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«These days, it seems like
the world is being stolen
from the world, at the very
moment it’'s becoming
‘worldwide’, at the very
moment of globalization.»
(Nancy, 2007)
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Abstract

TheChinese Beltand Road Initiativeisatonce oneofthe mostsuggestive expression
of the Global Infrastructuring processes of Planetary Urbanization (Brenner,
Schmid 2012) and a litmus test of the new geological era, the Anthropocene,
since on the one hand it strengthens international cooperation, providing a
great opportunity for development, and on the other provokes the overturning of
territories. This work aims to investigate the spatial transformations generated
by the construction of the Silk Road Economic Belt and XXI Century Maritime
Silk Road, a phenomenon so macroscopic that it only takes on significance when
observed on a global level. The hypotesis of this work is that studying the BRI as a
case of the Global Infrastructure may underlines some of the main contemporary
spatial issues concerning the Anthropocene as the actual effect of Planetary
Urbanization.

After a short overview of the initiative, based on official Chinese documents, the
first part considers six significant places - Gwadar, Khorgos, Djibouti, Kyaupkyu,
Dugm, Great Stone - to discern the traces of the spatial transformation and identify
some issues connected with it. The second part focuses on the European study
case of the Operational Landscape embedded between Turin, Milan, and Genoa.
The latent transformations in this medial territory that has the Mortara Dry Port
as core, has the potential to become explicit by the influence of dynamics such as
the Belt and Road.
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Introduction

The Anthropocene and the Idea of a Global Infrastructure

Dutch chemist and Nobel laureate Paul Crutzen and Eugene Stoermer, professor at
the University of Michigan, published an articlein IGBP’s Global Change newsletter
411in 2000, stating that humanity had driven the world into a new geological epoch,
“the Anthropocene™, from the Ancient Greek anthropos, meaning “human being”
and kainos “new, current” (Globaia). The termis used extensively in the literature?,
referring to a period when «the human imprint on the global environment has now
become so large and active that it rivals some of the great forces of Nature in its
impact on the functioning of the Earth system» (Steffen, 2011). The starting date
set by Crutzen and Stoermer, arbitrarily, dates back to the 18th century, when the
global effects of human activities became apparent: concentrations of greenhouse
gases, particularly CO2 and CH4, were consistently detected in the air contained
in glacial ice, the steam engine was invented in 1784 by James Watt, and biotic
assemblages showed signs of change (Crutzen, 2002)3.

The end of wild nature, and the beginning of the Anthropocene sees in every
region of the world the transformation of spaces due to the cumulative socio-
ecological consequences of unlimited global urbanisation. The United Nations
and the World Bank speak of a “global urban sprawl”; scientists discuss the
emergence of an anthropogenic epoch when human action transforms the planet
and urbanisation totally dominates the huge metalogical systems that make up
the contemporary world; geographers, planners, philosophers, economists and
environmental historians all propose, from a wide range of perspectives, the idea
that we are witnessing a «transition to a predominantly urban world» (Madden,
2012). The idea of planetary urbanisation was first theorised by Henri Lefebvre*
(1970) through his work on The Urban Revolution, whereby the post-industrial
explosion of urban society globally would create a “complete urbanism” worldwide
and conceptualisations of the urban were necessary to explain society itself. This
conceptualisation is later taken up by Brenner and Schimd (2012) who describe
the situation of planetary urbanisation as the transformation into integral parts

1 «Considering the still growing impacts of human activities on earth and atmosphere, and at all,
including global, scales, it seems to us more than appropriate to emphasize the central role of mankind
in geology and ecology by proposing to use the term “anthropocene” for the current geological epoch.»
(Crutzen, Soemer, 2000)

2 Different terms were proposed: such as Anthropozoic (Stoppani, 1873); Nodsphere (De Chardin,
1922; Vernadsky, 1936), the world of thought — to mark the growing role of human brain- power in sha-
ping its own future and environment; Eremozoic (Wilson, 1992), and Anthrocene (Revkin, 1992).
(Globaia; Crutzen, 2002).

3 Subsequently, many enter the debate for the definition of an exact date: for Ruddiman (2003) it
starts in the Neolithic period with the beginning of intense farming activities; Foley et al. (2013) use
the term Anthropocene for the sharp increase in CO2 emissions in 1780 AD; Glickson (2013) speaks of
an early Anthropocene, starting with fire control, a middle Anthropocene with agriculture and a late
Anthropocene with industrialisation. (Albert, 2015).

4 Sociologists and Functionalist demographers like Kingsley Davis anticipate Lefebvre in heralding
“complete world urbanization” as a not-too-distant moment when “rurality” will have “disappeared,
leaving only a new kind of urban existence”; futurists and planners like Doxiadis envisioned the ad-
vent of a world “Ecumenopolis” when “the united settlement of Anthropos will cover the entire globe”
(Madden, 2012).



of the urban fabric of «even spaces that lie far beyond traditional city cores
and suburban peripheries - from transoceanic shipping lanes , transcontinental
highway and rail networks, global communication infrastructures, alpine and
coastal tourist enclaves, natural parks, offshore financial centres, agro-industrial
basins and formerly ‘natural’ spaces such as the world’s oceans, deserts, jungles,
mountain ranges, tundra and atmosphere. While the process of agglomeration
remains essential to the production of this new world topography, political-
economic spaces can no longer be treated as if they were composed of discrete,
distinct, and universal “types of settlement”. Of course, this does not mean
that there are dense agglomerations everywhere, but that the main features
of urbanism as a way of life, regulated by the interplay of market forces, are
becoming ubiquitous, to an extent never seen before» (Kanai, 2014). The planetary
built environment is now recognised as a direct contributor to far-reaching
transformations of the atmosphere, biotic habitats, land-use surfaces and oceanic
conditions that have long-term implications for the metabolism of human and
non-human life forms (Brenner, 2013). In this scenario, cities are characterised
by the passage of intercontinental transport corridors, large-scale infrastructure,
telecommunications and energy networks, free trade zones, transnational
growth triangles and international border regions. This landscape of Global
Infrastructures is one of the expressions of Planetary Urbanisation, attracting
strategy, long-term and large-scale investment in the built environment and
reshaping the relationships between the flows of raw materials, energy, goods,
labour and capital across transnational space.

The emerging process of extensive urbanisation is producing a diverse urban
fabric that, rather than being simply concentrated within nodal points or confined
to defined regions, is now woven unevenly, and yet increasingly densely over
vast areas of the world. Corridors are not a new phenomenon but since the
world is shifting to a Planetray Urbanization and with the «intensifying, rapidly
converging urban crisis (whether social, environmental, pathogenic or economic),
the proliferation of these initiatives occurs as advanced technology prompts
reassessments of how the urbanisation process is planned, experienced and
understood» (Silver, 2021). A reading of Global Infrastructure® provides a spatial
key to understanding this phenomenon of planetary urbanisation, as result and
consequence of the Anthropocene.

Humanity’s rapid expansion in terms of numbers and exploitation of the Earth’s
resources continued unabated but saw an accelerationin the post World War II era
(AWG). During “The Great Acceleration” not surprisingly, the term infrastructure
was borné, shaping our vulnerabilities, opportunities, and capacities for global
interaction (Globata). The determinism of political geography, while useful in
some cases, no longer reflects the reality in which we live (Khanna, 2016). To this

5 The Global Infrastructure Connectivity Alliance — GICA for short and pronounced “jee-ka” — strives
to promote cooperation, knowledge exchange, and meaningful progress in the field of global inter-
connectivity, with the cooperation of China—World Bank Partnership Facility, AIIB, WB, ADB, PRC, The
Commonwealth Secretariat, Republic of Indonesia, Global Energy Interconnection Development and
Cooperation Organization, Global Infrastructure Hub, Long-term Infrastructure Investors Association,
The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, United Nations Conference on Trade
and Development. (GIA Off.).

6 «The use of infrastructure caught on in English after World War II, referring to the building of mili-
tary bases, railroads, and airfields for NATO use. The word quickly grew beyond its military use, taking
on the more general meaning the system of public works of a country, state, or region» (Merriam
Webster). In 1952 The New York Times talks about the vast “infrastructure” program of Allied airfields,
barracks, railways, roads, depots and joint headquarters is now reported progressing well.



Pipelines, Internet Cables, Natural Gas, Basins, Airports, Ports, Railways, Roads, Rivers, Urban areas.
Source: https://atlas.developmentseed.org/all/

Antroposphere: Global Footprint, Urbanization, Cables and Connections
Source; https://globaia.org/geophanies




end, it is necessary to consider the impact that the complex network that unites
us, made up of infrastructure, transport, energy, and communications have on
the perception of distances and space and doesn’t show the relational urban
geography across disparate parts of the world.

The myth of the nation state, understood as the belief in a shared community
regulated by a representative government (Masao, 1993) «has become an
unnatural, even dysfunctional, unit for organising human activity and managing
economic endeavour in a borderless world. It represents no genuine, shared
community of economic interests; it defines no meaningful flows of economic
activity. In fact, it overlooks the true linkages and synergies that exist among
often disparate populations by combining important measures of human activity
at the wrong level of analysis» (Ohmae, 1993). When we speak of a “borderless
world” we are not suggesting that borders do not exist, but rather reflecting on
our relationship with them; if borders are meant to separate, how is it that most
people today live within them? They, Parag Khanna (2016) explains, are the locus
of connectivity, not a solid line but a filter, more or less dense, and it is here that
infrastructure most reshapes the world, moving from a politically divided one to
a geographically functional one, overcoming «bad geography and institution»
(Deaton, 2013). The flows of people, goods, resources, knowledge, ideas, data and
capital across borders thus become more important than borders themselves, but
they risk accelerating the despoiling of the planet and the resources.

The “Silk Road Economic Belt and 21st-Century Maritime Silk Road Development
Strategy” (£482 B M1k a0 i 22 98 2 % & R kg ) (CCBC, 2017), fits neatly
into the transition to a functionally organised world, and is one of the most
contemporary cases of Global Infrastructure, being described as «the largest
coordinated infrastructure initiative in the history of the world» (Khanna, 2016).
The networks of the Belt and Road Initiative, including in it investments,
plans, visions, hopes and physical transformations, are restructuring existing
topographies of global urbanism: «cutting across various territories, cities,
countries and regions, these projects seek to materially integrate a new set of
accumulation regimes out of historical conditions and geographical contexts»
(Grappi, 2018; Newhouse and Simone, 2017 in Silver, 2021). The term global, as
used here, refers to a planetary zone of action, imagination and potentiality that is
dialectically co-produced with the urban: itis not simply ‘filled’ through the global
extension of urbanisation but is actively constituted and perpetually reorganised
in and through urban socio-spatial relations.

The aim of this work is to recognise the spatial power of the proliferating number
of global corridors and infrastructures through the case of the New Silk Road as
a specific, therefore not unique, case of Global Infrastructure and to construct
through it a lens through which it becomes possible to observe the spatial
transformations of the Anthropocene. «We need to rethink what global urbanism
means in the twenty-first century from a corridor perspective» (Silver, 2021).

The purpose is to understand to what extent and in what way the Silk Road has the
capacity to transform the extended landscape of urbanisation, with itsincreasingly
planetary infrastructure of flows, consumption and resource extraction. In the
era of the Anthropocene, in which the logics of capitalist industrialisation have
indelibly transformed the planet’s living systems, it is important to investigate
the environmental, socio-economic and spatial issues and implications of these
processes on the future forms and paths of urbanisation. Finally, in this scenario
of change, it remains to be investigated how the role of the architect is changing



and what role the project can play in the processes of Planetary Urbanisation and
Gloabl Infrastructures.

This work consists of three parts: the first of the three serves to place the Belt and
Road Initiative in the framework of Global Infrastructure and the Anthropocene
and to describe, through the use of official documents, speeches and memoranda
of understanding, what this initiative is and what some of its spatial components
are. Clearly, the use of official Chinese government documents, as well as President
Xi's rhetorical speeches, are not sufficient to understand the complexity of a
phenomenon on such a scale; we therefore chose to deepen the debate around the
essence of the initiative, its objectives, modalities and possible consequences. At
least 200 sources were considered, mainly available online due to the impossibility
of travelling due to the health emergency, and the interpretations found were
clustered into three main categories, which have in common the ambiguity and
nebulousness of the initiative. The first revolves around the challenges and
opportunities that BRI may present, the second concerns whether or not it is a
project with real spatial repercussions, and the third concerns the perception that
it may not be a project per se, but the result of interpretations that emerge about
it.

The second part deals with finding the traces on the territory of the Silk Road
and the spatial questions it raises through six specific cases. As it is impossible
to find an official list of projects, we tried to use a method that was as rigorous
as possible in constructing an alternative database. Starting with the project
database compiled by Reed and Trubetskoy for the World Bankin 2019, integrating
it with data from the four other existing databases - Reconnecting Asia, China
Global Investment Tracker, MERICS Belt and Road Tracker and Hong Kong Trade
Development Council - and eliminating projects in non-BRI countries or initiated
before 2013, a list of 389 projects was compiled. Six of these projects are analysedin
depth, looking at how the area has changed over time, from what it was before the
project was announced, and what it might look like once the project is completed.
For each project, the spatial issues it produces in the territory are then examined.
Finally, the last part of this work focuses on the specific European case, which
is already innervated by other expressions of Global Infrastructure, such as the
Ten-T and the pan-European networks which together with the BRI constitute a
single process of Planetary Urbanisation, observing how they change the territory.
The presence of transport corridors, ports with container terminals, and logistics
platforms in an operational territory such as that between Turin and Milan
generates some potential Global Infrastructure nodes, such as the Mortara
Interport, designed to be a node of an Intermodal Transportation Network. Apart
from its potential, both in terms of spaces and production, Mortara seems not to
fullfill that. This chapter aims to focus on how the Global Infrastructures changes
the territory and investigate the case of Mortara Hub.

Some of the reflections that emerge from this work, following the observation
and analysis of the six relevant places and the European case of Mortara, lead to
the possibility of recognising, in a general way, an urbanism that is fundamentally
absent, or not very considered. By this we mean that the projects resulting from
the Global Infrastructure have «the deliberate construction of city form with no
conscious attempt to foster a social sphere, resulting in a sanitized urban condition
with no coherent morphology or public realm» (Shannon in Sordi, 2014). However,
the way in which each place responds to change derives from mostly intrinsic
characteristics, which depend on the administration, the resistance to change,
the urban fabric and the conformation of the space itself, as it is not global. Two
different degrees of attention are therefore needed for spatial design, the global



one responding to capitalism and the needs of the market, «a single network for
a single market» (European Commission), and the local one responding to the
needs of the territory into which these projects are inserted.
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Morphology

The Initiative: Speeches, Memoranda, Countries

Although it is not possible to find specific data and information about the
intentions and motives, it is clear that China’s economic rise and the global reach
of the mega-project has an impact on the existing international order, as it is
the control of supply chains, far more than territorial control, that defines the
current global order. In fact, from the Chinese perspective, political leeway does
not come from a new strong power, as the United States currently has, but from
more proactive connectivity, zhudongxing, which allows resources to be acquired,
recovered quickly and safely, saving money over the long term, while at the same
time increasing the potential power to directly or indirectly influence other actors
involved in the exchange (Kohlenberg, Godehardt, 2016). Individual Chinese
projects, sometimes criticised as not being economically interesting, follow a
different logic from China’s perspective, depending on which geographical and
technical dimensions are jointly relevant: they are about building new ecosystems
that, once interconnected, establish new geographical and political spaces, which
need to be looked at as a whole (Kohlenberg, Godehardt, 2016).

Drawing on President Xi Jinping’s speeches to understand, albeit partially, the
composition and spread of the Silk Road Economic Belt and XXI Century Maritime
Road, it is first presented at Nazarbayev University of Astana!, Kazakhstan. The
theme of connections is explicitly treated as a tool for reshaping geopolitical
relations. «We need to enhance practical cooperation across the board, turn our
good political relations, geographical proximity and economic complementarity
into drivers of practical cooperation and sustained growth, and build a community
of sharedinterests and mutual benefit.[...] We need to expand regional cooperation
with a more open mind and broader vision and achieve new glories together. The
world is going through faster economic integration and regional cooperation is
booming. [...] To turn this into a reality, we may start with work in individual areas
and link them up overtime to cover the whole region. [...] We need to improve road
connectivity to open up a major transportation route connecting the Pacific and
the Baltic Sea. Building on that, we will actively discuss the best way to improve
cross-border transportation infrastructure and work toward a transportation
network connecting East Asia, West Asia and South Asia to facilitate economic
development and travel in the region» (Xi, 2013).

The 138 countries that have in some way joined the initiative have signed
cooperation documents with China, generally Memoranda of Understanding and
Declarations of Intent. It seems important to emphasise, however, that this does
not exclude the rest of the countries from the possibility of cooperation with the
Chinese giant, only that there is no official support for the initiative.

The Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) network, as defined in the Vision and Actions
(NDRC 2015, II. Principles), is open to all those interested in being part of it, and
seeks mutual benefit so that «all countries in the economic belt along the Silk

1 The speech is then taken up: On 3 October 2013 at the Indonesian parliament building in Jakarta:
https://xi_jinping_to_indonesian_parliament.pdf and on 15 May 2017 at the opening of Belt and Road
forum in Beijing: https://www.fmprc.gov.cn

2 Mou’s and Agreements Lists: https://green-bri.org/countries-of-the-belt-and-road-initiative-bri,
https://www.yidaiyilu.gov.cn/info/iList.jsp?tm_id=126&cat_id=10122&info_id=77298, https://www.bel-
troad-initiative.com/memorundum-of-understanding-belt-and-road-initiative/



Road, inhabited by close to 3 billion people» (Xi, 2013), and consequently all the
rest of the world’s people, can prosper.

The idea of an interrelated world, in which «China is committed to the path of
peaceful development and the independent foreign policy of peace» (Xi, 2013),
echoes the traditional Chinese culture of Tianxia (lit. all under one sky), which
indicates the Chinese world in an extended sense as a centre, many relative
centres, each for each individual, and an infinite series of connections that bind
them, generating a common destiny for all individuals - mingyun gongtongti,
(Peimin, 2016). According to this view, the relationship Xi wants to create
with the countries involved, follows the logic of “win-win”, which allows for
widespread prosperity, and “soft power” - huayuquan - which translates first and
foremost into the willingness to apply the principle of non-interference, typically
characteristic of European and US countries, in building a culturally, economically
and politically inclusive network (Godehardt, 2016). «We respect the development
paths and domestic and foreign policies chosen independently by the people
of each country. We will in no circumstances interfere in the internal affairs of
Central Asian countries. We do not seek to dominate regional affairs or establish
any sphere of influence» (Xi, 2013).

= 2013 2016 2019 No Data Available
2014 2017 2020 Not BRI
2015 2018 2021 China

Countries that signed BRI MoU.

Source: Green BRI Center of International Institute of Green Finance, Beijing. https://green-bri.org/investments

-in-the-belt-and-road-initiative-bri/
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Silk Road Economic Belt and 21st-Century Maritime Silk Road

The non-existence of an official map identifying the routes is an indication of
the flexibility of the initiative and could be a choice because it would somehow
risk suggesting a closure to other possibilities. Although it is not possible to
define specific routes, it seems possible to identify some main components of the
network, first of all, the Maritime Road and the Land Economic Belt.

The maritime component, is a network of sea routes, rather than a road, running
west from China’s east coast to Europe through the South China Sea and the Indian
Ocean, and east into the South Pacific, to build efficient transport routes between
major ports in various countries, including the development of an economic
corridor through the Indian Ocean, better connecting China with South Asia, the
Middle East, Africa and the Mediterranean (Woodward, Philips, 2017).

In June 2015, President Xi released the “Vision for Maritime Cooperation under
the Belt and Road Initiative” to synchronise development plans and promote
joint actions among countries along the Belt and Road. The document focuses
on the importance of the ocean as a key part of cooperation and exchange of
information, technology and products, with the support of the economic belt on
the coast. China proposes to countries technical assistance in the development of
plans using marine resources, increased cooperation in the maritime industry, the
construction of industrial parks focused on the maritime sector, the promotion
of high-quality tourism, and participation in bilateral and multilateral actions to
handle problems related to the safety of sea routes and the mitigation of marine
disasters. In this regard, it is proposed to jointly establish marine disaster warning
systems in the South China Sea, the Bengal Sea, the Red Sea and the Gulf of Aden,
and to develop marine disaster warning products for transport, escort, prevention
and mitigation of disasters, such as the I0C South China Sea Tsunami Advisory
Center (SCSTAC) (Xi, 2017).

Some of these seem to be priority passages for the operation of the initiative:
China-Indian Ocean-Africa-Mediterranean Sea Blue Economic Passage, linking
three economic corridors in the area; China-Oceania-South Pacific Blue Economic
Passage, travelling south from the South China Sea into the Pacific Ocean; the
Northern Blue Economic Passage, leading to Europe through the Arctic Sea.
The Polar Road is particularly important as it halves the time it takes to reach
Europe via the Arctic Sea: «Chinais willing to cooperate with all parties to conduct
scientific surveys of shipping routes, set up shore monitoring stations, conduct
research on climate and environmental changes in the Arctic, and provide shipping
forecasting services. China supports the efforts of countries bordering the Arctic
to improve shipping conditions, and encourages Chinese enterprises to take part
in the commercial use of the Arctic route. China is willing to conduct surveys of
potential resources in the Arctic region in cooperation with interested countries,
and to strengthen cooperation in clean energy with Arctic countries. Chinese
enterprises are encouraged to participate in the sustainable exploration of Arctic
resources in a responsible manner» (Xi, 2017).



Main routes of the Maritime Road

Source: WB
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The Economic Belt is aimed at building an Eurasian land bridge, «bringing
together China, Central Asia, Russia and Europe (the Baltic); linking China with the
Persian Gulf and the Mediterranean Sea through Central Asia and West Asia; and
connecting China with Southeast Asia, South Asia and the Indian Ocean» (Vision
and Actions, 2015), composed mainly by six economic corridors: this logistics
chain heralds the transformation of the Eurasian region into a series of urban
nodes linked by transport and energy corridors.

Each road, bridge, tunnel, railway and pipeline reshapes the functional agenda
of the countries it passes through, transforming clashes over resources into
profitable trade (Khanna, 2016). Rail transport is faster than sea transport and
cheaper than air transport, making it more convenient in terms of economics and
cargo volumes; if in 2012 only 2500 containers were transported by rail from China
to Europe, this number is expected to grow exponentially to 7.5 million.

The major component of the Economic Belt are the six Economic Corridors,
defined as development initiatives that connect economic nodes or hubs that are
usually centred in urban landscapes, on the foundation of a multi-dimensional
infrastructure network. Itis a flow-through through which people and goods move,
stimulating economic growth. In most cases their role in economic development
can be understood only in terms of the network effects that they induce (Brunner,
2013); they can have a regional character, such as ADB’s 1990 development of
the Great Mekong Region, thanks to which the concept gains more popularity,
or national such as India’s East Coast Economic Corridor, which covers 2500
km of coastline, or international, such as those developed by the Belt and Road
Initiative, and can be both maritime and terrestrial (Petrella, 2018). There are
three main characteristics that the different types have in common: the first is
the transport network, which defines the backbone of the corridor and allows the
movement of goods, people and services; the second is the centres of production
and technological innovation, which serve to produce the goods for consumption
and for exporting them; and the last is the urban nodes, for which the goods are
destined (Petrella, 2018).

The OBOR initiative aims to develop six land-based economic corridors: China-
Central Asia-West Asia Economic Corridor, started in 2015 with the signing by
5 Central Asian countries of a declaration; China-Pakistan Economic Corridor,
conceived in 2013 by Premier Li Kequiang; China-Mongolia-Russia Economic
Corridor, whose plan is officially adopted in 2015 by the leaders of the three
countries; New Eurasian Land Bridge Economic Corridor; Bangladesh-China-
India-Myanmar Economic Corridor, initiated in 2013 through a joint working group
meeting; China-Indochina Peninsula Economic Corridor, proposed by Li Kegiang
in 2014; and (Oxford Economic). «Featuring land-sea-air transportation routes
and information expressway and supported by major railway, port and pipeline
projects. [...] We should promote land, maritime, air and cyberspace connectivity,
focus our efforts on key passageways, cities and projects and connect networks
of highways, railways and seaports [...] We need to seize opportunities presented
by the new round of change in the energy mix and the revolution in energy
technologies to develop global energy interconnection and achieve green and
low-carbon development. We should improve trans-regional logistics network and
promote connectivity of policies, rules and standards so as to provide institutional
safeguards for enhancing connectivity» (Xi, 2017). The following pages aim to
underline the diversity of each corridor, the area that they influence the most, and
the major projects and goals they have.



China - Central Asia - West Asia Economic Corridor
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CCWAEC starts from China’s Xinjiang and crosses
Central Asia, the Persian Gulf, the Mediterranean Sea
and the Arabian Peninsula. It crosses Kazakhstan,
Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan
and 17 countries in West Asia. These countries are rich in
resources but lack in fund and infrastructure: the China-
Central Asia gas pipeline is the world’s longest; it starts
at the border of Turkmenistan and ends at Khorgos in
Xinjiang, where it will be connected to a China’s pipeline
running West-East. The corridor will smooth economic
and trade cooperation, supporting local economic and

social development. The strategy “1+2+3” proposed
by China, is a core element, that includes projects on
energy, including nuclear energy and renewable energy
alongside cooperation in infrastructure construction,
aerospace technology and trade and investment (china.
org.cn; Woodward, Philips, 2021).
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The EC is a regional connectivity framework linking the
areas between Kashgar in Xinjiang with the deep-sea
port of Gwadar in Pakistan, benefiting not only the two
countries but also the entire region around, including
Iran, Afghanistan, India, Central Asian Republic, (Xi,
2015; Woodward, Philips, 2021). This corridor could
allow China a shortcut to the Middle East and Africa
through Dubai and Oman, bypassing the Malacca Strait,
a shipping bottleneck. During Xi Jinping’s 2015 visit
to Pakistan, 29 billion USD was raised to finance 59
projects, concentrated especially in the port of Gwadar
(CPEC.gov).

Geographical connections (road, rail and air transport
system), higher volume trade and business flow

China-Pakistan Economic Corridor
Source: WB

activities, energy production and displacement have
been enhanced to have a more optimal business and a
well-connected and integrated region.



China-Mongolia-Russia Economic Corridor
Source: WB

In 2016, the first multilateral cooperation plan aimed
at aligning China’s Belt and Road Initiative with
Russia’'s proposal for the Eurasian Union, Russia’s
transcontinental rail plan and Mongolia’s Prairie Road
programme, also known as Steppe Road (china.gov.cn),
was signed by China, Russia and Mongolia. It consists of
projects including the construction of natural gas and
oil pipelines, roads and railways. Two are considered to
be the corridor’s arteries: one extends from the Beijing-
Tianjin-Hebei region of China to Hohhot, Mongolia
and Russia; the other extends from Dalian, Shenyang,
Changchun, Harbin and Manzhouli of China to Chita
of Russia (china.gov.cn). A northern passage is then
planned to connect the Bohai Bay Economic Circle,

including the major cities of Beijing, Dalian and Tianjin,
with Western Europe (Woodward, Philips, 2021).
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Opened in 1990 and upgraded with the BRI, the corridor
is designed to be a logistical passage between the
Pacific and the Atlantic. Distinct from the Siberian Land
bridge, which runs from Vladivostok through Siberia to
Moscow and on to Western European countries, this
“second bridge” runs from Lianyungang and Rizhao,
Chinese coastal cities, to Rotterdam, and Antwerp,
coastal cities in Europe.

New Eurasian Land Bridge Economic Corridor
Source: WB

In 2015, a series of infrastructure agreements worth 25
billion USD were signed between China, Belarus and
Russia, on high-speed rail, energy infrastructure and
aerospace, as well asindustrial parks providing financial
services such as RMB settlement. The 10,800-kilometer-
long rail link runs through Kazakhstan, Russia, Belarus,
Poland and Germany, and serves more than 30 countries
and regions (china.org.cn; Woodward, Philips, 2021).



Source: WB
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The first meeting of the BCIMEC study group took
place in December 2013 in Kunming to sign a joint
study plan, and establish cooperation mechanisms
between the four governments. The countries signed
exchange and cooperation agreements in a number of
key areas, such as connectivity, energy, investment and
financing, facilitation of trade and investment in goods
and services, development and cultural and people-to-
people exchanges.

Bangladesh-China-India-Myanmar Economic Corridor ?

It will benefits to the four countries directly involved,
and spur growth in South, Southeast and East Asia as
well. In 2015, Modi, the Indian Prime Minister, during a
visit to China, signed agreements worth 22 billion USD
concerning telecoms, steel, solar energy and film (china.
org.cn; Woodward, Philips, 2021).
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Opened in 1990 and upgraded with the BRI, the corridor
is designed to be a logistical passage between the
Pacific and the Atlantic. Distinct from the Siberian Land
bridge, which runs from Vladivostok through Siberia to
Moscow and on to Western European countries, this
“second bridge” runs from Lianyungang and Rizhao,
Chinese coastal cities, to Rotterdam, and Antwerp,
coastal cities in Europe.

In 2015, a series of infrastructure agreements worth 25

China-Indochina Peninsula Economic Corridor
Source: WB
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billion USD were signed between China, Belarus and
Russia, on high-speed rail, energy infrastructure and
aerospace, as well asindustrial parks providing financial
services such as RMB settlement. The 10,800-kilometer-
long rail link runs through Kazakhstan, Russia, Belarus,
Poland and Germany, and serves more than 30 countries
and regions (china.org.cn; Woodward, Philips, 2021).



Special Economic Zones

Other components of this mega project are the Special Economic Zones (SEZ),
generally defined as geographically delimited areas that offer incentives and
advantages to companies within the zone, such as reduced import taxes and
simplified customs procedures compared to the rest of the country (Cambridge
Business English Dictionary; World Bank Group, 2008). These districts or cities
are designed to attract foreign direct investment, develop and diversify exports
and concentrate them into specificindustry clusters. They are «both local anchors
and global nodes» (Khanna, 2016), through which governments aim to, in order
to improve the competitive,ness of industry while maintaining protective barriers
that divide them from the rest of the country, create jobs and test new policies
and approaches, as well as bring some areas closer to the global market.

SEZs can be differentiated, depending on the extent and management of the
areas: Export processing zones, Enterprise zones, Freeports, Single factory EPZs,
Specialised zones, Free Trade Zones (FTZs). The FTZs are the most prevalent of the
BIS projects and are enclosed, duty-free areas that provide warehouses, depots
and distribution facilities for trade, transhipment and re-export operations (World
Bank Group, 2008). China is the most successful country in developing SEZs to
attract capital and is seeking to make its experience available to other territories
that want to develop them (Barone, Potters, 2020).

Governance

Compared to other global initiatives, the Silk Road Economic Belt and the 21st-
Century Maritime Silk Road does not have a defined organisation or established
governance principles to date. It appears that a Leading Group Advancing the
Development of One Belt One Road was announced in 2014, but no information on
it can be found (Green BRI Center, 2020).

A number of major multilateral, bilateral and national actors have been identified
in order to provide an overview, albeit not complete (Devonshire-Ellis, 2019). First
and foremost, Chinese regulators can be named, such as the State Council that
oversees all ministries and special commissions in China and sets the overall
blueprint for overseas investment (ODI) from China, and the Chinese ministries:
Ministry of Commerce (MOFCOM), which approves some OFDI projects; the
National Development and Reform Commission (NDRC), which develops OFDI
goals and policies; the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MFA), which administers China’s
diplomatic relations and policies; and the Ministry of Ecology and Environment
(MEE), which co-issues environmental guidelines (Green BRI Center, 2020).
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Chinese investments by Country (down) and Typology (top) between 2013-2021.
Source: IIGF, based on AEI 2021.
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Multilateral Financial Institutions

The World Bank - Washington DC, United States: http://www.worldbank.org/

The World Bank is an international institution with 189
member countries. Its main missions include poverty
reduction and working with the WHO to improve
health. It is among the largest funders of the BRI,
having “commitments of about $80 billion dollars for
infrastructurein Beltand Road countries, with numerous
additional projects addressing infrastructure, trade,
and connectivity in its project pipeline. Furthermore,

the World Bank Group helps countries to address trade
and connectivity issues by providing advisory services
and analytics. IFC, our private sector arm, is engaged
in numerous BRI countries supporting private sector
engagement, and MIGA, the World Bank Group’s risk
insurance arm, provides guarantees for outward foreign
direct investment.” (WB, 2017).

The Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank - Beijing, China: https://www.aiib.org/en/index.html

AIIB was founded on 24 October 2014, with a
memorandum of understanding, signed in Beijing by
the finance ministers and authorized representatives
of 21 prospective founding member states. The AIIB
is an inter-governmental institution operating as a
multilateral development bank, committed to improving
infrastructure construction and connectivity among
Asian countries. It has 103 members to date, of which

China is the largest shareholder followed by India
and Russia. Even if it is not exclusively focused in the
BRI, a large part of its investments are directed there.
It focuses mainly on infrastructure to “unlocks new
capital, new technologies and new ways in which to
address climate change and to connect Asia, and the
world” (AIIB, 2021).

The Asian Development Bank - Manila, Philippines: https://www.adb.org/

The ADBisfundedin 1966, itis owned by 68 members, dei
quali 49 from the asian region. The largest shareholders
are Japan, United States, China and India. The ADB
focuses on investment in the emerging economies in
Asia, and has subsequently become involved in Belt and
Road projects. Oltre ai finanziamenti,“The Government

of the People’s Republic of China (PRC) requested policy
and advisory technical assistance (TA) from the Asian
Development Bank (ADB) to support the PRC’s initiative
on Silk Road Economic Belt and the 21st Century
Maritime Silk Road” (ADB 2016)

The China, Central and Eastern Europe Investment Fund -Luxembourg: http://china-ceefund.com/

The inauguration was announced in 2013 by the premier
Li Kegiang, during the second China-CEEC Summit. The
Fund, incorporated in Luxemburg, is sponsored by The
Export-Import Bank of China and Hungarian Export-
Import Bank.

It invests mostly in innovation, high-tech and green
energy companies in Eastern Europe., such as a wind
farmsin Poland, solar power plant in the Czech Republic,
and electric and hybrid auto in Bulgaria.

The Eurasian Development Bank - Almaty, Kazakhstan: https://eabr.org/en/

The EDB is a regional development bank founded in
2006 by Russia and Kazakhstan, composed by six
member states located in both Asia and Europe. Projects
have largely been focused on infrastructure related to
the expansion of trade, the development of market
economies, and the expansion of other economic ties

in its member states. In a conference Dmitry Pankin,
ex president at EDB, emphasised that physical links
between the EAEU member countries and China should
be expanded significantly to unlock the potential of
internal regions. He added that the Silk Road project
was not only about transcontinental transit, but aimed,
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in the first place, to expand inter-regional ties on the

Chinese Financial Institutions

Eurasian continent (EDB, 2017).

China Development Bank - Beijing, China: http://www.cdb.com.cn/English/

CBD was founded in 1994, and is a policy financial
institution under the direct leadership of the State
Council of China to support medium and long-term

development of China’s national economy, and is
consequently a major driver in the Silk Road Initiative,
and the second-biggest bond issuer in China.

The Silk Road Fund - Beijing, China: http://www.silkroadfund.com.cn/

The SRFisaChinese state owed fund, established in2014.
It contains investment from the State Administration
of Foreign Exchange, China Investment Corp. and Exim

Bank. The fund was deigned to promote more than BRI
projects and support trade and economic cooperation
and connectivity under the initiative.

Import-Export Bank of China - Beijing, China: http://english.eximbank.gov.cn/en/

The Exim Bank is a state-funded and state-owed
policy bank, targeted to implement the “Going Global”
Chinese policy in industry, foreign trade, diplomacy,
the economy, and support Chinese products and
services. Given its role for China, it is a major player in

China’s State Owned Commercial Banks

The National Banks are getting increasingly involved
in The Silk Road financing as they are tied to China’s
largest state owned enterprises, and provide much of
the financing to them. «It is significant to note that 52

financing the OBOR. In 2019 The Bank signed the MOU
for the promotion of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable
Development through the Belt and Road Initiative
for bridging the digital divide with the International
Telecommunication Union (fmprc, 2019).

percent of China’s total overseas construction projects
came from B&R projects and involved China’s SOFE’s.
China’s big four banks provided much of the financing»
(Devonshire-Ellis, 2019).

Industrial & Commercial Bank of China - Beijing, China: http://www.icbc-ltd.com/ICBCLtd/en/

The ICBC is the largest bank in the world by total
assetsand the most valuable bankin the world by market
capitalization. It aims of strengthening financial support
to Chinese corporations’ “Going Global” and the Belt
and Road initiative. To optimize its overseas operation
network, the Bank has also established relationships
with over 1,800 overseas banking institutions covering
95% countries and regions which invest in or trade with

China. To 2015 ICBC has built a global operation and
service network in coordination with the One Belt, One
Road national strategy in terms of country and region
coverage. At the end of 2014, the Bank pledged financial
support of up to 10,9 billion USD to 73 overseas projects
along the Belt and Road network (Devonshire-Ellis,
2019).

Bank of China - Beijing, China: http://www.boc.cn/en/index.html

The Bank is the 5th largest bank in the world by market
capitalization value and the second largest lender in
China. «It will make a greater contribution to realise
the Chinese Dream of national rejuvenation and the
aspirations of the people to live a better life» (BOC) .
The People’s Bank of China and the European Bank for

Reconstruction and Development signed the MOU on
strengthening investment and financing cooperation in
third-party markets (fmprc, 2019).



Literature Survey

The political discourse pursued by President Xi Jinping includes many slogans that
hark back to Hu Jintao, an eminent figure in the Chinese tradition also echoed by
presidents before him, who professed a peaceful rise of China, a win-win approach,
the need for greater connectivity, and mutual understanding in managing foreign
relations. Despite these references to the past, unlike his predecessors who
pushed for “keeping a low profile” (5 %:3:M¢ taoguang yanghui), Xi Jinping has
led China towards a more proactive role in international relations (Stec, 2018).

It is against this national backdrop that President Xi proposed the Belt and Road
Initiative in 2013, in which each country is involved to act for the welfare of all
humanity. However, it is difficult to go beyond the extensive use of slogans and
declarations of intent to identify clear objectives, methods and funding. The most
detailed document that has so far been published by the Chinese government is
that of the Boao Forum of 28 March 2015, concerning the Vision and Action on the
Joint Construction of the Silk Road Economic Belt and the Maritime Silk Road of the
21st Century? (Zhao, 2016). The document places the OBOR initiative among China’s
national strategies and places it alongside existing cooperation mechanisms? but
presents no information about the structure of the BRI, the countries involved,
maps to identify projects or routes, and financial commitments.

The ambiguity of the initiative due to the lack of official documents is emphasised
by the careful choice of terms, granted or not, in particular Beijing’s explicit refusal
to define the New Silk Road as a strategy. On 23 September 2015, three Chinese
ministers jointly issued a statement on standardising the English translation of
the Belt and Road, discouraging the use of the terms strategy, project, programme
or agenda, in favour of initiative (Zhao, 2016).

This general ambiguity opens up an international debate that includes not
only official national and international sources, but also leaves room for the
more personal interpretations of mass media and individuals, increasing the
nebulousness that the initiative creates in itself and opening up avenues for the
most disparate opinions ranging from the idea of the Silk Road as a new idea of
colonialism without weapons to that which sees it as the application of Chinese
wisdom to benefit countries outside China and integrate them into Chinese
domestic politics (Greer, 2018).

The aim of this paper is therefore not to try to provide an explanation of what the
phenomenon might be, as it is impossible to provide all-encompassing answers,
but at least to provide an overview, albeit not exhaustive, of what seems to be
the major international interpretations of the phenomenon. The clustering work
proposed here is based on the study of at least 200 sources, mainly available
online, given the impossibility of travelling and finding material due to the
health emergency. Of these, it seems possible to identify three main categories:
the first category investigates the idea of the BRI itself, where it comes from,
what relationship it has with the ancient Silk Road and whether or not it can
be considered as a pure interpretation or as an innovative project; the second

1 Issued jointly by the National Development and Reform Commission (NDRC), the Ministry of Forei-
gn Affairs and the Ministry of Commerce with the permission of the State Council (Zhao 2016)

2 China-Arab States Cooperation Forum, Shanghai Cooperation Organisation, ASEAN plus China,
Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC), Asia-Europe Meeting (ASEM), Asia Cooperation Dialogue
(ACD), China-Gulf Cooperation Council Strategic Dialogue (Shichor 2018).
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focuses on the risks and opportunities that an initiative of this size brings with it,
both in relation to the cur