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Abstract

The Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), introduced by China in 2013, has emerged as one of the most
influential international development and connectivity initiatives in the contemporary global
economy. Through infrastructure development, trade facilitation, investment cooperation and
regional integration, the BRI has reshaped economic relations between China and participating
countries across Asia, Europe, Africa and beyond. Malaysia has become one of the most important
Southeast Asian participants in the initiative due to its strategic geographical location, strong
diplomatic relationship with China and openness towards foreign direct investment. Among the
flagship projects under the BRI framework in Malaysia is the Malaysia-China Kuantan Industrial Park
(MCKIP), which has attracted considerable attention due to its potential to stimulate industrial
growth, employment opportunities, infrastructure expansion and regional economic transformation.
This journal article critically examines the development of the BRI from global and Malaysian
perspectives while focusing specifically on the role of MCKIP as a catalyst for regional economic
development. The study explores the historical background of the BRI, the achievements and
challenges associated with its implementation, China’s diplomatic landscape, ASEAN’s response to
the initiative and the influence of foreign direct investment within the MCKIP development
framework. In addition, the study analyses the importance of supporting infrastructure such as
Kuantan Port and the East Coast Rail Link (ECRL), which are regarded as strategic game changers for
the East Coast Economic Region (ECER). The findings indicate that the BRI has significantly
strengthened Malaysia-China economic relations through industrial cooperation, infrastructure
investment and trade connectivity. MCKIP has successfully attracted billions of ringgits in foreign
direct investment, especially from China, while contributing to local industrialization and
employment creation. However, concerns regarding debt sustainability, governance, environmental
impact, local participation and transparency continue to shape public debates surrounding the BRI
projects in Malaysia. The article further highlights that while the BRI offers significant economic
opportunities, long-term success depends on balanced governance, sustainable development
policies, local stakeholder engagement and transparent implementation mechanisms.
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1. Introduction

The rapid rise of China as a global economic power has significantly transformed the international
political and economic landscape over the last four decades. Since the implementation of Deng
Xiaoping’s reform and opening-up policies in the late 1970s, China has successfully transitioned from
a centrally planned economy into one of the world’s leading manufacturing and trading nations. As
China’s economic influence expanded globally, the country began introducing new international
initiatives aimed at enhancing regional integration, economic cooperation and infrastructure
connectivity.

One of the most ambitious strategies introduced by China is the BRI, formerly known as One Belt One
Road (OBOR). Officially announced by President Xi Jinping in 2013, the BRI aims to improve
connectivity and economic cooperation among countries across Asia, Europe, Africa and the Middle
East through infrastructure investment, trade facilitation, financial integration and people-to-people
exchanges. The initiative consists of two major components namely the Silk Road Economic Belt and
the 21st Century Maritime Silk Road.

The BRI has rapidly expanded its geographical and economic influence, involving more than 140
countries and international organizations globally. China views the initiative as a platform to
encourage peaceful development, enhance trade relations, promote infrastructure connectivity and
create mutual economic benefits. Supporters of the BRI argue that it provides developing countries
with much-needed infrastructure financing and economic opportunities. However, critics continue
to raise concerns regarding debt dependency, political influence, environmental sustainability and
governance transparency.

Malaysia is among the earliest Southeast Asian countries to support and participate actively in the
BRI. The strong diplomatic ties between Malaysia and China date back to 1974 when Malaysia
became the first ASEAN country to establish diplomatic relations with the People’s Republic of China.
Since then, bilateral relations between the two countries have continued to strengthen through trade,
investment and cultural cooperation.

Within the Malaysian context, one of the most significant BRI-related developments is the MCKIP,
located in Kuantan, Pahang. MCKIP was developed as a flagship project under the “Two Countries,
Twin Parks” cooperation model between Malaysia and China, alongside the China-Malaysia Qinzhou
Industrial Park (CMQIP) in Guangxi, China. The industrial park aims to attract foreign direct
investment, strengthen industrial cooperation and promote economic development in Malaysia’s
East Coast Economic Region.

The development of MCKIP is closely linked to strategic infrastructure projects such as Kuantan Port
and the ECRL. These projects collectively aim to transform Kuantan into a major industrial and
logistics hub connecting Malaysia to regional and global markets. Through these developments, the
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Malaysian government hopes to narrow the economic gap between the east and west coasts of
Peninsular Malaysia while creating employment opportunities and stimulating industrial growth.

This article examines the role of the BRI in Malaysia with particular emphasis on MCKIP and its
broader economic implications. The article also analyses the achievements, challenges and
geopolitical implications associated with the initiative while exploring ASEAN responses and
regional dynamics.

2. Literature Review
2.1 Belt and Road Initiative: Global and Malaysian Perspectives

The Belt and Road Initiative has become one of the most widely discussed international development
initiatives in the world today. Since its introduction in 2013, the BRI has attracted global attention
due to its scale, financial commitment and geopolitical implications. The initiative aims to create a
comprehensive network of trade routes, infrastructure corridors and economic partnerships
connecting China with countries across Asia, Europe and Africa.

The BRI emerged during a period when China sought to strengthen its international influence while
addressing domestic economic challenges such as industrial overcapacity, slowing economic growth
and regional inequality. Through infrastructure investment and trade cooperation, China aims to
expand global markets, secure energy routes and promote economic integration. The concept of the
Silk Road has deep historical significance. Historically, the Silk Road served as a major trade route
linking China with Central Asia, the Middle East and Europe. Through the BRI, China seeks to revive
this historical legacy while adapting it to modern economic and geopolitical realities.

The BRI consists of six major economic corridors including the China-Pakistan Economic Corridor,
the China-Indochina Peninsula Economic Corridor and the Bangladesh-China-India-Myanmar
Economic Corridor. The initiative also includes large-scale infrastructure investments such as
railways, ports, highways, industrial parks and telecommunications networks. In Malaysia, the BRI
has primarily influenced infrastructure development, manufacturing, logistics and trade cooperation.
Major projects associated with the BRI include the ECRL, Kuantan Port expansion and MCKIP. These
projects are expected to improve regional connectivity and stimulate economic development.

Malaysia’s strategic geographical position along major maritime trade routes makes the country an
important participant in the Maritime Silk Road. China views Malaysia as a critical gateway
connecting East Asia with Southeast Asia and the Indian Ocean. Despite the economic opportunities
associated with the BRI, various concerns have emerged. Critics argue that some BRI projects may
lead to excessive debt burdens for participating countries. Others question the transparency of
project negotiations, environmental impacts and the extent of local economic participation.

In Malaysia, public opinion regarding the BRI remains divided. Supporters emphasise the potential
economic benefits including infrastructure development, employment creation and increased
foreign investment. However, opponents raise concerns about national sovereignty, debt
dependency and foreign influence. Nevertheless, the BRI has significantly strengthened Malaysia-
China relations and positioned Malaysia as a major participant in regional economic integration.
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2.2 Achievements of the BRI

Since its introduction, the BRI has achieved substantial progress in infrastructure development and
international economic cooperation. China has invested heavily in railway systems, ports, industrial
parks and telecommunications infrastructure both domestically and internationally. China’s
infrastructure achievements are closely linked to the success of the BRI. Over the past decade, China
has become the world leader in high-speed rail development. By 2020, China’s high-speed railway
network exceeded 38,000 kilometres, making it the largest in the world.

The BRI has also facilitated the expansion of China-Europe freight train services, which have
significantly improved trade connectivity between Asia and Europe. Thousands of freight train trips
are conducted annually, transporting goods across multiple countries and regions. Internationally,
China has invested billions of dollars in infrastructure projects across participating countries. Ports,
railways, highways and industrial zones have been developed under the BRI framework.

In ASEAN countries, the BRI has supported the development of transportation networks, industrial
cooperation and logistics infrastructure. Examples include the Jakarta-Bandung High-Speed Railway
in Indonesia, the China-Laos Railway and industrial cooperation projects in Malaysia. China has also
established major financing mechanisms to support the BRI, including the Asian Infrastructure
Investment Bank (AIIB), Silk Road Fund and policy banks such as the China Development Bank and
Export-Import Bank of China.

The initiative has contributed to increased trade flows between China and participating countries.
Bilateral trade between China and BRI countries has reached trillions of dollars, demonstrating the
growing economic significance of the initiative. However, despite these achievements, challenges
remain regarding financial sustainability, geopolitical tensions and project implementation.

2.3 China’s Diplomatic Landscape and the BRI

The BRI is closely connected to China’s broader diplomatic and geopolitical strategy. Through the
initiative, China seeks to strengthen international partnerships, expand economic influence and
promote a new model of global cooperation. President Xi Jinping introduced the concept of the
“Chinese Dream” as part of China’s national rejuvenation strategy. Within this framework, the BRI
represents an important mechanism for enhancing China’s global leadership role.

China’s diplomatic approach under the BRI emphasizes principles such as mutual cooperation, win-
win development and shared prosperity. China argues that the initiative promotes peaceful
development rather than geopolitical confrontation. The BRI also supports China’s objective of
internationalizing its industries, technologies and financial systems. By investing in overseas
infrastructure projects, Chinese companies gain access to international markets while reducing
domestic industrial overcapacity.

Furthermore, China has actively promoted multilateral cooperation through institutions such as the
AlIB and regional economic partnerships. Nevertheless, some countries remain cautious regarding
China’s growing influence. Critics argue that the BRI may enhance China’s geopolitical leverage over
participating countries. Concerns have also emerged regarding strategic infrastructure ownership
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and political influence. Despite these concerns, China continues to position the BRI as an inclusive
and cooperative international initiative.

2.4 ASEAN Perspectives on the BRI

ASEAN countries play a critical role within the BRI due to their strategic geographical position and
economic significance. Southeast Asia serves as a key transit region connecting China with the Indian
Ocean, Europe and Africa. China and ASEAN have developed strong economic relations over the past
several decades. China has become ASEAN'’s largest trading partner while ASEAN remains one of
China’s most important regional economic partners.

ASEAN countries have demonstrated varying levels of support towards the BRI. Countries such as
Cambodia and Laos strongly support the initiative due to significant Chinese investment and
infrastructure development assistance. Meanwhile, countries such as Malaysia, Indonesia and
Thailand have adopted more conditional approaches. These countries support infrastructure
cooperation but also seek to ensure national interests, local participation and financial sustainability.
Vietnam and the Philippines have shown greater caution due to territorial disputes with China in the
South China Sea.

Despite differences in perspectives, ASEAN countries generally recognize the importance of
infrastructure development and regional connectivity. Many ASEAN states view the BRI as an
opportunity to address infrastructure gaps and attract foreign investment. However, concerns
regarding debt dependency, transparency, labour practices and environmental impacts continue to
influence public debates.

The South China Sea dispute remains a significant factor shaping China-ASEAN relations. Territorial
tensions have complicated regional cooperation despite growing economic interdependence.
Nevertheless, ASEAN and China continue to strengthen cooperation through trade agreements,
infrastructure partnerships and diplomatic dialogue.

3. Foreign Direct Investment and MCKIP Development
3.1 Introduction to MCKIP

The MCKIP is one of the most important BRI-related projects in Malaysia. Located in Kuantan,
Pahang, MCKIP was officially launched in 2013 as part of the “Two Countries, Twin Parks”
cooperation model between Malaysia and China.

The industrial park was developed to strengthen bilateral economic cooperation, attract foreign
direct investment and stimulate industrial growth in Malaysia’s East Coast Economic Region. MCKIP
covers a large industrial area strategically located near Kuantan Port. The industrial park focuses on
sectors such as steel manufacturing, aluminium processing, renewable energy, tires, chemicals and
advanced manufacturing.

The Malaysian government has provided significant support for the development of MCKIP through
infrastructure investment, tax incentives and industrial policies. Incentives include corporate tax
exemptions, import duty exemptions and infrastructure support. The establishment of MCKIP
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reflects Malaysia’s strategy to attract high-value foreign investment while strengthening regional
industrial development.

3.2 Foreign Direct Investment in MCKIP

Foreign direct investment plays a critical role in the development of MCKIP. Since its establishment,
the industrial park has attracted billions of ringgits in investment commitments from Chinese and
international companies.

One of the earliest and most successful investors in MCKIP is Alliance Steel (M) Sdn Bhd. The
company invested approximately RM5.6 billion in a steel manufacturing facility and created
thousands of employment opportunities. The success of Alliance Steel demonstrated the potential of
MCKIP as an industrial and manufacturing hub. The project significantly contributed to local
economic activities and export growth. Other investment projects in MCKIP involve sectors such as
renewable energy, tyre manufacturing, battery production and aluminium processing.

However, not all proposed investments were successfully implemented. Some projects faced delays,
cancellation or suspension due to regulatory challenges, market uncertainties and the COVID-19
pandemic. For example, certain planned investments involving renewable energy and advanced
manufacturing were unable to proceed smoothly due to bureaucratic procedures and investment
uncertainties.

The COVID-19 pandemic also disrupted international investment flows and delayed project
implementation. Despite these challenges, MCKIP continues to attract investor interest due to its
strategic location, government incentives and proximity to Kuantan Port.

3.3 Economic Contributions of MCKIP

MCKIP has generated multiple economic benefits for Malaysia, particularly for the East Coast region.
First, the industrial park has contributed significantly to employment creation. Thousands of local
workers have been employed in manufacturing, logistics, engineering and support services.

Second, MCKIP has stimulated industrial development and export activities. Manufacturing
companies operating within the industrial park contribute to Malaysia’s industrial production and
export revenues. Third, the development of MCKIP has encouraged infrastructure expansion
including roads, utilities, logistics facilities and port development. Fourth, MCKIP has strengthened
Malaysia-China economic relations through industrial cooperation and investment partnerships.

The industrial park also contributes to regional economic development by attracting supporting
industries, small businesses and service providers. However, concerns remain regarding the extent
of technology transfer and local business participation. Critics argue that some Chinese companies
rely heavily on imported labour, materials and supply chains rather than local businesses.

There are also debates regarding whether local small and medium enterprises (SMEs) benefit
sufficiently from large-scale foreign investments. Despite these concerns, MCKIP remains an
important component of Malaysia’s industrial development strategy.
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4. Kuantan Port and Strategic Connectivity
4.1 Importance of Kuantan Port

Kuantan Port plays a crucial role in the development of MCKIP and the broader East Coast Economic
Region. Located along the South China Sea, Kuantan Port serves as an important gateway for regional
and international trade.

The port’s strategic geographical position provides direct maritime connectivity between Malaysia
and East Asian markets including China. Historically, Kuantan Port functioned primarily as a regional
cargo port. However, the rapid expansion of industrial activities under the BRI created the need for
major port upgrades and expansion. The collaboration between Malaysian stakeholders and China’s
Guangxi Beibu Gulf International Port Group significantly accelerated the development of Kuantan
Port.

4.2 Expansion and Development

The expansion of Kuantan Port includes the construction of deep-water terminals capable of handling
larger vessels and increased cargo volumes. The port expansion project aims to transform Kuantan
into a major logistics and industrial hub supporting MCKIP and regional trade activities.

The development of Kuantan Port is closely linked to the East Coast Economic Region Development
Council (ECERDC) and Malaysia’s regional development strategy. The port supports the import of
raw materials and export of manufactured goods from industries operating within MCKIP.

Kuantan Port’s connectivity with China also strengthens Malaysia’s participation in regional supply
chains and maritime trade routes. Compared to other Malaysian ports, Kuantan Port offers shorter
maritime distances to China, potentially reducing transportation time and logistics costs. The
integration of Kuantan Port with rail and road infrastructure further enhances its strategic
importance.

4.3 Challenges and Opportunities

Despite its strategic advantages, Kuantan Port faces competition from established regional ports such
as Singapore and Port Klang. To remain competitive, continuous investment in port infrastructure,
logistics efficiency and technological capabilities is necessary.

Environmental sustainability and community impact must also be carefully managed. Nevertheless,
the port’s expansion creates significant opportunities for regional industrialization, trade growth and
foreign investment. The successful integration of Kuantan Port with MCKIP and the ECRL could
strengthen Malaysia’s role as a regional logistics and manufacturing hub.
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5. East Coast Rail Link (ECRL) as a Game Changer
5.1 Background of the ECRL

The ECRL is one of Malaysia’s largest infrastructure projects and a major component of BRI
cooperation. The railway project aims to connect Malaysia’s east coast states including Kelantan,
Terengganu and Pahang with the more developed west coast region. The ECRL is expected to improve
transportation connectivity, reduce travel time and stimulate regional economic development. The
project is financed primarily through loans from China’s Export-Import Bank while construction is
led by China Communications Construction Company (CCCC).

5.2 Economic Benefits

Supporters of the ECRL argue that the project will significantly enhance economic integration and
regional development. The railway is expected to facilitate freight transportation, improve logistics
efficiency and encourage industrial activities. The ECRL will also support tourism development and
improve accessibility for businesses and local communities.

Importantly, the project aims to reduce the economic gap between the east and west coasts of
Peninsular Malaysia. The railway’s integration with Kuantan Port and MCKIP strengthens Malaysia’s
transportation network and industrial connectivity. The project is expected to create employment
opportunities during both construction and operational phases.

5.3 Concerns and Criticism

Despite its potential benefits, the ECRL has generated significant public debate and criticism. One
major concern relates to the project’s high construction cost and long-term financial implications.
Critics question whether the railway will generate sufficient economic returns to justify its cost.
There are also concerns regarding transparency, procurement processes and governance.

Environmental groups have raised objections regarding potential ecological impacts including
deforestation and disruption to wildlife habitats. Some analysts argue that the ECRL primarily serves
China’s geopolitical interests rather than Malaysia’s economic priorities. Others question the level of
local participation and technology transfer associated with the project. Despite these concerns, the
Malaysian government continues to support the ECRL as a long-term strategic infrastructure
investment.

6. Discussion

The implementation of the Belt and Road Initiative in Malaysia demonstrates both significant
opportunities and complex challenges. Through projects such as MCKIP, Kuantan Port and the ECRL,
Malaysia has strengthened its economic relationship with China while attracting substantial foreign
investment.

The BRI has contributed positively to infrastructure development, industrialization and regional
connectivity. In particular, MCKIP has emerged as a major industrial hub supporting manufacturing
growth and employment creation. Infrastructure projects associated with the BRI have also
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improved transportation networks and logistics capabilities, potentially enhancing Malaysia’s
regional competitiveness.

However, concerns regarding governance, debt sustainability and local participation remain highly
relevant. The debate surrounding the ECRL illustrates broader public concerns regarding
transparency and long-term economic viability. Similarly, questions regarding the extent of local
business participation within MCKIP highlight the importance of inclusive development strategies.
To maximize the benefits of the BRI, Malaysia must ensure that infrastructure and industrial projects
align with national development priorities.

Local stakeholder engagement, environmental sustainability and transparent governance
mechanisms are essential for long-term project success. The Malaysian government should also
strengthen policies encouraging technology transfer, local employment and SME participation.

From a regional perspective, ASEAN countries continue to balance economic cooperation with China
against broader geopolitical considerations. The South China Sea dispute and strategic competition
between major powers continue to shape regional dynamics. Nevertheless, economic
interdependence between China and ASEAN is expected to continue growing. The future success of
the BRI in Malaysia and ASEAN will depend largely on mutual trust, sustainable development
practices and effective governance.

6.1 Socioeconomic Implications of the BRI in Malaysia

Beyond infrastructure and industrial development, the BRI has also generated broader
socioeconomic implications for Malaysia. The arrival of large-scale Chinese investment projects has
created new employment opportunities, stimulated regional urbanization and encouraged the
development of supporting industries and services.

In regions such as Kuantan and the wider East Coast Economic Region, the expansion of industrial
activities has contributed to rising demand for housing, transportation, logistics services, retail
activities and education facilities. Local businesses including restaurants, accommodation providers
and transportation operators have also benefited indirectly from industrial and construction
activities.

The development of MCKIP and supporting infrastructure has accelerated urban transformation in
Kuantan. Areas surrounding the industrial park have witnessed increasing commercial activities and
land value appreciation. The inflow of foreign investors and workers has also contributed to changes
in the local economic landscape.

However, socioeconomic transformation also creates challenges. Rapid industrialization may
contribute to rising living costs, environmental pressure and uneven distribution of economic
benefits. Concerns have emerged regarding whether local communities receive sufficient long-term
benefits from foreign-led industrial projects. Employment creation remains one of the most
important arguments supporting BRI projects in Malaysia. Major projects such as Alliance Steel have
created thousands of jobs for Malaysians. Nevertheless, public debates continue regarding the
proportion of local versus foreign workers employed in these projects.
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Some critics argue that Chinese companies tend to bring their own labour force, engineering
expertise and supply chain systems, potentially limiting opportunities for local firms and workers.
Others contend that local participation improves gradually over time as industries mature and local
capacities develop.

The issue of technology transfer is equally important. Ideally, foreign direct investment should
contribute not only to capital inflows but also to knowledge transfer, technical training and
productivity improvement. Malaysia’s long-term economic competitiveness depends significantly on
whether local firms and workers can acquire new industrial skills and technological capabilities
through participation in BRI-related projects. Educational institutions and vocational training
centers may therefore play an important role in supporting industrial transformation linked to
MCKIP and the broader BRI ecosystem. Strengthening cooperation between industries, universities
and training centers could improve workforce readiness and local technological capabilities.

Moreover, the BRI has influenced public perceptions towards China in Malaysia. While some
Malaysians view Chinese investment positively due to economic opportunities and infrastructure
development, others remain cautious regarding sovereignty issues, strategic dependence and
political influence.

Public opinion towards the BRI often fluctuates according to domestic political developments and
changing government policies. Following Malaysia’s 2018 general election, several BRI-related
projects underwent review and renegotiation under the new administration due to concerns
regarding project costs and governance. This demonstrates that while the BRI may be economically
driven, it is also deeply influenced by domestic politics, public sentiment and governance
expectations.

6.2 Environmental Sustainability and Governance Challenges

Environmental sustainability has become an increasingly important issue in evaluating the long-term
impact of BRI projects. Large-scale infrastructure and industrial developments inevitably affect
ecosystems, biodiversity and local communities.

In Malaysia, environmental concerns associated with projects such as the ECRL include deforestation,
habitat fragmentation, water pollution and ecological disruption. Environmental organizations have
raised concerns regarding the potential impact of railway construction on protected forest areas and
wildlife corridors. Malaysia’s Central Forest Spine, an important ecological conservation initiative,
could face pressure from infrastructure expansion if mitigation measures are not properly
implemented.

Industrial projects within MCKIP also raise environmental concerns related to emissions, waste
management and industrial pollution. Heavy industries such as steel manufacturing and aluminium
processing require strict environmental monitoring and regulatory compliance.

Balancing economic development with environmental sustainability remains a major policy
challenge. While industrialization contributes to economic growth, inadequate environmental
governance could generate long-term ecological and public health consequences. To address these
concerns, stronger environmental impact assessment mechanisms, regulatory enforcement and
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corporate accountability are necessary. Environmental governance should not be viewed merely as
a regulatory requirement but as an integral component of sustainable development. The concept of
“green BRI” has increasingly gained attention in recent years. China has expressed commitment
towards promoting environmentally sustainable infrastructure development under the BRI
framework.

However, the implementation of green development principles varies significantly across projects
and countries. Participating countries such as Malaysia must therefore establish clear environmental
standards and monitoring systems to ensure compliance. Governance transparency is another major
issue frequently associated with BRI projects. Critics have questioned procurement procedures,
financing structures and contractual transparency.

The ECRL project, for example, became a subject of political debate due to concerns regarding project
cost, negotiation transparency and debt obligations. Public procurement processes and governance
mechanisms remain critical factors influencing public confidence. Transparent governance is
essential for ensuring that infrastructure investments generate broad-based socioeconomic benefits
while minimizing corruption risks and financial inefficiencies.

Furthermore, governance quality affects investor confidence, project sustainability and public
acceptance. Projects perceived as lacking transparency or accountability may face political resistance
and reputational challenges. Malaysia’s experience demonstrates the importance of balancing
foreign investment attraction with strong governance standards and institutional oversight.

6.3 Geopolitical Dimensions of the BRI in Southeast Asia

The Belt and Road Initiative cannot be understood purely from an economic perspective because it
also carries important geopolitical implications. Southeast Asia occupies a strategically important
position within the BRI due to its location along major maritime trade routes and proximity to the
South China Sea. China’s increasing economic presence in ASEAN through infrastructure investment,
trade and diplomatic engagement has strengthened its regional influence.

However, China’s rise has also intensified strategic competition among major powers including the
United States, Japan and India. The South China Sea dispute remains one of the most sensitive
geopolitical issues affecting China-ASEAN relations. Several ASEAN member states including
Vietnam, the Philippines, Malaysia and Brunei maintain overlapping territorial claims with China in
the South China Sea. These disputes influence regional perceptions towards China’s broader strategic
intentions.

The United States continues to maintain strong political and security interests in Southeast Asia
through alliances, military cooperation and diplomatic engagement. As China expands its economic
influence through the BRI, the region increasingly becomes an arena for strategic competition
between major powers. Some analysts argue that the BRI enables China to expand its geopolitical
influence through economic dependency and strategic infrastructure investments. Others argue that
the initiative primarily reflects economic pragmatism and development cooperation.

In reality, the BRI likely represents a combination of economic, political and strategic objectives. For
ASEAN countries, maintaining strategic balance remains essential. Most ASEAN governments seek to
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benefit economically from Chinese investment while simultaneously preserving diplomatic flexibility
and national sovereignty.

Malaysia’s approach towards the BRI illustrates this balancing strategy. While Malaysia actively
participates in BRI projects and welcomes Chinese investment, it also periodically reviews projects
to ensure alignment with national interests and fiscal sustainability. ASEAN’s principle of centrality
also shapes regional responses towards major power competition. ASEAN generally prefers
multilateral dialogue, regional stability and economic cooperation over direct geopolitical
confrontation.

The future trajectory of the BRI in Southeast Asia will depend significantly on how China manages
regional concerns regarding sovereignty, transparency and strategic trust.

6.4 Future Prospects of MCKIP and BRI Cooperation

Looking forward, MCKIP possesses substantial potential to become a major industrial and logistics
hub within Southeast Asia. The continued expansion of Kuantan Port, integration with the ECRL and
development of industrial supply chains could significantly strengthen regional economic
connectivity. Malaysia’s strategic location, stable business environment and relatively developed
infrastructure continue to attract foreign investors.

If managed effectively, MCKIP could support Malaysia’s ambitions to strengthen advanced
manufacturing, industrial diversification and export-oriented growth. Future development priorities
should focus on enhancing local participation, technological upgrading and environmental
sustainability. Encouraging partnerships between foreign investors and Malaysian SMEs could
strengthen domestic industrial ecosystems and improve technology transfer. The Malaysian
government may also strengthen vocational education and technical training programmes aligned
with industrial demands within MCKIP.

Digital transformation and green technology adoption will likely become increasingly important in
future industrial development strategies. Smart manufacturing, renewable energy integration and
sustainable logistics systems may enhance long-term competitiveness. At the regional level, ASEAN-
China economic cooperation is expected to continue expanding despite geopolitical uncertainties.
Trade interdependence between China and ASEAN has grown steadily and will likely remain a major
driver of regional economic integration. The Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP)
further strengthens regional economic cooperation involving China and ASEAN countries.

However, long-term success depends on ensuring that economic cooperation remains inclusive,
sustainable and mutually beneficial. Malaysia’s experience with the BRI offers valuable lessons for
other developing countries regarding the importance of governance, strategic planning and
stakeholder engagement. While foreign infrastructure investment can accelerate economic
development, projects must align with national priorities and deliver meaningful long-term benefits
to local communities. Ultimately, the BRI’s success in Malaysia will depend not only on financial
investment or physical infrastructure but also on trust, transparency, sustainability and effective
policy implementation.
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7. Conclusion

The BRI represent one of the most ambitious international development strategies of the twenty-first
century. Through infrastructure development, investment cooperation and regional connectivity, the
initiative has reshaped economic relations between China and participating countries. Malaysia has
emerged as a key participant in the BRI due to its strategic geographical location, strong bilateral
relations with China and openness towards foreign investment. The MCKIP, Kuantan Port and the
ECRL illustrate how the BRI has influenced Malaysia’s industrial and infrastructure development.

MCKIP has successfully attracted significant foreign direct investment and contributed to industrial
growth, employment creation and regional economic development. Kuantan Port and the ECRL
further strengthen Malaysia’s logistics and transportation connectivity while supporting broader
regional integration. However, the implementation of BRI projects also presents significant
challenges including debt sustainability, environmental concerns, governance transparency and
geopolitical implications. To ensure long-term success, Malaysia must adopt balanced and
sustainable development approaches that prioritize national interests, local participation and
transparent governance.

Ultimately, the BRI offers substantial opportunities for Malaysia and ASEAN, but successful outcomes
depend on effective management, inclusive policies and mutual cooperation between all
stakeholders.
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