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Background

� Technological progress through innovation has taken central stage of
modern economic growth. Future growth is increasingly dependent on
the speed of innovation

� The outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic has catalyzed or even forced
companies/countries to adopt (novel) digital technologies to cope with
and weather through the pandemic

� There is an urgent need for countries in the global South to strengthen
technology cooperation both with countries in the global North and
among themselves. The latter is arguably even more important, as the
absorptive capacity of less developed countries may not allow them to
successfully assimilate (frontier) technologies from advanced countries
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Background

� This is a timely study that aims to explore avenues of cooperation
between China and other countries in the global South in setting up
STPs under the BRI, which could serve as the cornerstone for
contemporary SSC in scaling up technological transfers and innovation
as well as bridging digital divides with advanced countries and
accelerating digital transformation in the global South

� This research draws on the theory of New Structural Economics and
combines desk research with field research (i.e. interviews with
representatives from the Ministry of Science and Technology of China)
for analysis
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BRI and SSC on Technology

Why is BRI (the focus of this research) particularly relevant
for contemporary SSC on technology and digital
transformation?

� BRI was launched in 2013 and is an ambitious development strategy that
seeks to connect Asia with Africa and Europe via land and maritime
networks to improve regional integration, strengthen trade ties and
stimulate economic growth

� While infrastructure connectivity remains at the heart of the BRI, it has
evolved over time into “a road of science and technology” that places
innovation high on the agenda
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BRI and SSC on Technology

BRI could play a pivotal role in promoting SSC on technology and
digital transformation (the majority are developing countries)

SOUTH-SOUTH COOPERATION ON TECHNOLOGY AND DIGITAL TRANSFORMATION THROUGH
THE ESTABLISHMENT OF SCIENCE AND TECHNOLOGY PARKS UNDER THE BELT AND ROAD INITIATIVE
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Figure 2: Mapping the distribution of BRI-participating countries (as of 
Dec. 2021)3

Source: The list of BRI-participating countries is obtained from the BRI Portal. 

While infrastructure connectivity remains at the heart of the BRI, it has evolved over 
time into “a road of science and technology” that places innovation high on the agenda. 
More specifically, at the opening of the BRI Forum held in May 2017, Chinese President 
Xi Jinping announced the Science, Technology and Innovation (STI) Cooperation Action 
Plan for the BRI, which covers four key areas: 1) a science and technology people-to-peo-
ple exchange initiative; 2) a joint laboratory initiative; 3) a science park cooperation ini-
tiative; and 4) a technology transfer initiative. As a key implementer of the Action Plan, 
the Department of International Cooperation of the Ministry of Science and Technology 
of the People’s Republic of China began piloting cooperation with eight BRI-participating 
countries on the development of STPs.4

The aim of this study is to explore avenues of cooperation between China and other 
countries in the global South on setting up STPs under the BRI, which could serve as 
the cornerstone for contemporary SSC in scaling up technological transfers and innova-
tion, as well as bridging the digital divide with advanced countries and accelerating digi-
tal transformation in the global South. This research could also contribute to the attain-
ment of the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), as the promotion 
of SSC on science, technology and innovation is identified as a specific target under Goal 

3       Note: BRI-participating countries refer to those that have signed a Memorandum of Understanding 

with China to be part of the BRI. The list of BRI-participating countries can be found on the official portal: 

.www.yidaiyilu.gov.cn/. Note: BRI-participating countries, BRI countries, countries under the BRI are used in-

terchangeably in this report. 

4       Those eight countries are Egypt, Indonesia, Iran, Israel, Mongolia, the Philippines, South Africa and 

Thailand.
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Status of STPs Worldwide

� By clustering high-tech companies and (basic) research institutes
together, the establishment of STPs can be dated back to the 1950s
(Silicon Valley), and the pace has accelerated ever since
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Figure 1: The number of STPs established in each decade

Source: Data derived from a United Nations (2019) report.
Note: The segment shaded gray is a crude estimate input from the United Nations 
(2019) report.

Since China’s reform and opening-up policy implemented in the late 1970s, the coun-
try has become increasingly connected with the rest of the world and has been a firm 
supporter of international cooperation. The launch of the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) in 
2013 by Chinese President Xi Jinping is an iconic example of China’s support and com-
mitment to multilateralism and equal and win-win cooperation with all countries around 
the world. The BRI is an ambitious development strategy that seeks to connect Asia 
with Africa and Europe via land and maritime networks to improve regional integration, 
strengthen trade ties and stimulate economic growth. According to the BRI portal, by 
December 2020, 50 African countries signed cooperation documents for the BRI (see 
Figure 2 for a geographical representation), the largest number of countries from any 
continent in the world.1 As Africa is also the continent with the largest number of devel-
oping countries and China is both acquiring frontier technologies from advanced econ-
omies and diffusing (intermediate) technologies to developing countries (Nepelski and 
De Prato, 2015), the BRI plays a pivotal role in promoting SSC in technology in the con-
temporary world.2

1       The link to the official BRI portal is www.yidaiyilu.gov.cn/.

2       In a news release, the United Nations Development Programme also recognizes that South-South co-

operation is more effective under the BRI, signifying the importance of BRI for contemporary SSC. Link: http://

ydyl.china.com.cn/2017-09/12/content_41572453.htm.
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Status of STP worldwide

� Most STPs are located in advanced countries, but developing countries
emerged as key players as well

� Making STPs work is a daunting challenge. According to a report by
UNCTD (2015), only 25% of the STPs in the U.S. can be regarded as
successful in terms of fostering innovation and contributing to economic
growth, while the rest either failed or contribute little to the economy

� As a result, rather than developing it independently, Southern countries
need to cooperate with successful partners on the development and
management of STP
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Review of SSC/TrC on STI

� This report provided three examples on SSC/TrC on STI

� Two country case studies: Egypt and South Africa

Five key avenues for science and technology park cooperation
between China and Belt and Road Initiative countries

� E-commerce

� E-manufacturing

� Public health in the post COVID-19 era

� Green growth

� Agricultural development
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TrC for STP cooperation under the BRI

� Model 1: Develop STPs from scratch and engage triangular cooperation
with developed countries or multilateral organizations

� Model 2: Triangular cooperation with multinational companies

� The potential and necessity of involving Development Financing
Institutions (DFIs)
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Conclusions and Policy Recommendations

� Host governments should give priority to foreign investments in sectors that
support the development/use of digital technologies.

� Alternative or complementary sources of funds to the BRI, such as the
involvement of DFIs, is highly recommended to further advance South-South
cooperation

� To strengthen cooperation on STPs under the BRI, policymakers from China
and the BRI-participating countries could consider upgrading the existing
STP/industrial parks with a special focus on STI cooperation

� While SSC on technology is the central focus of this research and BRI could
play a pivotal role in this regard, it is also highly important to have countries
from the global North and/or international organizations (e.g. IASP) involved
in diffusing technologies and reducing digital divides.
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Thank you for your attention!
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