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network that stretches all the way to Africa and Europe. It 
also aims to share the benefits with partner countries 
through creating supply and value chains, especially in 
production, transport and energy infrastructure. This 
includes ports, airports, transnational railways, container 
trade and fibre optic cables.

Massive investments in road and railway infrastructure are 
included in the framework. This could transform the way 
commerce is conducted globally, directing a much more 
significant share of trade over land. Currently, 90 per cent 
of global container trade is conducted via vulnerable sea 
lines safeguarded by the US navy.

China’s rise to a global economic power would not have 
been possible without massive investments into its 
domestic transport and energy systems. According to the 
McKinsey Global Institute, China ploughed a full 8.5 per 
cent of its gross domestic product into the modernisation 
and expansion of its infrastructure from 1992 to 2011. In 

The massive infrastructure development will affect China’s ties with some 
65 countries and more than 4 billion people (source: macpixxel for GIS)
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In September 2013, Chinese President Xi Jinping 
launched the country’s One Belt, One Road (OBOR) 
initiative in a speech at Nazarbayev University in Astana, 
Kazakhstan. The framework, which combines China’s Silk 
Road Economic Belt programme and its 21st-century 
Maritime Silk Road strategy, makes the country’s regional 
neighbourhood – both on the continent and in the seas – 
the main strategic priorities. As it did centuries ago, China 
views itself as the ‘Middle Kingdom’ geographically and 
geopolitically. 

OBOR envisages developing China’s bilateral relations 
with its neighbours into more of a regional bloc. It should 
spur regional cooperation by leveraging China’s huge 
potential for regional investment and trade. It will not only 
link China’s economy with those of Southeast, South and 
Central Asia, but also with Africa and Europe.

China is now the world’s largest economy (based on the 
World Bank’s purchasing power parity calculations), as 
well as its biggest manufacturer, exporter, energy 
consumer and coal importer. It accounts for between a 
quarter and a third of manufacturing imports in Japan, the 
EU and the United States. A report by the Financial Times 
earlier this year calculated that China will become the 
world’s largest overseas investor by 2020. The report 
predicted that China’s offshore assets would triple from 
US$6.4 trillion to almost US$20 trillion in just the next five 
years.

Infrastructure key
OBOR seeks to build on this through finding ways that 
China’s economy and those of the surrounding states can 
complement each other, creating an integrated economic 

China’s One Belt, One Road initiative aims to transform much of its complex network of  
bilateral relations into a single, regional system. This overarching programme will affect the 
country’s  political and economic ties with some 65 countries  and more than 4 billion people. 
For years  to come, it will make Eurasia the central focus of China’s  diplomacy and its      
security policy, as well as the most important destination for its foreign investments. The 
strategy should ameliorate China’s growing structural economic problems and bolster    
political stability both at home and in the neighbourhood. It also presents a tremendous  
opportunity for the United States and Europe – but will they seize it?
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comparison, other developing countries spent an average 
of 2 to 4 per cent of their GDP on such projects during the 
same period, McKinsey found.

Neighbourhood interest
Generally speaking, there has been widespread interest 
from China’s neighbours in engaging in partnerships with 
the initiative. Most of the five dozen plus countries 
involved have begun to coordinate their economic and 
regional policies with Beijing, integrating production, trade 
and finance with China. 

With six different trade and policy ‘corridors’ involved, and 
encompassing over 4 billion people, the strength of this 
complex initiative – its size – could also be a weakness. It 
will require close cooperation between individual 
governments, businesses, NGOs and the public at large, 
both within China and its regional partners. 

To add to the complexity, China is also putting forth a new 
trade initiative called the Free Trade Area of the Asia-
Pacific. While it rivals the United States’ Trans-Pacific 
Partnership and the Association of Southeast Asian 
Nations’ Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership 

proposals, the Chinese initiative would commit partners to 
liberalised trade and investment, as well as more regional 
economic cooperation. 

Despite its ‘competition’ with the other trade initiatives, 
China sees the implementation of its trade scheme as an 
undertaking that will take many years and require 
cooperation with other important players in the region, 
such as Japan, India and the US. That could be a tall 
order. China’s bilateral relations with all three countries are 
mixed, involving both economic cooperation and 
competition, as well as some unresolved disagreements.

These initiatives, based upon already existing regional 
economic and security organisations such as the Russian-
led Eurasian Economic Union (involving Russia, Armenia, 
Belarus, Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan) and the Shanghai 
Cooperation Organisation, may represent a new emerging 
order in Eurasia, in which neither the EU nor the US is 
particularly economically or geopolitically engaged.

Domestic drivers
Along with its goal of regional integration, the Chinese 
government sees OBOR as an instrument to mitigate its 

President of China Xi Jinping (R) and President of Kazakhstan Nursultan Nazarbayev; Mr Xi launched China’s 
continental infrastructure initiative in a 2013 speech at Nazarbayev University in Astana, Kazakhstan 
(source: dpa)
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increasing economic difficulties. It recently officially 
connected OBOR with its domestic development strategy 
and views the new Silk Road concept as a driver for future 
economic growth. But it is also a vehicle to strengthen the 
central government’s direct control over China’s economy. 

The investment strategy focuses on six regions – 
especially Xinjiang and Fujian – and on sectors including 
commerce, construction, energy, manufacturing, shipping 
and tourism. It is also aimed at safeguarding social 
stability and lasting political order in China and the region. 
The provinces that play a major role in the strategy will 
look to follow their own specific interests and further 
increase their influence on China’s foreign economic and 
foreign policies. 

As part of the OBOR initiative, China is rapidly expanding 
its domestic railway infrastructure – it added 3,000 km last 
year alone. In December 2014, three new railway lines 
opened – Lanzhou to Urumqi, Guiyang to Guangzhou and 
Nanning to Guangzhou. These connect China’s western 
provinces with its industrial centres as well as the Xinjiang 

region with Central Asia and Europe. China and Russia are 
also interested in building a Moscow-Beijing pan-Eurasian 
high-speed rail line. Meanwhile, Chinese companies are 
building Turkey’s new rail line between Istanbul and 
Ankara. 

All large domestic transport infrastructure in China is 
designed with defence implications in mind (such as 
transporting troops and goods for its armed forces), as 
many military exercises over recent years have 
demonstrated. Whether China’s support of transport 
infrastructure projects outside the country through the 
OBOR initiative also have military implications is unclear – 
such intentions are, of course, officially denied. 

Asian reactions
Some countries have expressed their security concerns 
and, like Vietnam, have rejected some China-proposed rail 
links between their countries. 

Even more concerns have been voiced against the 21st-
century Maritime Silk Road (MSR) element of the OBOR 

Chinese funding and technology helped build Pakistan's Gwadar deep-sea port on the Arabian Sea 
as part of its Maritime Silk Road project (source: dpa)
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project. The MSR also uses railroads as part of its 
overarching transportation network. For instance, two rail 
lines to Guangzhou connect China’s south-western 
regions to the sea. Another links Kunming, the capital of 
China’s southern Yunnan province with Singapore via 
Vietnam, Burma, Cambodia, Laos, Thailand and Malaysia. 

In May, a memorandum of understanding was signed 
between China and Thailand to consider the resurrected 
Thai Canal as part of OBOR. That would allow for a 
reduction of the daily 15-16 million barrels of oil and LNG 
shipped through the choke point of the Strait of Malacca. 
The canal will connect key ports, special economic zones 
and motorways between Thailand and Myanmar.

India, for one, has expressed significant concern. It 
worries that China is using the MSR to camouflage its 
execution of the strategy outlined in the ‘string of pearls’ 
theory. This idea posits that China has built up key military 
and commercial facilities (such as the Pakistani port of 
Gwadar) along the Indian Ocean to safeguard its interests 
in the region – which India sees as its sphere of influence. 
Chinese experts insist that the MSR is instead intended to 
make China’s maritime policies more cooperative – 
otherwise it would conflict with the portions of OBOR that 
require working together with India.

One of those is the establishment of the Bangladesh-
China-India-Myanmar Economic Corridor – one of the 
above mentioned six – which links South Asia to China’s 
Yunnan province. This element of OBOR has been more 
positively received in India, since it is expected to boost 
trade in the region. These conflicting takes on OBOR are 
common in many of China’s neighbours as they look to 
identify the strategic risks and opportunities of the 
initiative. 

Western ambivalence
In the US and Europe, the initial reactions to the 
announcement of OBOR were that it was simply a 
response to the Obama administration’s ‘New Silk Road’ 
initiative, which was announced in October 2011. If so, 
China’s version has been much more successful. The US 
plan was weighed down by its inclusion of Afghanistan as 

well as its inability to remove bureaucratic barriers and 
other factors hindering the free flow of goods and people. 
Washington never committed enough resources – 
diplomatic or economic – to the project. As US troops 
pulled out of Afghanistan and the security situation there 
began to deteriorate further, its commitment to the region 
and the project waned.

As for the EU, many in China believe it has simply 
overlooked the OBOR initiative’s importance and is only 
now beginning to wake up to some of the opportunities for 
cooperation. Nevertheless, EU countries are reacting on a 
bilateral basis without involvement from Brussels. 
Fourteen member states have joined the Asian 
Infrastructure Investment Bank, an important vehicle for 
Chinese investments in countries targeted by OBOR. 

Through its 16+1 regional cooperation framework, in which 
China engages with Central and Eastern European 
countries, it is also bolstering support for OBOR in Europe.  
Beijing is already giving financial support to the 
construction of the Belgrade-Budapest High-Speed 
Railway and has developed the vision of the trans-Balkan 
high-speed railway, which will connect the Greek port of 
Piraeus (which is partially managed by a Chinese firm) with 
European markets. It has considerably increased all kinds 
of investment in the Balkan states. 

The EU now has to decide whether it wants to take part in 
OBOR, or whether it will stand by and give up the chance 
to have an impact on China’s future foreign, security, 
economic and overseas energy policies. 

If the US and Europe do not become more actively 
involved in China’s OBOR initiative, they not only risk 
losing business and investment opportunities in the most 
economically dynamic region in the world, but also 
undermine their own wider global economic and 
geopolitical standing and influence.

Part 2 of this series, on OBOR’s investment opportunities 
and security risks, will appear on Monday, November 9, 
2015.


