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Belarus – the Far East – China.

On the multiplicity of the “Silk roads” of the XXI century

The article explores the modes of cooperation in the triangle of Belarus – the Russian Far East – China. Considering Belarus, the author underlines its strategy aimed at the methodical strengthening of human potential and rapid technological development. Outlined is the project of the Chinese-Belorussian “The Great Stone” industrial park. Characterizing the Russian Trans-Eurazian “Razvitie” project, the article focuses on its geopolitical and political aspects. As far as domestic politics is concerned, the project promises to foster the development of the Far-Eastern regions of Russia and, consequently, the harmonization of relations not only with the neighboring China but with the federal authorities as well. 
Тема статьи – отношения сотрудничества, сложившиеся в «треугольнике» Беларусь – Дальний Восток РФ – Китай. Акцентирована стратегия развития Беларуси, направленная на систематическое повышение человеческого потенциала и ускоренное технологическое развитие. Обрисована концепция белорусско-китайского индустриального парка «Великий камень». Характеризуя российский Транс-Евроазиатский проект «Razvitie», автор особо выделяет его геополитические и политические аспекты. Во внутриполитическом плане проект несет в себе перспективу ускоренного развития дальневосточных территорий РФ и, следовательно, более гармоничных отношений не только с соседним Китаем, но и с федеральным центром. 
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As historians have long proved, the legendary “Silk road” of ancient times never consisted of a single route but was a complex trade infrastructure with a number of forks and branches. The modern concept of the Silk road of the XXI century is also developing as a multi-network project embracing territories that are sometimes far away from the central highway. 

This image of the Silk road seems to be quite appropriate for description of those intensive interactions that these days are developing between Belarus, the Russian Far East and China. Mostly they are of economic nature, but in this article we are more interested in a general, political rather than economical, logic of the co-operation inside this triangle. Let’s begin with Belarus. 

Belarus does not possess any substantial natural resources; in the Soviet times the country had a reputation of an “assembly shop” of the USSR. Its economy always had an industrial character heavily dependent on the inter-republican exchanges. The collapse of the single economic structure of the USSR had, therefore, very painful consequences for the country. By the middle of the 1990s, the number of people living under the poverty line had risen, since 1991, by the factor of 20. In this situation, after the first attempts to initiate reforms, the state, in effect, had abandoned the large-scale privatization programs of the kind that was adapted in other post-Soviet countries and concentrated on what used to be inter-republican and now was becoming trans-border and inter-state co-operation. Thus Belarus is, by the inner logic of its development, a state oriented to the integration with other countries, primarily with Russia. 

At that, there’s a clear understanding in Belarus that in the long run the prospects of this strategy critically depend, first, on the development of high technologies and, second, on what is called the “Human development index” (HDI), first and foremost on the educational achievements in the country. In the recent years, Belarus has steadily been improving its position in the global HDI mostly thanks to its successful educational policies, today being rated higher than average in comparison to the countries of two regions, those being Europe and Central Asia. In 2014, the United Nations Development Programme, which compiles the HDI, rated Belarus 53rd in the list of 187 countries, thus placing it above all post-Soviet countries, excepting the Baltic ones.[6]. Today there has come to the Belorussian labor market a highly educated young generation, especially active in communications and information fields. Even the European media already admit that Belarus is evolving into a powerful East European information hub, comparable to the similar hubs of India or China.

Speaking of Belarus-China co-operation, the first thing to mention today is the industrial park “The Great Stone”, this being the symbol and manifestation of the Minsk’s drive towards deep technological modernization of its economy. It’s a unique project which is carried out in co-operatin with China since 2010. The park is being built within 25 km from Minsk at the strategically important intersection of three integration blocks, those of the Eurasian Economic Union, European Union and “The Silk road of the XXI century” project. It’s anticipated that this territory of 80 sq. km will host a variety of high-tech companies from all over the world. To foster the process, there already adopted a special legal regime of a quite liberal nature, including tax privileges, etc. [1]. Among the main directions of research and development should be biotechnologies, pharmaceutics, electronics, new materials, optics, medical equipment and mechanics. 

At the same time Belarus is going to join “The Silk road of the XXI century” multi-sided project, this being not only a transport or logistical but also a wide economic corridor between Europe and Asia. Principally, this project is rather close to the idea now being developed in Russia, that of the “Trans-Euro-Asian RAZVITIE belt”, which in future could become part of the new Silk road. The experts emphasize that the principal idea of this project consists in fostering “an investment and economic space of an absolutely new type”, this being a variety of infrastructures for transportation of different resources – energy, materials, information, technologies and even water. The objective is to create “a flexible unity” of transport, energy and telecommunications systems including even space technologies.     

For Russia, as the authors of the project state, a special interest consists in modernization of the Transsib and the route to Ekaterinburg via Kazakhstan. Naturally, it’s expected that both Kazakhstan and Belarus, being members of the Eurasian Economic Union, will take an active part in the works. Thus, a complex network structure is being built, which will connect the Eurasian Economic Union and China. In the future what is quite possible is the inclusion of Japan to the railroad routes via BAM and Transsib [2], while it’s exactly the Transsib that might become the main beneficiary of the project. 

According to the main idea of the project, the new transportation system must, among other things, foster the development of the territories it encompasses, giving birth to new settlements and towns there. Exactly for this reason, the new project was called “a belt”, that is something wider than just a new transport route. Characterizing the “Razvitie belt”, its chief ideologist V.I. Yakunin emphasizes how it’s different from the notions of “an inter-countries bridge” or “a corridor of development”, though those two must be included in the “belt” in the capacity of its parts. The new approach, he notes, should be viewed as an absolutely novel geo economical, geo-political and geo-cultural concept. “Its geo-economical novelty lies in the fact that it produces a new pole of generating public goods, quite visible against the background of today’s advanced economies of the world. The geo-political component means it presupposes the coming of a new form of international co-operation in the matters of multi-sided strategic planning and neo-industrial development of new territories. Finally, its geo-cultural aspect consists in fostering a new Eurasian outlook bases on the dialogue between civilizations with different identities” [3].  

This idea deserves special attention. It seems that today we witness some fundamental changes of a geopolitical nature, i.e. those of inner consolidation of what experts call ‘The Big Eurasia” (as opposed to that Eurasia which is traditionally understood as the post-Soviet Central Asia region). By contrast, the Big Eurasia encompasses the Eurasian continent as a whole, that is the territories of Europe, post-Soviet states, the Central, Eastern and South Asia. Until recently, these regions were developing more or less in isolation from one another, but today we are witnessing the process of their mutual integration. As is shown in literature, by the pace of its development and rising levels of inner integration, the Big Eurasia today outpaces the world at large, this dynamics being even more intensive than the interactions between its constituting parts (as is the case of Central Asia) [4]. It’s a totally new phenomenon on the global geopolitical map, its consequences are yet to be studied. What’s already clear, however, is that the core of the continental integration is being cemented by the dynamics of the Russia-China relations and that their today’s alliance, apart from their mutual interests, is a reaction to the unfriendly policies of the collective West towards both China and Russia. At any rate, it’s clearly visible today how these relations have been developing over the past decades, starting from mutual animosity in the last Soviet decades to the “business partnership” in the post-Soviet era and to the “strategic partnership” in the recent years. Among other things, we see it in the energy dialogue between the two countries, when after “exhausting” negotiations characteristic for the past decades there’s a real breakthrough in the energy field, with the most ambitious energy projects at the table.
What’s important, of course, is not only energy trade. In 2011, in his article on the prospects for the Eurasian Economic Union, President of Russia V.V. Putin outlined the project of “trans-continental link” of integration “from Lisbon to Vladivostok” and “from the Atlantic to the Pacific”. The current projects fit well in this concept.   

It seems that the continental integration within the Big Eurasia is becoming a most active zone on the geo-economic and geo-political map of the world, this being caused, among other things, by the nature of the projects that are carried out here. Properly speaking, what is the idea of this keen attention to the transport matters that we witness in recent years? Most probably, it means that the further co-operation in this field will take place between the existing regional blocks rather than between states. This stems from the very nature of the transport matters. The transportation corridors are always trans-national, their problems being settled in the frameworks of wide spatial schemes rather than individual countries. 
As the authors of the project emphasize, the “Razvitie belt” presupposes a principle of  “development based on solidarity”, that is an absolutely novel approach in comparison to the geo-economic and geo-political theories of the past. Anyway, even at this early stage the experts point out to the exceptionally low level of mutual competition with relation to the projects that are under way in the Big Eurasia. To say nothing of Russia and China, the states of Central Asia, presently poorly connected between themselves, are vitally interested in the modern railroad transportation. Belarus also pays much attention to the development of its transportation potential. The Russian Siberia and Far East, too, are in dire need for the radical modernization of their transportation facilities. Exactly for these reasons, we think that the “continental integration” is going to become the most active zone for the global integration processes. 
Naturally, the future Trans-Eurasian belt will encompass the Western Siberia, Eastern Siberia and the Far East of Russia. As the experts of the team emphasize, the “Razvitie” is being developed “in order to meet our own demands”, those being the necessity for economic development of the Far Eastern territories and alleviation of the depopulation crisis characteristic for the region. As a matter of fact, the development of the project is to start with new types and modes of organization of settlements that are to become attractive centres for highly-qualified labor force, especially the young one. In the future, there will be close to 10 new “high-tech settlements” of an absolutely new type with a quite comfortable environment. Today there are three large junctions that are to be developed – the “Novosibirsk – Krasnoyarsk” junction, the “Astana – Almaty” junction going via Karaganda and the “Vladivostok- Khabarovsk” junction. In parallel to these transport corridors there must appear a “settlement-industrial stripe” 200-300 km wide, having as its base some 10-15 scientific and industrial centres capable of providing the development of the most high-tech technologies. 
But let’s turn to the problems of the Far East. The region has long been connected both with Belarus and China by scores of different agreements. But today the question is, how can it fit into new Silk roads in a most harmonious way? In our opinion, it stands to reason to suggest that the best strategy should be similar to that of Belarus’, that is to develop the human potential of the region. This is even more important in the light of the “anticipated development” principle in those strategies that are being carried out in the Eastern regions today.

But the problem has one more important aspect, which is a domestic one. In the past, when the all-Russian infrastructure was comparatively weak, many regions of the Far East, as a matter of fact, deemed it more beneficial to deal with the neighboring China, South Korea or Japan than with the European Russian regions, this causing the Centre’s apprehensions that the Far East will “break away”. Whether these fears were substantiated or not is another question (the “Chinese expansion” has always been a ground for various myths), but they did exist, producing certain contradictions between the Centre and the regions [5]. Now there are ample grounds to think that were these territories interlinked between themselves and with China by serious innovative projects, this could provide for the resolutions of all current and prospective problems according to that principle of the “development based on solidarity” that becomes so popular these days. 
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