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Multiple Multipoles: Distinguishing Definitions Between Beijing and the West
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Foreign Minister Wang Yi addresses the Munich Security Conference. (Source: FMPRC)

Executive Summary:

Beijing believes that its decades-long calls for a multipolar world are within reach, as recent speeches in
Europe, Russia, and elsewhere make clear.

Beijing’s conception of multipolarity diverges in important ways from that of the West.

Moscow always has been central to Beijing’s thinking, and it is alongside President Viadimir Putin that
President Xi Jinping has tended to unveil core foreign policy positions.

While the United States attempts to peel Russia away from the People’s Republic of China (PRC), the
PRC is attempting the same with Europe, with a pitch for its role as a certain and stabilizing force in a
turbulent world.

“Support for China’s complete reunification” is fundamental to an “equal and orderly multipolar world,”
according to Foreign Minister Wang Yi.


https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/wjbzhd/202502/t20250215_11555652.shtml
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If Beijing senses the rumblings of tectonic shifts in the global order, it is because it has been preparing for
them for decades. At the turn of the millennium, former U.S. government official Michael Pillsbury argued that
the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) since 1986 “has had an almost unchanging assessment of an
‘inevitable’ multipolar future,” and surveyed contemporary Chinese scholars who made parallels to the
Warring States period (Pillsbury, 2000). At the United Nations in February, People’s Republic of China (PRC)
Foreign Minister Wang Yi (F£%%) made the remarkable comment that “the past 80 years is a period of

accelerated advancement in world multipolarity”—in other words, the entire postwar has been trending in this
direction (FMPRC, February 19). Today, it seems, Beijing is more confident than ever in its analysis that it
has correctly called the “changes unseen in a century” (B 42 f5) and that it is uniquely positioned to shape

an emerging international order.

A growing number of voices in the West appear to be coming around to Beijing’s thinking. The new U.S.
Secretary of State, Marco Rubio, recently concurred that the United States now faces a multipolar world (U.S.
Department of State, January 30). Meanwhile, the theme of this year's Munich Security Conference was
“multipolarization,” with its accompanying report stating that “we already live in a world shaped by
‘multipolarization” (Munich Security Conference, February 14). The PRC has followed these developments
closely. Articles on the PRC internet purr that the Munich report “considers China to be an outstanding and
strong supporter of the multipolar international order” GA 8 P EE LR ERHRFEOAL . BHXHE

Z), and that the conference showed that Europeans “often put China in the position of a superpower on a
par with the United States” (& 2 &0 E i 7E 5 E E tt B HYB R K E 1L & _E) while businesses and
academics “generally recognize that China’s rise is unstoppable” (3% & 7& TA # [ U AT 2 A< o] )
(Aisixiang, February 24, February 27). [1]

When considering Beijing’s references to multipolarity, questions of what precisely Party officials mean when
they use the term and what the implications will be for the rest of the world are more important than debates
on the current structure of the international system. Frequently, they are at odds with Western conceptions,
instead expressing a desire for a world that more closely reflects Beijing’s own dark view of the world.

Central Foreign Affairs Work Conference Catalyzed Shift

The current clamor concerning “an equal and orderly multipolar world” (SE &5 Friy LR L FIL B AR
e EKk1k)" is not new. The concept of multipolarity was first mentioned in a Party Congress report in 1992
(China Brief, April 12, 2024). Jiang Zemin and former French president Jacques Chirac committed
themselves to developing multipolarity in 1997 in a joint statement (Sciences Po, July 2001). A few years
later, the founding document of the Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO) stated among its goals the
promotion of a new international order in an era of developing multipolarity (UN Treaties, September 19,
2003). And in 2005, a government white paper discussed multipolarity as “an unstoppable historical trend”
(N B BRI A 5238337 (Xinhua, December 22, 2005).

The shift to a new direction first appeared at the highest levels of the Party in the December 2023 Central
Foreign Affairs Work Conference. The conference made “two major propositions” (A 3 5i), the first of

which was the need to “advocate” (1§ £) for the direction the world should take, rather than merely
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https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/citations/ADA421925
https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/wjbzhd/202502/t20250219_11558555.html
https://www.state.gov/secretary-marco-rubio-with-megyn-kelly-of-the-megyn-kelly-show/
https://www.state.gov/secretary-marco-rubio-with-megyn-kelly-of-the-megyn-kelly-show/
https://securityconference.org/assets/02_Dokumente/01_Publikationen/2025/MSR_2025/Multipolarization_%E2%80%93_Munich_Security_Report_2025.pdf
https://www.aisixiang.com/data/159852.html
https://www.aisixiang.com/data/159825.html
https://jamestown.org/program/xi-signals-firm-strategy-but-flexible-tactics-at-chinas-central-foreign-affairs-work-conference/
https://www.sciencespo.fr/ceri/sites/sciencespo.fr.ceri/files/mengin.pdf
https://treaties.un.org/doc/Publication/UNTS/Volume%202896/Part/volume-2896-I-50517.pdf
https://www.gov.cn/zhengce/2005-12/22/content_2615756.htm
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describing trends in the international system (China Brief, April 12, 2024). That this conference—only the fifth
since the end of the Mao era—set the agenda is evident from recent articles on the state of the world. For
instance, an article by academics at the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences refers explicitly to the
conference in support of an argument that “multipolarity has [now] become a fundamental trend” (Z k¢ E

A AEZA#EHE). This is echoed by many, others such as Chen Dongxiao ([ Z= %), president of the

Shanghai Institutes for International Studies, who last month said that not only is the world becoming more
multipolar but “China ... is also shaping the future international order” (1 [ ... th 2 ¥81E K Sk EH PRFLFF)

(People’s Daily, January 27).

Russia’s Relevance Suggests Ulterior Strategy

Russia is crucial to the development of Beijing’s views regarding multipolarity in the era of Xi Jinping. As the
SCO declaration makes clear, the two countries have spent decades willing such a world into existence. In
his first year as CCP general secretary in 2013, Xi Jinping chose a visit to Moscow to unveil his theory of a
“new type of international relations” (37 &Y [E [r >< £ )—a related concept to the promotion of multipolarity

(Xinhua, March 24, 2013; China Brief, June 7, 2013). Exactly a decade later, on a separate trip to Moscow, Xi
Jinping told Russian President Vladimir Putin, “Now there are changes that have not happened in 100 years.

When we are together, we drive these changes” (Reuters, March 22; Xinhua, March 23, 2023). The following
year, at the SCO summit in Astana, Putin triumphantly stated that the multipolar world “has become a reality”

(Kremlin, July 4, 2024).

Driving the world toward multipolarity is clearly on Beijing’s agenda. If Putin is the principal partner in this
endeavor, Xi does not intend him to be the only one. While Wang Yi did meet Russian foreign minister Lavrov
at the G20 foreign ministers’ meeting, telling him that they were both “advancing multipolarity in the world,”
Wang'’s speech to the others in attendance was titled “Be the Driving Force for the Progress of History” (MFA,
February 24, [1], [2]).

There are important diverging views between the United States and the PRC on who constitutes key actors in
a future multipolar world. In the former, Secretary Rubio suggests that Russia could serve as a third pole.
This line of thinking likely informs Beijing’s concerns about U.S. attempts to pry Russia away from its deep
entanglement with the PRC—a “reverse Kissinger,” to use the phrase attributed to Robert Zoellick (National
Interest, January 10, 2017; MFA, February 28). However, surveying PRC references to multipolarity in recent
years reveals that it has long focused on Europe as a potential pole.

For the PRC, it is Europe that should be peeled away from the United States in order to build an “equal and
orderly multipolar world.” This is in part because Europe has some elements—such as a global currency—
that are required of a global power center but that the PRC currently lacks (China Brief, May 24, 2024).
Beijing has sprung into action in recent weeks to begin engineering such a gambit. Beyond the Munich
Security Conference, PRC officials have been sending the message that “your best friend has abandoned
you,” according to reporting from the South China Morning Post (SCMP, February 28). Meanwhile, Party
mouthpiece the People’s Daily has run commentaries arguing that “China has always believed Europe is an
important pole in a multipolar world” (48 77 #5 2% A 3 BN 2 2 ik 57 F f9 B E—4R), urging the two


https://jamestown.org/program/xi-signals-firm-strategy-but-flexible-tactics-at-chinas-central-foreign-affairs-work-conference/
http://www.qstheory.cn/20250127/3ac7cb8e78e04d61b166962d1a99bebd/c.html
https://www.gov.cn/ldhd/2013-03/24/content_2360829.htm
https://treaties.un.org/doc/Publication/UNTS/Volume%202896/Part/volume-2896-I-50517.pdf
https://www.nbcnews.com/news/world/xi-putin-pledge-new-world-order-chinese-leader-leaves-russia-rcna76048
https://www.spp.gov.cn/spp/tt/202303/t20230323_609343.shtml
http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/74464
https://www.mfa.gov.cn/eng/wjbzhd/202502/t20250221_11560306.html
https://www.mfa.gov.cn/eng/wjbzhd/202502/t20250221_11560306.html
https://www.mfa.gov.cn/eng/wjbzhd/202502/t20250222_11560491.html
https://nationalinterest.org/feature/americas-future-relations-russia-china-18781
https://nationalinterest.org/feature/americas-future-relations-russia-china-18781
https://www.mfa.gov.cn/wjbzhd/202502/t20250228_11566305.shtml
https://jamestown.org/program/multipolar-mirage-the-prcs-pivot-to-europe/
http://scmp.com/news/china/diplomacy/article/3300453/your-best-friends-have-abandoned-you-inside-chinas-latest-eu-charm-offensive
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powers to “join hands to promote equal and orderly multipolarity in the world” (¥ F s £ &5 H FAIH 7
Z1k1k) (People’s Daily, February 18).

Conclusion

If a multipolar world is the direction of travel for the international system, then there is a dark road ahead. It is
not for nothing that the PRC’s historical analogy of choice is the Warring States—a period of enormous
upheaval. However, such fearmongering also plays into Beijing’s hands. In a world of uncertainty, people
yearn for stability. As it turns out, this is exactly what Beijing offers. A report surveying global strategy and
security risks put out in January by the China Institute of Contemporary International Relations, a think tank
under the Ministry of State Security, argues that the PRC should be “a stabilizing force amid accelerating

centennial changes” (B &£ & /3 iNE & it 1 (972 E 11 /1 &) (CICIR, January 1).

This is the PRC’s pitch to Europe and the rest of the world, too. As Wang Yi assured listeners in Munich,
“China will surely be a factor of certainty in this multipolar system, and strive to be a steadfast constructive
force in a changing world.”036 But as he continued his speech, he overplayed his hand. Among four points
he made about the features of a multipolar world came a warning. It is important to respect international rule
of law, he said, but “respect for all countries’ sovereignty and territorial integrity should mean support for
China’s complete reunification” (EMPRC, February 15). If that is the condition for entering the brave new
world Beijing envisions, European and other Western countries likely will remain poles apart.

Arran Hope is the editor of China Brief.

Notes

[1] It should go without saying that this is a clear distortion of what the report says. In its executive summary,
the authors write that “many in the West see Beijing’s advocacy for multipolarity as a rhetorical cover for
pursuing great-power competition with the [United States].”


http://paper.people.com.cn/rmrb/pc/content/202502/18/content_30057297.html
http://www.cicir.ac.cn/UpFiles/file/20250126/6387350004651956119181490.pdf
https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/eng/wjbzhd/202502/t20250215_11555665.html

A waterfall provides cooling water at Huawei’s data center i Guizhou (Autor, 2025)
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Energy and Al Coordination in the ‘Eastern Data Western Computing’ Plan

By Andrew Stokols

B

Executive Summary:

The “Eastern Data Western Computing” plan is a multiagency strategy that coordinates cloud computing
data centers and energy infrastructure across the People’s Republic of China that is increasingly relevant
with the rise of artificial intelligence.

This cloud infrastructure buildout likely will not rival that of the United States, but its coordination with
renewable energy infrastructure means that the country’s digital infrastructure will be sustainable, based
on a resilient energy system, and will foster economic development opportunities in underinvested
regions.

The plan’s origins in the Gui'an New Area were backed by Li Zhanshu, later Xi Jinping’s chief of staff, and
key support from other influential officials likely were key to establishing Guizhou as a hub in the national
system.

Many of the hubs’ locations are remote and have climates and geographic features that make them
suitable to host data centers, which can perform energy-intensive functions that do not necessarily
require “real-time” computation and ultra-low latency.
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The training and deployment of artificial intelligence (Al) models is predicated on an enormous energy supply.
This has ushered in a new rush for resource security—both for power generation and water use, as the data
centers on which these technologies rely consume large amounts of water to keep them from overheating
(Semianalysis, February 13). Currently, the United States leads the People’s Republic of China (PRC) in
number of data centers by a wide margin (Statista, October 11, 2024). However, given the energy needs of
cloud computing and Al, which continue to expand, there is a growing imperative for coordinating energy and
cloud investment.

In the PRC, the “Eastern Data Western Computing” (= 175 &) plan is a multiagency national initiative to do

just that. While the United States lacks a national strategy to coordinate cloud computing and energy use,
instead relying on disconnected regional initiatives and private-sector led investment, the PRC’s plan serves
as an illustration of the potential benefits such coordination offers at national and local scales (NDRC,
February 22, 2022; NCSTI, accessed February 26).

Political Backing Sees Guizhou Lead National Plan

The “Eastern Data Western Computing” plan has its origins in the efforts of Guizhou province to establish
itself as an inland hub for cloud computing. The Gui'an New Area (5522 3#7[X ) was initially proposed in 2011

by Li Zhanshu (ZE£% ), then a key provincial leader and later a politburo standing committee member and

President Xi Jinping’s chief of staff. It was finally approved by the State Council in early 2014 (Gui'an New
Area, February 5; Journal of Contemporary Asia, February 15, 2024). Around the same time, the Ministry of
Industry and Information Technology (MIIT) released a national plan to optimize data center distribution,
laying the groundwork for provincial initiatives (MIIT, January 14, 2013). Guizhou'’s rise as a cloud computing
hub was further reinforced by key personnel transfers. Chen Gang ([ X!l), who had previously helped

oversee Beijing’s Zhongguancun high-tech district, was appointed Party Secretary of the provincial capital
Guiyang, where he implemented policies to support the region’s nascent cloud computing sector, while from
2012-2017, Chen Min'er (B &171%), a close Xi associate from Zhejiang Province, served first as Guizhou's

governor and later as its party secretary (People’s Daily Online, March 6, 2014; Guiyang Government, May
31, 2014). This political backing enabled the province to position itself as a national leader in cloud
computing, capitalizing on its cool climate and abundant hydropower resources. By 2014, Guizhou formally
launched its big data initiative to the tech industry with the “Guizhou-Beijing Big Data Industrial Development
Promotional Conference,” held in Zhongguancun, where Chen Gang served (Journal of Contemporary Asia,
February 14, 2024). Since then, Gui'an New Area has attracted data centers from tech giants such as
Tencent, Huawei, Apple’s first data center in the PRC, China Mobile, China Telecom, and China Unicom.

Efforts to establish a national digital infrastructure framework accelerated in 2018. The central economic work
study group introduced the concept of “new basic infrastructure” (T &), followed by the National

Development and Reform Commission’s (NDRC) 2020 Guidance on Accelerating the Construction of a
National Integrated Big Data Center Collaborative Innovation System (3T INRA5 £ E — AL K EHE

i E BT R &R B935S 3= 1) (Oriental Outlook Weekly, April 26, 2020; NDRC, December 28, 2020).

These initiatives build on longstanding regional development strategies, such as the Great Western
Development (PR A FF %) campaign launched in 1999 to address economic disparities between western



https://semianalysis.com/2025/02/13/datacenter-anatomy-part-2-cooling-systems/
https://www.statista.com/statistics/1228433/data-centers-worldwide-by-country/
https://www.ndrc.gov.cn/xxgk/zcfb/tz/202202/t20220216_1315623.html
https://www.ncsti.gov.cn/kjdt/ztbd/dsxs/
https://www.gaxq.gov.cn/galy/lsyg/202502/t20250205_86717908.html
https://www.gaxq.gov.cn/galy/lsyg/202502/t20250205_86717908.html
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provinces and coastal cities (China Brief, March 28, 2002). In recent years, the PRC has intensified data
center construction to enhance computing capacity and compete with the United States. This has culminated
in the 2021 Implementation Plan for the Computing Power Hub of the National Integrated Big Data Center
Collaborative Innovation System (£ B — &L KEIR S/ MBE CIFT AR E HRA L7 X). Issued
by four national agencies—NDRC, the Central Cyberspace Affairs Commission, MIIT, and the National
Energy Administration—this plan formally established the “East Data, West Computing” strategy,
redistributing digital infrastructure as a strategic economic and geopolitical move (NDRC, May 24, 2021).

Figure 1: Existing Data Centers and Planned Clusters Under the ‘Eastern Data Western Computing’ Plan
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(Source: Author, based on information scraped from official sources)

The “Eastern Data Western Computing” plan aims to optimize the PRC’s computing network by incentivizing
data center construction in energy-rich western regions, thus improving the resource efficiency of data
centers by lowering power usage effectiveness ratios and leveraging cloud computing to stimulate economic
growth in less developed provinces. [1] The plan promotes inland data center development alongside
investments in high-speed fiber optic transmission, allowing remote regions to better integrate into the
national computing network (Huawei, March 2022). It designates ten “data center clusters” (£t3E /(s &2 8E)

within eight “national hub nodes” (&l 28 #X 21 75 &) encompassing both western provinces and key


https://jamestown.org/program/the-dark-side-of-chinas-western-development-plan/
https://www.gov.cn/zhengce/zhengceku/2021-05/26/content_5612405.htm
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metropolitan areas, including Guizhou, Inner Mongolia, Gansu, Ningxia, Chengdu-Chongqing, Zhangjiakou,
Wuhu, and Shaoguan (See Figure 1) (NDRC, May 24, 2021). By August 2024, the government had invested
RMB 44 billion ($6 billion) in the initiative, leveraging over RMB 200 billion ($27 billion) in total investment,
with publicly disclosed projects suggesting an estimated RMB 240 billion ($33 billion) allocated to “Eastern
Data Western Computing” clusters by the end of 2024 (Xinhua, 2024).

The idea of moving data centers to inland regions initially seemed counterintuitive and at odds with market
demand. The PRC’s data centers largely have been concentrated in metropolitan hubs along the eastern
seaboard to minimize latency for real-time applications. However, remote data centers are suited for energy-
intensive data functions that do not necessarily require “real-time” computation and ultra-low latency, such as
financial transactions. According to the “Eastern Data Western Computing” plan, nodes such as Guizhou,
Inner Mongolia, Gansu, and Ningxia that are “rich in renewable energy and have suitable climates” (2] 4=

BEEEE . S{&EEE) will become part of a “national base for non-real-time computing power” (T& 31 &
B9 3E oA M & 4R R EL ), performing functions such as “background processing, offline analysis,
and storage backup” (FE& N L. B . FiEEH) (NDRC, May 24, 2021).

Plans Preempt Al Demand, Energy Supply Concerns

More recently, training Al models has also become an imperative for cloud computing companies, something
for which remote data centers are also suited. Many PRC firms have built their own Al data centers featuring
custom-made chips, such as Baidu Al Cloud’s Kunlun Al chip-powered data centers, Alibaba Cloud’s HPC Al
clusters, and Huawei's Ascend-powered Al computing centers. Others are finding other ways of getting
around export bans on advanced chips through both licit and illicit means (China Brief, December 6, 2024).
Some have been successful. One private data center executive told me that his firm had established a
subsidiary in Qinyang, one of the plan’s designated hubs, which was likely being used for Al model training
with Nvidia chips—hardware restricted under U.S. export controls (Author interview in Beijing, 2024).

Ideas for optimizing data center location based on climate and energy concerns were circulating among
researchers and officials under ministries like MIIT back in 2013 (MIIT, January 14, 2013). Gui'an New Area
became the first in a series of inland data center hubs whose development was accompanied by investment
in renewable energy and other utility infrastructures like smart grids, but others have followed suit.

Gui'an New Area’s Energy Reform Pilot

The growth of data centers in Guizhou exemplifies how digital infrastructure development requires
coordination between local and national governments, state-backed energy firms, and private technology
companies. For local officials, cloud computing was not just a technological investment but a development
strategy for one of the country’s poorest regions. To attract capital, the provincial government implemented
tax incentives, including five-year exemptions for data centers and a reduced 15 percent corporate tax rate,
while also subsidizing renewable energy integration. Recognizing the immense energy demands of large-
scale data operations, Gui'an New Area was designated an energy reform pilot zone, where the local
administrative committee partnered with Guizhou Power Grid (£5 1 B2, %), a subsidiary of China Southern

Power Grid (7 [E g 7 8 /), to create a deregulated energy market and provide a springboard for regional
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energy company expansion. This initiative drew investments from power producers such as Huaneng (££8E)

and Guodian ([E &), spurring the construction of new renewable power stations. By 2023, data centers

consumed 60 percent of Gui'an New Area’s electricity, with approximately 70 percent sourced from
renewables, illustrating the region’s prominent position in the evolving national cloud infrastructure (NDRC,
November 26, 2015).

Figure 2: Zhangjiakou Energy Infrastructures
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Zhangjiakou’s Renewable Energy Demonstration Zone

The geographic endowments of Zhangjiakou, a historic military garrison for Beijing (and one that still hosts
the 82nd Group Army), make it ideal for wind and solar energy production. In July 2015, the State Council
approved the establishment of the Zhangjiakou Renewable Energy Demonstration Zone, the country’s first
and only national-level renewable energy demonstration zone (Irena, November 2019). A wind energy
industrial ecosystem has emerged in the area, including the Hengzhi Science Park, which attracts turbine
manufacturers and energy storage companies. The PRC’s state-owned energy giants, including China
Datang (HF [E X /&), China Three Gorges (4 [E =I5k & 1), and Huaneng, played a key role in developing

large-scale renewable projects such as the Zhangbei Wind Farm and Zhangbei Solar PV Park. By 2020,
Zhangbei County had built one of the country’s most extensive renewable energy clusters, with 15 GW of
installed wind power capacity and 6.3 GW of solar capacity accounting for an estimated 75 percent of the
county’s total energy production (WWF & Shenzhen Institute, 2020).
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Officials raised concerns about Zhangjiakou’s limited water resources. Data centers require significant
amounts of water for cooling in an arid region, and at the time they were consuming nearly 50 percent of the
city’s electricity, and projections indicated that demand would double to 14 TWh annually (Irena, November
2019). Undeterred, authorities have built a new data center cluster in Zhangjiakou near the Guanting
Reservair, just across the border with Beijing (see Figure 2). Zhangjiakou’s proximity to Beijing and its
renewable energy potential have made it an attractive location for cloud computing firms. In 2016, Alibaba
established a major data center in Zhangbei County, one of the northernmost parts of the city’s sprawling
jurisdiction. GDS (5 E £%#&), a leading third-party data center operator, followed suit with a facility near

Alibaba’s campus.

Zhangjiakou’s role in digital infrastructure was further solidified in 2021, when the city was designated a key
data center cluster serving the Beijing-Tianjin-Hebei (“Jing-Jin-Ji”) region under the “Eastern Data Western
Computing” plan (China Brief, March 1, 2024; Zhangjiakou News, accessed February 27). This inclusion
reinforced the government’s commitment to balancing Beijing’s data demands with Zhangjiakou'’s renewable
energy capacity. The city’s importance was again elevated by its selection as a host location for the 2022
Winter Olympics. This spurred a wave of infrastructure investment, improving connectivity and facilities
essential for data center operations. That same year, Zhangjiakou deepened its partnership with private-
sector cloud operators with global connections. For example, Chindata, a data center company backed by
U.S. private equity firm Bain Capital, recently signed a 10-year strategic cooperation agreement with
Zhangjiakou's state-owned Construction and Investment Group (Chindata, August 31, 2023). It has since
established four facilities across multiple counties in Zhangjiakou, aligning with national sustainability
priorities while expanding its footprint. Chindata also has a new, massive data center in nearby Datong,
Shanxi Province. More recently, Huailai County—Zhangjiakou’s closest county to Beijing—has emerged as a
new focal point for data center investment, attracting major players such as Tencent, China Mobile, China
Unicom, and China Telecom.

According to the 2024 China Comprehensive Compute Index Report (2 [E 4525 & 1135513k &), published
by the China Academy of Information and Communications Technology (41 E{E B 1B 32 Fe),
Zhangjiakou’s Huailai County is a “shining ‘star” ([ = 9 &), leading the country in terms of compute
(Hebei Daily Client, February 25).

Hohhot

China Telecom began work in 2011 on a data center just south of the Inner Mongolian capital of Hohhot
(Hohhot Government, July 2, 2024). In 2016, Inner Mongolia unveiled a big data strategy for the autonomous
region aiming to replicate Guizhou’s efforts (Inner Mongolia Daily, October 26, 2016). As with other data
center hubs, the region has ample renewable energy potential in solar and wind as well as favorable cool and
dry climate. The area is being branded as “China Cloud Valley” (7 & z= %) and is part of a broader plan for

a new area that aims to draw digital industries beyond data centers. To this end, China Mobile has opened a
massive facility near China Telecom, and data centers are planned for national banks (Bank of China,
Agricultural Bank of China, and China Construction Bank), as well as facilities for UCloud and Huawei
(Xinhua, October 20, 2023, January 24; UCloud, accessed February 26).
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Figure 3: Hohhot Energy Infrastructure

/ ” 2 ’ . LA AT \
(Source: Author, based on data from Open Infrastructure Map)

Conclusion

So far, the “Eastern Data Western Computing” plan’s outcomes have been mixed. Hub areas that were
already home to some cloud operations (such as Guizhou, Inner Mongolia, and Zhangjiakou) have continued
to attract steady investment. More remote areas like those in Gansu and Ningxia are still relatively under-
established and may struggle to attract substantial investment beyond state-owned telecoms. Limitations on
remote data centers include the costs of building additional fiber optic cable to speed transmission and limited
local human capital of skilled engineers and technicians to man data centers. However, the scale of
investment from national policies combined with subsidies and tax breaks from local governments, will likely
spur at least some investment even in these remote hubs.

For now, the country’s overall computing power, measured both in the number of data centers, as well as the
overall market share of cloud companies, lags behind that of the United States. Even if the full planned
investment of the “Eastern Data Western Computing” data centers is completed, the PRC will likely remain
behind. However, the PRC'’s effort to coordinate renewable energy infrastructure and data center buildout is
noteworthy. Its multiple benefits include sustaining cloud computing power, strengthening energy system
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resilience, and fostering economic development opportunities in underinvested regions. For the United States
to continue to lead in computing, the PRC approach contains useful lessons.

Andrew Stokols is a postdoctoral research fellow and lecturer at MIT’s Department of Urban Studies and
Planning. Andrew finished his PhD in Political Economy and Urban Planning at MIT in 2024. Andrew’s
research has been published in Journal of Urban Affairs, Urban Geography, Cambridge Journal of Regions
Economies Societies, University of Pennsylvania Press, Environment and Planning A, and the Kyoto Review
of Southeast Asia. He is working on a book project on China’s digital infrastructure, and his dissertation and
second book project Building Digital Cities and Nations asks how the smart city became a project of national
development, with cases on Singapore, Thailand, and China.
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PRC Dominance Over Global Port Infrastructure

By Jacob Mardell

The Port of Balboa in Panama, one of two owned by Hutchinson Port Holdings (Source: Wikipedia)

Executive Summary:

14

Beijing’s economic control of port operations at strategic chokepoints across the world, many of which are
part of the Maritime Silk Road initiative, pose a threat to the United States and its allies.

Two Chinese state-owned firms, COSCO and China Merchant Ports, control 12.6 percent of global
throughput at ports around the world. Beijing could also exert significant influence on the third-largest
Chinese player, privately-owned Hutchison Port Holdings, which works extensively with PRC state-owned
enterprises and has participated in strategically significant projects.

Hutchison also controls two ports on the Panama Canal. Under pressure from the United States,
Panama’s President Murillo announced his government will not renew the memorandum of
understanding on the Maritime Silk Road signed in 2017.

Leveraging the economic power state-owned shipping firms is part of Beijing’s strategy to become a
strong maritime power.
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On February 2, President Murillo of Panama announced that his government will not renew the memorandum
of understanding on the Maritime Silk Road signed in 2017 with the People’s Republic of China (PRC). Ata
press conference that followed shortly after a meeting with U.S. Secretary of State Marco Rubio, Murillo said
that Panama is going to study “the possibility of whether it can be completed sooner or not. | think it is due for
renewal in one or two years,” he explained (X(ECOtvPanama, February 2). [1] The Maritime Silk Road refers

to the maritime portion of the PRC'’s One Belt One Road (— — ) initiative. The PRC was quick to

respond. Assistant Minister for Foreign Affairs Zhao Zhiyuan (#X 75 1zt) made solemn representations to the

Panamanian government, saying that his country “deeply regrets” (X It R <352 &) the announcement, and
warning that Panama would be running counter to the expectations of the Chinese and Panamanian peoples
by “driving backwards’ and sailing against the wind on ‘One Belt One Road” (& “—m—#&" L “FEIZE".

i KR % h EE N R EAFF) (EMPRC, February 8).

The flashpoint around the Panama Canal centers on Hutchison Port Holdings (#0527 H), a private firm

headquartered in Hong Kong that has operated the two of the canal’s five ports since 1997. While this does
not equate to U.S. President Donald Trump’s assertion that the PRC controls the Panama Canal, the
evolution of the PRC’s maritime strategy in recent decades and Hutchison’s moves to closer align with Beijing
in the last few years reflect longstanding and valid concerns in the United States about Beijing’s strategic
investments in global port infrastructure (White House, January 20; The Wire China, February 9). Already,
Panama’s supreme court has agreed to consider a request filed by a lawyer to nullify the contract to the
Chinese firm (AFP, February 22).

Economics is Key to PRC Maritime Power

Becoming a “strong maritime power” (3 ;¥5% E) was set as a guiding ambition by former Chinese

Communist Party (CCP) general secretary Hu Jintao in his report to the 18th National Congress in 2012, and
Xi Jinping later incorporated this vision into his signature policies, including the “China dream” (& [E %) and

the One Belt One Road (—#—Eg) initiative (People’s Daily, November 18, 2012, November 20, 2017).

The CCP’s conception of maritime power, especially as put forward by Hu, is in large part about naval
strength, but the economic dimension has become increasingly vital. According to Xi Jinping’s Economic
Thought, “an economically strong nation must be a strong maritime nation and a strong shipping nation” (22

iR ENEE R E . fiizi®E) (XiJinping Economic Thought Research Center, April 19, 2024).

Port infrastructure is key to building this strength. As the world’s largest trading nation, the network effects of
the PRC’s extensive control over maritime shipping infrastructure are invaluable. By securing ownership
stakes and operational leases in port infrastructure, Chinese firms can streamline global operations and grow
their influence over supply chains while providing greater market access and reduced shipping costs for other
Chinese companies. After a terminal operating contract is signed with a Chinese firm, total trade with the
PRC increases about 21 percent, according to a study by the Mercator Institute of China Studies, a German
think tank. The study also notes that PRC firms buy more goods than they sell to host countries after
operating agreements are signed and that much of the cost savings go to PRC firms (MERICS, December 4,
2023).
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The PRC has dramatically expanded its interests in maritime shipping infrastructure under the policy umbrella
of One Belt One Road. Like many aspects of the One Belt One Road, this expansion preceded Xi Jinping’'s
official announcement of the initiative in 2013 but has gathered steam over the past decade.
Counterintuitively, it is the “belt” part of the initiative’s name that describes the continental portion, while the
“21st Century Maritime Silk Road,” announced by Xi Jinping at the Indonesian parliament in October 2013, is
the portion that covers the seafaring element (ASEAN-China Centre, October 3, 2013).

The commercial aspect of the PRC’s maritime strategy is closely tied to key “national champion firms” (& 2%
7 Z2 4> \l). The policy of nurturing these firms through preferential access to capital and state support

became institutionalized in the 2000s and is also a key objective of One Belt One Road (The China Project,
September 11, 2024). For instance, the city of Ningbo, Zhejiang Province, dubbed the “city of [national]
champions” (78 Z Z 1), explicitly links PRC industrial policy to One Belt One Road. Noting that its firms
depend on external markets, an article by the city’s customs office says, “Serving the construction of ‘One
Belt, One Road,” Ningbo has established friendships with 117 cities in 60 countries, and its ‘circle of friends’
continues to expand” (AR 54L& —H—E8", 25 60 MER M7 MIATEIZAZBRER, TE B

RE"HFE3A). It also quotes a popular saying among local businesses: “Rely on policies, seize
opportunities” (fik Se Bl 5k, #M{E4118) (Ningbo Customs, January 8).

Top Firms’ Strategic Posture

Two players have been essential to establishing the PRC’s overseas port empire, China Merchants Port
Holdings Company Limited (CMP; 57 /&7 1 4% %) and COSCO Shipping Ports Limited (COSCO; H1izx

7F1= 7 O), the port subsidiary of China COSCO Shipping Corporation (Fiz 51z % 1z). While CMP and

COSCO operate as separate, commercially run companies in their day-to-day functions, they are ultimately
controlled by the State-owned Assets Supervision and Administration Commission (SASAC) under the PRC
State Council. This structure has two significant international consequences. First, these companies enjoy
substantial advantages that would be considered highly irregular or even illegal in Western systems, such as
wide-ranging state aid and an ecosystem of allied state-owned enterprises. Second, Beijing retains ultimate
control over these national champions. On occasion, COSCO and CMP might resist interventions that run
counter to commercial imperatives and Beijing realizes the risk of undermining these champions through
overt influence. Nevertheless, SASAC holds the ultimate power to weaponize port operations if it so chooses,
for example, by interfering in price setting or controlling capacity allocation.

According to the “Vision for Maritime Cooperation under the Belt and Road Initiative,” issued in June 2017 by
the National Development and Reform Commission (NDRC) and the State Oceanic Administration, the
maritime silk road consists of three “blue passages.” These passages go between the PRC to Africa and the
Mediterranean via the Indian Ocean, to the South Pacific, and to Europe via the Arctic (Xinhua, June 20,
2017).

PRC firms have established port operations across these major arteries and at strategic choke points such as

the Malacca Strait, the Suez Canal, and the Panama Canal. These include 23 European ports; 13 North and

Central American ports; 11 ports in the Middle East; 8 ports in Africa; 8 in Southeast Asia; and 4 each in

South Asia, East Asia, and Australia (MERICS, November 7, 2024). They have done so under One Belt One
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Road, leveraging access to billions in state financing, securing operating concessions and then investing in
expansion projects, or, alternatively, by winning expansion projects first and subsequently taking on the
operational responsibilities. In some cases, they have also gained a foothold through larger acquisitions. The
most notable of these is CMP’s 2013 acquisition of a 49 percent stake in Terminal Link, a subsidiary of
French shipping company CMA CGM (CMA CGM, June 11, 2013). This deal provided CMP with interests in
15 container terminals across eight countries, and in 2019, CMA CGM and CMP reached an agreement for
Terminal Link to acquire stakes in an additional 10 port terminals (CMA CGM, December 20, 2019). In some
cases, CMP and COSCO have also acquired equity stakes in the ports. These include in the ports of Piraeus
in Greece, the Port of Rotterdam in the Netherlands, Chancay Port in Peru, Port of Abu Qir, Egypt, and
Kuantan Port, Malaysia (China Brief, March 14, 2024).

The world’s seven largest firms now control 40 percent of global throughput, adjusted for equity, according to
the latest Global Container Terminal Operators Annual Review and Forecast from the independent global
maritime advisory and research organization Drewry. [2] Trailing Singapore’s PSA International with 7.2
percent of global share, COSCO and CMP reported 6.4 percent and 6.2 percent, respectively, though due to
their shared ownership they can be considered collectively (Drewry, August 12, 2024). Combining these two
firms means that SASAC indirectly controls 12.6 percent of global throughput. The degree of vertical
integration in COSCO—the world’s third largest operator and one of the largest container shipping
companies—and in the broader ecosystem of PRC state-owned enterprises makes Beijing’s control of global
shipping and maritime infrastructure particularly formidable. This gives Beijing even greater leverage to shape
global maritime trade flows.

Adding Hutchison’s throughput to a collective Chinese total is difficult to justify—though such assessments
may be increasingly reasonable. Although it is the third most significant PRC actor involved in overseas ports,
as a private firm headquartered in Hong Kong it has been excluded from most analyses of Beijing’s global
port expansion. However, as the CCP expands its control over the national economy and erodes Hong
Kong's independence, the distinctions between state-owned and private enterprises—and between Hong
Kong and the mainland as separate jurisdictions—are becoming increasingly blurred (China Brief, January
19, 2024, March 1, 2024). Although Hutchison remains much more similar to a private Western firm than
CMP or COSCO, Beijing could still exert significant influence if it chose to do so. Hutchison works extensively
with PRC state-owned enterprises and has participated in strategically significant projects. For instance, it
has collaborated with the Egyptian navy (Hutchinson Ports Abu Qir, August 27, 2020). While Hutchison is in a
different league to COSCO and CMP, it is reasonable to consider its assets in an assessment of PRC
influence today.

The significance of the PRC’s control over throughput also extends beyond shipping. Ports are critical nodes
in global commodities supply chains, where PRC state-owned firms have entrenched positions. Entire supply
chains, from extraction and processing to logistics and trade, are vertically integrated with PRC SOEs, banks,
and trading houses, ensuring that control over ports translates into broader leverage over the global flow of
resources, from iron ore to soy beans.
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Conclusion

U.S. concern about the PRC’s global port footprint tends to focus on the military potential of these interests
(DoD February 5; SOUTHCOM, February 20). To date, the PRC has only one confirmed overseas military
base, in Djibouti. [3] By comparison, the United States has bases in dozens of countries around the world.
Nevertheless, concerns about harder security dimensions are valid. Under the military-civil fusion
development strategy, ports are strategic dual-use assets that serve both economic and defense objectives
(China Brief, April 14, 2023). In addition to this dual-use potential, there are legitimate reasons to suspect that
commercial investments might provide footholds for a military presence (China Brief, October 19, 2020).

The geopolitical consequences of the PRC’s economic control poses an arguably greater threat, however.
While the United States dominates global maritime security, there is a huge disparity in the other direction
when it comes to influence over maritime trade. Unlike the PRC, which controls around 12.6 percent of global
ports throughput through COSCO and CMP, the United States has no state-backed firms among the world’s
leading terminal operators. In terms of global port influence, the United States would likely rank behind not
only the PRC but also the United Arab Emirates (DP World), France (CMA CGM/Terminal Link), and
Singapore (PSA International).

The United States currently lacks the means to reduce the PRC’s global port footprint, even within the
Western Hemisphere. Within the United States itself, PRC firms continue to exercise property rights at five
ports. The first Trump administration successfully removed PRC ownership of U.S. ports when it forced
COSCO to divest its shares in the Long Beach Container Terminal, but contracts to operate the ports remain
in PRC hands (Freight Waves, July 8, 2018). In 2022, when COSCO'’s contract for another terminal at Long
Beach came up for expiry in 2022, no other operator reportedly had the technical ability to replace COSCO
(MERICS, November 7, 2024). In the near term, European port operators that have expertise and global
presence could erode some of Beijing’s influence if paired with U.S. capital. For now, there may be little that
President Trump can do to challenge Beijing’s port presence—even in what he considers America’s
backyard.

Jacob Mardell is Senior Fellow and Founding Chair of Sinification, an organization that tracks and analyses
Chinese elite discourse on the PRC’s international relations. He is also the editorial coordinator of a China-
focused media project at the German NGO n-ost and was formerly an analyst at the Mercator Institute for
China Studies (MERICS) in Berlin.

Notes

[1] Original: “Vamos a estudiar la posibilidad de si se puede terminar antes o no. Creo que le toca en uno o
dos afios la renovacion.”
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[2] Throughput refers to the amount of cargo or number of vessels that a port handles over a specific period
of time. Adjusted for equity here means that, for example, a 50 percent stake in any given terminal would
contribute 50 percent of total throughput.

[3] Despite concerns over PRC involvement renovating Cambodia’s Ream Naval Base, it currently appears
unlikely that the PRC will use it for military purposes (Lowy Institute, December 4, 2024).
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War Memorials put the Party Front and Center for 80th Anniversary

By Johanna M. Costigan
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A ceremony commemorating the War of Resistance in Baoshan District, Shanghai, September 2024. (Source:
Shanghai Baoshan District)

Executive Summary:

e The Chinese Communist Party (CCP) is using the 80th anniversary of the end of the Second World War
to promote a version of history that centers itself to stoke patriotism among Chinese people.

o Official remembering of the war has changed over the last 80 years, with the contributions of the
Nationalist and American forces highlighted when the Party seeks warmer relations with Taiwan and the
United States.

e The Party relies on places such as the Songhu Memorial in Shanghai to weave local history into its
preferred national war narrative.

e This year's commemorations will be promoted as part of a “red tourism” agenda, where the CCP has
poured resources into tourist locations to integrate them with sites related to Party history.
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In September 2024, local officials hosted an event honoring those who served in the Second Sino-Japanese
War in Baoshan district on the outskirts of Shanghai. The occasion was the upcoming 80th anniversary of the
end of the conflict. As a seventh grade student from a local school reportedly put it: “It is the heroic struggle
and fearlessness of sacrifice of the revolutionary predecessors that have brought us our peaceful life now”
(ERFAENRBEINARMUIRE T HMNAEMENERE, RNESZNFS, BE
w73, SAEGEENIRES, AHEREKRIEAE CH—1 /1 2) (Shanghai Baoshan District,
September 9, 2024). Her comment captures three priorities war memory serves for the Chinese Communist
Party (CCP) today. First, Chinese people should internalize ideas about struggle on behalf of the nation;
second, the CCP is the only historical actor of consequence; and third, the patriotic education campaigns that
seek to inculcate these values are aimed at the People’s Republic of China’s (PRC) youth.

The September event was just the start of the 80th anniversary festivities in Baoshan district, which is home
to the Shanghai Songhu Memorial Hall for the War of Resistance Against Japanese Aggression. The Songhu
Memorial integrates the local history of the district—where Chinese soldiers fought and lost a battle against
the invading Japanese army—into the national war narrative. It complements other major war memorials that
have oscillated between painting a heroic portrait of Chinese resistance on the one hand and tragic loss at
the hands of Japanese aggressors on the other. Official portrayals of China as simultaneous victor and victim
allows the Party to portray itself as strong and defiant in the face of imperial invasion while provoking the
urgent nationalism that devastating history is uniquely qualified to incite.

The Songhu Memorial is indicative of the ways in which the Party wants the war to be remembered today—
which may be drifting further from the historical facts. Recent commemoration events marking the January 28
anniversary of the Battle of Baoshan skipped any mention of the Nationalist Party (KMT), which led China at
the time under Chiang Kai-shek (§&4)45) and whose forces faced the brunt of the invading Japanese army.

The 80th anniversary celebrations are an opportunity for the CCP to deliver the not-so-subtle message that
the most pro-CCP version of history is conveniently both the most patriotic and the most correct.

History is Always Changing

The anniversary fanfare might seem oddly thorough considering the eight decades between the end of the
war and today, not to mention the domestic upheaval China has endured in the interim. However, meticulous
celebrations serve the purpose of conjuring a sense of national unity and, as a result, pride. Increasingly, the
Party’s aim appears to be identifying China’s sacrifice, valor, and victory during the Second Sino-Japanese
War with that of the Party itself. This fits with broader patriotic education imperatives that seek to elide the
distinction between party and state (China Brief, December 15, 2023). Last month, for example, the Songhu
Memorial announced a new collection of war artifacts. These focused on reflecting the CCP’s “pivotal role”

(R AEAEYE ) in the victory of the Chinese People’s War of Resistance Against Japanese Aggression

and, also crucially, portraying a clear enemy through “important physical evidence of the crimes of aggression
committed by the Japanese army” ({2 £ H ZE{Z IR FE TRV EZ L ¥ /£ E) (WeChat/Shanghai Baoshan,
January 27).

Minimizing the KMT’s role in the conflict has long been the norm in memorials created under the People’s
Republic of China (PRC). In 2019, the exhibit largely skipped over wartime tensions between the Nationalists
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and Communists and downplayed the KMT’s dominant role in defending China (author visit, 2019). Chiang
Kai-shek was mentioned, but only as a secondary figure to Mao Zedong. (At the time, Mao made use of
patriotic sentiment stirred up by the Japanese invasion while exploiting the KMT’s weakened state to boost
support for the nascent CCP).

The KMT is similarly absent from this year's remembrances. Nationalist soldiers are not included among “all
the revolutionary martyrs and compatriots who sacrificed their lives” (Fr & 24 1 E A ¥t B ik F B @k
H 4 Ap B9 Ap S ZU FN[E] i) that the Memorial venerates, as reference to them is omitted completely
(Shanghai Observer, January 26). This omission is indicative of the current war narrative, which highlights

“Chinese” efforts and does not parse between parties. A narrative centered on national identity allows the
CCP to center itself in retellings of the nation’s history, to the exclusion of all others.

The distortions in today’s historical memory is partly a call back to the Mao-era depiction of the conflict. In the
early years of the PRC, the need to erase the KMT from recent history was compelled by the civil war
between the two political parties that broke out immediately following the end of the War of Resistance. As
the scholar Parks M. Coble has written, in the aftermath of the Communist victory in 1949, “the Party
mandated a historical narrative which privileged the revolution and the leadership of the Communist Party
and consigned other players and memories to historical oblivion” (The China Quarterly, June 2007).

A period of “new remembering” of the war, which emerged in the early-to-mid-1990s and has evolved since,
is the exception to this rule. After nearly half a century of denial, the Party decided to allow more room for
recognizing KMT contributions to the war. This shift was informed by the political priorities of the day, which
included activities on both sides of the Taiwan Strait aimed at improving relations, as well as a post-
Tiananmen imperative to bolster national pride—a mandate that also inspired the patriotic education
campaign (Modern Asian Studies, October 1996). The “new remembering” continued into the early Xi Jinping
era. For instance, cultural products increasingly referred to Nationalist contributions to the war effort and, in
2013, remaining Nationalist veterans were finally given state pensions. However, this change was in part
engineered to support the PRC’s burgeoning claims to increased power in the region and simultaneously
foment tensions with Japan (Index on Censorship, March 2014).

Patriotism Meets A Securitizing State

The 80th anniversary of the Allied victory this year presents officials with an opportunity to pull citizens into
the CCP-centered, new “new remembering.” The updated narrative complements other annual observations
that also serve to improve popular awareness of the Party’s national security priorities. These include
National Security Day on April 15, which is oriented toward making national security a more embedded fixture
of daily life, particularly for students, and “national defense education” (E B3 L & ), which was a feature of
the original patriotic education campaign. In 2019, the core features of patriotic education were updated to
reflect Xi Jinping’s contributions, and in September 2024, further amendments were made to the National
Defense Education Law ([Ef5 %1 & %) by the standing committee of the National People’s Congress (China
Brief, December 15, 2023; April 26, 2024). As an explainer on the recent revision to that law makes clear, the
update requires that national defense education in schools “be integrated with the publicity and education of
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military service so as to enhance students’ awareness of performing military service in accordance with the
law” (China Justice Observer, October 31, 2024).

Regulatory and other changes likely are timed to align with significant anniversaries. Mirroring the National
Defense Education Law's amendment ahead of this year’s anniversary, the central government passed the
National Security Law on the 70th anniversary in 2015—the same year that the PRC held its first Victory Day
celebrating the defeat of Japan, which took place that September. It was the first major military parade
celebrating an event other than National Day (YouTube/CGTN, September 4, 2015).

Fostering public consciousness of national security—and tying the concept to patriotism—also encourages
defense against the PRC’s critics. These critics, according to depictions in state media, either want to
suppress and contain the PRC or seek to instigate revolution and bring about regime change. Notably,
wartime assistance provided by Allied powers—particularly the United States, which played a critical role in
Japan’s ultimate defeat—are rarely mentioned in official narratives of the war. The only exceptions to this are
when the Party attempts to appeal to U.S. audiences, for example when Xi chooses to invoke the so-called
“flying tigers,” the American volunteer fighter pilots who provided assistance in the China Burma India theater
(PRC Embassy to the United States, January 8). This is usually done when Beijing seeks to cultivate warmer
ties with the United States.

Officials hope the combination of defensiveness and patriotism will imbue the public with confidence at a time
of tension. National defense education, especially as it manifests in schools, is part of a broader effort to
militarize Chinese society as CCP leadership seeks to brace citizens for an extended geopolitical contest with
the U.S. and its allies (China Brief, February 17, 2023).

In Baoshan, Local History Absorbed Into Daily Life

The Party under Xi has sought to militarize the PRC populus through propaganda, culture, and education
(China Brief, November 1, 2024). At the local level, the grand national narrative of Chinese wartime victory
manifests through sites of “local resistance” (F&R#i k%) (The Paper, January 27).

One way for schools to step up their patriotic education game appears to be building closer, if historically
tenuous, bridges between their local districts and national historical narratives. Baoshan’s public school
district has started featuring interactive lessons highlighting the area’s wartime history through “immersive

S e

performances and debates” (Ui EZE . IMIHHEHL). These are intended to get students invested in

wartime history, which they have previously shown only an obligatory interest in, according to the vice
principal of Baoshan Experimental School (Xinmin Evening News, March 3, 2024).

In January, a lecture series called “Remembering the Anti-Japanese War on Both Sides of the Suzhou River,”
(F530 P =171 k% ) featuring academics from ten universities in Shanghai, kicked off as part of the city’s
anniversary commemorations. The series similarly taps into local history to further the narrative of national
unity. For instance, the first event highlighted Shanghai as the birthplace of Chinese Communism and that
among its many “red resources” (21 & X&) is its wartime history (Shanghai Observer, January 25).

Obscured in this telling is that Shanghai spent most of the war under Japanese occupation. Nevertheless, it is
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portrayed both as a Communist stronghold and as at the frontlines when national sovereignty was challenged
by a foreign invader.

These events are part of an attempt to weave the war into the fabric of people’s daily lives. Part of that
mission means altering the physical environment to integrate memorial sites into China’s broader tourism
infrastructure. For example, the Songhu Memorial is suggested as a stop during a fun day out in the district,
as it is located by a river, next to a park, and surrounded by the old city. Tourists can enjoy all this as part of
the recently renovated Baoshan Citywalk (Shanghai Observer, January 27).

The PRC has poured resources into “red tourism” (21 € jj5%) in recent years as part of pervasive attempts
to engineer public consciousness. The Songhu Memorial is a beneficiary of this and has partnered with state-
owned telecoms giant China Mobile (H* E #%31) to provide its space for “red culture” education and party-
building work for local companies (Baoshan District Media Center, September 4, 2024). Red tourism’s rise
has been achieved in part by tying it to wider economic incentives. As the 2023 Red Tourism Development
Report explains, red tourism “is not only an important channel for transmitting national memory and
enhancing social identity, but also increasingly an important force driving local economic development” (“~{X
EFAERICIZ. BRMSIANENERERE, WAGRATHIMTEFARNERE)
Authorities also encourage its integration with both rural revitalization and urban development (Economic
Daily, October 28, 2024).

Conclusion

At a December meeting on PRC-Japan relations marking the 80th anniversary of the end of the war, Foreign
Minister Wang Yi (£ %%) remarked: “History, if not forgotten, can serve as a guide for the future” (FMPRC,

December 25). From his perspective, that future should ostensibly feature a public that absorbs official
dispositions on national security, patriotic education, and the Party’s self-aggrandizing narrative of the
Second Sino-Japanese War. How history is understood and, ideally, felt by the public, and above all by the
youth, is directly linked to its success in achieving national strategic objectives.

Baoshan’s Songhu Memorial is currently undergoing a partial upgrading to “conform with the opening of
commemoration activities” (JhEc & 22 =2 5= B9 FT ) and is set to open later this year (Baoshan People’s
Government, December 2, 2024). It is apparently yet to open, but when it does, the exhibits likely will
continue to reinforce the Party’s pervasive narratives about its own centrality in the history of the war, as well
as the centrality of militaristic values in the Party’s conception of the PRC today.

Johanna M. Costigan is a writer and editor focused on China’s modern history and contemporary technology
policy. She holds an MSc in Contemporary Chinese Studies from the University of Oxford and writes the
newsletter The Long Game.
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Xi Seeks to Woo Foreign and Domestic Business

By Willy Wo-Lap Lam

Xi Jinping giving a speech at the forum for private enterprises in February. (Source: Xinhua)
Executive Summary:

e President Xi Jinping unveiled the “2025 Action Plan to Stabilize Foreign Investment” and met with leading
entrepreneurs for the first time in seven years, in an effort to reinvigorate the private sector and court
foreign investment.

e The plan seeks foreign investment in sectors Beijing sees as strategic, such as biotechnology,
telecommunications, education, and healthcare.

e Xi's photo opportunity with industry leaders seems intended to show that the country’s industrial policies
are bearing fruit for favored firms who, while nominally private, have deep ties to the party-state.
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The leadership of the People’s Republic of China (PRC) has taken advantage of U.S. President Donald
Trump’s relatively measured approach to the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) regime by announcing moves
to resuscitate pro-market policies. Trump has raised the possibility of a spring téte-a-téte with his counterpart,
CCP General Secretary and commander-in-chief Xi Jinping. Washington also is yet to object to the PRC
playing some role in ongoing Ukraine peace talks and to boost its influence in the European Union in general
(Reuters, February 20; Associated Press, February 25). Additionally, the new President has slapped only a
10 percent tariff on PRC imports—lower than the 25 percent imposed on goods from Canada and Mexico and
well below the “60 percent or higher” omnibus rate for PRC exports to the United States that Trump had
threatened while running for office (The White House, February 1; CNN, February 4, 2024; USA Customs
Clearance, February 10).

Plan to Attract Investment

In February, the PRC State Council unveiled a “2025 Action Plan to Stabilize Foreign Investment” (2025 4=
F2IMNR1TE A 2) (Xinhua, February 10; People’s Daily, February 21). The plan aims to attract foreign

capital and to persuade existing PRC-based firms to remain in the country. Its unveiling followed warning
signs from the first two months of the year. The PRC Ministry of Commerce indicated in mid-February that
only RMB 98 billion ($13 billion) in foreign direct investment (FDI) was used in January 2025, a 13 percent
drop from the same period in 2024. The anemic start to the new year came after a plunge in FDI of over 27
percent in all of 2024 to RMB 830 billion ($110 billion)—the lowest figure since 2016 (Global Times, February
19; CNN, February 20).

The new Action Plan is geared toward encouraging investment in sectors including biotechnology,
telecommunications, education, and healthcare. While close to 60,000 foreign-invested enterprises were
established in the country last year, big-name multinationals and Western firms with cutting-edge technology
are eschewing the PRC or downsizing their operations. This is in part due to efforts by the Western alliance—
which includes the United States, Canada, Japan, South Korea, and Australia—to decouple the PRC’s high-
tech industries from global supply chains.

Key areas in the 20-point plan include pledges to allow foreign-invested enterprises to gain access to credit
from domestic banks, to set up “investment companies” (¥ 3% 14 /A 5J), and to form more joint ventures with

domestic firms in strategic sectors. The incentives also comprise expanding showcase schemes to provide
preferential policies to foreign-invested enterprises in certain sectors. Vaguely defined, “pilot free trade
zones” (1356 X ) will open to accommodate the specific needs of multinationals. Particular attention is paid to

the “orderly opening up of the biomedical sector” (¥ =) 4 4 &= 259386 77T 1X). Certain agricultural

sectors, such as animal husbandry, will also accept foreign capital for the first time since Deng announced his
policy of reform and opening almost five decades ago.

Caveats are warranted, however, and could handicap this novel phase of opening up to outside investment.
First, some of the pledges regarding market access for foreign-invested enterprises’ market access are less
generous even than those made upon the country’s accession to the World Trade Organization in 2001.
Those earlier pledges included allowing foreign companies to partake in financial sectors such as banking,
insurance, and asset management. Foreign-invested enterprises were exempt from the adverse impact of
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interest rate fluctuations in Chinese banks and were able to secure better interest rates from PRC financial
institutions, as well as largely having immunity from foreign-exchange controls imposed by PRC banking
authorities (Brookings Institution, May 9, 2001; China Brief, July 24, 2001; IMF, September 2002).

Similar—and in some cases more generous—policies for foreign-invested enterprises were already applied
within the 21 free trade zones set up in as many cities and administrative regions between 2013 and 2023.
However, pledges that foreign investors in these zones would have access to liberalized foreign-exchange
policies as well as more flexible interest-rate arrangements remain unfulfilled. Nor have promises that
products from overseas firms based in these zones can have broader domestic distribution rights come to
pass.

A group of experts under Shandong Province’s commerce department has pinpointed four potential stumbling
blocks to the plan’s success. First, the free trade zones will not be immune to geopolitical risks. Second,
policymakers cannot just rely on “top-level design” (Tl /215 & ). While certain units and personalities at the

top of the party have adopted a highly positive approach to the zones, ministerial and mid-level administrators
often fail to implement policies in ways that enhance the innovative potential of the free trade zones. Third,
the number of zones is too small to have sufficient positive spillover effects to the broader economy. This is
especially the case in the more underdeveloped west, where there are only five across 12 provinces. Finally,
the zones have failed to attract large sums of investment, something that is partially reflected by the fact that
19 of the 21 zones have not expanded since they were introduced (FDI China, February 28, 2023; Xinhua,
August 2, 2023; Shandong Pilot Free Trade Zone, September 20, 2023; C.i. Process, January 3).

Xi Chairs Symposium With Business Leaders

Xi has also sought to reassure the business community by convening a “symposium” (&% <) with leaders
from the “private” (minying; EE &) sector (Xinhua, February 17). The symposium was the first time in seven

years that Xi has so explicitly courted such enterprises, though he did not specify what dispensations will be
given in such key areas as securing affordable credit and government assistance in finding buyers in foreign
countries. Xi did not signal any major policy shifts for the non-state sector, indicating that the country’s
development path will continue to rely on industrial policy funneling resources to strategic sectors and star
enterprises, as well as strict guidance for key state-owned firms. Xi claimed that “in the new era and on the
new journey, our country’s social productivity will unceasingly increase” (AT FT1EFE, BREMS 4

FIEARWELF) (Xinhua, February 18).

While nominally private, most of the firms represented at the symposium continue to rely on close ties with
the party-state apparatus, especially by benefitting from industrial policies and acquiescing to other
requirements. Frequently, they will solicit investments from members of the CCP’s big clans or receive
preferential treatment when borrowing from state banks (Hoover Institution, September 7, 2023; CNA,
September 6, 2024). For example, Huawei, which was singled out for praise by Xi, has deep ties to the party
and the military (though its claims to be an “independent company” whose shares are owned by its
employees). Also on hand was Jack Ma of Alibaba, as well as the owners and CEOs of other tech giants
such as Tencent, Xiaomi, and Wang Chuanfu (£ 1% &), the founder and CEO of BYD, best known for its
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electric vehicles that outperformed Tesla on the world market in 2024 (Sina Finance, January 7; 163, January
7; XI@hungjng69679118, February 17; Huawei, n.d.).

Xi's photo op with these industry leaders seems intended to show that the country’s industrial policies are
bearing fruit for favored firms. However, it comes as Xi's team is working to ensure that these quasi-minying
firms are under ever-tighter control by the Party. In recent years, authorities have enlarged the size and
power of the party cells within these enterprises under the pretext of enhancing “party building” (32 A Z1X).

Most CEOs of these firms also double as secretaries of the policy-setting party cell of their units, other
members of such cells are appointed by the CCP’s Organization Department. These individuals can exercise
powers similar to those of board directors in Western firms (CSIS, January 31, 2023; All-China Federation of
Industry and Commerce, March 27, 2024; People’s Daily, February 21). Moreover, struggles in the broader
economy are unlikely to persuade investors that the recent symposium signals any real change. Hundreds of
apparently successful minying firms have been subject to harassment by police and tax collectors. At a time
when local-level administrations are saddled with debt totaling more than RMB 60 trillion ($8.2 trillion), public
security and taxation departments are determined to force these firms to cough up profits and even,
according to some reports, unpaid taxes going back decades (Voice of America, November 5, 2024; New
York Times Chinese Edition, November 26, 2024).

Conclusion

The conservative Xi leadership is wary of being held hostage by multinationals, and so is unwilling to lower
restrictions on their access the PRC’s domestic market. The ongoing technological slugfest between the PRC
and a coalition of advanced economies, including the United States, Germany, the Netherlands, Japan,
South Korea, and Taiwan, has contributed to rising nationalism in Chinese society. Some foreign countries
have updated travel advisories warning their citizens of the dangers of doing business or traveling as tourists
in the PRC (University of Michigan, October 17, 2024; U.S. Department of State, November 27, 2024).
President Trump may have expressed eagerness to maintain channels of communication with President Xi,
but Beijing’s pledge of a new deal to the nation’s non-state sectors and promises of further opening to
multinationals and foreign investors are unlikely to boost the nation’s spiraling economy.

Dr. Willy Wo-Lap Lam is a Senior Fellow at The Jamestown Foundation, and a regular contributor to China
Brief. He is an Adjunct Professor at the Center for China Studies, the History Department, and the Master’s
Program in Global Political Economy at the Chinese University of Hong Kong. He is the author of six books
on China, including Chinese Politics in the Era of Xi Jinping (2015). His latest book, Xi Jinping: The Hidden
Agendas of China’s Ruler for Life, was released by Routledge Publishing in August 2023.

28


https://finance.sina.com.cn/stock/relnews/cn/2025-01-07/doc-ineecfif8211049.shtml
https://www.163.com/dy/article/JL9TN07P0511A5GF.html
http://x.com/hungjng69679118/status/1891629910495564049
https://www.huawei.com/trust-center/trustworthy/we-are#:~:text=Huawei%20is%20a%20private%20company,or%20influences%20our%20decision%2Dmaking
https://www.csis.org/analysis/ccp-inc-reshaping-chinas-state-capitalist-system
https://www.acfic.org.cn/fgzs/ldjh/202403/t20240327_200701.html
https://www.acfic.org.cn/fgzs/ldjh/202403/t20240327_200701.html
https://www.gov.cn/zhengce/zhengceku/202501/content_6997129.htm
https://www.voachinese.com/a/china-off-site-law-enforcement-intensifies-economic-downturn/7851033.html
https://cn.nytimes.com/china/20241126/china-economy-police-business/
https://cn.nytimes.com/china/20241126/china-economy-police-business/
https://news.umich.edu/nationalism-forces-chinese-multinationals-to-reclaim-home-country-identity/2
https://travel.state.gov/content/travel/en/traveladvisories/traveladvisories/china-travel-advisory.html

