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FIFTH ANNIVERSARY OF BELT AND ROAD INITIATIVE:  
RESULTS AND PROSPECTS 
In September 2013, at Nazarbayev University 
in Astana, Chinese President Xi Jinping spoke 
of the need for cooperation between Central 
Asia and China and proposed the development 
of the Silk Road Economic Belt, which would 
revive a land route from China to Europe via 
Central Asia. Further, in October 2013, Xi 
spoke at the Indonesian Parliament and an-
nounced the creation of the 21st Century Mar-
itime Silk Road that would expand China’s 
maritime strategic space in every direction. 
Thus, a new initiative was born, which experi-
enced several rebranding attempts before being 
named the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). The 
global objectives of the BRI is to connect re-
gions and continents with each other by build-
ing new trade routes and to enable landlocked 
countries to become part of world trade. 
Today the BRI is a gigantic project in which 70 
countries are involved, while total Chinese in-
vestment could reach about $4 trillion, with 
some experts believing that its full implemen-
tation would cost approximately $8 trillion. 
During these five years, the initiative has sig-
nificantly evolved, and its goal is not only to 
develop transport infrastructure. Other goals 
include the creation of industries, for example, 
the transfer of about 50 enterprises to Kazakh-
stan, the construction of “soft” infrastructure 
through trade promotion, the development of 
financial ties, cultural interaction, and “people-
to-people” relations. So, five years are the first 
milestone, which gives a reason to sum up 
some achievements and draw preliminary con-
clusions. 
Immediately after its announcement, the Chi-
nese initiative triggered geopolitical and geo-
economic shifts throughout the Eurasian conti-
nent. Foreseeing such course of events, the 
Chinese leadership tried to disavow it by prior-
itizing only the pursuit of mutual economic in-
terests and proclaiming win-win cooperation 
for all participants. Subsequently, Chinese 
President Xi Jinping expanded this rhetoric, 
presenting the BRI as support for the liberali-
zation of world trade and globalization. It 
looked particularly impressive against the 
background of Trump’s policy, which initiated 
trade wars, indicating that the United States no 
longer intends to sponsor globalization. 
The BRI has created opportunities for poor and 
developing countries to open up to the world 
and become part of global trade, and all this 
happens at a time when capital outflows have 
begun from the economies of these countries. 
A comparison with the Marshall Plan creates a 
positive background for China around its initi-
ative. Similar to the United States after World 
War II, when Washington assumed responsi-
bility for restoring Europe, now China takes on 
the burden to evolve the transport and logistics 
infrastructures in countries that are left out of 
the benefits of world trade. 
However, not everything is as good as it seems. 
China gives loans on specific conditions that 
do not always contribute to the development of 
local economies. Beijing commits to working 

with Chinese companies and buying materials 
in China. At the same time, access to interna-
tional and local companies for participation in 
the construction of infrastructure is almost al-
ways denied, even though open competition 
could reduce the cost of work and improve its 
quality. Moreover, Chinese companies get 
cheap loans in their banks, which gives them 
an opportunity to develop the related infra-
structure around railways and highways. We 
have seen this very clearly in Central Asia 
where local small and medium businesses do 
not have an opportunity to defray costs when 
starting a new business. 
In the meantime, China is actively issuing 
loans to countries that already have large exter-
nal debts. Thus, these countries may face a 
threat of default, if the infrastructure does not 
bring the planned benefits. For example, Sri 
Lanka was forced to hand over the seaport of 
Hambantota to China for rent to pay off its 
debts. Moreover, part of this debt was formed 
because of the loans which China gave for the 
construction of the seaport. It is worth noting 
that Beijing had not tried to dissuade the Sri 
Lankan leadership from constructing it, alt-
hough a number of experts warned that the 
nearby port of Colombo, which is among the 
ten largest in Asia, would not allow recouping 
the project in Hambantota. 
At the same time, China has recently opened a 
naval base in Djibouti, the first overseas base 
in the country’s history, so together with Ham-
bantota and Gwadar in Pakistan, it turns out 
that China already has three ports in the Indian 
Ocean. There is no guarantee that Gwadar and 
Hambantota will not service Chinese warships 
in the future. All this fits into the logic of Bei-
jing’s strategy called “String of Pearls”. The 
term “String of Pearls” itself was first men-
tioned in the report titled “Energy Futures in 
Asia”, which was prepared by the U.S. consult-
ing firm Booz Allen Hamilton for the U.S. De-
partment of Defense in 2004. A “string” desig-
nated a number of ports in the Indian Ocean, 
which could be used in the future for basing by 
the Chinese Navy. It was assumed that China 
would expand its presence in the Indian Ocean, 
which is a key to Chinese-European trade and 
in providing China with energy resources. 
In the first place China’s activity in the Indian 
Ocean worries India and the United States. The 
appearance of the Chinese Navy here is a direct 
threat to India’s national security. There is 
enough disagreement between Beijing and 
Delhi that could lead to direct military clashes. 
For example, in the summer of 2017, the con-
troversy over Plateau Doklam, an area disputed 
between China and India’s ally Bhutan, almost 
led to war. Therefore, Delhi is inclined to view 
the actions of China in the Indian Ocean as an 
attempt at strategic encirclement. 
Meanwhile, Washington’s interests in the In-
dian Ocean are linked to its global domination 
strategy. All key trade routes between Asia and 
Europe pass through the Indian Ocean, and the 
United States has the monopoly on protecting 

these routes. Protection of trade and ensuring 
peace, security and freedom of navigation in 
the ocean are among the key pillars of Ameri-
can supremacy in the world. Consequently, the 
Chinese navy in the Indian Ocean is one of the 
factors in the emerging global confrontation 
between China and the United States. Overall, 
the implementation of the BRI projects will be 
directly related to the rising influence of China 
and its growing foreign policy ambitions. 
At the same time, over the past five years, it is 
possible to single out yet another factor accom-
panying the implementation of the BRI, which 
is the lack of project evaluation criteria. A wide 
range of interaction within the initiative blurs 
any criteria for its evaluation. In the beginning, 
the BRI collected all the interstate projects that 
were under consideration before its emergence. 
Then the focus has turned to the projects devel-
oped during the BRI time. However, it is very 
difficult to say unequivocally how many of 
them will be implemented and when. 
However, the lack of specifics has its positive 
and negative sides for the Chinese leaders. This 
format provides a room for maneuver: for ex-
ample, you can operate with a total amount of 
investment, which is enormous and impresses 
audiences both inside and outside of the coun-
try. The blurry criteria allow to position any 
project as successful. With regard to the above- 
mentioned transfer of Chinese enterprises to 
Kazakhstan, there is still no clarity how the 
number 50 appeared, although some experts 
and officials from Kazakhstan’s relevant gov-
ernment agencies noted that there were at least 
100 enterprises, if not more. Then, against the 
background of the negative reaction of Ka-
zakhstan’s citizens, the rhetoric has changed, 
with rumors spreading on the internet about the 
imminent transfer of China’s “dirty” produc-
tion. Now the conversation is not about the 
transfer, but about joint projects to create pro-
duction in Kazakhstan. At the same time, any 
collaborative work will be conducted as part of 
these nominal 50 enterprises. In any case, the 
blurring of criteria and indicators makes it dif-
ficult to evaluate work that has been completed 
and can affect the development of future pro-
jects under the BRI. 
To sum up, we can distinguish two key trends 
of the BRI, which are geopolitics and the lack 
of indicators to assess. They in turn lead to the 
emergence of the main problems of the initia-
tive: debt trap, opacity, poor image among the 
population and association with high levels of 
corruption in a number of countries, a change 
of attitude towards the BRI from positive to 
negative among the Western countries, includ-
ing the United States, and a growing contro-
versy with a number of regional players. For 
effective implementation of the BRI, China 
will most likely need to reduce the degree of 
tension and increase the transparency of pro-
jects in the near future. Today, Beijing faces 
the challenge of convincing the world that the 
BRI’s aim is global development, and not just 
China’s geopolitical agenda



 

 

 
• During his official visit to Astana, Pres-

ident of Serbia Aleksandar Vučić met 
with President of Kazakhstan Nursultan 
Nazarbayev. The parties discussed a 
wide range of issues related to bilateral 
cooperation. In 2017, mutual trade be-
tween Kazakhstan and Serbia reached 
$41.9 million, which is 59% higher than 
in 2016 ($26.4 million). In January-July 
2018, the trade turnover amounted to 
$16.8 million. Serbia’s total invest-
ments in Kazakhstan equals $3.9 mil-
lion, while Kazakhstan has invested 
$200,000 in Serbia. 

• The Council of the Commonwealth of 
Independent States (CIS) Defense Min-
isters held its meeting in Tashkent. Pres-
ident of Uzbekistan Shavkat Mir-
ziyoyev met with the defense ministers 
of Armenia, Azerbaijan, Belarus, Ka-
zakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Russia, and Ta-
jikistan to discuss further expansion of 
military and military-technical coopera-
tion within the framework of the CIS. 

• During the meeting of the Council of the 
Shanghai Cooperation Organization 
(SCO) Heads of Government held in 
Dushanbe, the prime ministers of the 
SCO member states signed two interde-
partmental documents and 10 resolu-
tions. The heads of relevant government 
agencies of the SCO member states also 
signed a memorandum of cooperation in 
the field of food security and technical 
cooperation. 

• During his visit to France, President of 
Uzbekistan Shavkat Mirziyoyev met 
with President of France Emmanuel 
Macron. The parties discussed a wide 
range of issues concerning the expan-
sion of bilateral cooperation and signed 
documents on the implementation of in-
frastructure projects totaling about €600 
million. 

• Kyrgyzstan’s longtime foreign minister 
Erlan Abdyldaev stepped down follow-
ing a corruption scandal involving the 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Kyrgyz 
Ambassador to South Korea Kylychbek 
Sultan. The ambassador announced that 
he would seek asylum in an unidentified 
country as he did not trust the investiga-
tion conducted by the country’s Secu-
rity Council. 

• Presidents of Belarus and Russia Alex-
ander Lukashenko and Vladimir Putin 
met before the plenary session of the 5th 
Forum of Regions of the two countries 
to discuss a wide range of bilateral is-
sues. During the forum held in Mogilev, 
the parties signed a number of agree-
ments and commercial contracts worth 
more than $500,000. 
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• According to the National Chamber of 
Commerce and Industry of Mongolia, in 
2017, the trade turnover between Ka-
zakhstan and Mongolia amounted to 
$74.8 million, of which $72.5 million is 
Kazakh exports to Mongolia. During 
five months of 2018, mutual trade 
reached $28.8 million, with Kazakhstan 
exporting goods worth $28 million. The 
main export items of Kazakhstan are to-
bacco products and rapeseed. 

• National coordinators of the Central 
Asian Regional Economic Cooperation 
(CAREC) Program gathered in Ash-
gabat for their advisory meeting hosted 
by Turkmenistan’s Ministry of Finance 
and Economy. Representatives of 
CAREC partner organizations, the 
Asian Development Bank, European 
Bank for Reconstruction and Develop-
ment, Islamic Development Bank, In-
ternational Monetary Fund (IMF), and 
United Nations Development Program, 
also took part in the meeting. During the 
meeting, the parties addressed the re-
sults achieved under the CAREC trade 
agenda until 2030. 

• According to the National Bank of Ka-
zakhstan, the country’s international re-
serves in September 2018 fell by 1.58% 
(by 2.33% since the start of the year), to 
$30.02 billion. The National Fund as-
sets decreased by 0.37% (-3.44%) to 
$56.32 billion. 

• In its latest World Economic Outlook 
report, the IMF improved its forecast for 
Ukraine’s real GDP growth in 2018. 
Now it is expected to be at 3.5%, a slight 
increase from 3.2% in the previous fore-
cast. At the same time, the IMF predicts 
a decrease in Ukraine’s GDP growth to 
2.7% in 2019. In 2017, the country’s 
real GDP growth was 2.5%. 

• In Ashgabat, the energy ministries of 
Turkmenistan and Afghanistan signed 
an agreement on the Turkmenistan-Af-
ghanistan-Pakistan electricity transmis-
sion line project. In particular, the 
agreement specifies the volume of elec-
tricity that will be supplied to Afghani-
stan via the new line – 300 megawatts 
to the cities of Herat and Kandahar each, 
with a planned increase to 1,000 mega-
watts in the future. 

• According to the Pakistan-based Mea-
sac Research Center, Islamabad will 
start constructing its section of the 
Turkmenistan-Afghanistan-Pakistan-
India (TAPI) gas pipeline by December 
2018. The total length of the TAPI pipe-
line, with a design annual capacity of 33 
billion cubic meters of gas, is approxi-
mately 1,840 kilometers. The total cost 

of the project is estimated at $8-10 bil-
lion. 

• Kyrgyzstan has lifted restrictions it im-
posed on the imports of poultry and 
poultry products from Kazakhstan. The 
temporary ban was introduced earlier in 
October due to concerns about possible 
cases of the highly pathogenic avian in-
fluenza and the Newcastle disease in 
Kazakhstan. 
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• The three-day synod in Istanbul pre-
sided over by Ecumenical Patriarch 
Bartholomew, the global spiritual leader 
of roughly 300 million Orthodox Chris-
tians, endorsed Ukraine’s request for an 
“autocephalous” (independent) church. 
The synod will “proceed to the granting 
of Autocephaly to the Church of 
Ukraine”. The Russian clergy fiercely 
opposes the biggest split in Christianity 
for a thousand years. 

• The 6th Congress of the Leaders of 
World and Traditional Religions took 
place in Astana having brought together 
82 delegations from 46 countries of the 
globe. The participants adopted the dec-
laration of the congress, while Kazakh-
stan released a special postage stamp, 
dedicated to the 15th anniversary of the 
congress. 

• The Kazakh Tourism national company 
completed the largest expedition titled 
“The Journey to the Country of the 
Great Steppe” devoted to the 20th anni-
versary of Astana. During July-Septem-
ber 2018, about 150 participants took 
six routes to the most significant natural 
objects of Kazakhstan covering more 
than 17,000 km and visiting 11 regions. 

• In January-September 2018, 1,961 peo-
ple arrived to Uzbekistan from abroad 
for permanent residence, including 31% 
from Kazakhstan, 28.3% from Tajiki-
stan and 25.3% from Russia. The num-
ber of those who departed to foreign 
countries for permanent residence was 
14,195. 48.1% of Uzbek emigrants went 
to Kazakhstan, 46% to Russia, 1.3% to 
the United States and 0.7% to Israel. 

• The Russian Roscosmos space agency 
investigates the reasons of the failed 
launch of the Soyuz MS-10 rocket car-
rying a crew to the International Space 
Station. The rocket malfunctioned 
minutes after its takeoff from the Baiko-
nur Cosmodrome in Kazakhstan. Rus-
sian cosmonaut Alexey Ovchinin and 
U.S. astronaut Nick Hague are in good 
condition following an emergency land-
ing, according to Roscosmos and 
NASA officials. Roscosmos will sus-
pend crewed missions until it completes 
the investigation and can guarantee the 
safety of launches. 
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