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1. Introduction 
 

From the 15th century to modern times, the destiny of countries and peoples in Africa, 

Asia and the Americas was formed by the developments and decisions made in Europe, later 

on the United States of America (Rachman 2016). However, the Western hegemony in global 

affairs now is teetering. Whereas the Western power is declining, Asia; especially China on 

the rise over the decades. Power is shifting from West to East, the world is more multipolar 

than ever before. While leader of the free world, the president of the United States, Donald J. 

Trump, is threating the liberal world order with his actions like praising nationalism, 

imposing tariffs, withdrawing the US from the United Nations Educational, Scientific and 

Cultural Organization (UNESCO), United Nations Human Rights Council (UNHRC) and the 

Paris Agreement; China’s President Xi Jinping showed up as a defender of free trade, 

globalization and economic openness. China has become an active participant of international 

cooperation, from United Nations peacekeeping missions to Paris Agreement. Moreover, 

China is promoting international development and integration with Belt and Road Initiative 

(BRI). BRI has come to symbolize China’s increasing significance in international relations.  

China, as the world’s largest trading country, energy consumer and largest economy 

(ranked by purchase power) is trying to revive ancient Silk Road to promote integration, boost 

infrastructure and improve economic relations in Eurasia. The BRI is leading giant 

infrastructure projects such as building of new railways, highways, ports, oil & gas pipelines, 

power lines and internet networks all around Eurasia. 

Using railroads to transport goods from one destination to the other one could look 

like an old-fashioned way to do business but the idea behind the BRI is totally new and 

compatible with modern time’s needs. The era of the internet and globalization, attaches 

continents by cross-continental railways, which might result in a real transportation 

revolution. Compared to sea freight, cross-continental railways have notably reduced time 

needed to transport goods; compared to air freight, the cross-continental railways have 

remarkably reduced the transportation costs by 40% (Egger and Larch 2008); and above all,  

rail cargo is more environmentally friendly than air freight. First regular cargo trains between 

Europe and China launched in 2011, since that date EU-China rail freights grew a 

hundredfold. 6,637 freight trains were operated in both directions, including with 3,673 record 

figure in 2017 alone (Jakóbowski et al. 2018). 
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This paper’s goal is to examine China’s Belt and Road Initiative and the effects of 

upgrading railway connections between China and Europe on bilateral & multilateral 

relations. Moreover, this paper will discuss the effects of railway expansion on Germany, in 

terms of economic and political results under the framework of the BRI. 

 

2. The Belt and Road Initiative 
 

At the height of its importance, the historic Silk Road had no national borders. 

Merchants visited many places without any restrictions, used wide range of roads and sea 

lines to reach trading centres to sell their goods for more than 15 centuries. (Djankov et al. 

2016). These journeys gave chances to transfer knowledge, information, and science between 

Asia, Europe and the Middle East.   

Project of the century
1
, The Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) or its long-form Silk Road 

Economic Belt and the 21
st
 century Maritime Silk Road is an ambitious development strategy 

adopted by China (officially the People’s Republic of China – PRC). This development 

strategy concentrates on cooperation and integration on a vast scale which consists of sections 

of Asia, Africa and Europe (de Soyres et al. 2018). In other words, One Belt One Road 

(OBOR) project is inspired by the historical Silk Road, and highly motivated to revive this 

ancient route with today’s capabilities. The main goal of the project is establishing economic 

corridors in order to increase trade volume and promote trans-continental economic growth. 

The Belt and Road Initiative is leading giant infrastructure projects such as building of new 

railways, highways, ports, oil & gas pipelines, power lines and internet networks around the 

participating countries.
2
 The OBOR Initiative is seen as an essential project to strengthen the 

Eurasian market (Yiwei 2016), seeking policy coordination and integration. 

                                                           
1
 In the first Belt and Road Forum on May 14 and 15, 2017 was held in Beijing, President of China, Xi Jinping 

hailed BRI as the “project of the century”. The summit was attended by delegations from nearly 60 governments. 

Several member states of the European Union were represented at this forum including Czech President Milos 

Zeman, Italian Prime Minister Paolo Gentiloni and Spanish Prime Minister Mariano Rajoy (OBOR Europe 

2017). 

2
 Since Belt and Road Initiative has been announced, there is not an official list of “Belt and Road Initiative 

countries”. 
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The Belt and Road Initiative is consisted of two main components; The Silk Road 

Economic Belt and The 21
st
 century Maritime Silk Road. Specifically, the “Belt” refers to the 

overland corridors for road and rail connection whereas the “Road” refers to shipping lines 

(Kuo 7/30/2018). BRI established six economic corridors to improve economic relations and 

promote greater integration: 

 the China‐Mongolia‐Russia Economic Corridor;  

 the New Eurasian Land Bridge;  

 the China–Central Asia–West Asia Economic Corridor;  

 the China–Indochina Peninsula Economic Corridor; 

 the China‐Pakistan Economic Corridor; 

 the Bangladesh‐China‐India‐Myanmar Economic Corridor, 

 the Maritime Corridor 

Since the BRI was introduced by Chinese President Xi Jinping in September 2013
3
 

during the speech delivered at Nazarbayev University in Kazakhstan (The State Council The 

People's Republic of China 2015), the project became a much-debated topic in international 

media spheres. The BRI has created high hopes and motivation as well as raised doubts 

against the project’s ability to fulfil all that is promised. 

In this context, one question arose: Is the BRI a new Marshall Plan? According to 

Simeon Djankov
4
, the comparison between the Belt and Road Initiative and the Marshall 

Plan, is inaccurate, in terms of the idea behind the projects. The United States of America’s 

aims with the Marshall Plan was rebuilding war zones in Europe, preventing the expansion of 

Communism and creating free movement of American goods. China with the BRI mainly 

focuses on trade and the strengthening of its companies’ influence worldwide (Djankov et al. 

2016).                                                                                                                                           

What are the main priorities behind the BRI? 

a) To establish an excellent connection in infrastructure between participating countries 

b) To coordinate development projects in the participating areas and boosting 

cooperation on development policies 

                                                           
3
 Chronology of China’s Belt and Road Initiative by The State Council The People's Republic of China web site  

4 Simeon Djankov is visiting fellow at the Peterson Institute for International Economics, was deputy prime 

minister and minister of finance of Bulgaria from 2009 to 2013. 

http://english.gov.cn/news/top_news/2015/04/20/content_281475092566326.htm
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c) Providing an opportunity to guarantee unhindered trade  

d) Economic & financial integration 

e) Human capital exchange and integration (Bastos 2018)  

f) Creating non-marine energy routes to supply oil and gas from Central Asia, Southeast 

Asia, and Pakistan (Gleave et al. 2018), in order to ensure energy security. 

China as a growth champion over the decades, need more energy day after day; the 

country’s energy demand has increased more than 500 percent since 1980 (Djankov et al. 

2016). The country is now the world’s largest energy consumer and largest net importer of 

oil. The BRI intended to secure China’s energy supply with new pipelines in Central Asia, 

Russia, and Southeast Asia ports. The BRI with the China-Pakistan corridor, provides the 

transportation of oil from land. Hereby, China’s dependency issue on the Strait of Malacca for 

oil transport, with the BRI’s Pakistan corridor seems like solved. 

The BRI is primarily focusing on new and improved transport infrastructure 

(Constantinescu and Ruta 2018). Due to China’s position in international  trade as the world’s 

largest trading country, it is essential to the country’s existence to reduce transportation cost 

(Kynge 2015). A growth strategy based on the domestic market is coming to an end. China 

established well-constructed infrastructure in its domestic area such as high-speed railways, 

wide freeways, connected public transportation, etc. which are heavily dependent on state 

investment and resulting lofty growth figures. Economic growth is indispensable to the lasting 

legitimacy of China’s one-party state and to the country’s great-power projections (Rolland 

2015). Chinese construction firms were vital to China’s economic success story. China 

intended to expand the construction sector’s power to BRI countries. 

One of the key points of the project is to create new outlets for these companies 

overseas. In this way, Chinese companies can plan, build, and supply the projects with the 

Chinese state’s financial support and credits. The requirement to receive a loan from the 

China Development Bank and the Export-Import Bank of China is that there must be a 

Chinese business partner or the business is employing Chinese labour (Kynge 2015). In the 

long term, infrastructure based on the development of investments  may also create a new 

market place (Jingjing 2015) and foreign demand for Chinese firms and their products 

(Qiaoyi 2015). This is quite evident that BRI will be an effective tool for Chinese expansion 

around the world.  
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Secondly, the current global financial system is considered to bind China’s role (also 

the role of the other emerging nations) especially in decision-making processes (Gabuev 

2015). The development focus of BRI would help the internationalization process of the 

renminbi, the currency of the People's Republic of China (Djankov et al. 2016). As already 

mentioned above Chinese banks are giving credits for development projects in the framework 

of BRI. The usage of the renminbi will solidify Chinese money position in international 

markets. 

In international trade, having good management between the producer and the logistic 

agent is essential. Logistics’ key goal is to transport the final product to the consumer, this is 

critical not only for transport services but also warehousing costs which are important 

ingredient to determine the final prices of goods (Gleave et al. 2018). Controlling logistic 

chains strengthen China’s position in the logistics sector and also enable to increase its 

competitiveness in the global market. 

In the broader sense, the BRI has come to symbolize China’s increasing significance 

in global affairs, reforming regional dynamics in Asia, Africa as well as Europe. The BRI in 

the geographical scope comprises estimated 60% of global Gross Domestic Product (GDP) 

and 30% of the world’s population (Gleave et al. 2018). After the announcement of the BRI, 

the Chinese Government founded the Silk Road Fund and the Asian Infrastructure Investment 

Bank to support ambitious development project. The New Development Bank which is 

established by BRICS countries (five major emerging national economies: Brazil, Russia, 

India, China and South Africa) can also play an active role in this development initiative. 

Projects related to BRI for instance, The Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB)
5
 has 

changed the international landscape of development project financing (van der Putten et al. 

2016).  From 2013 to 2019; BRI has become the cornerstone  of Chinese foreign policy and 

appears in many official statements and in a public official’s discourse (Soper 2015).  The 

Initiative has created a vision for Chinese actors as well as all participating countries to 

connect and integrate the Eurasian continent by 2049
6
.  

                                                           
5
 The Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB) is a multinational development bank with a mission to 

improve social and economic outcomes in Asia. Headquartered in Beijing, it began operations in January 2016 

and now has grown to 93 approved members worldwide. By investing in sustainable infrastructure and other 

productive sectors in Asia. AIIB President is Jin Liqun. (The Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank 2019.) 

6
 The Belt and Road Project's conclusion planned for 2049, the centenary of the founding of the People’s 

Republic of China, according to Bruno Maçães the author of the Belt and Road, The Dawn of Eurasia. 
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According to top Chinese diplomat Wang Yi
7
, the BRI is an open platform and a 

concept for all countries and there is no place for hierarchy or unbalanced acquisition. “Belt 

and Road Initiative is a symphony jointly performed by all countries” Wang Yi said after the 

China, Russia, India foreign ministers meeting on 2 February 2015. (Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs, the People's Republic of China 2/2/2015)  

To cope with China’s overcapacity, the BRI can create new opportunities for Chinese 

firms. Tackling overcapacity is now “more urgent than ever,” according to the European 

Chamber of Commerce in China President Joerg Wuttke (Yu 2016). Overcapacity problem is 

a fragile issue for China’s state executives. Attempts to overcome this problem can result in a 

mass layoff and social uncertainty (Mitchell and Yang 2016). Huang Libin (2015), an official 

with the Ministry of Industry and Information Technology, commented “for us there is 

overcapacity, but for the countries along the ‘One Road One Belt’ route, or for other BRIC 

nations, they don’t have enough and if we shift it out, it will be a win-win situation.” The steel 

sector is estimated to have around 300 million tonnes of excess annual production capacity 

nationwide (Stanway 2015). Huge investment projects in the BRI framework will help to 

solve China’s overcapacity problem. 

As stated, China is facing the excessive capacity problem, according to He Yafei 
8
it 

can be turned into an opportunity for growth for Chinese companies’ into expanded business 

network (Yafei 2014). Some China experts say that the BRI is a necessity rather than a 

choice. As Tsinghua University professor He Maochun (2017) states, “One Belt, One Road is 

an upgraded version of the reform and opening up of China and is an upgraded version of 

China’s international trade” (Rolland 2017) and is China’s only option to continue growing. 

BRI strategically concentrates on these issues: 

 To tackle with non-traditional security threats and securitization of China’s hinterland in 

order to counter U.S. hegemony; 

 To improve domestic social constancy and unity of the Chinese nation, 

                                                           
7
 Chinese diplomat and politician. He formerly served as China's Vice Foreign Minister, Ambassador to Japan 

and Director of the Taiwan Affairs Office. He has served as the Foreign Minister since March 2013 and the State 

Councillor since March 2018. 

8
 Chinese diplomat and currently Vice-Minister of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. He represented China during 

the negotiations of the Copenhagen Accord in December 2009. Between 2010 and 2012, he served as the 

ambassador of China in United Nations Office at Geneva and representative of other international organizations 

in Switzerland. 
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 To lessen the development differences between the coastline and interior regions. 

Notably, the Chinese Government has concern on separatist trend
9
 in the province of 

Xinjiang located in the west part of the country (Rolland 2017), 

 Diminishing poverty will help decrease unrest and minimise the risk of terrorism & 

radicalization both within China’s boundary and related areas (Junxian 2010). 

The BRI as seen by many, is an answer to falling domestic economic growth and the 

export demand. Moreover, the cost of labour in the more advanced seaside regions increased 

such as the Pearl River Delta and the Yangtze River Delta, compare to inner provinces 

(Gleave et al. 2018). China with the BRI project, will re-orientate labour-intensive sectors to 

inner provinces in order to boost the economic situation and diminish the development gap 

between inner and coastal provinces. 

According to Cristina Constantinescu and Michele Ruta’s data (2018), China’s exports 

especially goods for infrastructure (transportation, communication, sewage, water and electric 

systems) have already started streaming to Belt and Road Initiative participating countries ten 

years before the official announcement of the project. The official launch of the BRI in 2013 

was not a radical shift (Constantinescu and Ruta 2018) however a creation of a new 

atmosphere to integration in Eurasia. 

When we compare other major countries’ previous plans based on the ancient Silk 

Road such as Japan’s Silk Road Diplomacy in 1997, the United States’ New Silk Road 

Strategy in 2011 and even the European Union’s New Silk Road Plan in 2009, China’s Belt 

and Road Initiative is more attractive and promising than  all of the other examples (Lei 

2016). As stated by Zhao Lei
10

 (2016), the BRI is an attempt to extend Chinese contribution 

to the international community and the Chinese state should ensure that it can supply global 

public goods as other major countries have done throughout history such as Great Britain.  

In general expectation of the economic development within the BRI framework will 

mitigate the threat of three main wicked factors; terrorism, separatism and extremism (Zhao 

2015). The Belt and Road Initiative is related to China’s economic projections and strategic 

                                                           
9
  China is accused of locking up hundreds of thousands of Muslims without trial in Xinjiang (BBC, Sudworth 

and Long 2018). 

10
 Chief Expert of the OBOR 100 Forum and Professor at the Institute for International Strategic Studies of the 

Party School of the Central Committee of the Communist Party of China. 
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plans in order to achieve President Xi Jinping’s “Chinese Dream”
11

 (Rolland 2017). China as 

an ambitious developing country, announced the Belt and Road Initiative to re-gain great-

power status in the international system. The BRI’s aim is to establish a new order in 

international politics and the world economy (Maçães 2018). China is transforming itself 

from a regional power to a global power; Belt and Road Initiative’s direction and practices 

will show us if it will be successful or not. 

 

2.1 BRI and the European Union 
 

The Belt and Road Initiative look for intensify China’s international connectivity by 

enhancing infrastructure and strengthening economic and financial ties with countries along 

the ancient Silk Road, thereby connecting it to Europe, which is home to the 500 million-

strong European Union consumer market, the world’s largest and richest (Le Corre 2017). 

Between 1995 and 2015, China’s share of world exports grew from 4% to over 15%  (Bastos 

2018), as understood from data China became a major player in international trade. According 

to European Commission Directorate General for Trade, 20.2% of European Union’s import 

(United States and Russia are following China relatively with 13.8% , 7.8%) comes from 

China (10/17/2018), with these figures China is the leading supplier to the European Union.   

Europe exported €198 billion worth of goods – and €38 billion in services – to China in 2017. 

The trade in goods between the EU and China is worth over €1.5 billion every single day 

(European Commission 7/1/2018). Today, the EU is China’s biggest trading partner,  while  

China  is  the  EU’s  second  largest  trading  partner  after  the  United  States.   

Moreover, China is now a major client of manufactured inputs in order to use in the 

production process of its own export output. As the European External Action Service stated, 

the EU and China, two of the three biggest economies and leading traders in the world, have a 

deep and comprehensive partnership (European External Action Service 6/1/2017) and in this 

relations, there is huge potential for both economic and social exchanges.   

                                                           
11

 The phrase "China Dream" and the associated idea of a collective hope for restoring China's lost national 

greatness, have ancient origins in Chinese literary and intellectual history. 
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The rise of China has happened on an unprecedented scale and speed (EEAS 2016), this 

situation re-shaped the position of China both internally and externally. China is seeking a 

bigger and more active role in the international system and has increasing influence on it.  

Decisions on the economy, finance, industry and social areas that are made by the 

Chinese in order to have strong position in global governance will not affect not only China 

but also the European Union and its member states. Chinese companies are being encouraged 

to trade, invest abroad and planning, building and supplying the projects that are giving 

control to the business circle. Furthermore, in the international scene China became more 

active and more visible (in the field of development, climate action, and international security 

hotspots) over the last decade. All developments in this context matter to the EU more than 

ever (EEAS 2016), Belt and Road Initiative could give both parts improved relations and 

shape the developments with accord. 

After the 2009 economic, financial crisis and the European debt crisis; investment 

from China was welcomed by the European continent under the influence of the economic 

bottleneck (Ferchen et al. 2018). The BRI which is mainly focused on bridging Europe and 

Asia will enable flows of investment in Europe more than before.  

Belt and Road Initiative is seen as ‘complementary’ to present national and European 

level plans to enhance infrastructure and increase connectivity Europe and on beyond (van der 

Putten et al. 2016). As highlighted in the third meeting of the EU-China Connectivity 

Platform, strengthen the synergies between China’s BRI and the EU’s Trans-European 

Transport Network’s policy (European Commission 7/16/2018) is crucial.  

As the Directorate-General for Internal Policies of the European Union (2018) listed, the BRI 

brought some opportunities: 

 China is willing to develop infrastructure projects, 

 Perpetual rail services between China and the EU can be favourable to European 

operators, shipping agents and industry, 

 EU business can be more active in transportation infrastructure projects in countries 

along the BRI, especially in  Central Asia, 

 The BRI may be propitious for saving the nvironment by reducing CO2 release as a 

result of development on rail freight between Europe and Asia (Gleave et al. 2018).  
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Up to the present, 20 EU Member States and 11 other European countries signed BRI-based 

memorandum of understanding (MoUs) with China between 2014 and 2017. Deutsche Bahn – 

DB and China Railways signed a MoU on further cooperation for the New Eurasian Land 

Bridge in 2016. The railways of China, Belarus, Germany, Kazakhstan, Mongolia, Poland and 

Russia signed an “Agreement for Further Cooperation on China-Europe Container Block 

Trains” at the BRI Summit in the capital of China in 2017 (Xinhua 2017). Poland and 

Hungary as EU member states have been expressly active and eager to deal with China under 

the framework of BRI. 

The BRI is committed to cooperation with the West, both the land and maritime Silk 

Roads are oriented towards Europe.  In the term of The Fourth Industrial Revolution
12

, to be 

close to the world is impossible. In the ‘innovation era’ Beijing seeks to have as many 

Western partners as possible (Góralczyk 2016). China decided to focus more on high-tech in 

this way Chinese investing on technology, e-commerce, agro-food and international brands, 

for all this Europe is attractive destination (d'Hooghe 2016). China needs European’s know-

how and expertise to make real its vigorous plans.  

European Union sees it have significant stake in the success of China’s economic and 

governance reforms (EEAS 2016). EU, as China’s biggest trading partner which accounted 

for 15% of China’s trade; at the same time safe harbour for Chinese outward direct 

investments. As stated in the Joint Communication to the European Parliament and the 

Council (2016), ‘The EU's prosperity is linked to sustainable growth in China’. 

 

2.2. 16+1 Format 
 

China initiated 16+1 Format
13

 which gathers 16 central and eastern European 

countries (CEECs), including 11 EU Member States and five Western Balkan countries since 

                                                           
12

 In Klaus Schwab’s book, The Fourth Industrial Revolution, Schwab describes how this fourth revolution is 

fundamentally different from the previous three, which were characterized mainly by advances in technology. 

The underlying basis for 4IR lies in advances in communication and connectivity rather than technology.  

13
 “16+1 Format” includes China, 11 EU Member States (Bulgaria, Croatia, the Czech Republic, Estonia, 

Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Romania, Slovakia, and Slovenia) and five Balkan countries (Albania, 

Bosnia and Herzegovina, Macedonia, Montenegro, Serbia). 
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2012.    16+1 Format as of its structure is innovative approach to regional
14

 cooperation. 

China is giving importance to the CEECs geostrategic location as a bridgehead to the EU’s 

single market and vital transit corridor for China’s BRI (Grieger 2018). EU is engaged in the 

16+1 Format as a summit
15

 observer. 

Since, the Budapest-Belgrade high-speed railway project launched, debate about its 

compliance of EU’s procurement law is still high. EU started to investigate China-funded 

2.89 billion US dollar worth rail project in Hungary and Serbia (Financial Times 2017). The 

project’s aim is upgrading the 350-kilometre-long Budapest-Belgrade railway into a high-

speed rail. When the project finished, the time of travel will decrease from eight hours to just 

three hours. 

Cui Hongjian (2017), director of European Studies at China Institute of International 

Studies said that, "The EU has a mixed feeling about China's participation in European 

infrastructure development: on one hand, the EU needs China’s support in terms of financial 

and construction; on the other hand, the EU fears China’s growing influence in the region” 

(Qiong 2017). In that case, what are the reasons behind the EU’s reservation on the BRI? The 

concerns have been raised on the 16+1 Format, some argues that the platform is dividing the 

EU (Mitrovic 2016). In the Central and Eastern European countries this format is seen as a 

strong tool to enhance cooperation; positive step for investments, technology transfer and 

boosting economic relations between China. Chinese sub-regional initiatives such as the 16+1 

Format, changed the landscape of European-China policy making. China is more welcomed 

by the central and eastern European countries compared to the other European states. It 

creates capacity to influence the choice of CEECs, moreover makes difficult to the EU 

diplomacy, threatening to weaken the EU’s standard settler position in newer EU member 

states (van der Putten et al. 2016) and the European neighbourhood. China is avoiding the EU 

level when it could reach the desired results from the member state level. Even the 16+1 

                                                           
14

 They are all ex-socialist and now emerging nations experiencing difficulties in the economic and social 

transformation. 

15
 Higher frequency of 16+1 summits and lower-level gatherings; past yearly annual summits were held in 

Warsaw (2012), Bucharest (2013), Belgrade (2014), Suzhou (2015), Riga (2016), Budapest (2017) and Sofia 

(2018), however the 2018 Sofia summit took place only eight months after the 2017 Budapest summit, shortly 

before the 20th EU-China summit in July 2018. (European Parliament Briefing on 16+1 Format, 2018) 
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Format looks like multilateralism, on the ground China’s policy making is still based on 

bilateral relations with the countries. 

The 16+1 Format enables China to gain new political allies willing to protect Chinese major 

interest at European level. As stated by European Parliament Briefing on 16+1 Format (2018), 

some CEECs in some situations given priority to China’s political interest over EU interest on 

for instance South China Sea topic, the situation of human rights, the BRI, the market 

economy status issue. 

Based on the Institute for World Economy, Romanian Academy’s Iulia Monica 

Oehler-Şincai findings (2017), Gisela Grieger (2018) made a clustering of the 16+1 Format 

countries named as active participants, ambitious partners, followers, laggards. The research 

found that higher level of cooperation intensity were correlated with negative attitudes to the 

EU, some CEECs like Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland, and Serbia are giving high 

importance to the format for balancing the EU with China which are named as an active 

members, champions or leaders of the 16+1 Format. Moreover, these group of countries are 

all euro-sceptic and all describing their countries as a strategic partner of China. 

Consequently, the higher level of dependence on the EU trade and foreign direct investment 

(FDI) as well as funds did not undoubtedly ensure positive attitudes toward the EU among the 

CEECs, according to the research findings. 

 

3. The Expansion of Rail Transport from China to Europe 

 

Using railroads to transport goods from one destination to another one may seem like 

an old-fashioned way to do business but the idea behind the BRI is totally new and 

compatible with modern time’s needs. The era of the internet and globalization, attach 

continents by cross-continental railways might result in real transportation revolution. 

Compared to sea freight, cross-continental railways have notably reduced the time needed; 

compared to air freight, the cross-continental railways have remarkably reduced the 

transportation costs by 40% (Egger and Larch 2008); and above all,  the rail cargo is more 

environmentally friendly than the air freight. 

Rail freight is not appropriate way to transport raw materials and untreated metals. For 

some reasons, rail freight is quite sensible way to do transport for goods which are high-

valued and capital-intensive. Moreover, many technology companies are willing to pay higher 
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amounts to move their product faster to sea freight (Jakóbowski et al. 2018). The expansion of 

rail lines between China and Europe can provide great connection to Chinese investors in 

Europe and vice versa. For instance, electronics giant TCL Corp
16

 has assembly plants in 

Poland which praised by President Xi Jinping (TCL in Poland), has set up a research and 

development centre in factory with a focus on artificial intelligence (Feifei 2018), 95% of its 

components used in the factory come from China with Chengdu-Poland railway according to 

Tomasz Olender, deputy general manager of the firm's Poland factory (Zhen 2018). It means 

for these companies ‘time’; ‘time’ for them is crucial for meeting market’s demands. 

Expansion of rail freight between Europe and China can give valuable advantages to China 

while competing with the other giant technology companies from Asia for instance; Japan, 

South Korea, India. 

First regular cargo train launched in 2011, EU-China rail freights grew a hundredfold 

since initial cargo train started. From 2011, 6,637 freight trains were launched in both 

directions, including with 3,673 record figure in 2017 alone. The value of 2016 freights 

estimated 22.9 billion US dollar, for 2020 the expectation is reaching to 76.5 billion US dollar 

level. Around 65% of trains are run from China to Europe (Jakóbowski et al. 2018), this is 

quite clear that China has trade surplus with the EU. Member states total trade deficit with 

China is 177 billion euro (10/17/2018)  in 2017.  

The rail freight lines that are currently operating between Europe and China are as 

follows: 

 Chongqing–Duisburg (China-Germany) 

 Chengdu–Łodź /Tilburg/Rotterdam/Nuremberg (China-Poland-Netherlands-Germany) 

 Wuhan–Duisburg/Hamburg/Lyon (China-Germany-France) 

 Zhengzhou–Hamburg (China-Germany) 

 Hefei–Hamburg (China-Germany) 

 Changsha–Duisburg (China-Germany) 

 Harbin–Hamburg (China-Germany) 

                                                           
16

 TCL currently has nearly 8,000 technical research staff members, 26 R&D centres and more than 10 joint 

laboratories around the world. Expenditure on R&D reached 4.72 billion yuan ($691 million; 595.8 million 

euros; ￡534.7 million) last year, according to the company. According to IHS Technology, TCL shipped 23.8 

million television sets around the world last year, an increase of 15.9 percent year-on-year. It ranked among the 

top three brands in the global LCD television market, with a market share of 10.9 percent in 2017. 
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 Leipzig–Shenyang (China-Germany) 

 Suzhou–Warsaw (China-Poland) 

 Yiwu–Madrid (China-Spain) 

 Yiwu–London (China-United Kingdoms) 

 Wuhan–Mělník & Pardubic (China-Czech Republic) (DB Schenker 2018; Li et al. 

2018; Jakóbowski et al. 2018). 

The established railway lines, for instance, the direct Łodź-Chengdu and Warsaw-

Suzhou, are accused of being an example of single-sided economic relationship between 

Poland and China. These lines launched cargo operations in 2013 (is seen as crucial part of 

BRI) since that time, freight services mostly used for import products from China and line’s 

train returning almost off-load to China. China subsidizes these connections to Europe to 

forward its overcapacities. Even so, on August 2015, initial cargo train from Poland with 

Polish alcoholic and non-alcoholic drinks and sweets (goods are not sanctioned by Russia
17

) 

arrived to Chengdu and Xiamen (Szczudlik 2015). Furthermore, expansion of the railways 

between China and Europe fortify Europe’s positon in the Chinese market especially in the 

sector of luxury products and premium food (Jakóbowski et al. 2018). 

As stated rail transport is environmental friendly way to do the business, companies 

like Fujitsu and Siemens which are organised train service to connect China and Germany, are 

advertised their business as the Green IT train (Jakóbowski et al. 2018). Rail freight released 

95% lower CO2 emission, than the previous preference to transport goods, air freight. 

In order to sustain these lines, Europe and China must establish sustainable business 

model for the rail expansion in Eurasia, in order to do so, these steps have importance:  

a. To organise rail lines, fixed schedules for attract the companies,  

b. Management of the cargo handling and discharge, 

c. Transportation organization for incoming and outgoing cargos, 

d. To enhance cooperation on legal framework of cargo shipment will boost 

effectiveness of the rail freight; in order to achieve that customs clearance on the road 

is crucial. 

                                                           
17

 Russia Federation imposed sanctions on some Polish agricultural products. 
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e. Last and foremost, to sustain these lines, acquisitions should be balanced. To enable 

balanced and sustainable trade relationship between China and Europe, European 

companies have to be more active in Chinese markets to decrease EU trade deficit. 

 

4. Germany in the BRI 

 

According to Chinese figures, 73% of the trains departing from China have their 

terminus
18

 in Germany (Jakóbowski et al. 2018) whereas Germany as a country is seen quite 

cautious toward the BRI; its local units such as Duisburg have been active to welcoming
19

 the 

BRI and, became one of the important hubs of the project. The city of Duisburg is hosting 90 

Chinese owned businesses, Chinese students and the Confucius Institute. Since Xi Jinping 

visited in 2014 the numbers of Chinese visitors and business people who are visiting Duisburg 

have risen (Oltermann 2018). 

German cities like Duisburg are hoping to increase their revenue from management of 

the rail connections with China. Duisburg is serving as a logistics centre for Germany, 

northern France and Benelux
20

 countries. City of Hamburg is also active on handling services 

for these connections. The China and EU cargo freights have been handled with existing 

European inland terminals (Jakóbowski et al. 2018). In the future, these terminals may not be 

enough to meet with demand of the market. There is cooperation area to boost investment for 

European and Chinese infrastructure companies. 

The European Union as a political unity and Germany as an economic engine power of 

Europe have serious concerns about China’s rising influence in the European hinterland for 

instance in the CEECs. China is considering this geography as a getaway of the core Europe 

which is more developed and has purchase power. Is European unity and solidarity under 

Chinese attack? German Chancellor Angele Merkel warned EU member states which are 

involved in Chinese infrastructure projects under the framework of BRI, about standing as a 

single voice toward China and said: “otherwise the EU would be allowing itself to be divided 

                                                           
18

 Remaining 27% of the trains have their terminus in Poland. 

19
 “We are Germany’s China city,” says Sören Link, Duisburg’s mayor. 

20
 The Benelux Union is a politico-economic union of three neighbouring states in Western Europe: Belgium, 

Netherlands and Luxembourg. 
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against itself” (Reuters 2018). In this context after the Chancellor’s statement, German 

foreign minister Heiko Maas said ‘China could replace the EU as a major player in the 

region’ (Rettman 2018) said in the Bundestag, the German Federal Parliament. 

Unambiguously, Germany is not happy to see a major power such as China in its periphery. 

Even though state-level actors have remaining concerns, there are huge opportunities 

for German companies and industry. China is the largest single market for automobiles in the 

world. Car ownership in the country skyrocketed from 8 million in 1990 to about 115 million 

in 2015 (Djankov et al. 2016). Germany’s well-known car companies, such as Audi, BMW 

and Volkswagen, are using rail freight services to dispatch automotive components from 

Germany to their factories in China. For instance, BMW sends 3-7 trains to China 

(Jakóbowski et al. 2018) weekly basis. This market is crucial for the German car industry, for 

instance in 2017 only Volkswagen AG sold 3.18 million (Deutsche Welle 2018) vehicle to 

China.  

China remains as a Germany’s most important trading partner with a total trade 

volume of 199.3 billion euros in 2018, according to German Federal Statistical Offices. In this 

trade, Germany’s deficit is 13 billion euros (Xuequan 2019). While US President Donald 

Trump’s critiques
21

 and threats
22

 are gaining strength on the German trade surplus with the 

US; China’s President Xi showed up as a defender of free trade (Kellogg 2017), globalization 

and economic openness. In his speech at the World Economic Forum in Davos, Switzerland, 

Xi Jinping said “We must remain committed to developing global free trade and investment, 

(and) promote trade and investment liberalization” (World Economic Forum 1/17/2017). 

 

5. Effects of Railway Investments on Economic Potential of Eurasia 

 

From a geo-economics and a geopolitical perspective, the BRI enables China to be 

more open, accessible (Bersick 2016) and the idea of integration in Eurasia looks achievable. 

                                                           
21

 ‘’We have a MASSIVE trade deficit with Germany, plus they pay FAR LESS than they should on NATO & 

military. Very bad for U.S. This will change’’ Trump said on Twitter on May 30, 2017. 

22
 "If you want to build cars in the world, then I wish you all the best. You can build cars for the United States, 

but for every car that comes to the USA, you will pay 35 percent tax," Trump told German tabloid "Bild" in 

January ( Walsh 2017 ) 
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Trade integration among BRI economies has largely increased; intraregional export went 

from 30.6 percent in 1995 to 43.3 percent in 2015 (Boffa 2018). Reduction of trade costs is 

helping creation of more integrated Eurasia. To reach Southwest China by rail transportation 

now takes around 14 days, quite faster than sea freight and cheaper compare to air freight. 

Moreover, improvement on refrigeration systems for containers, enable a good atmosphere to 

export temperature sensitive and perishable goods (d'Hooghe 2016) to all around Eurasia. 

Chongqing is the largest production base of laptop computers in the world, for the 

companies who are producing computers, existence of Chongqing-Duisburg rail network is 

crucial with fixed timetable. Hewlett-Packard (HP) is one of the important customer of the 

rail freight services which is serving between Europe and Asia. The company of HP has 

gained special pass, its manufacturing plants included in a special customs zone, by the 

governments of Russia, Kazakhstan, and Russia. This pass right enables to company’s cargos 

to go by without stopping in customs clearance of the mentioned countries (Jakóbowski et al. 

2018). As a consequence, the travel time of goods was shortened by 16-18 days. 

Since 2013 which is the starting day of the BRI, in other words the integration process 

of Eurasia; brought great energy to the region for boosting trade, connectivity and multilateral 

relations. This atmosphere provides all actors to enhance trade volumes and integration in the 

Eurasia in long term. 

 

6. Conclusion 
 

The Chinese says, ‘a journey of a thousand miles begins with single step’ (Bruyninckx 

2016). China with The Belt and Road Initiative started this journey in order to integrate 

Eurasia, to increase infrastructure, and boost economic relations among the participating 

countries and the whole region. At the time when the United States is no longer interested in 

further developing the world economic system, the BRI as a grand strategy is unique 

opportunity to demonstrate global leadership (Truman 2016) for China. 

The EU has been China's largest trading partner for 14 years in a row and China the 

EU's second largest trading partner. Developing relationship with the EU has long been a 

foreign policy priority for China. China and the EU have no fundamental strategic conflicts 

moreover they are sharing much more common ground than differences (Xinhua 2018) stated 

by China's Policy Paper on the European Union. A freshly developing Eurasian dimension in 
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China-Europe relations is what is needed to increase their affinity. As a result, the European 

Investment Bank (EIB) is providing technical support to the Asian Infrastructure Investment 

Bank (Bersick 2016) by doing so, they can co-fund the BRI’s projects in the near future.  

Even though, the EU and Germany still keep their reservation toward BRI, on the 

ground Europe and Asia are attach to each other thanks to expanded rail lines in Eurasia. The 

existence of fixed train operations is crucial for economic relations and will boost trade in 

BRI countries. Findings show that the Belt and Road Initiative is and will significantly reduce 

shipment times and trade costs (de Soyres et al. 2018).  

In order to sustain these lines, Europe and China must establish sustainable business 

model for the rail expansion in Eurasia. Organising rail lines with fixed schedules, and cargo 

distributions from ports and hubs are important; additionally this would create jobs for local 

transportation agents. Moreover, to increase effectiveness of rail freight, clear legal 

framework of transportation is important; in order to do so participating countries should 

work on custom issues. To maintain a balanced and sustainable trade relation between China 

and Europe, European companies have to be more active in Chinese market to decrease trade 

deficit of the EU. 

China’s influence in Europe especially in Central and Eastern Europe is rising. Many 

of the CEECs considering China as a strategic partner, and give importance to bilateral 

relations in order to boost their economy via Chinese led giant infrastructure projects such as 

Budapest-Belgrade high-speed railway. In that situation, as an economic engine power of 

Europe, Germany, can lose its influence power in these countries as German leaders warned. 

If the BRI will be successful and achieve all of the announced goals, the initiative will 

re-establish Eurasia as the largest market in the world and may lead to a shift from US dollar 

based international financial system (Djankov et al. 2016). The outcomes of BRI will matter 

not only in Eurasia but also the whole international system. 

The West is in decline, the East is on rise; power is shifting. China is the centre of this 

process. The BRI has created high hopes and motivation as a huge development project which 

called by Xi Jinping, project of the century. To have good connections with Asia is 

indispensable for Europe. China, with BRI, is trying to open itself to Europe and European 

market.  The Overcapacity problem can be converted by BRI to opportunity around Eurasia. 

Railways will continue to play a crucial role in connecting Europe to Asia and overall, will 

increase integration of Eurasia.  
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