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The article provides an overview of the Chinese Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), analyzing the reasons of its introduction, 
the problems of its implementation and its role in world politics. The following topics are addressed: the evolution of world 
politics in the XXI century that created the necessary preconditions for the BRI; the reasons and problems of the BRI-Eura
sian Economic Union conjugation; the ambivalent attitude of the European Union towards the BRI; India’s and Japan’s prob-
lems with the BRI; the US policies towards the PRC; the prospects for the further development of the BRI.
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Рассматривается китайская инициатива пояса и пути (ИПП), анализируются причины и обстоятельства ее про-
возглашения, проблемы ее имплементации и роль в мировой политике. В центре внимания автора следующие воп
росы: эволюция мировой политики в XXI в., создавшая необходимые предпосылки для ИПП; причины и проблемы 
сопряжения ИПП и  Евразийского экономического союза; неоднозначное отношение Европейского союза к  ИПП; 
проблемы для Индии и Японии в связи с осуществлением ИПП; американская политика в отношении КНР; перспек-
тивы дальнейшего развития ИПП.
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вестиционное партнерство; пространство свободной торговли; сопряжение.

Introduction

Brisk economic development of China at the begin-
ning of the XXI century changed the configuration of 
world politics. After the collapse of the Soviet Union, 
the rise of China became the most important event in 
the international relations at the turn of the centuries.

In the bipolar world, the international politics was 
dominated by the fierce competition of socialist and 
capitalist blocks. This competition took place in every 
sphere of life. In the economic field, the USSR used all 

the levers of the centralized economic system to over-
take the USA in terms of the GDP. In the military field, 
the extensive arms race ate a  lot of national resour
ces and undermined the quality of life in the capitalist 
and socialist countries. However, this competition was 
especially detrimental to the less developed socialist 
economy that did not have free market forces to com-
pensate for the mistakes of the state economic sector. 
The fierce ideological battles were waged in the cultural  
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sphere. American jeans, Coca-Cola and McDonald’s 
became important status idols for the young people 
of the Eastern block. In the political sphere, there was 
a constant battle for the control of a larger portion of 
the system of international relations. Weaker politi-
cal regimes in the opponent’s block were undermined, 
and aligned political regimes were beefed up no mat-
ter how authoritarian or dictatorial they were. Vicious 
political propaganda was conducted with the aim to 
weaken the popular support of the socialist or Western 
governments. 

This bipolar competition was replaced in 1991 by 
a temporally chaotic system of world politics, in which 
the United States were called upon to take the lead in 
the international relations. With a  different rate of 
success, the USA performed the role of the world lea
der until 2010. 

The first sign of crumpling of this leadership ap-
peared during the world economic crisis of 2008–2009. 
Almost all countries experienced economic decline, or 
at best economic stagnation. The People’s Republic of 
China that demonstrated over 10 % economic growth 
during the first decade of the XXI century retained its 
growth potential. Its GDP grew over 7 % during the cri-
sis. Chinese companies and banks started to actively 
court the markets of the developing countries and the 
Western markets, as well. The Chinese People’s Libera-
tion Army (PLA) became more assertive in the matters 
of international security. The Chinese ships started pa-
trolling the international waters at the Horn of Africa 
to provide a safe passage of trade vessels and confront 
international pirates. China confronted Japan more ag-
gressively over the Senkaku (Daoyoudao) Islands and 
enforced its control over the entire South China Sea. 

The rise of China in world politics  
and the introduction of the BRI

China’s role in world politics changed dramatically. 
Less than twenty years ago China joined the WTO un-
der the West insistence, and by 2006 implemented all 
the WTO requirements. To put it short, the PRC played 
by the liberal economic rules established by the West 
and factually bit the Western partners playing by their 
rules and on their markets.

The economic, political and military rise of China 
became a  source of concern for the Western Govern-
ments and the transnational corporations (TNCs). They 
had to find a  way to contain the Chinese expansion, 
to preserve their political influence and markets. One 
of the answers was found in the creation of the eco-
nomic mega partnerships that excluded China. In Ja
nuary 2013, the start of negotiations on the creation of 
the Trans-Atlantic Trade and Investment Partnership 
(TTIP) was announced. In March 2013 the negotiations 
on the creation of the EU – Japan Free Trade Area (FTA) 
were started. At  the beginning of the same year, Wa
shington accelerated the negotiations on the creation 
of the Trans-Pacific Trade Partnership (TTP). If all 
those negotiations had been successfully concluded, 
more than 60  % of the world trade would have been 
excluded from the rules of the WTO. 

Beijing saw what was coming and was trying to fi
gure out a proportionate response. The response was 
formed as the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). China’s 
President Xi Jinping formulated the BRI in his speech 
at the Nazarbaev University in Astana in September 
2013. He suggested developing an Economic belt of the 
Silk Road in Eurasia. In  his speech at the Nazarbaev 
University in Astana on 7 September 2013, President 
of the PRС announced his intention to renew the an-
cient Silk Road by combining the economic potentials 
of the Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO) and 
the Eurasian Economic Union (EAEU). “Member-States 
and observer-States of the Eurasian Economic Union 

and the Shanghai Cooperation Organization are situa
ted in Eurasia, Southern and Western Asia, – he said, – 
By strengthening cooperation between SCO and Eura
sian Economic Union, we will be able to obtain even 
larger space for development” [1, p. 390–391]. By  in-
troducing this initiative, Xi Jinping wanted to show to 
the West that there is a possibility of creating a mighty 
economic alliance in Eurasia, which will be able to suc-
cessfully develop itself without the Western assistance 
to become in perspective a  fully-fledged competitor 
to the models of economic integration sponsored by 
Washington and Brussels. 

Officially, the Silk Road Economic Belt focused on 
bringing together China, Russia, Central Asia and Eu-
rope. Announced by Beijing in 2014 the 21st  Century 
Maritime Silk Road was designed to go from China’s 
coast to Europe through the South China Sea and the 
Indian Ocean in one route (belt), and from China’s 
coast through the South China Sea to the South Pacific 
in the other.

In order to dispel any doubts about the true inten-
tions of Xi Jinping’s initiative, three PRС’s Ministries 
(the  National Development and Reform Commission, 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Ministry of Commerce) 
issued in March 2015 a Joint Declaration where they for 
the first time formulated the BRI principles. Inter alia, 
they declared that the BRI is “in line with the purposes 
and principles of the UN Charter”; that it is “open for 
cooperation… to all countries and international and 
regional organizations”; that it is “harmonious and in-
clusive… supports dialogues among different civiliza-
tions… respects the paths and modes of development 
chosen by different countries”; that it “follows market 
operation…” and “will abide by market rules and inter-
national norms”, and “seeks mutual benefit”, and “ac-
commodates the interests and concerns of all parties 
involved, and seeks a conjugation of interests” [2, p. 6]. 
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Since its inception, the BRI was rebranded at least 
three times. First rebranding occurred when a  Mari-
time Belt was added to the Silk Road. With this addi-
tion to the Economic Belt of the Silk Road, the whole 
Initiative was named “One Belt, One Road” (OBOR). 
It encompassed six land belts and two sea belts. 

Some foreign experts criticized OBOR brand as  
being too strict and too prescriptive to integrate 
different interests of different nations. Therefore, in 
Joint Declaration of the three Chinese Ministries the 
Silk Road Economic Belt and the 21st Century Mari-
time Silk Road were referred to as the Belt and Road 
Initiative – BRI [2, p. 3]. 

The Chinese authorities were so fond of their new 
initiative that they decided to hold the BRI World 
Summit in Beijing to promote it even further. Political 
leaders, scientists and prominent businesspersons of 
many countries were invited by Beijing to participate 
in the Summit that took place on 14 May 2017. I was 
one of the participants and can testify firsthand about 
the real disappointment of the Chinese officials due to 
the fact that only a handful of the foreign State leaders 
chose to participate. 

The Chinese Government celebrated the fifth an-
niversary of the proclamation of the BRI in 2018. 
On  28  August 2018, Xi  Jinping held a  special confe
rence in Beijing devoted to the anniversary. At  that 
conference he dwelled upon the numerous BRI achieve-
ments, like investing 60 billion dollars in the BRI coun-
tries, creating 200 thousand jobs there, increasing trade 
up to 734.3 billion dollars. In effect, the BRI has become 
an umbrella that covers any economic activities of Chi-
na beyond its borders. As  Russian expert Aleksandr 
Gabuev puts it, “there are no criteria of any country 

belonging to the Silk Road… for example the absolute 
leaders in acquiring the Chinese investments  – USA 
and Australia – are not on this list” [3]. Yuri Tavrovsky, 
professor of the Russian Peoples’ Friendship University, 
travelled in 2016 along the Chinese part of the Silk Road 
Economic Belt and next year published a book, where 
described his impressions and conclusions. In his opi
nion, there were very few changes happening in the BRI 
context in the PRC’s neighboring countries, especially 
in the EAEU countries  [4]. The Western worries about 
the BRI that have recently been called by PRC’s me-
dia “the path of Xi Jinping” and a “road of peace” were 
expressed in the article “Planet China” published in 
July 2018 issue of British journal “Economist”. French 
President Emmanuel Macron warned in January 2018 
that the BRI “cannot be the roads of a new hegemony 
that will make the countries they traverse into vassal 
states… The ancient silk roads were never purely Chi-
nese… These roads are to be shared and they cannot be 
one-way” [5]. The “Economist” article pertains that by 
implementing the all-embracing BRI the world might 
be moving towards Pax Sinica and Donald Trump dis-
engagement from Asia seems to be playing in the Chi-
nese hands. On the contrary, “the balance of risks and 
benefits of the BRI is related to America’s commitment 
to Asia. If the United States is engaged, the world can 
mitigate the dangers of BRI and reap its rewards. If not, 
the risks will outweigh the benefits” [5]. 

In this article we attempt to develop a hypothesis that 
the BRI managed to attract a lot of supporting States and 
to some extent neutralized the Global North’s policy of 
containment. At the same time, it could not eliminate the 
politicians and businessmen’s concerns caused by the in-
ternational economic and political expansion of China. 

The BRI versus Russia  
and the Eurasian Economic Union

At the very beginning, Moscow considered the BRI 
as Beijing’s attempt to protect and promote Chinese 
interests in the Customs Union space, especially in 
Central Asia. Moreover, this assessment was not far 
from reality. It was mentioned in the Introduction to 
this article that one of the reasons to introduce the 
BRI was to counter the containment policy of the West 
directed against the PRC. In  this regard, Beijing put 
the Customs Union of Belarus, Kazakhstan and Russia 
and the Eurasian Economic Union (EAEU) on the same 
footing as TPP, TTIP and EU – Japan FTA.

By creating the EAEU, Moscow was trying to boost 
the significance of Russia vis-à-vis its Western part-
ners. Being an EAEU leading nation, the Russian Fe
deration would be treated with respect at the negotia
ting table by the EU, the USA and Japan. Therefore, 
Moscow was not that enthusiastic about the BRI after 
its official proclamation in 2013. As  a  Belarusian re-
searcher Maria Danilovich puts it, “the Economic Belt 
of the Silk Road to some extent was the PRC’s reaction 

to the Russian side attempts to strengthen its influ-
ence in the post-Soviet space at the beginning of the 
2010s. By the launch of the EAEU in 2015, the Econo
mic Belt of the Silk Road turned into an instrument of 
the Chinese national interests’ adaptation towards the 
appearance of a new economic block near its borders” 
[6, p. 238]. 

Then the year 2014 came. Moscow declared Crimea 
a  part of the Russian Federation and supported the 
Donbass separatists. The West responded with freezing 
economic projects in Russia which had been previously 
agreed upon, cutting down credits, closing down some 
of its investments in Russia, prohibiting exports of mi
litary equipment and modern technologies. The Krem-
lin found itself in almost total international isolation. 
Its post-Soviet neighbors could not help much, all of 
them were used to receiving economic and other forms 
of assistance from Russia. 

Before the celebration of the 70th anniversary of the 
victory in the Great Patriotic War (May 2015) Moscow 
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invited all its anti-Hitler allies and leaders of some 
other states to come to Russia to participate in the 
festivities. Almost none of the invited leaders came. 
However, the Chinese leader came and was awarded 
a preferential treatment (in two years, President Putin 
returned the favor and was one of the very few State 
leaders who came to the BRI Summit in Beijing in May 
2017. But in his speech at the Summit Vladimir Pu-
tin chose to promote the Russian concept of “Greater 
Eurasia” that on many counts directly competes with 
the BRI) [7]. It was somewhat indicative that the Bei-
jing BRI gathering was not called at the Kremlin site 
a “Summit” but an “International Forum”.

On 8 May 2015, Russian President Vladimir Putin 
and Chinese President Xi Jinping signed a document on 
conjugation of the BRI and the EAEU (without proper 
consultations with other EAEU member-states). Rele-
vant working groups on different aspects of the conju-
gation were established. Moreover, it took those three 
years to prepare an only agreement in the framework 
of conjugation – Agreement on trade cooperation be-
tween the EAEU and China. Beijing was not very happy 
about this agreement. It wanted to get an FTA agree-
ment with the EAEU as Vietnam got a year before. How-
ever, Moscow was afraid of the invasion of the EAEU 
markets by the Chinese goods and went along with 
signing a classical trade cooperation agreement. There 

were about 40 transportation projects prepared by the 
Russian side in the spirit of conjugation. The Chinese 
side approved none for financing from the BRI fund. 
As  professor of the Russian University of People’s 
Friendship Yury Tavrovsky quite rightly mentioned, 
“only the implementation of the concrete projects will 
allow to recognize the conjugation as a  political and 
economic reality” [8]. 

Thus, by the middle of 2018, there were a number of 
bilateral RF – PRC economic projects, which were in-
cluded under the BRI umbrella but there were no pro-
jects in the conjugation mode. The only achievement 
that could be attributed to the conjugation strategy is 
the signing of the China – EAEU trade agreement in 
May 2018.

The main benefits that Russia got from the BRI – 
EAEU conjugation were political ones. The  conjuga-
tion helped Moscow to avoid being a total international 
outcast, helped to hold its head up while confronting 
Brussels and Washington. The economic benefits for 
the Russian Federation from the conjugation were 
almost non-existent. The  Chinese side managed to 
artfully promote its economic interests using the 
Russia’s difficult international situation. Beijing de-
manded and got low prices for Russian gas and oil; it 
demanded and got supplies of the most modern Rus-
sian technologies and military equipment. 

The BRI and the European Union

Official EU  – PRC relations were established in 
1975. Since then the political and economic ties be-
tween them had their ups and lows. After the Tianan-
men uprising in 1989 the EU introduced embargo on 
arms and technology export to China. In the XXI cen-
tury, the development of the economic relations stea
dily grew. In  March 2014 the first ever official visit 
of Chinese leader to the EU Headquarters took place. 
Xi Jinping came to Brussels at a time when the EU was 
struggling to stay together fighting huge problems of 
accumulated state debts of Ireland, Portugal, Italy, Cy-
prus and Greece, with Ukranian crisis looming on the 
horizon. Under the circumstances, the EU side had to 
agree to include in the Joint EU – China Declaration of 
31 March 2014 a clause on conducting a visibility study 
on creating an EU – China FTA. At  the last moment, 
Brussels managed to condition the conducting of this 
study upon the conclusion of the China – EU invest-
ment agreement. In his speech at the College of Europe 
Xi Jinping brought up the BRI subject. “We should, – he 
said, – unite the efforts to deepen sino-european coope
ration with the efforts to create the Silk Road Economic 
Belt and, aiming at creating a  large Eurasian market, 
activate the business activity of the populations and 
enterprises, mobilize financial resources and intro-
duce modern technologies in order to turn China and 
the EU into a "double engine" of the world economic 
growth” [1, p. 383]. 

In September 2015, in the course of the high level 
economic dialogue between the EU and China, a deci-
sion was taken to converge the BRI and the European 
investment plan. A  Memorandum of Understanding 
(MOU) was signed on the creation of the EU – China 
transportation connectivity platform. A joined working 
group was formed, in which the experts of the Chinese 
Fund of the Silk Road, of the European Commission (EC) 
and the European Investment Bank were included. 
When on 29 June 2015, the Asia Bank of Infrastructure 
Investments was established in Beijing, 14  EU mem-
ber-states became its founding members. 

The BRI significance for Europe was additionally 
underlined in the EC document “The  Principles of 
a  New EU Strategy towards China” adopted in June 
2016. This document calls for close EU – China co-
operation in the implementation of infrastructure 
projects. In  the same month the European Bank for 
Reconstruction and Development (EBRD) and the Silk 
Road Fund signed an MOU promoting joined finan
cing of the projects. 

Brussels looks with suspicion on the gatherings of 
the “16+1” Format that encompass China and 16  EU 
and Balkan countries (the Republic of Belarus has the 
status of a  special Chinese invitee at this Format). 
The creation of the “16+1” Format was a medium va
riation of the traditional Chinese policy of conduc
ting the bilateral negotiations with countries and not  
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becoming involved in negotiations with blocks of sta
tes (in this case – with the EU). 

By the end of the second decade of the XXI century, 
there were five main problems in the EU – China re-
lations. The first one is the continuation of the arms 
and technology embargo that Beijing tries to overcome. 
The second problem is connected with the inability of 
both sides to conclude a  new comprehensive Partner-
ship Agreement. Lack of investment agreement be-

tween the PRC and the EU represents the third problem. 
The  fourth problem is the EU non-recognition of the 
market status of the Chinese economy. European banks 
and companies still have a lot of complaints about the 
rules and regulations that discriminate against the 
European business in China. Finally yet importantly 
is the problem of democracy and human rights that in 
the European eyes are not sufficiently developed in the 
PRC.

The BRI, the USA, Japan and India

Although the USA as a  country is not part of the 
BRI, the US economic interests in the Asia Pacific Re-
gion (APR) are generally affected by the growing Chi-
nese economic presence in the region. Some small 
South-East Asian nations see the USA as the only gua
rantor of their national security and economic rights. 
And not just the small ones but technologically ad-
vanced Japan, Australia, South Korea as well. In 2012, 
the US Barak Obama Administration started its “Pivot 
to Asia” allocating more attention and resources to the 
situation in Asia. This new Washington Asia strategy 
aimed at protecting and promoting US political and 
economic interests. Moreover, part of this strategy was 
dealing with security and economic concerns of the US 
allies and other countries in the APR. One of the tools 
that Washington used to contain China with, was an 
attempt to fence off Chinese companies in the world 
trade. This was done by the creation of economic 
mega partnerships such as the TPP, the TTIP and the 
EU – Japan FTA. Beijing counterattacked by proposing 
the BRI. In this context, the US Donald Trump Admi
nistration played in the hands of China when it deci
ded to postpone the TTIP negotiations and withdraw 
from the TPP. 

On the other hand, the Trump Administration tried 
to limit the Chinese export to the USA on bilateral ba-
sis. This proved to be a double-edged sword: limiting 
Chinese export provoked reciprocal measures from 
Beijing, and hurt the interests of the US firms opera
ting in China. 

The Japan – China relations were poisoned by the 
conflict over the Senkaku (Daoyoudao) Islands that re-
sumed with new vigor just months before the BRI of-
ficial announcement in 2013. Therefore, Tokyo looked 
with suspicion upon any China’s global and regional 
initiatives. This suspicion was strengthened by the 
creation in Beijing of the Asian Bank of Infrastructure 
Investments (ABII), which was considered by the Japan 

Government as a direct competitor of the Asian Deve
lopment Bank based in Tokyo.

The temperature in Japan – China relations also de-
pends on the atmosphere in the USA – China ties. To-
kyo remains a very staunch supporter of Washington in 
Eastern Asia despite some trade disagreements. 

When the BRI was officially proclaimed in Sep-
tember 2013, New Delhi took a neutral stance toward 
it. In fact, Chinese Prime-Minister Li Kejang was the 
first to announce the BRI idea in May 2013 during 
his visit to India. A special corridor (belt) from China 
through Myanmar to India was envisaged within the 
initiative. New Delhi was looking forward to obtai
ning the Chinese investments to develop transporta-
tion connectivity in South Asia. But later this some-
what neutral attitude changed and New Delhi started 
to see negative trends within the BRI.

Firstly, India negatively assessed using the BRI funds 
to support the Chinese construction companies in their 
competitive bids with the Indian companies in the third 
countries. The  Chinese companies received contracts 
for building sea ports and airports in Sri Lanka which 
India always considered its zone of influence.

Secondly, India’s concerns were aroused by the ac-
tual construction of some BRI corridors. For example, 
the road from Chinese province Xin Jang to Pakistani 
sea port Gwadar was built through the disputed terri-
tory of Jammu & Kashmir as part of the China – Paki-
stan corridor in the BRI context. 

Thirdly, New Delhi could not see much added value 
in the BRI because almost all economic activities of the 
Chinese companies in the region of South Asia were 
automatically included under the BRI umbrella.

These negative trends in Indian – Chinese relations 
over the BRI were further exacerbated by a demonstra-
tive refusal of the Indian Prime Minister to accept Bei-
jing invitation to participate in the BRI World Summit 
in 2017. 

Conclusion

It is really quite difficult to enumerate possible 
perspectives for the different dimensions of the BRI. 
Therefore, we would restrict this topic to the scenarios 
of the BRI and the EAEU conjugation. 

In the optimistic scenario, Moscow and Beijing will 
agree on dividing their interests and responsibilities 
in the EAEU and the BRI. In  this case, there will be 
a  strong possibility of integration of the potentials 
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of these two and, by doing this, to increase the chan
ces of breaking the containment of China and Russia. 
If we narrow this scenario just to the framework of the 
Central Asian region, we could come to a conclusion 
that it would be quite visible to divide the interests 
and responsibilities of China and Russia there, be-
cause the two main resources of the region – hydro 
carbonates and labor force  – could go to different 
destinations: hydro carbonates – to China, and labor 
force – to Russia.

The realization of the optimistic scenario will large-
ly depend on the internal politics of Russia. As Alek
sandr Gabuev puts it, “in order to really increase the 
benefits from the cooperation with China at minimum 
risks, one should neither be afraid of the Silk Road, nor 
believe in its magic capabilities; what is needed is to 
reform your own economy and improve the investment 
climate. And if there are no improvements, the hideous 
Chinese are not a guilty party” [3]. 

In the pessimistic scenario, China and Russia will not 
agree on dividing and respecting the interests and res
ponsibilities of each other. The old prejudices and mo
dern inclinations of both sides to become a global power 
prevail. In this case, Moscow would impede the BRI ties 
with the EAEU Member States. 

In my opinion, one could still keep a question mark 
over the economic sustainability of the BRI. First, there 
are not that many goods in the Western and even Central 

provinces of China waiting to be moved to Europe via 
the Silk Road land belts. Even less things are waiting to 
be railroaded from Europe to China. Most Chinese pro
ducts that are exported to Europe are made in Eastern 
and Southern provinces of China with easy access to the 
shipping sea lines. Second, the price of shipping goods 
to Europe by sea is much less than by land. Building of 
new container carriers that could take aboard 18 thou-
sand standard 20-feet containers (TEU) at once, which 
is now under way in the Republic of Korea and the PRC, 
will decrease the price for sea shipping even further. 
The only economic advantage of moving goods via the 
BRI land belts is somewhat shorter timespan needed for 
the transportation. And even this remaining advantage 
is now threatened by the melting ice of the Arctic Ocean. 

The BRI was introduced at a  time when the rela-
tions between Russia and the EU were quite friendly 
and the European leaders and Vladimir Putin were 
talking about creating a free economic area from Lis-
bon to Vladivostok. There was a  free flow of goods, 
services and capitals between the G8 Member States. 
Without such a  free flow  le raison d’etre behind the 
BRI is disappearing (at least behind its northern land 
belts going through Russia and Belarus). The  BRI as 
a  whole nevertheless could survive the current state 
of international affairs including cutting ties between 
Russia and the West, if it keeps the sea belts and the 
land belts going through Central Asia and Turkey. 
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