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THE SILK AND BELT ROAD:
FROM CHINA TO TURKEY,
THE PUSHBACK HAS STARTED

TIMELINE OF THE ANCIENT SILK ROAD

Some history
The origin of the Silk Road can be traced to the
Han Empire’s conquest of the Tarin Basin
around 120 BCE when the Chinese army
banished various tribal groups from the area.
This allowed the empire to open a safe passage
for trade that stretched from the Chinese capital
Xi’an to a wealth of cities in central Asia and
beyond.
The Han engaged in vibrant trade with India,
Persia and the Roman Empire. Besides the
luxury goods that travelled along the route,
including spices, silk, precious stones and
ornaments, the Silk Road was a conduit for the
dissemination of religion, philosophy,
technology, science, and even disease.
Trade along the route faltered following the
collapse of the Han in 221 CE but revived in the
Tang era (618 – 907) when China partially
recovered its central Asian provinces. Trade fell
again in the 8th century after the Tibetan and the
Uighurs took control of Xinjiang, but 500 years
later the route experienced major resurgence
following the Mongol conquests. The
importance of the Silk Road fell again after the
Mongol empire’s decline in the 14th century,
and in the 16th century it was replaced by
maritime trading routes.

The Tibet commands heights of the Tibetan
plateau and a base that overlooks the Chinese
heartland as well as control of the Tibetan
sources of China’s three great rivers.
In the past, China’s massive population looked
for ways to expand and had no other option than
to look West to Tibet, Mongolia, Kazakhstan,
Kyrgyzstan, and Tajikistan before reaching
Afghanistan and then Pakistan. From there, the
ancient Silk Road could join the Royal Persian
road and eventually reach Europe. It was the
land trade bridge from middle China to the
World.
Beyond trade, China had very specific security
interests in central Asia in ancient times.
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PIVOT WEST: A GEO-ECONOMIC PERSPECTIVE

Future outlook
Steeped in history, I believe that the Chinese
leadership plans to use the Belt and Road
Initiative (BRI) to achieve a handful of goals:
A. Geo-economic clout
Create new demand for Chinese exports of
manufactured goods and construction
services in Southeast Asia, South Asia,
Africa, the Middle East, Africa, Eastern
Europe and Latin America.
B. Internal rebalancing
Deal with overcapacity of production by
exporting purchasing power and goods to
markets on its western borders, and support
jobs in China.
C. Domestic consumption without creating a
bubble
After decades of avoiding domestic
indebtness and accumulating trillions of
dollars of U.S. and European financial assets
and financing rising debt in the rest of the
world, China reversed course and started to
encourage domestic investment and

consumption doing its best to constrain
both before they reach tipping points.
D. Dual-security measure
Rely on a solid land bridge to secure
resources and raw materials that it needs
(oil and gas, metals and rare minerals
without which China would collapse),
and trading routes while building up its
naval capabilities. It’d take a generation
or less for China to acquire serious
vessels that can patrol the seas and
oceans. In the meantime, its
passageways in the Pacific Ocean and
the South China Sea can be easily
blocked by Japan and Taiwan. Shipping
trade lanes are one solution but the best
guarantees are land routes.
E. Sphere of influence
The U.S. administrations’ excessive
reliance on sanctions and trade tariffs
has eventually backfired. Many
governments regard these measures as
abuse of power in particular China and
Russia.
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China’s foreign economic interests
China’s immediate goal is to secure the supply of materials and natural resources, while the long term
one is to make the country the hub of a new global system.
New Silk Roads: New trade routes assembled by China

Chinese government key economic interest (by sector)
Government subsidies where public ownership still dominates
Name
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Alternative energy and energy
conservation
Automobiles
Aviation
Banking
Biologic science
Coal
Construction
Environmental protection
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Materials
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Telecom
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Power
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Tobacco
Insurance
Machinery
Shipping
Information technology
Securities
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Reviving the Silk Road

Breakdown of Outward Foreign Direct Investment (OFDI)

−
−
−
−
−

Key observations
70% of OFDI is geographically located in Asia
(2017)
OFDI investments target countries rich in oil and
metals and crucial commodities for industrial and
transportation sectors
Chinese companies own close to 25% of
Kazakhstan’s oil production and account for well
over half of Turkmenistan’s gas exports
Chinese investors have not yet moved up the
value chain into overseas manufacturing in any
major way
The 6 land corridors are the sites of energy and
industrial clusters and will be created through the
use of rails, roads, water ways, pipelines and
information highways

China’s Outward and Inward Foreign Direct Investment
(OFDI) 2010 to 2016
(USD Billions)
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PIVOT WEST: A GEOPOLITICAL PERSPECTIVE

If one door closes, others open
A clash between China and a U.S.
administration was an inevitability in my
opinion due to the latter’s single-minded
approach and abuse of trade, financial systems,
liberalism and capitalism and borrowed power.
Different historical, cultural and doctrinal paths
prompted successive Chinese leaderships to
envisage and prepare for the honeymoon with
the West – and the USA in particular, to end
sooner rather than later. For a century, tactical
milestones were set and reached, which ended
up taking the West by surprise.
I suspect that the Chinese leadership is now,
reluctantly, willing to accept potential losses in
its traditional export markets in North America
and in a few parts of Western Europe to
multiply its political and economic clouts
elsewhere around the world – the Chinese
believe they can compensate for the rupture
with the West by actively engaging alternative
international trading and cultural partners.
Instead of reaching for the gun, when competing
for global influence and ideas, the Chinese
leadership is comfortable harnessing economic
tools to work their geopolitical and geoeconomic will to the world.

I think that after a century of what many
considered as Chinese subjugation to the West,
balancing and managing the individual and
combined relationships with India and Pakistan
and Russia (and to a lesser degree with Iran and
Turkey) are more critical to China: these
countries have become too economically,
geographically, culturally and politically
important to risk intensifying tensions along the
Silk Road.
I assume that eventually, the Chinese
government bets on some E.U. countries (i.e.
Greece and Italy – both ancient Imperial powers
just as China was) to break rank and maintain a
certain degree of independence vis-à-vis U.S.
administrations, which could leave the latter
isolated geographically and politically.
A few days ago, the pushback started as we
were witness to three ancient imperial forces
kick-off geo-political and geo-economic realignments. From Turkey to China, countries
along the Silk Road are actively re-asserting
positions in a bid to break strangleholds and
oligopolies, maintain cultural wealth, and
diversify political and economic risks.

The Silk Road's 6 land corridors
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