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Soft roads of the initiative
In the second decade, apart from roads, bridges and green energy transformation, 

the BRI should also focus on cooperation between universities, research institutes and think tanks 

I t is estimated that so far over 150 
countries have joined the Belt and 
Road Initiative. Together with China, 
they are inhabited by about 75 percent 

of the world’s population and account for 
more than half of the world’s GDP. While 
certain countries are considering partici-
pating in the initiative and may still join it, 
very few have chosen to quit it.

This is the case of three small Eastern 
European countries, the post-Soviet repub-
lics of Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania. Their 
decision to leave the initiative nevertheless 
has little meaning since their contribution 
to world production is insignificant, 
amounting to only a fraction of 1 percent-
age point in total.

Although the remaining 14 countries of 
the Central and Eastern Europe participat-
ing in the Belt and Road Initiative — Alba-
nia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Bulgaria, 
Croatia, Czech Republic, Greece, Hungary, 
Montenegro, North Macedonia, Poland, 
Romania, Serbia, Slovakia and Slovenia — 
have expected more, they can be satisfied 
with the achievements of this project. 
Much more would be accomplished if not 
for the disturbance caused by the COVID-19 
pandemic and by the Ukraine crisis.

Despite such obstacles and unfavorable 
international political atmosphere, intensi-
fying with the escalation of the second Cold 
War tainted by Sinophobia fueled by the 
United States, the economies and societies 
of the Central and Eastern Europe have a 
slightly higher level of production and 
employment as a result of expanded and 
deepened economic cooperation with Chi-
na, to which the first decade of the Belt and 
Road Initiative’s implementation has con-
tributed.

During 2012-22, trade between China 
and the economies of Central and Eastern 
Europe increased more than two and a half 
times, from $52.1 billion to $133.6 billion. 
China’s foreign direct investment rose from 
$1.5 billion in 2012 to $4.1 billion in 2021. 
Unfortunately, capital flows are asymmet-
ric, as the Central and Eastern Europe’s 
direct investment in China has reached 

while the US is in second place. In the 
remaining seven cases, the reverse is true. 
No other country has been able to climb to 
the top two positions, with China clearly 
leading the world in these matters.

Hence, it is in the interest of the econo-
mies of the Central and Eastern Europe to 
establish and intensify cooperation with 
Chinese research institutes and the most 
advanced high-tech companies. 

Both in Poland, the largest country in 
Central and Eastern Europe, and in all 
countries of the region, there is a growing 
interest in Chinese culture. Unfortunately, 
only a small group of people know the Chi-
nese language, hence the importance of 
translating the rich achievements of Chi-
nese literature. Access to film and music 
should also be wider. Apart from personal 
contacts facilitated by tourism, which is 
developing again after the break caused by 
the COVID-19 pandemic, nothing makes it 
easier to get to know each other and under-
stand each other better than multilateral 
cultural exchanges. This is not only a value 
per se, but also a significant form of invest-
ing in human capital.

It is worth emphasizing that in the longer 
term, there is a synergy — positive feedback 
— between soft investments in human capi-
tal and hard investments in infrastructure. 
The more of one, the more of the other. 
Hence, opening wider the new ways of 
cooperation supporting ecologically sus-
tainable socioeconomic development will 
bring ample benefits. In its second decade, 
the Belt and Road Initiative’s roads and 
belts will be even richer and wider than 
before.

The author is former deputy prime minis-
ter and minister of Finance of Poland, pro-
fessor of international political economy at 
Kozminski University in Warsaw, and dis-
tinguished professor of Belt and Road 
School of Beijing Normal University. The 
author contributed this article to China 
Watch, a think tank powered by China Dai-
ly. The views do not necessarily reflect those 
of China Daily.

O n June 15, 2001, the leaders of 
Kazakhstan, China, Kyrgyzstan, 
Russia, Tajikistan and Uzbekis-
tan met on the banks of the 

Huangpu River and announced the estab-
lishment of the Shanghai Cooperation 
Organization — it is named after its birth-
place: Shanghai, its identity: organization, 
and its purpose: cooperation.

Since then, the SCO has faced various 
challenges and threats squarely, risen to 
difficulties, and kept developing and grow-
ing. Today, the organization has become a 
“family” of 26, with eight member states, 
four observer states and 14 dialogue part-
ners. There are still quite a number of 
countries “knocking on the door” of this 
“family”, expressing their hopes to join and 
inquiring about the path to be part of the 
“family”. It is fair to say that after 22 years 
of development, the SCO has become the 
regional international organization with 
the largest territory, the largest population 
and a quarter of the global economic aggre-
gate.

This is an encouraging phenomenon that 
has drawn wide attention from the interna-
tional community, which shows that the 
basic principles of the SCO, such as open-
ness, cooperation, non-alignment, non-con-
frontation and the non-targeting of other 
countries and regions, the values of the 
“Shanghai Spirit”, have increasingly gained 
broad recognition. Under its guidance, the 
SCO has brought together countries from 
different regions, civilizations, traditions 
and development models, and created a 
way of cooperation featuring mutual trust, 
mutual benefit and equal consultation 
among countries in the region. As the “cir-
cle of friends” further enlarges, we see this 
notion and model of cooperation also hav-
ing an influence on and appeal to countries 
outside the organization. It is fair to say 
that the expansion reflects that the princi-
ples and values followed by the SCO have 
been widely welcomed by the international 
community, especially by peace-loving 
countries and peoples who are committed 
to cooperation.

The growing interest, enthusiasm and 
expectations from inside and outside the 
SCO make us, as builders and participants 

in the development of the organization, feel 
the weight of our responsibility. It also 
reminds us that no matter how far we go, 
we must not forget the way we came.

Considering that the SCO originates from 
the pursuit of its founding member states 
to build and strengthen trust and disarma-
ment in border areas, deepening security 
cooperation and maintaining regional 
peace and stability are the starting point 
and top priority of the organization. As one 
of the world’s first international organiza-
tions to raise the banner of counter-terror-
ism, the SCO has continuously consolidated 
the legal foundation for security coopera-
tion, built multi-tiered platforms of cooper-
ation, effectively carried out joint 
operations, and established close coopera-
tion and accumulated rich experience on 
strategic security, defense, law enforce-
ment, information security, combating 
transnational organized crime, counter-
narcotics, anti-money laundering and the 
crackdown on the “three evil forces”. On top 
of this, the member states have gradually 
formed a common outlook on security that 
emphasizes peaceful dialogue and political 
consultation to resolve regional conflicts. 
Over the past 22 years, the SCO region has 
maintained peace, security and stability, 
and on that basis, spurred development 
and prosperity, which has enabled the peo-
ple of member states to fully enjoy the divi-
dends of rapid economic and social 
development in a peaceful and secure envi-
ronment. By promoting development 
through security, the SCO has injected posi-
tive energy into the cause of world peace 
and development.

At the same time, regional economic 
cooperation based on universal security has 
been further enhanced. The member states 
have fully tapped their own strengths to 
establish and improve mechanisms of 
cooperation, deepen practical cooperation 
in the fields of economy and trade, trans-
portation, agriculture, energy, industry, 
finance, science and technology, promote 
institutional arrangements, enhance trade 
and investment liberalization and facilita-
tion, and increase the free flow of goods, 
capital, technology and services, so as to 
deliver more benefits of cooperation to the 

Zhang Ming

Spirit of the times
The Shanghai Cooperation Organization has gathered strength with its 
growing “family”and is forging ahead with greater practical cooperation

people of all countries.
Built on geographical proximity, 

cultural affinity and the long history 
of friendly exchanges, members of the 
“family” have engaged in extensive 
cultural mutual learning and promot-
ed the bonds between peoples. In 
accordance with the Agreement on 
Cooperation in Culture between the 
Member States and Other Legal 
Instruments, the SCO has fostered a 
network of people-to-people 
exchanges, and implemented a series 
of institutionalized projects. Fruits of 
cooperation have been produced in 
the fields of education, culture, art, 
sports, tourism, medicine, women, 
youth, think tanks, media and interac-
tions among the peoples, thus gathering 
strong public support for the concept of 
the “SCO family” featuring solidarity and 
mutual assistance.

It is notable that China, as a founding 
member state of the SCO, has all along 
attached importance to and fully partici-
pated in all cooperation areas under the 
SCO framework. Over the past 22 years, 
China has proposed a lot of constructive 
initiatives and injected vitality into the 
growth of the organization. In particular, 
President Xi Jinping’s proposals, such as 
the Belt and Road Initiative, building a new 
type of international relations featuring 
mutual respect, fairness, justice and win-
win cooperation, and building a communi-
ty with a shared future for mankind, have 
been included in the outcome documents 
of the SCO mechanisms, and become signif-
icant vehicles to promote regional and 
world peace and development. The projects 
initiated by China in the political, econom-
ic, cultural and other fields have won the 
support of all parties and brought benefits 
to the people of different countries. In 
recent years, China has fully leveraged its 
strengths and taken active actions in such 
areas as the economy and trade, agricul-
ture, poverty alleviation, sub-national coop-
eration, people-to-people exchanges and 
the fight against COVID-19 pandemic. Chi-
na has contributed its proposals and dem-
onstrated its sense of mission for the 
development of the SCO, which has been 

positively evaluated by all parties.
Ancient Chinese teachings tell us that 

“men of insight see the trend, while men of 
wisdom ride it”. At a time when changes of 
the world, of the times and of history are 
unfolding in an unprecedented manner, all 
the member states are thinking about the 
way to carry forward the successful SCO 
model of the past 22 years, continue to 
uphold peace, security, development and 
prosperity, and secure a better future for 
our peoples. To meet the strong expecta-
tions of all parties on the improvement and 
expansion of security cooperation and the 
implementation of more practical coopera-
tion, heads of the member states have 
reached consensus on the necessity to 
improve the mechanism in response to 
threats and challenges and to improve the 
work of the SCO, and formulated common 
tasks in this regard. This also sends a clear 
message that the SCO should, while staying 
true to its founding aspiration, keep pace 
with the times, seize the momentum, turn 
challenges into opportunities, and work all-

out to take the organization to a new level.
The 2023 SCO Summit is just around the 

corner. Since taking over the rotating presi-
dency of the SCO, India has made intensive 
and effective preparations with the support 
of other member states, and put forward a 
practical agenda for the summit. It is 
expected that new progress will be made at 
this summit regarding the expansion of the 
SCO membership, which is closely followed 
by various parties. As the “family” grows 
bigger, we have every reason to believe that 
the SCO will play a more important role in 
safeguarding regional peace, security and 
stability, making the pie of common inter-
ests bigger for the member states, and driv-
ing the global governance system in a more 
democratic, just and reasonable direction. 

The author is secretary-general of the 
Shanghai Cooperation Organization. The 
author contributed this article to China 
Watch, a think tank powered by China Dai-
ly. The views do not necessarily reflect those 
of China Daily.
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only $1.74 billion in 2021.
In total, over the past decade, China has 

invested over $20 billion in the CEEC 
region. As a result, not only the quality of 
the hard infrastructure necessa-
ry for the effective 
functioning of the 
economy improves, 
but also the achieve-
ments of technologi-
cal progress are 
transferred. Impor-
tantly, hundreds of thousands 
of jobs have been created, most 
recently, for example, in Hunga-
ry and Poland in large facto-
ries for electric car 
batteries. 

What is important 
for fueling the 
infrastructure 
investment in 
the coming 
years is better 
coordination 
of relevant 
projects 
between the 
European 
Union adminis-
tration and the 
Chinese planners 
responsible for 
managing the East-
Central European part of 
the Belt and Road Initiative. 
The recent visits by French President 
Emmanuel Macron and German Chancel-
lor Olaf Scholz to China and the visit of Chi-
nese Premier Li Qiang to Germany and 
France should push such desired coopera-
tion still further. Yet, not only the 14 coun-
tries of Central and Eastern Europe, but all 
27 EU members can function as a bridge 
between the West and the East, facilitating 
peaceful competition and fair cooperation 
— win-win as it is often called in China. 

Under such circumstances, it is a suitable 
time to make a specific resetting of the Belt 
and Road Initiative, especially addressed to 

the European countries. While not giving-
up, just to the contrary, the hard pro-

jects in the form of investing in 
infrastructure — in roads, 

bridges, tunnels, rail-
ways, airports, and 

especially green 
energy transfor-
mation — the 
time for soft 
projects has 
come. 

It is time to 
develop the 
soft aspects of 
the initiative. 
Soft roads 
imply a wide-
ranging 
exchange and 
cooperation in 
the sphere of 
culture and in 
relation to sci-
ence and R&D. 
In the latter of 
special mean-
ing should be 

cooperation 
between the uni-

versities, research 
institutes and think 

tanks performing in 
politically and militarily 

non-sensitive fields, such as engineering, 
medicine, agriculture and development 
economics, yet the field should be open for 
all branches and disciplines of basic and 
applied sciences.

In times of rising international tensions 
caused by the ill-advised second Cold War, 
the soft roads of the Belt and Road Initia-
tive can be a breath of fresh air.

The Australian Strategic Policy Institute 
has recently prepared a special report 
“Who Is Leading the Critical Technology 
Race?” It turns out that in relation to the 44 
technologies that are most important from 
the point of view of economic functioning 
and development, China is the leader in 37, 
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It is worth emphasizing 
that in the longer term, 

there is a synergy — 
positive feedback — 

between soft 
investments in human 

capital and hard 
investments in 
infrastructure. 


