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China’s outward investment and construction in 2023 
mirrored its economy at home. Last year was certainly 
better than 2022, but not as good as hoped. The world 
is different than it was before COVID-19, and it will 
be difficult for China to re-craft authentic overseas 
investment and construction levels matching the 
middle 2010s.

China’s Ministry of Commerce (MOFCOM) insists 
COVID and “zero-COVID” policies were good for 
the country’s outward investment, with a 20 percent 
increase in annual spending from 2019 to 2022.1 This 
is not credible. The ministry claims the majority was 
sent to Hong Kong (population 7.5 million), followed 
by offshore financial centers like the British Virgin 
Islands, which obscures capital flows. The next lead-
ing recipients were rich countries such as the US, but 
these report weak inbound Chinese investment. There 
are other pockets of strength, but not nearly enough to 
justify Beijing’s portrait.2

The obvious conclusion is China’s recent outward 
investment data have been altered, no longer repre-
senting what they did when activity was more robust. 
Verification is challenging because MOFCOM does not 
document individual transactions. The China Global 
Investment Tracker (CGIT) does, using disclosures 
from the companies involved. The CGIT is the most 
complete public record of China’s investment and 
construction overseas, with 4,300 transactions from 
2005 through 2023.3 Through 2019, it roughly matched 
MOFCOM’s outbound investment figures.

The CGIT does not include transactions smaller 
than $95 million, hence missing more if average 
transaction size falls. It understates the People’s 
Republic of China’s (PRC) activity when small deals 
are more appealing. But large deals should be visible 
in corporate statements, and starting in 2020, they 
are not. Unlike MOFCOM, the CGIT shows an unsur-
prising sharp drop in investment in 2020–22 versus 
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Key Points 

• In 2023, China’s documented global investment grew strongly off a poor 2022. The electric 
vehicle supply chain, starting with nickel mining in Indonesia, attracted the most funds. 
China’s global construction was flat, but implementation of construction takes longer.

• A surge after the end of “zero-COVID” policies makes sense. But official Chinese outbound 
investment remains exaggerated because the Ministry of Commerce claims COVID-19 was 
good for outbound investment in 2020–21. Overwhelming evidence says otherwise.

• Chinese investment in the US in 2023 was low. In contrast, American investment in 
China in 2023 is unknown, and American investment in Chinese technology in any year is 
unknown. This lack of information is more pressing than China’s current global spending.
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2017–19. The CGIT’s results fit those published by the 
PRC’s partners.

In 2023, zero COVID ended, yet MOFCOM shows 
an investment rise similar to 2020 and 2021. The 
CGIT’s 2023 spending climbed far quicker—more 
than 40 percent to $56 billion. Leading countries were 
Indonesia and Hungary, two participants in the battery 
supply chain for electric vehicles. This is also reflected 
in transportation and metals, which were the top sec-
tors.4 Now important, the battery chain is not by itself 
big enough to continue the surge. The 2010s saw large 
state-sponsored transactions that richer countries 
may no longer permit and poorer countries may fear 
on debt grounds. To sustain the 2023 pace in 2024, 
another hot sector or the return of investment in Rus-
sia would be required.

The same is true for the PRC’s outward construc-
tion. Investment brings ownership and an indefinite 
presence in the host country, but it’s often confused 
with construction of power plants, ports, and the like. 
China’s overseas building and associated lending nei-
ther ensure ownership nor last indefinitely. The aver-
age investment transaction is larger than recorded for 
construction, but the CGIT records about the same 
number of deals of each type since 2005 (even while 
missing early construction contracts). 

The PRC’s many COVID-related restrictions hit 
construction as they hit investment. And the construc-
tion recovery is necessarily slower because projects 
take longer to verify. Construction activity was flat 
compared to 2022, but this will change as more 2023 
transactions are confirmed this year. For the moment, 
the leading country was Saudi Arabia, and not coinci-
dentally, the leading sector was energy. 

Though huge investment numbers are tossed around, 
the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) is primarily con-
struction. Official statistics typically count 60-odd 
countries, yet 152 are listed on the government portal.5 
The CGIT uses the latter to see the BRI’s maximum 
extent and finds $390 billion invested and $570 billion 
built since the BRI’s inception in late 2013. This broad 
version of the BRI dominates Chinese construction 
globally and could become more important in invest-
ment, if rich countries remain suspicious of the PRC.

One of the suspicious rich countries is the US. Peak-
ing above $50 billion in 2016 (excluding bonds), Chi-
nese investment in the US during 2020–23 totaled only  

$9.7 billion. The PRC is not buying much American 
land—or anything else. Since 2017, changes in the 
amount of money headed from the US to the PRC have 
been more important.

The Committee on Foreign Investment in the United 
States (CFIUS) prevents foreign acquisition of sensi-
tive technology at home. On paper, American technol-
ogy exports are controlled.6 Yet American investment 
supporting technology in China goes unmonitored. At 
the end of 2022, US portfolio investment in the PRC, 
including Hong Kong, totaled $910 billion, an unknown 
amount in technology because American policymakers 
have chosen not to know.7 From the BRI to American 
investment in China, good policy is impossible without 
good information.

CGIT vs. MOFCOM

Chinese enterprises almost never disclose depreciation 
of outward investment, and the CGIT does not estimate 
depreciation. Since the PRC’s spending faded from its 
2016 peak, and certainly during the pandemic, there 
have been cases of disinvestment. When disinvestment 
incurs a loss, it’s included in “troubled transactions”—
where investment or construction is impaired after a 
commercial agreement is finalized. Disinvestment is 
not otherwise measured. CGIT figures are thus gross 
outlays, as are the flows reported by MOFCOM.

The CGIT’s sources are the firms engaged in the 
transactions, whether Chinese or foreign. Firms may 
disclose transactions and later revise, and the CGIT 
is revised semiannually. The CGIT does not cover 
loans, trade, or bond purchases. Its other limitations 
feature companies typically revealing total amounts, 
not annual chunks. The best single date to attach to a 
transaction can therefore change over time or be mis-
leading. Corporate disclosure is of lower quality when 
investment or construction occurs in less transparent 
countries. The $95 million cutoff can strongly affect 
results for small economies.

From 2005 through 2023, there are 2,154 investments 
of the required size, valued at $1.43 trillion. There are 
2,143 engineering and construction projects, worth 
$945 billion. There are 370 troubled transactions, worth 
close to $440 billion.

In 2020–22, recorded transaction size declined, sug-
gesting fewer transactions qualified for inclusion in  
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the CGIT. But even if the CGIT is missing transactions, 
it’s unclear how MOFCOM can justify its numbers. For 
years, the two series fit well in totals and growth (Table 
1). In both, investment rises strongly until a 2016–17 
peak. (Chinese regulators imposed tighter controls in 
late 2016, and key foreign partners also restricted Chi-
nese capital in 2017 and after.)8 From 2005 through 
2019, the CGIT documents nearly 88 percent of the 
investment MOFCOM announced, with the gap easily 
attributed to the omission of smaller deals.

That changed dramatically in 2020, with spillover 
effects still being felt. The CGIT methodology that 
worked for 15 years unsurprisingly identified far fewer 
transactions in 2020. More small transactions may 
have been missed, but companies publicly reported 
far fewer large deals than they did previously. This is 
not a function of low transparency; MOFCOM says the 
large bulk of total investment was outside the BRI. It 
was either invisible in rich countries, after being visi-
ble through 2019, or occurred in offshore financial cen-
ters, where its status as genuine outward investment 
is dubious. 

Somehow, MOFCOM decided COVID’s outbreak 
was good for investment, though large deals were 
not announced and no major partner recorded a rise 
in inbound Chinese investment. This is not reason-
able. Nor is it an issue of delayed reporting, since the 
ministry claims investment increased again in 2021. 
MOFCOM does not document transactions, simply 
asserting 2020–22 was better than 2017–19. As China 
suffered from COVID, then its partners did, then 
China suffered economically from zero-COVID poli-
cies, the ministry shows overall improvement. 

In fact, MOFCOM growth rates for 2021 and 2022 fit 
CGIT growth rates fairly well. And the faster growth for 
the CGIT in 2023 could be the start of narrowing the 
gap again. The problem is MOFCOM’s unreasonable 
base level in 2020. It’s possible a large amount of money 
was sent offshore but not invested. It’s also possible the 
ministry followed operating procedure by refusing to 
report a sharp decline.

MOFCOM’s representation of COVID as caus-
ing firms to spend more yet stop disclosing mirrors 
other COVID-era statistical nonsense from the cen-
tral government.9 It also mirrors some of MOFCOM’s 
longer-term practices. Monthly totals for “nonfinan-
cial direct” investment do not sum to the final annual 

figure, which is larger. Then “financial direct” invest-
ment is added in. The nonfinancial total through 
November 2023 was said to rise 13 percent on year to 
$116 billion. But final 2022 nonfinancial investment 
was put at $141 billion (plus financial investment).10 
MOFCOM’s on-year growth figures mean little, 
because mysterious revisions higher are pending for 
2023, as in every year.

MOFCOM had Singapore, then the US, as top 
national recipients in 2022, at $15.6 billion combined. 
This does not fit especially well with what the two 

Table 1. Two Views of Chinese Outward Investment

CGIT  
(Billions)

MOFCOM  
Headline  
(Billions)

CGIT  
Growth

MOFCOM  
Growth

2005 $10.2 $12.3 — —

2006 $20.1 $21.2 97% 72%

2007 $30.1 $26.5 50% 25%

2008 $54.8 $55.9 82% 111%

2009 $57.2 $56.5 4% 1%

2010 $66.3 $68.8 16% 22%

2011 $70.1 $74.7 6% 9%

2012 $77.6 $87.8 11% 18%

2013 $74.5 $107.8 –3% 23%

2014 $100.7 $123.1 35% 14%

2015 $115.3 $145.7 14% 18%

2016 $167.4 $196.2 45% 35%

2017 $174.6 $158.3 4% –20%

2018 $121.4 $143.0 –30% –10%

2019 $100.3 $136.9 –17% –4%

2005–19 $1,241.0 $1,414.0 — —

2020 $45.3 $153.7 –55% 12%

2021 $51.0 $178.8 13% 16%

2022 $39.4 $163.1 –23% –9%

2023 $56.0 $183.8* 42% 13%*

Note: Numbers may not add due to rounding. The CGIT is revised with 
each update. * Extrapolated from official figures for the first 11 months.
Source: American Enterprise Institute and Heritage Foundation, 
China Global Investment Tracker, January 2024, http://www.aei.
org/china-global-investment-tracker; Chinese Ministry of Com-
merce, National Bureau of Statistics, and State Administration 
of Foreign Exchange, “2022 Statistical Bulletin of China’s Out-
ward Foreign Direct Investment,” September 2023; and Xinhua 
News Agency, “China’s Non-Financial ODI up 18.4 Pct in First 11 
Months,” December 21, 2023, https://english.news.cn/20231221/ 
6f5b78e4efd84a67926cd9512ab92de6/c.html.

http://www.aei.org/china-global-investment-tracker
http://www.aei.org/china-global-investment-tracker
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countries themselves report,11 but the gap size is not 
that important. The British Virgin Islands and the Cay-
man Islands took in almost $15 billion combined, and 
they are also not that important. Hong Kong was said 
to attract $97.5 billion, or 60 percent, by itself. Money is 
routed through Hong Kong on the way to other destina-
tions. When the offshore financial centers are included, 
there are no counterparty statistics for over 70 percent 
of the investment volume MOFCOM claims. The CGIT 
provides the counterparties.

In addition to poorly documented flows, there have 
been unexplainably sharp changes in MOFCOM’s out-
ward investment stocks. In the same annual report, 
MOFCOM says investment flow in 2021 was $179 billion 
and investment stock increased $205 billion. In 2022, 
flow was $163 billion, and stock fell $30 billion. The 
main cause is the British Virgin Islands. In 2020, Chinese 
investment stock there was $156 billion; in 2021, it 
was $447 billion; and in 2022, it was $367 billion. Rein-
vested earnings are already included in flows. Yet from 
2005 to 2022, investment stock rose $850 billion faster 
than annual flows show. 

Beyond geography, MOFCOM’s classifications also 
raise questions. Almost half the 2022 flow was rein-
vested earnings. Reinvestment at that size should be 
unmistakable in economies hit by COVID. Yet there 
are no stories of Chinese money saving the day over-
seas. New equity investment was less than 40 percent 
of the 2022 total. Of the $61 billion in equity invest-
ment, only $20 billion was for mergers and acquisi-
tions (M&A), the lowest figure since 2009. What China 
reports as high volume is not the same thing as what 
it previously reported, nor what casual observers con-
sider high investment.

The 2022 China Statistical Yearbook reported 2017 
domestic fixed-asset investment as 46.13 trillion yuan. 
The 2018 yearbook had reported it at 64.12 trillion 
yuan.12 The $2.5 trillion cut constituted an enormous 
improvement in accuracy. Barring a similarly stark revi-
sion for official outward investment, it will take years 
to close the CGIT-MOFCOM gap caused by the latter’s 
nonsensical 2020 total. The CGIT’s much faster 2023 
growth is a start. If authentic outbound investment, as 
reported by the CGIT or China’s partners, continues 
to rise strongly, there will be less need to inflate offi-
cial data. The subtotals for reinvestment and offshore 
financial centers may be allowed to normalize. 

Even then, the CGIT will have advantages over 
MOFCOM. The ministry does not follow money to its 
final destination, creating a false role for Hong Kong 
and hiding true, higher investment volumes with many 
other partners. This effect is so large that, if MOFCOM’s 
2020 total is somehow correct, the CGIT still provides 
clearly better bilateral data, with the US staying as the 
top genuine national recipient. Similarly, the ministry 
tries to distract from energy’s premier role, plus sup-
porting roles for metals and agriculture, by lumping 
land and operating rights into its leading category of 
“leasing and business services.”

The word “investment” can be casually used to 
refer to construction and engineering activity with-
out investment. The PRC may own little in terms of 
assets in a particular country yet participate heav-
ily in developing rail lines and property, for instance. 
The CGIT understates 2005–09 construction transac-
tions due to less corporate disclosure during that time. 
It also understates the most recent period, because 
construction progress takes more time to be visible. 
Finally, construction occurs primarily in less transpar-
ent economies that are more in need of Chinese assis-
tance. Construction is therefore harder to follow than 
investment and can diverge from it.

CGIT construction volumes have always been lower 
than in the most comparable MOFCOM data. In com-
parison to the CGIT limits just noted, MOFCOM has a 
problem with double counting. If a Chinese enterprise 
invests in a project and a Chinese enterprise engages 
in associated construction, the ministry counts both. 
Since the same money is involved, the CGIT only 
counts the investment. These are aggregation prob-
lems. At the firm level, CGIT data match pre-pandemic 
studies of contract revenue, such as for China Energy 
Engineering, a major actor.13 

In 2020, CGIT project activity was small, while 
MOFCOM’s fell moderately.14 In 2021, China’s energy 
loans disappeared.15 For 2022, the National Bureau of 
Statistics reported China’s overseas labor force fell 
19 percent. The ministry’s construction totals showed 
little impact from the absent lending and fewer work-
ers, staying flat in 2022 from a questionably high 2021.16 
Stretching the comparison, MOFCOM’s 2022 volume 
was 12 percent lower than in 2019,17 lying somewhere 
between its wildly optimistic investment reporting and 
the CGIT. The latter has construction volume dropping 
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more than 40 percent from 2019 to 2022, though the 
number of transactions fell less. 

Both the CGIT and the ministry find a far greater role 
to date for the BRI in construction than in investment. 
MOFCOM’s typical group of 63 BRI members accounts 
for less than 20 percent of investment but over half 
of construction. The CGIT’s figures for the BRI alone 
roughly fit official numbers for Beijing’s lending to 
member countries.18 The lending numbers may be most 
reflective, since other government data do not break out 
the Chinese component, giving BRI totals that include 
the PRC and all other parties.19

As in investment, MOFCOM overstated pandemic 
construction activity. For January–November 2023, the 
ministry shows only a 7 percent rise in construction 
activity over a 2022 level that was likely too high.20 The 
CGIT also has just a small 2023 gain, but it allows revi-
sions as slow-moving projects qualify. (There is no 
equivalent to quick acquisitions.) The CGIT’s 2023 
construction figure will climb. Like investment, it 
will not return to 2010s levels, even in a strong 2024. 
Most host countries no longer want large, debt-fueled 
projects, and the BRI will have to change accord-
ingly. Smaller average project size also means the CGIT 
misses more transactions and understates activity.

China’s Global Footprint

MOFCOM data paint a false picture geographically. 
Obviously the bulk of investment does not occur in 
Hong Kong. It either resides there as cash, and hence 
should not be counted at all, or it proceeds to other 
countries like Australia and Bolivia. The same is true for 
money supposedly invested in offshore financial cen-
ters. The CGIT uses corporate disclosures to determine 
whether and when capital is finally allocated.

America is the leading national recipient of Chi-
nese investment. This, however, is old news; the lead is 
largely due to spending in 2016–17. And the difference 
in raw economic size between the US and the PRC’s 
other major targets leaves the result unimpressive. 
The top 10 recipients’ share of the total was 54 percent 
in 2023, from a peak of 59 percent in 2017 (Figure 1). A 
shake-up in this group in 2024 would be a strong signal 
of China’s reemergence in outward investment. Rus-
sia is the obvious choice to return to the top 10, while 
other countries could be chosen as routes to circum-
vent American and other tariffs.

Beyond individual countries, the simple way for 
the PRC’s investment geography to change would be a 
burst of activity in certain parts of the BRI. The BRI as 

Figure 1. Top Recipients of Chinese Investment, 2005–23, US Dollars (Billions)

Source: American Enterprise Institute and Heritage Foundation, China Global Investment Tracker, January 2024, https://www.aei.org/
china-global-investment-tracker.

https://www.aei.org/china-global-investment-tracker
https://www.aei.org/china-global-investment-tracker
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a whole will never reach the dizzying heights projected 
by some, but key members could displace reluctant 
rich economies as leading investment recipients. This 
would require greater risk-taking from companies, 
since the business environment of some BRI countries 
can be difficult. And Chinese companies would accept 
more risk if they had a clear sign of support from the 
central government or party leadership.

For now, the BRI is chiefly about building, not own-
ing. Chinese government data on construction and 
engineering are either irregular or fail to identify coun-
tries and sectors. The CGIT addresses all these short-
comings. All major locations of PRC construction have 
inked BRI cooperation agreements (Figure 2). Using 
the full set of countries, BRI construction volume is 
roughly 35 percent larger than investment, revers-
ing their global relationship. There are frequent wor-
ries that Beijing is taking advantage of local stress to 
acquire key assets. This is possible, but the record says 
China is building rather than buying.

Construction is almost entirely performed by 
state-owned enterprises, such as State Construction 
Engineering. Of China’s top 25 overseas builders, as 
profiled in the CGIT, 24 are state owned. (Also profiled, 
the biggest 75 investors see more private entries.) For 

decades, such firms have functioned at home in some-
times difficult conditions featuring large compulsory 
projects. They are prepared to face considerable finan-
cial and other setbacks in poorer countries for the sake 
of political objectives.21 When the US, EU, or others are 
said to compete with the PRC in public infrastructure, 
that can only happen if they accept financial losses.

As long as the ownership share is held, investment 
can bring returns. In contrast, engineering and con-
struction, even of huge power plants, have a fixed 
term. Investment is thus generally more valuable for 
PRC firms and, for the same reason, more sensitive for 
host countries. Mixing investment and construction 
is not technically justified, but it does serve to show 
a clear geographic pattern. Richer countries get more 
investment and poorer countries more construction, 
and no one market is vital (Figure 3). Combining 
investment and construction also reveals scope—
approaching $2.4 trillion since 2005.

Before the pandemic, Chinese companies regionally 
migrated every few years—for instance, from Australia 
to sub-Saharan Africa early on—in search of commod-
ities. The PRC’s enterprises were initially welcomed, 
but that wore out as more arrived. Most recently, once 
highly sought Chinese finance is now seen in some 

Figure 2. Top Countries for Chinese Construction, 2005–23, US Dollars (Billions)

Source: American Enterprise Institute and Heritage Foundation, China Global Investment Tracker, January 2024, https://www.aei.org/
china-global-investment-tracker.

https://www.aei.org/china-global-investment-tracker
https://www.aei.org/china-global-investment-tracker
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cases as a “debt trap.” There are unjustified expectations 
by hosts, bad Chinese practices, or just rejection of an 
excessive PRC presence. But COVID-driven absence 
can make the heart grow fonder; in 2024, Chinese 
firms may be welcomed again, at least for a while.

Both the encouraging and discouraging elements 
of this process lead to geographic diversification. 
Merely folding Australia into East Asia shows the PRC’s 
combined investment and construction exceeding  
$200 billion in every region.

This helps fulfill Chinese government goals of diver-
sified supply lines; it’s not what most Chinese compa-
nies prefer. They’d rather emphasize success within 
their sectors, regardless of location. By industry, there 

is clear concentration (Table 2). Energy, led by oil, con-
stitutes 31 percent of investment. The exclusion of 
purchases below $95 million means property invest-
ment is well lower than it would be if individual home 
purchases could be counted correctly. Pre-pandemic, a 
number of lower-ranked sectors saw bursts of spend-
ing, followed by restrictions imposed either by host 
countries22 or the PRC.

Energy as a whole also leads construction, but here 
more closely trailed by transport. Within energy con-
struction, hydropower has surpassed coal. Within trans-
port, rail and autos continue to duel for the top spot, 
though autos investment is far higher. Shipping trails. 
(Troubled transactions are further addressed below.)

Figure 3. China’s Worldwide Reach, 2005–23

Note: Figures are in billions of dollars.
Source: American Enterprise Institute and Heritage Foundation, China Global Investment Tracker, January 2024, https://www.aei.org/
china-global-investment-tracker.

https://www.aei.org/china-global-investment-tracker
https://www.aei.org/china-global-investment-tracker
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One Bounce or More?

In a shock only to MOFCOM officials, the end of 
zero-COVID travel restrictions and the slow fade of 
COVID in China early in 2023 enabled a rebound in 
documented outward investment. With domestic 
consumption recovering only weakly, sending money 
overseas could prove to be the true “revenge spend-
ing.” Even under much better conditions, transactions 
cannot appear immediately, and the rally should con-
tinue to some extent in 2024. It will not be a free-for-
all. On the PRC’s side, firms will start where foreign 
policy priorities and industrial policy guidelines indi-
cate Beijing’s blessing. 

If this year sees another (true) 40 percent jump, 
the ministry’s aversion to instability may see a new 
and different test. Because genuine 2024 outflows 
will not touch 2016–17 levels, there’s an opportunity 
for MOFCOM to return to reality. The foolish claim 
about COVID being a boon in 2020 may come home 
to roost in record-shattering official volumes this year, 
while host countries look around and wonder where 
the money is. In 2016, when official figures were legit-
imate, Beijing found it unsettling and imposed restric-
tions. A 2024 “record” would not go over well either; 
a mediocre domestic economic performance is not a 
good setting in which to brag about money leaving. 

For the longer term, balance-of-payments concerns 
could develop. The yuan’s share of ostensibly global 
payments in November 2023 was one-tenth that of the 
dollar, but 80 percent of yuan payments were made in 
Hong Kong.23 In the third quarter of 2023, the dollar’s 
share of allocated official foreign exchange reserves 
was 59 percent; the yuan’s was 2.3 percent.24 While 
the yuan is an important currency in trade, it is not 
in investment, and China’s global construction and 
investment largely use dollars. 

For now, external finances are healthy, possibly too 
healthy. Official reserves are manipulated to obscure 
current account surpluses and have barely budged 
since 2016, but they exceed $3.2 trillion. In addition, 
state banks have piled up foreign currency, likely push-
ing the total over $4 trillion.25 

Nonetheless, balance-of-payments success has relied 
on China’s enormous exports. Overseas investment 
and construction have caused losses in the state finan-
cial system.26 Given the primacy of politics in China’s 

overseas behavior and, related, state enterprises’ heavy 
involvement, these losses will likely continue. They 
will be augmented by a varying extent of outright cap-
ital flight.27 Meanwhile, exports will slowly fade, due to 
aging. It will take a while, but Beijing will eventually see 
too much “going out” as risky to payments stability.

The PRC company side is complemented, or not, by 
the extent and location of foreign interest. An immedi-
ate obstacle to a second strong year is global economic 
struggles. While “debt traps” are often portrayed as 
some sort of Chinese trick, they can only happen if 
host country decision makers initially believe debt will 
be manageable. That is less likely when more poten-
tial hosts are struggling economically. This may be the 
reason the PRC’s construction activity, highly concen-
trated in poorer economies, has to this point failed to 
match changes in investment, in either the CGIT or 
official numbers.

For investment, wary receptions in 2024 largely 
boil down to the seeming impossibility of true reci-
procity. What’s China’s is China’s, and Beijing would 
like to talk about what’s yours. From 2005 through 
2016, outward investment by the PRC rose almost 

Table 2. Sector Patterns, 2005–23, US Dollars 
(Billions)

Note: * In other investment, the lead sector is consumer goods; in other 
construction, it is utilities.
Source: American Enterprise Institute and Heritage Foundation, China 
Global Investment Tracker, January 2024, https://www.aei.org/
china-global-investment-tracker.

Sector Investment Construction 
Troubled 

Transactions

Energy $451.9 $383.7 $145.9

Metals $181.0 $42.8 $71.8

Transport $171.4 $271.6 $68.0

Real Estate $114.7 $101.5 $27.1

Finance $86.3 $2.2 $42.2

Agriculture $84.9 $22.1 $14.9

Technology $76.4 $18.5 $30.6

Entertainment $59.1 $4.7 $7.5

Tourism $46.1 $8.5 $7.7

Logistics $45.2 $6.3 $6.2

Health $30.8 $6.8 $1.0

Chemicals $11.0 $25.1 $2.7

Other* $67.2 $53.3 $11.6

Total $1,432.3 $945.4 $437.4

https://www.aei.org/china-global-investment-tracker
https://www.aei.org/china-global-investment-tracker
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continuously, focused on rich economies for the sake 
of financial return or technology acquisition. There 
was no corresponding opening in China; it was closer 
to the opposite.28

From 2017 through 2019, both MOFCOM and the 
CGIT show spending dropping, with the CGIT show-
ing the drop continuing through the pandemic. Rec-
iprocity was cited constantly in 2016–17 as a reason 
to limit Chinese investment, and it continues to be 
an irritant.29 Beijing does not allow any sizable for-
eign stakes in its mainstay state enterprises, and newly 
designated strategic sectors quickly get closed off as 
well.30 While Communist Party General Secretary Xi 
Jinping is in charge, it’s unreasonable to expect sub-
stantial change,31 and lack of reciprocity will continue 
to cap outbound Chinese spending.  

Directly related to that is a second key reason the 
PRC is distrusted as a partner: Of the all-time top 75 
Chinese investors, more than 50 are state owned on 
any definition, and several top nonstate investors have 
collapsed or stopped participating globally. Wisely or 
not, private PRC firms are more welcome in rich econ-
omies, and this shows in ownership shares (Table 3). 
While amounts were small, the nonstate share jumped 
in 2021 and stayed high in 2022 and 2023, the latter 
despite total volume finally seeing a growth spurt. Pri-
vate capital has cause to exit China, if Beijing permits.

If Xi finds the state sector being left behind globally to 
be unacceptable, a different development he may accept 
is state firms engaging in greenfield projects. What qual-
ifies as greenfield investment is to some extent in the 
eye of the beholder. Less transparent economies make 
it difficult to be sure of activity before foreign partic-
ipation. The CGIT is cautious in applying the “green-
field” label and may understate the spending in some 
years (Table 4). This caution did not prevent the green-
field share from easily setting a record in 2023, if from 
a much smaller total than in the lean years of 2016–17.

MOFCOM mirrors these results, with 2022 M&A at 
its lowest since 2009. The “good” years of 2020–22 saw 
total M&A $55 billion lower than in 2016 alone.32 When 
M&A is unwanted, greenfield spending can create jobs 
in host countries and does not transfer technology, alle-
viating suspicion. Beijing has sometimes obstructed 
greenfield outward in favor of greenfield at home. But 
if outward investment is to return to 2019 levels, either 
private enterprise must lead or state enterprise must 

break ground before trying to buy assets. The former 
will happen unless the government stops it; the latter 
requires the government to actively help.

If Beijing will not cooperate in either sense, the PRC’s 
firms will face ongoing or even rising barriers, due to 
concerns such as anticompetitive behavior, national 
security, and safety.33 Attempts to buy or build might 
be blocked, becoming part of CGIT’s troubled transac-
tions. Impairments can range from regulatory delay to 

Table 3. The Nonstate Share of Investment 
(Percentage)

Source: American Enterprise Institute and Heritage Foundation, 
China Global Investment Tracker, January 2024, https://www.aei.
org/china-global-investment-tracker.

Table 4. The Greenfield Share of Investment 
(Percentage)

Source: American Enterprise Institute and Heritage Foundation, 
China Global Investment Tracker, January 2024, https://www.aei.
org/china-global-investment-tracker.

Year Share 

2013 25.7

2014 29.9

2015 34.9

2016 47.8

2017 30.3

2018 41.7

2019 35.6

2020 30.2

2021 45.4

2022 43.3

2023 45.8

Year Share 

2013 24.0

2014 37.2

2015 24.3

2016 11.5

2017 10.1

2018 31.1

2019 42.7

2020 41.2

2021 40.8

2022 39.9

2023 53.3

https://www.aei.org/china-global-investment-tracker
https://www.aei.org/china-global-investment-tracker
https://www.aei.org/china-global-investment-tracker
https://www.aei.org/china-global-investment-tracker
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violence and stem from either the Chinese or partner 
side. (The pandemic is not included, as its impact can-
not be properly estimated.) 

Because investment volume is much bigger than 
construction, troubled investment is bigger than trou-
bled construction. Troubled investment since 2005 
stands at well over $300 billion, while construction 
lost close to $120 billion (Table 5). Along the same 
lines, energy sees the most impaired transactions, 
while the US and Australia lead among countries. 
With far fewer transactions documented during the 
pandemic, there are far fewer impaired transactions. 
This is another strike against MOFCOM; its report 
of high spending during the trying conditions of the 
pandemic would have led to much more trouble. The 
pickup in 2023 investment will lead to more troubled 
transactions in 2024.

According to MOFCOM, zero COVID made things 
better in 2020 and 2021, and zero COVID’s end made 
them better in 2023. The CGIT, more sensibly, shows 
investment jumping after the pandemic and associ-
ated restrictions eased. Construction does take longer 
to solidify, but it has not yet shown the same rebound. 
There are still obstacles to a meaningful rebound in 
construction and to a sustained one in investment, 
obstacles that arise largely from China’s own choices. In 
any case, foreign sources should be examined first with 
regard to the extent of authentic 2023 and 2024 activity.   

American Policy Should Start  
with Technology

There are many considerations in US-China relations, 
from economic to military to political. Cutting across 
them is technology. Xi has imposed a more centralized 
system that limits competition and heavily weights gov-
ernment priorities, which are serious weaknesses in 
technology development. The PRC also has strengths, 
of course, but its weaknesses mean some technologies 
will continue to be bought, coerced, or stolen from the 
US and others. In response, Washington talks a big tech-
nology game while doing little. 

There are three main channels through which 
America helps China with technology. Cooperation, 
including outright acquisition, in technology within 
the US; technology sales in exports; and investment 
into China embodying or supporting technology gains. 

The PRC’s technology acquisition here appears effec-
tively restricted by CFIUS. Chinese technology spend-
ing in the US saw only two transactions of more than 
$100 million from 2020 to 2023. An indirect signal of 
this kind of technology loss not being vital is how land 
acquisition, itself small in size,34 seems to have become 
the top political priority.

It would be useful to more closely monitor tech-
nology cooperation in the US, but that failing is much 
worse with regard to capital flow the other direction, 
to the PRC. American direct investment in China and 
Hong Kong has not moved much recently, with the stock 
climbing gradually from $189 billion in 2018 to $216 bil-
lion in 2022.35 There is no technology category, but com-
puters and electronic products contributed about $7 
billion of that increase. In contrast, the stock of Ameri-
can portfolio investment in China skyrocketed $218 bil-
lion in 2019 and $348 billion in 2020, then plunged $206 
billion in 2021 and another $258 billion in 2022.36

There are no industrial categories for portfolio 
investment—not even a hint as to whether money was 
directed at, then withdrawn from, technology, tires, or 
anything else. If recent declines continue, then portfolio 
investment becomes unimportant in US-PRC technol-
ogy competition. But there is no CFIUS equivalent for 
outward investment. The Biden administration execu-
tive order on outbound investment is not in effect at 

Table 5. Most Troublesome Countries, 2005–23, 
US Dollars (Billions)

Note: * Because the eventual stats of planned transactions cannot 
yet be established, Russia’s total does not fully include losses ulti-
mately stemming from its unprovoked invasion of Ukraine.
Source: American Enterprise Institute and Heritage Foundation, 
China Global Investment Tracker, January 2024, https://www.aei.
org/china-global-investment-tracker.

Country Troubled Transactions

United States $81.0

Australia $55.4

Iran $25.9

Russia $18.5*

Germany $17.9

Nigeria $13.3

Libya $12.7

Great Britain $12.2

Venezuela $9.8

Canada $9.0

https://www.aei.org/china-global-investment-tracker
https://www.aei.org/china-global-investment-tracker
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the time of writing, has no set date to go into effect, and 
according to its notice of rulemaking, is so weak that 
there may be no measurable impact on flows.37

At home, the US would search for, review, and prob-
ably block a $1 billion technology acquisition by Chinese 
enterprises, but it has never done anything to find out 
when $1 billion or more is sent to China to support 
technology development there. If $50 billion in Amer-
ican capital poured into Chinese technology firms in 
2023 while other funds were withdrawn, there may be 
no evidence until after the damage is done. The same 
is true for funds boosting surveillance or supporting 
firms that have broken US law.

The worst technology outcome is American money 
helping China develop independent capabilities, and 
the lack of US government action to monitor this under-
mines claims of any serious bilateral competition. But 
if investment into China stagnates or declines further, 
then the primary technology risks become exports and 
coercive acquisition of intellectual property (IP).

On technology exports, the Department of Com-
merce’s track record is abysmal. Tighter controls 
passed overwhelmingly by Congress in 2018 were 
ignored, then set aside disingenuously in an announce-
ment on marine toxins.38 A nearly useless October 
2022 interim rule concerning semiconductors and 
associated manufacturing equipment featured enor-
mous gaps like omitting Macao. It was upgraded a year 
later, still in the form of “interim” rules.39 The upgrade 
came with multiple exemptions for large foreign com-
panies. And all of these are merely license require-
ments, with licenses approved three-quarters of the 
time.40 Talk aside, the Department of Commerce has 
chosen sales over security.

The American record on IP makes its effort on 
export controls look good. Current and former gov-
ernment officials continue to claim trillions of dol-
lars in losses to China over time, which only highlights 
policy failure. (Trump administration tariffs cited IP 
but were applied without regard for it.) Cumulative 
losses are more likely in the hundreds of billions of 
dollars, which still dwarfs American retaliation against 
recipients of illegally acquired IP, because retaliation 
is almost nonexistent. As with outbound portfolio 
investment, the US has not even tried to identify PRC 
entities and industries that have benefited most from 
coercive IP transfer. So why would coercion stop?

Washington talks about China incessantly and may 
show interest if the 2023 rally in China’s own outward 
investment extends into this year. But PRC activity 
overseas peaked from six to seven years ago, and a one-
time spike would be a minor event. Even if 2024 sees a 
boom, the US will do little, as it has done little about 
American investment, export controls, and IP. 

This is because sales by majority-American-owned 
affiliates in the PRC approached $500 billion in 2021 
alone.41 On top of lobbying by these firms, the financial 
sector wants to preserve the option of sending China 
another three-quarters of a trillion dollars, as it did in 
2017–20.42 The 2024 election will hear more promises 
to do things soon that could have been done years ago. 
But this time they mean it.

If any US politicians ever want to move beyond China 
talk, they should:

• Monitor 2024 outward Chinese investment and 
construction to discern new priorities, such as 
attempting to control mineral supply or gaining 
greater market access to the US by re-flagging as 
friendly country enterprises (e.g., in Mexico);

• Publish on a quarterly basis nationality-corrected 
US outbound portfolio investment, treating off-
shore centers like the Cayman Islands as transit 
points, broken down by sector;

• Ban American spending in China in some of  
the sectors where investment into the US is 
already restricted, such as quantum computing 
and genetics;

• Authorize outright export bans, not just license 
applications, and apply bans to some of the sec-
tors in which investment in the US is already 
restricted and those in which multiple PRC enti-
ties have broken American law;

• Place Chinese enterprises on the Specially Des-
ignated Nationals List and treat them as crimi-
nal entities when solid evidence shows they have 
received stolen IP; and

• Track IP loss at the corporate level to inform 
future sanctions.
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The year 2023 brought Chinese investment every-
one could actually see, not just spending MOFCOM 
declared to exist. The recovery was limited by the 
absence of the large transactions seen pre-pandemic. 
No American reaction is urgently needed, because the 
PRC’s international activity is still relatively subdued 

and because its investment in the US in particular is 
minor. If 2024 sees another jump, the particulars of 
where, what, and why could merit a policy response. An 
obvious element of that response would be for the US to 
stop helping China by giving it technology and money.
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