
Railroads and Chinese Power in Southeast
Asia: A Game-Changing Influence
The region of Southeast Asia has long been a melting pot of cultures, economies,
and political dynamics. Over the past decade, another player has been steadily
making its mark on this diverse landscape - China. With its growing economic
clout and ambitious infrastructure projects, China's presence in Southeast Asia
has been particularly visible in the development of railroads. These railroads have
not only bolstered regional connectivity but also served as a powerful tool for
Chinese influence in the region. This article explores the rise of Chinese power in
Southeast Asia through the lens of railroad projects, their impact on local
economies, and the geopolitical implications involved.

The Surge of Chinese Railroads

China's entry into the Southeast Asian railroad arena began in earnest with the
launch of the Kunming-Singapore Railway Initiative in 2013. This ambitious
project aimed to connect China's southwestern city of Kunming to the bustling
port city-state of Singapore via a network of high-speed railways, passing through
several countries in Southeast Asia. The completion of this project would not only
enhance regional connectivity but also establish China as a highly influential
player in the region.

Since then, China has actively pursued railroad projects across Southeast Asia,
often financing and constructing them through its flagship Belt and Road Initiative
(BRI). Of particular note is the China-Laos Railway, which commenced
construction in 2016 and is expected to be completed in 2021. This railway will
connect Kunming to the capital city of Vientiane, cutting travel time between the



two cities from two days by road to just three hours by rail. Not only will this boost
trade and tourism, but it will also strengthen China's influence in landlocked Laos.
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Impact on Local Economies

The of Chinese-built railroads in Southeast Asia has had significant economic
implications for the countries involved. By enhancing connectivity, these railroads
have sparked economic growth, facilitated trade, and created job opportunities.
For example, the construction of the China-Laos Railway has led to an influx of
Chinese workers and investment into the local economy, resulting in improved
infrastructure, increased tourism, and a surge in cross-border trade.

Additionally, the Chinese railroads have provided a more cost-effective and
efficient mode of transportation, reducing the reliance on traditional maritime
routes. This development has opened up new opportunities for Southeast Asian
countries to diversify their economies and expand their trade networks. It has also
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allowed for the development of previously inaccessible regions, promoting
economic inclusivity and reducing regional disparities.

Geopolitical Implications

The proliferation of Chinese-built railroads in Southeast Asia has far-reaching
geopolitical implications. China's investments in these projects come with political
influence, creating dependency and forging closer ties with the recipient
countries. This newfound influence has allowed China to shape regional policies
and gain support for its strategic objectives.

Moreover, the geographic advantage offered by these railroads allows China to
strengthen its military presence in the region. Railways provide not only the
means for quick mobilization of troops but also an efficient supply chain to
support distant military outposts. This has raised concerns among neighboring
countries and drawn attention to China's expanding military capability and
ambitions.

The Road Ahead: Balancing Act

As China continues to expand its railroad network in Southeast Asia, it is crucial
for the recipient countries to strike a careful balance between reaping the
economic benefits and safeguarding their sovereignty. While Chinese
investments bring much-needed infrastructure development and economic
growth, there is a risk of undue dependence and potential loss of control over
critical assets.

Efforts are underway to mitigate these risks and ensure a more equitable
distribution of benefits. Countries like Malaysia and Thailand have renegotiated
terms of certain railroad projects to address concerns of financial burden and
sovereignty. Additionally, there is a growing trend of diversifying foreign



investments, seeking alternative funding sources, and actively involving local
businesses in project implementation.

The rise of Chinese power in Southeast Asia through the development of
railroads is an undeniable phenomenon that has had a game-changing influence
on the region. These railroads have not only enhanced regional connectivity and
economic growth but also solidified China's geopolitical positioning. As Southeast
Asian countries continue to navigate their relationships with China, it is crucial to
strike a delicate balance that maximizes the benefits while safeguarding their own
interests and sovereignty. The future of Southeast Asia's railroads will
undoubtedly shape the dynamics of the region for years to come.
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What China’s infamous railway initiative can teach us about global dominance.

In 2013, Chinese President Xi Jinping unveiled what would come to be known as
the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI)—a global development strategy involving
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infrastructure projects and associated financing throughout the world, including
Asia, Africa, the Middle East, Europe, and the Americas. While the Chinese
government has framed the plan as one promoting transnational connectivity,
critics and security experts see it as part of a larger strategy to achieve global
dominance. Rivers of Iron examines one aspect of President Xi Jinping’s “New
Era”: China’s effort to create an intercountry railway system connecting China and
its seven Southeast Asian neighbors (Cambodia, Laos, Malaysia, Myanmar,
Singapore, Thailand, and Vietnam). This book illuminates the political strengths
and weaknesses of the plan, as well as the capacity of the impacted countries to
resist, shape, and even take advantage of China’s wide-reaching actions. Using
frameworks from the fields of international relations and comparative politics, the
authors of Rivers of Iron seek to explain how domestic politics in these eight
Asian nations shaped their varying external responses and behaviors. How does
China wield power using infrastructure? Do smaller states have agency? How
should we understand the role of infrastructure in broader development? Does
industrial policy work? And crucially, how should competing global powers
respond?
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