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THE FIRST FREIGHT TRAIN TRAVELING FROM CHINA TO  

EUROPE VIA TURKEY 

 On November 6, 2019, the Chang’an freight 
train of the China Railway Express Company 
(CRE), an important tool of the Belt and Road 
Initiative, reached the destination in Europe us-
ing Istanbul’s Marmaray subsea tunnel. The 
CRE freight train departed from Xi’an, China, 
traveling through the territory of Kazakhstan 
with ferry transfers across the Caspian sea and 
then to Turkey via the Baku-Tbilisi-Kars 
(BTK) railway line. After passing through the 
Marmaray tunnel in Istanbul, the train contin-
ued its journey to Bulgaria, Serbia, Hungary, 
and Slovakia, finally reaching the destination 
in the Czech Republic. The CRE freight train 
named after Chang’an has a special historical 
meaning. In China’s Silk Road Landscape Map 
dated 1524-1539, the eastern end of the histor-
ical Silk Road started from Chang’an (now 
Xi’an) and stretched to Istanbul in the west. 
Therefore, the first freight train route from 
China to Europe passing through the Mar-
maray subsea tunnel in Turkey re-connected 
the western and eastern ends of the historical 
Silk Road. This event can be regarded as a 
landmark achievement for all countries along 
the ‘Iron Silk Road’ route, including Turkey 
and China. 
With the commissioning of the Marmaray sub-
sea tunnel completed in 2013, a linkage has 
been established between the continents of 
Asia and Europe through railway networks. In 
that regard, the project can be considered as the 
beginning of a new era in intercontinental rail 
freight transportation. This new railway line, 
starting from China and extending to Europe 
via the abovementioned routes, is called 
‘Trans-Caspian International Transport Route’ 
(Middle Corridor). In general, major transport 
routes called ‘Northern Corridor’ in the current 
rail transport connections between China and 
Europe, cross Kazakhstan or Mongolia and 
connect to the European countries via Russia’s 
Trans-Siberian Railway. The Middle Corridor 
is an alternative route to the Russian Northern 
Corridor in connecting China with European 
countries. The Middle Corridor, which reduced 
freight transportation time between China and 
Turkey from one month to 12 days and the 
transportation time between China and Europe 
– to 18 days, is faster, more cost-effective, and 
more favorable in terms of climatic conditions 
than the Northern Corridor. 
From an economic perspective, the Middle 
Corridor, which became operational with the 
commissioning of the Marmaray tunnel to in-
ternational freight transportation, in the period 
ahead, can make positive contributions to the 
further development of cooperation-based 
trade and economic relations of Turkey and 
China. However, the figures for the last five 
years show a general decline in the volume of 
trade between Turkey and China. The total vol-
ume of trade between Turkey and China, which 
stood at $27.78 billion in 2014, fell to $27.76 
billion in 2016, and then to $23.63 billion in 
2018. It is noteworthy that the volume of trade 
between the two countries decreased by about 
10.2% in 2018 compared to 2017. Taking into 
account the $50 billion bilateral trade volume 

target included on the agenda during Turkish 
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan’s visit to 
China in July 2019, trade and economic coop-
eration between the two countries is expected 
to increase in the coming period. 
There is no doubt that the Middle Corridor, 
which will enable the further development of 
trade and economic relations between China 
and European countries, and where Turkey has 
become a central link (via the Marmaray), will 
make a positive contribution to the realization 
of these expectations. In March 2011, the CRE 
started its transportation service between China 
and Europe with the first freight railway ser-
vice from Chongqing, China, to Duisburg, Ger-
many. The company currently operates on 70 
routes between 62 cities in China and 53 cities 
in 16 countries in Europe. On March 2011-
September 2019, the CRE conducted 18,200 
train journeys between China and Europe, with 
1.57 million containers transported. The total 
number of train journeys conducted by the 
CRE in 2018 alone increased by 72% to 6,300 
compared to 2017. In the same year, the total 
value of goods transported by the CRE was $33 
billion, which corresponds to approximately 
4.7% of the total volume of trade between 
China and the European Union (EU). Given the 
China-EU foreign trade volume of $708.63 bil-
lion in 2018, we can see the immense economic 
potential of China-Europe rail transport. 
It can be stated that the future of Turkey-China 
trade and economic relations will be closely re-
lated to transport cooperation between the two 
countries. Transport, which is the vital point in 
trade and economy, has been one of the most 
important areas of Turkey-China cooperation 
in recent years. For example, the construction 
of the second phase of the 533-kilometer An-
kara-Istanbul High-Speed Railway line, the 
Eskisehir-Istanbul section, commissioned in 
July 2014, was completed with the joint ven-
ture of Turkish and Chinese companies. The 
Eskisehir-Istanbul line, which was financed by 
a $750 million loan granted by China, is also 
the first overseas high-speed train project, 
where China was involved. Moreover, China 
was a partner in the construction of the Yerkoy-
Yozgat-Sivas section of the Ankara-Sivas 
High-Speed Railway line, which started in 
2013. On November 5-8, 2019, a Chinese del-
egation headed by Hu Heping, a full member 
of the Central Committee of the Communist 
Party of China and Party Secretary of Shaanxi 
Province, visited Turkey. During the visit, the 
Turkish State Railways (TCDD) Transporta-
tion, the Turkish logistics operator Pacific Eur-
asia Logistics and China’s Xi’an Continental 
Bridge International Logistics signed a strate-
gic cooperation agreement. In addition, on 
CRE’s Middle Corridor route, a cooperation 
protocol was signed between the TCDD Trans-
portation, Pacific Eurasia, Azerbaijan Rail-
ways ADY Container, Georgia Railways Lo-
gistics Terminals, Kazakhstan Railways KTZ 
Express and China’s Xi’an International Trade 
and Logistics Park. Taking into account 
China’s plan on the high-speed railway line 
that would extend from the Xinjiang Uygur 

Autonomous Region to Turkey, with an invest-
ment of nearly $150 billion, cooperation be-
tween China and Turkey in transport infra-
structure projects within the framework of the 
Iron Silk Road is likely to boost. 
In terms of regional cooperation, apart from 
commercial and economic benefits for Turkey 
and China, the Middle Corridor will also con-
tribute significantly to the development of 
trade and economic relations and the expansion 
of the market on regional and global scales. In 
that regard, the Middle Corridor is very im-
portant for the Central Asian countries, which 
are in close coordination and cooperation with 
China and Turkey in the framework of the 
Shanghai Cooperation Organization and the 
Turkic Council. However, the creation of 
seamless transport networks extending from 
China to Europe and supported by new projects 
is not possible without Central Asia, which 
connects Asia and Europe. Therefore, the Cen-
tral Asian countries with unique geographical 
position and significant transit and transport 
potential are trying to strengthen their positions 
as a transit corridor between East and West by 
improving transport and communication infra-
structure. In parallel with the increasing im-
portance of transport routes between Asia and 
Europe and the revival of Silk Road, the oppor-
tunities for cooperation between China, Cen-
tral Asia, and Turkey in the field of transport 
infrastructure and transportation will develop 
further in the period ahead. The fact that the 
Central Asian countries will benefit from cur-
rent and future cargo transit fees of the trans-
portation routes between Asia and Europe may 
also contribute to the economic development 
of the region. 
To conclude, the realization of the Middle Cor-
ridor with the opening of the Marmaray tunnel 
to international freight transport has made Tur-
key the most strategic connection point of the 
international trade and transport route between 
East and West. Given the geographic position 
of Turkey located at the junction of the three 
continents, Asia, Europe, and Africa, and sur-
rounded by sea on three sides, there is no doubt 
that the Middle Corridor will gain more im-
portance as one of the most important trade and 
transport routes between Asia-Europe, Asia-
Middle East, and even Asia-Africa. Therefore, 
the harmonization of the Middle Corridor with 
the Belt and Road Initiative within the scope of 
the historical Silk Road revival is important 
both in terms of ensuring uninterrupted and 
safe transportation on the international trade 
and transport route, as well as the economic de-
velopment of the countries along the route. In 
addition, the Middle Corridor linking China 
and Turkey, the world’s 2nd and 17th largest 
economies respectively, is also very important 
in geo-economic and geopolitical terms. In to-
day’s world, where trade wars have escalated 
over economic sanctions, this railway line has 
the potential to contribute to regional economic 
integration and bring dynamism to global mar-
kets. 



 

 

 The 12th plenary meeting of the Parlia-
mentary Assembly of the Collective Se-
curity Treaty Organization was held in 
Yerevan. The assembly adopted a num-
ber of model legislative acts and recom-
mendations, including the model law 
“On Non-State Entities for Ensuring 
National Security” and suggestions on 
improving the national legislation of the 
member states in the field of collective 
peacekeeping (CSTO, 05.11.2019). 

 The 13th Georgia Defense and Security 
Conference was held in Batumi. High-
ranking Georgian and foreign politi-
cians, military and academic experts, as 
well as representatives of civil society 
attended the event to discuss the secu-
rity environment in the Black Sea re-
gion, Georgia’s path to the NATO and 
EU membership, and hybrid threats 
(www.gdsc.mod.gov.ge, 06.11.2019). 

 During his two-day official visit to Italy, 
President of Turkmenistan Gurbanguly 
Berdimuhamedov held talks with Prime 
Minister Giuseppe Conte and President 
Sergio Mattarella. The parties discussed 
prospects for expanding cooperation in 
the political, trade, economic and hu-
manitarian fields and signed a compre-
hensive package of bilateral documents 
in the energy, industry, transport, sci-
ence, education and other sectors (MFA 
of Turkmenistan, 08.11.2019). 

 According to Tajikistan’s State Com-
mittee for National Security, 20 masked 
gunmen attacked a Tajik outpost on the 
border with Uzbekistan. As a result of 
the clash, 15 assailants, a border guard 
and a policeman were killed, and five 
gunmen were detained. Tajik authorities 
claim that the militants, mostly Tajik 
nationals, were members of the Islamic 
State who had crossed into the country 
from Afghanistan (Reuters, 
06.11.2019). 

 The Committee for International Af-
fairs, Defense and Security of the Ma-
zhilis, the lower house of Kazakhstan’s 
Parliament, held its offsite meeting in 
Aktau. Parliamentarians discussed is-
sues of ensuring safety and security of 
the country’s ammunition depots and 
visited local military units to inspect 
storage conditions of weapons, military 
equipment and property (Parlam.kz, 
07.11.2019). 

 The Council of Heads of Security and 
Special Services of the CIS member 
states held its meeting in Tashkent. Par-
ticipants focused on strengthening co-
operation in the fight against interna-
tional terrorism and transnational orga-
nized crime, discussed the situation in 
Afghanistan, and specified joint 
measures to prevent interethnic and in-
terreligious conflicts (UzA, 
07.11.2019). 

 Tashkent hosted the seventh scientific 
and practical conference of the Regional 
Anti-Terrorist Structure of the Shanghai 
Cooperation Organization (SCO). Rep-
resentatives of the SCO member states, 
observer states and dialogue partners, as 
well as international organizations, dis-
cussed current tasks and challenges in 
the field of counterterrorism and ex-
changed relevant experience (SCO, 
08.11.2019). 

 Leaders of Kazakhstan and Russia 
Kassym-Jomart Tokayev and Vladimir 
Putin attended the 16th Interregional Co-
operation Forum held in the Russian 
city of Omsk under the theme “Topical 
Issues of the Development of Cross-
Border Cooperation”. The parties pre-
sented the investment opportunities of 
their border regions and signed eight 
documents, including the Concept of 
the Kazakhstan-Russia Cross-Border 
Cooperation Program (Akorda, 
07.11.2019). 

 The 24th meeting of the Economic Co-
operation Organization (ECO) Council 
of Ministers was held in Antalya, during 
which Turkey assumed the organiza-
tion’s chairmanship for the fourth time. 
The parties discussed measures to im-
plement the ECO Vision 2025 and 
adopted the Antalya Communique 
aimed at integrated approach for trade 
growth, enhanced connectivity and so-
cio-economic development in the re-
gion (ECO, 09.11.2019). 

 The government delegation of Uzbeki-
stan visited the Antalya Industrial Zone 
to learn about activities of the Turkish 
companies specializing in greenhouse 
complexes, manufacturing of LED 
lighting, and production of biological 
fertilizers and crop protection products. 
The parties agreed to explore areas of 
cooperation in terms of organizing joint 
production of organic products (UzA, 
09.11.2019). 

 According to Uzbekneftegaz, there are 
currently 275 oil and gas fields in Uz-
bekistan, 16 of which have been discov-
ered since late 2017, and their total re-
serves amount to 2.4 billion tons of con-
ditional fuel. Geological prospecting is 
carried out at the Ustyurt, Bukhara-
Khiva, Gissar, Surkhandarya and Fer-
ghana oil fields to ensure the stability of 
the hydrocarbon base. (Tashkent Times, 
05.11.2019). 

 The Tajik government approved a draft 
agreement with Afghanistan on the con-
struction of a railway that is planned to 
run from the Jaloliddini Balkhi and 
Panji Poyon districts in Tajikistan to 
Sherkhan Bandar in Afghanistan. This 
project will be implemented in accord-
ance with the memorandum of under-
standing on the construction of the Ta-
jikistan-Afghanistan-Turkmenistan 
railway signed by the heads of the three 
countries in March 2013 (Asia-Plus, 
05.11.2019). 

 During the past three quarters of 2019, 
the total amount of money sent via in-
ternational money transfer systems in 
Kazakhstan reached 506 billion tenge, 
of which 473.8 billion tenge were sent 
abroad (mostly to Russia, Uzbekistan 
and Turkey), and 32.2 billion tenge 
were sent within the country. The 
amount of money transfers received 
from abroad equaled 260.8 billion tenge 
(Zakon.kz, 06.11.2019). 

 The consortium formed by the Turkey-
based TAV Airports and VPE Capital 
operating in Kazakhstan and Russia 
started talks with the Netherlands-based 
Venus Airport Investments, the owner 
of the Almaty International Airport, re-
garding the potential acquisition of the 
asset. The deal is expected to be 
achieved in the upcoming months 
(Trend, 09.11.2019). 

 The OSCE and the International Water 
Assessment Center organized a tech-
nical meeting on the rational use and 
protection of the Zhaiyk River re-
sources, including the impact of climate 
change, in the Kazakh city of Oral. Wa-
ter management officials, experts and 
civil society representatives from Ka-
zakhstan and Russia discussed individ-
ual action plans developed for each 
country and identified joint areas of co-
operation to ensure sustainable use of 
the river (OSCE, 07.11.2019). 

 The Japan International Cooperation 
Agency plans to launch a project for the 
reconstruction of the Scientific and 
Practical Medical Center for Neurology 
and Stroke in Tashkent. The agency is 
expected to provide $100 million to 
cover the facility’s construction and the 
supply of medical equipment. The pro-
ject is under consideration and awaits 
approval by the Japanese government 
(Trend, 09.11.2019). 

 A monument to ethnic Kazakh artist 
Amangeldy Shakenov was installed in 
the Russian city of Omsk, next to the 
building of the Consulate of Kazakh-
stan. Ambassador of Kazakhstan in 
Russia Imangali Tasmagambetov at-
tended the unveiling ceremony of the 
monument made of bronze and granite 
by sculptor Meiram Baimukhanov (Em-
bassy of Kazakhstan in Russia, 
06.11.2019). 

 The delegation from St. Petersburg vis-
ited Almaty with a cultural and business 
mission and met with the city’s mayor 
Bakytzhan Sagintayev to discuss pro-
spects for developing relations between 
the two cities. The parties agreed to de-
velop a roadmap for cooperation in 
healthcare, education, tourism, culture 
and small and medium-sized business 
(Kazinform, 05.11.2019). 

 The Days of Culture of Armenia were 
held in Ashgabat. The program of the 
event included a concert of the Yerevan 
State Chamber Choir, an exhibition of 
showpieces of the National Gallery of 
Armenia, a screening of films by Arme-
nian film makers, and a meeting with 
experts of the Teryan Cultural Center 
(MFA of Turkmenistan, 05.11.2019). 

 In Moldova, the size of the social bene-
fit for the cold period of the year will in-
crease from 350 to 500 lei. The govern-
ment will also implement a new pro-
gram for backing low-income pension-
ers for the payment of electric energy. 
The draft budget for 2020 provides for a 
wider local financial autonomy by in-
creasing transfers of personal income 
tax revenues to budgets of rural settle-
ments, towns and cities (Moldpres, 
06.11.2019). 

 More than 57% of residents of 
Ukraine’s temporarily non-controlled 
territories of the Donetsk and Lugansk 
regions consider themselves Ukrainian 
citizens, as revealed by the poll con-
ducted there by the New Image Market-
ing Group. According to the study re-
sults, 80.8% of respondents have never 
thought about leaving these territories, 
while 42% have never thought about 
obtaining a Russian passport (Ukrin-
form, 09.11.2019). 
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