to solve global 
problems alongside the US. The tone is less paternalistic than previous US communications, 
speaking of bringing Africa on as an equal partner. Over the next five years, the US says, it is 
committing to leverage diplomatic, development, and defense capabilities, as well as strengthen 
trade and commercial ties, focus on digital ecosystems, and rebalance toward urban hubs, in 
order to support four objectives: foster openness and open societies; deliver democratic and 
security dividends; advance pandemic recovery and economic opportunity; support conservation, 
climate adaptation, and a just energy transition.68   
 
Like the EU, the US is one of the largest donors in Africa. For instance, it is the largest single-
country donor of humanitarian assistance to the Horn of Africa, providing more than $507 
million across the region since the beginning of fiscal year 2022, with a surge of nearly $1.18 
billion in humanitarian assistance in Sub-Saharan Africa aimed at enabling USAID partners to 
provide critical aid for millions of people.69 
 

6. Differences and complementarities of the infrastructure initiatives 
 
Values diverge but some standards converge 
 
B3W, the PGII and the Global Gateway are all value-driven initiatives with the stated goal of 
promoting democracy and high standards. One long-held Chinese foreign policy cornerstone is 
respect for sovereignty, meaning no interference in domestic affairs. While Xi pushes for his 
community of shared future for mankind, China seems indifferent toward the political regimes of 
recipient countries and whether investments will help transform them. Arguably, Beijing shows 
little interest in promoting a top-down approach that excessively influences the legal and 

 
67 chrome-extension://efaidnbmnnnibpcajpcglclefindmkaj/https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-
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69 https://www.usaid.gov/news-information/press-releases/jun-13-2022-united-states-provides-nearly-105-million-
horn-of-africa-
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political structure of host countries.70 In this the BRI differs substantially from the three Western 
initiatives. However, as its overseas interests and investments grow, China’s stance on 
sovereignty may change and its influence in the internal affairs of other countries may become 
more apparent.71 While it is not plotting debt traps that seek to seize sovereign assets in other 
countries, new research shows that the terms of Chinese loans, while not necessarily enforceable 
in court, could limit the sovereign debtor’s crisis management options and make debt 
renegotiations more difficult.72 Yet the fact that China is not a democracy, and it is not interested 
in promoting democracy through the BRI, does not necessarily mean that it has no interest in 
improving standards and good governance, especially in terms of the environment. China has 
shown that it is trying to develop higher standards and a more transparent approach for its 
infrastructure investments abroad.73  
 
Both the EU and the US should continue pushing for high standards, mindful however that these 
are likely to increase the cost of projects and make them less attractive to host countries. For 
instance, when countries receive money from the IMF or the Paris Club, they must carry out 
expensive policy adjustment plans but often lack the requisite resources. For host countries, US- 
and EU-led initiatives are also not necessarily advantageous or even possible. Andreea Brinza, 
vice president of the Romanian Institute for the Study of the Asia-Pacific, has said that “The 
biggest obstacle may be the cost of implementing projects [with high standards]. Developing 
countries really need infrastructure, but if it’s too expensive they can't afford it [and] there will 
also be profitability issues.”74 The time and cost for building infrastructure would rise given the 
high standards imposed by the B3W, the Global Gateway, or the Blue Dot Network and the 
added cost of profit for private investors. The EU and US initiatives seems to add layers of 
regulations that will make it more difficult and expensive for the host country to obtain funding. 
This is why it is important to bring China in and create a level playing field of high standards.  
 
For the EU and the US, the promotion of high standards should not be seen as in opposition to 
China, as China is itself in a process of learning and implementing best practices. It would be 
good to find synergies with China so that they can operate with similar standard and reduce 
social, environmental, and financial risks and promote best practices in the interest of all parties. 
“The EU’s biggest challenge will be to find the perfect combination of quality infrastructure and 
affordable prices,” Brinza said. “If the EU [can] blend high standards with affordable costs, it 
will definitely succeed, especially considering that the BRI is passing through a phase of 
disappointment and criticism.”75 
 
The non-zero sum infrastructure game 
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Many new synergies can be found between China and EU and US. First, synergies between the 
public and private sector. Although China is increasingly exploring PPP and BOT, the BRI is 
still mostly funded by Chinese public banks and offers a one-stop-shop package that includes 
financing, insurance, and building. In contrast, B3W and the Global Gateway seek to leverage 
private funding and do not provide such a convenient package. It is challenging to convince 
private companies in G7 countries to invest in the developing world; there are simply not enough 
incentives for private investors who see high risks for low long-term returns. In many projects, 
the economic returns are often much less than the political returns, especially in unstable 
situations with unfavorable investment environments. Currently, bank loans are the largest 
source of funding for infrastructure investments. Equity investment remains inadequate, 
including those created by China, such as the Silk Road Fund and the China-Africa Development 
Fund. Only 0.20% of infrastructure investments in Asian countries come from the private 
sector.76 One path forward might lie in PPP, but the private sector cannot do it alone. The 
European Export Credit Facility could be a first step to complement existing export credit 
arrangements at member-state level, making assistance more coherent and helping bring the 
private sector into new markets.  
 
The US also falls behind China in terms of infrastructure diplomacy. The country lacks the 
necessary institutional mechanisms required to compete with the BRI. The DFC cannot match 
China’s infrastructure diplomacy machinery that can bring together and direct policies and 
guidelines for finance, insurance, and construction companies. The task would not be impossible, 
but would take time, failures, and bear uncertain results. The EU is better positioned but requires 
more coordination of its various actors; it too lags behind Chinese infrastructure diplomacy. 
There may be better ways for the US and EU to reassert their soft power. There may also be 
better ways to leverage Chinese construction of basic infrastructure around the developing world. 
For example, the US can consider its own nature of being an importer of capital, and its 
advantages in service sector, education, health, and fostering educational and diplomatic ties.  

If the US cannot directly compete with China’s infrastructure diplomacy, it has an opportunity to 
use targeted blended finance and share technology, knowledge, and standards to provide an 
alternative to the Chinese model. The private sector could be brought in to invest in different 
projects: infrastructure should be understood as part of a broader ecosystem, and if China builds 
a road, the EU build a hospital, and the US a school, this would be a win-win situation for all 
parties. There are many such complementarities among projects—it is not a zero-sum game. An 
well-funded effort coordinating healthcare, highways, and complementary industries can provide 
lasting sustainable goods and services rendered to host countries. 

To China, the US represents an essential partner for dealing with global challenges. It is prudent 
to identify areas where the US cannot cooperate for national security reasons, but it is also 
prudent to explore room for cooperation between China, the US, and other Western countries. 
Given the differences between models, the US should try to focus on synergies while insisting on 
an open and inclusive system of rules. By cooperating and competing where needed, China and 
the US may be able to ameliorate each other’s development models and contribute to global 
sustainable development.  

 
76 Xiao Gang, Financing China’s Belt and Road Initiative, Routledge, 2021, p. 17. 
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From a financial standpoint, such cooperation has already taken place. In certain instances the 
CDB and Exim Bank have discussed cooperation with the European Bank for Reconstruction 
and Development. Similar talks have taken place between the CDB and the French Development 
Agency. Another example is the China-CEE Countries Inter-bank Association, established in 
2017. 
 
Better mapping and coordination of efforts 
 
While the biggest obstacle for the EU will be how Brussels and its partners can leverage the 
financial muscle to rival Beijing for infrastructure investment, it is already the world’s largest 
donor and the Global Gateway may succeed in coordinating and rebranding its efforts to date. 
Taken together, the US, Europe, Japan, and others have far outspent China in terms of funding in 
recent years as the pace of investment through the BRI has decreased since its peak in 2017.77 
While the BRI has occupied major headlines, the US and the EU have less noticeably provided 
millions of dollars in aid and investments and funded hundreds of millions of dollars of contracts 
to Chinese firms under the US’s Millennium Challenge Corporation compacts. It is vital that the 
EU and US coordinate their efforts and better document and market them so that the public has a 
better sense of what they are doing. It is also important to have an overall vision of the projects, 
mapping and coordinating them to make the most of their synergies. How the Global Gateway 
can be coordinated with programs like B3W and leverage the necessary funds remains to be 
seen, but the project has high-level backing in Brussels and the $340 billion figure marks a 
substantial increase from an earlier amount attached to the initiative. 

There is an urgent need for the US and China to better coordinate international infrastructure 
investments, effectively allocate resources, and avoid duplicates or overlapping. Most 
importantly, they need to consider the real needs of the development world rather than simply 
fall prey to geopolitics and strategic considerations. Recipient countries, tired of empty rhetoric 
and not willing to fall into new Cold War divide, are pining for roads and basic infrastructure to 
support their development. 
 
 

7. Policy recommendations  
 
For the US and EU to succeed in Africa and balance the Chinese presence, they need to reset 
their top priority in this regard. Rather than prioritizing countering China, they should prioritize 
addressing, in a non-paternalistic way, the needs of African countries while promoting the values 
of democracy, human rights, and Sustainable Development Standards (SDGs). While China is a 
competitor, infrastructure is not a zero-sum game and there are many complementarities between 
what China is doing and what the transatlantic partners can do. It will be crucial to go beyond a 
Cold War mentality, identifying occasions in which the US and the EU can collaborate on the 
ground with China on specific projects to address Africa’s infrastructure deficit most efficiently. 
China, meanwhile, is still evolving its approach to infrastructure investment. If the US and EU, 
while remaining cognizant of strategic and security issues, choose to include China in the 
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promotion of higher standards in infrastructure development, China will increase its familiarity 
with best practices and be less inclined to take a defensive stance.  
 
In the US, the already existing proposals “Prosper Africa” and the “US Africa Strategy,” from 
2018 and 2019 respectively, represent winning gameplans for collaboration with Africa which 
should advance mutual interests. In the effort to establish more equitable and balanced relations 
with the African continent and in the context of the development of the African Continental Free 
Trade Area—which should eliminate 90% of tariff barriers for intra-African trade, contributing 
to its attractiveness for investments—trade and support for small- and medium-sized and very 
small enterprises should play a central role for the EU and the US, on top of their existent 
development aid programs. The EU’s search for diversification and relocation of value chains, as 
part of its quest to develop strategic sovereignty, could also benefit the countries around the 
Mediterranean. Indeed, cooperation in the Mediterranean basin should be at the center of these 
discussions for Europe.  
 
Accordingly, this paper makes the following policy recommendations for the EU and US: 
 

• Cease thinking of infrastructure investments as a zero-sum game and find synergies and 
complementarities with China, especially when overall goals are aligned.  

• Clarify the complementarity of the B3W, PGII, and Global Gateway and give substance 
to the promises made so that they do not remain empty words. 

• Publicize existing projects. The BRI is more famous, but more aid comes from the EU 
and the US.  

• Push for high standards that includes China.  
• Move from aid to investment in Africa. Strategically identify stronger links that can be 

built between African, US, and EU markets where private investors are incentivized to 
invest and avoid patchwork investments.  

• Think about Africa in an integrated way by taking advantage of the Africa Continental 
Free Trade Area, connecting the dots with a focus on small, medium-sized, and very 
small enterprises.  

• Recognize a need for a paradigmatic shift, moving away from aid to partnership on a 
more equal footing. Debunk the outdated idea of Africa’s low importance to US and EU 
security and economic prosperity. This should involve increasing the number of high-
ranking official visits and other exchange programs. 

• The US should revisit “Prosper Africa” and the “US Africa Strategy” proposals; the EU 
should re-center the Mediterranean in its approach to Africa. 

 
If the EU and US come together around this kind of strategy, they could compete with China in 
its infrastructure diplomacy and profit from these actions in a matter of years. Does the will to 
come together exist? Both the EU and the US are dysfunctional, with government priorities that 
keep changing. They also have different interests. Rather than concentrating their resources on 
the difficult if not impossible mission of competing with China’s certain infrastructure 
investments in Africa, like highways or railways, it would be more effective to maintain a strong 
presence in Africa that does not prioritize building those infrastructures but rather focuses on 
contending in sectors where they enjoy competitive advantages, such as in services, education, 
finance, health, technology, and science and building cooperating with Beijing where possible, 
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continuing to promote better international standards. It is important for the EU and US to create a 
positive presence in Africa and make sure that its demographic revolution will be supported by 
job creation. Infrastructure diplomacy is one positive step in that direction, but not the only one. 
To take it further and benefit themselves, the EU and US should not just counter the increased 
Chinese presence in Africa but make use of it and find synergies that contribute to bringing more 
sustainable goods to African markets.  
 


