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PENDULUM SHIFTS BACK TO SILK ROAD*
ONE BELT – ONE ROAD
CONNECTING TURKEY AND CHINA by 2023
Two ancient civilizations historically linked by trade, culture, and geo-strategic priorities,
Turkey and China entered the 21st century with new paradigms: China is pursuing a “China
Dream” of reform and renaissance in the coming years under President Xi Jinping, while
Turkey is seeking to achieve its goals for the 100th anniversary of the Republic in 2023. In
today’s multi-polar world, the world is rebalancing much more economically and strategically
important changes in Eurasia, as the history’s pendulum is swinging back to leading ancient
civilizations after centuries of decline, both Turkey and China would stand to gain
enormously in exploring and pursuing avenues for greater cooperation as partners.
According to many analysts the Emerging and Growth-Leading Economies, including China,
Turkey, and others are together expected to contribute 68 percent to world growth between
2012 and 2022. By 2050, the combined economic weight of the top six such countries is
projected to be over two and half times more than the economies of the U.S., Japan, the UK,
and Germany combined. In line with these forecasts, Turkey is also anticipating to become
world’s 10th largest economy.
According to the Economist, China is likely to overtake the U.S. as the world’s largest
economy by 2019 at market exchange rates. The International Monetary Fund (IMF), on the
other hand, puts the date at 2016, on the basis of purchasing power parity. A question often
asked is whether China could rise above export dependency to a more consumer-oriented
economy. According to the Brookings Institution, China’s middle class is rising dramatically,
expected to jump from 12 percent (157 million consumers) to 70 percent of China’s total
population by 2030.
These dynamics are driven by the largest and fastest urbanization the world has ever
witnessed. According to the McKinsey Global Institute, China is building 221 new third and
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fourth-tier cities in the inner provinces, each with a population expected to be over one
million by 2025, compared with 35 cities of such size in the whole of Europe currently. In 20
years, China will have added 300 million urbanites, more than the entire population of the
United States.
At the start of China’s 11th five-year plan (2006-10), the so-called “five imbalances”
(between rural development versus urban development, human development versus the
environment, economic versus social development, national priorities versus local needs, and
inward versus outward investments) began to be addressed. Initiatives have been launched to
create a “nation of innovation”. These included the promotion of precisely the kind of
requisite “soft infrastructure”: education, science, cutting-edge technologies, innovation, and
cultural creativity.
Today China has been churning out some seven to eight million university graduates a year.
According to the Center for American Progress, by 2030, China will have some 200 million
university graduates, more than the entire American workforce.
In the current five-year plan (2011-15), a total of 35 projects are supported under seven broad
strategic categories: energy saving and environmental protection, next generation IT, bioindustries, high-end assembly and manufacturing, new energy sources, new materials, and
new energy-powered cars.

There is a broad-based awareness that the cheap labour pool is dwindling and China must
redouble its efforts to respond to the challenges of the “Middle Income Trap”. The 2012
Report of the World Intellectual Property Organization (WIPO) shows that for the first time,
China as a developing country tops the world in the filing of patents, trademarks, and
industrial designs. According to the Royal Society, China will surpass the U.S. in citations in
scientific literature by the end of 2013.
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On the other hand, China has grown too big to ignore its own role in the global commons. The
country is the largest contributor of peacekeeping forces amongst the permanent members of
the UN Security Council. A significant anchor of China’s energy security is the Shanghai
Cooperation Organization (SCO). Since its foundation in 2001, the SCO has been widening
its geographical scope and has extended its operational agenda. Current observer countries are
India, Pakistan, Iran, Afghanistan, and Mongolia; dialogue member countries are Turkey,
Belarus, and Sri Lanka; ASEAN, CIS, and Turkmenistan are guest attendees. Turkey, for one,
is interested in becoming a full member. What distinguishes the SCO is its significant Islamic
representation. At a time of the worldwide rise of Islam, this gives the SCO special gravitas to
counterbalance the influence of NATO in the region.
Africa accounts for a third of China’s crude oil imports and it is rich in terms of its mineral
and other resources as well. China surpassed the U.S. as Africa’s leading trading partner in
2012. China’s state-sponsored financial loans combined with various forms of aid, grants, and
investments have outsized those of the World Bank. China’s state-run radio and TV networks
have the largest number of bureaus in Africa. There are now 28 Confucius Institutes in Africa
as well as a “Peace Corp” type program for Chinese young volunteers.

One Belt – One Road: The New Silk Road initiative:
President Xi Jinping has forged a party consensus and he has raised the bar by launching a
global infrastructural blueprint that puts China at the centre of the world through land and sea
links. This aims to restore the Middle Kingdom’s historical place in the world’s pecking order
in a new China Dream.
In addition to reforms announced at the party’s third and fourth plenums for a more balanced
and equitable society, Xi has unveiled a vision of renaissance supported by a 21st-century
New Silk Road. This consists of a maritime Silk Road linking Fuzhou on the east coast,
through Kuala Lumpur and Jakarta, to Nairobi in Kenya, then, traversing the Red Sea, on to
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Athens, ending in Venice. This route will connect to an overland “Silk Road economic belt”
from Venice to Duisburg in Germany, through Moscow, Istanbul, Tehran, to Bishkek in
Kyrgyzstan, onwards to Urumqi in Xinjiang and all the way to Xian in the Chinese heartland.
The ambitious blueprint harks back to the ancient Silk Road linking China to as far afield as
the Roman empire. The maritime dimension recalls China’s outreach to far-flung corners of
the ancient world through Admiral Zheng He’s massive trading fleets during the heyday of
the Ming dynasty.
Xi’s Silk Road plan complements China’s proposed Free Trade Area of the Asia-Pacific. It is
also supported by a new Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank, to which China has pledged
half of the US$50 billion initial capital. Twenty-one Asian and Middle East countries have
signed an accord in support. This effort is further buttressed by China’s Silk Road
infrastructure fund of US$40 billion, which is expected to be open to public-private
partnership.
Xi’s vision becomes clearer with reference to China’s long-mooted proposal to build a
Eurasian high-speed rail network known as the “Third Eurasian Land Bridge”. This network
is slated to cross 20 countries in Asia and Europe, measuring some 15,000km. This will be 20
to 40 per cent shorter than any sea route via the Indian Ocean through the Malacca Strait, a
choke point controlled by the United States Seventh Fleet. The plan envisages a branch line to
start in Turkey and end in Egypt, thereby facilitating resource imports from Africa.
China’s maritime Silk Road initiative is equally strategic. The significance lies in the aim to
pass through the Red Sea, avoiding the Strait of Hormuz in the Persian Gulf, where events
could happen beyond China’s control.
Finally, the picture would not be complete without considering a gigantic canal project under
way in Nicaragua. The country’s congress has granted the Cayman Islands-registered HKND
Group, headquartered in Hong Kong, a 50-year concession to develop a 278-km canal
connecting the Caribbean with the Pacific via Lake Nicaragua, at a cost of US$40 billion, to
be completed in five years. The canal is three times longer and much wider and deeper than
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the Panama Canal, even after the latter’s current massive upgrading. It is designed to
accommodate super-large container vessels.
China’s confidence in bankrolling such grand infrastructural designs rests in its position at the
centre of the global supply chain. This is exemplified by the fact that seven of the world’s top
10 container ports are located in China. This situation is unlikely to change anytime soon.
As the world’s centre of gravity moves from West to East, whether China manages to realise
its ambitious New Silk Road vision will determine whether the China Dream of a new AsiaPacific Century takes shape.
Recent Developments in Turkish-China Diplomacy
Recent high-level visits from Turkey included former President Abdullah Gül’s two-day visit
in late June 2009 to Xi'an, the starting point of the ancient Silk Road. This was the first visit
by a Turkish president in 14 years. During an official visit to Turkey on 7-10 October 2010,
Chinese Premier Wen Jiabao lauded the start of a new strategic partnership. A joint goal was
announced to increase bilateral trade from 17 billion dollars to 50 billion dollars by 2015 and
100 billion dollars by 2020. The Chinese Premier’s visit was followed by the visit of Turkish
Foreign Minister Davutoğlu to China from 28 October to 4 November 2010. Davutoğlu’s
visit came on the heels of unprecedented participation by the People’s Liberation Army Air
Force (PLAAF) in a NATO aerial military exercise, in Konya from 20 September to 4
October 2010, code named “Anatolian Eagle”. It is noteworthy that the U.S. and Israel did not
participate in this joint NATO exercise. This shows that Turkey’s NATO membership does
not necessarily preclude closer Turkish-China military relations. However, differences of
opinion on foreign policy remain between Ankara and Beijing over critical issues such as the
Arab Spring and particularly Syria.
Two top level visits that were groundbreaking in terms of cementing good relations between
Turkey and China took place in 2012. First was the visit of the former Vice President (now
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the President) of the People’s Republic of China in February, and then Prime Minister
Erdoğan (now the President) visited China –the first by a Turkish Prime Minister in 27 years–
in April. These coincided with a “Year of China” in Turkey 2012 and a “Year of Turkey” in
China, commencing in March 2013.
And the latest of such high level visits came when President Erdoğan has initiated his Asiawide diplomatic mission in China late July 2015 amid high tensions due to supposedly
malpractices against Uygur minority in the Western provinces. The visit came just after
hundreds of nationalists in Turkey protested early this month over news that Communist Party
members, civil servants, students and teachers in Xinjiang were told not to observe the
Muslim fasting month of Ramadan. President Erdogan - who openly described violent ethnic
clashes in Xinjiang in July 2009 as "genocide" – has somehow put aside the long-standing
disputes and focused on mutually beneficial issues including promoting China's and Turkey’s
territorial integrity, trying to make Uighurs and other Muslim populations in China grounds
for cooperation not a source of tension between the two countries, asking for Turkey's active
participation in China's 21st Century Silk Road Project. The potential discussion list also
included Turkey's controversial plans to buy Chinese long-range missile system, to acquire
space and nuclear energy technology which the West has been withholding, and last but not
least Turkey's willingness to boost its exports to China. Therefore it can be argued that
Ankara is keen to reach agreements with Beijing that could bring more Chinese investors to
Turkey and balance its trade deficit with China, which constitutes one-fourth of the country's
total deficit.
As a country that straddles Asia and Europe, Turkey could play the role of a transit station in
China's "one belt, one road" initiative to bolster regional infrastructure links. Such economic
cooperation is fostered by the importance of a trade relationship now worth about $24bn a
year. Chinese contractors have completed the second phase of the high-speed railway between
Ankara and İstanbul. They are now keen to take part in other railway projects including the
high-speed railway between Kars and Edirne. ICBCI’s (a leading Chinese commercial bank,
which happened to be world’s largest bank in terms of asset size) recent acquisition of a small
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Turkish commercial bank (Tekstilbank), and the groundbreaking launch event showcasing the
official signature of memorandum of understanding with six large Turkish industrial groups
can also be seen as an important step towards economic cooperation between the two
countries.
Turkey's intention to become a member of the Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO) or
the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) should not be perceived as an axis
shift. Membership in these organizations is not an alternative to Ankara's bid to join the
European Union; rather it is complementary to it. It is one of the building blocks of Turkey's
efforts to integrate with the rest of the world. In 2012, Turkey was granted the Dialogue
Partner status at the SCO. In assessing this move, Chinese academics noted that this decision
was revolutionary both for the SCO and Turkey. They tried to find an answer to the question,
"How can China and Turkey boost cooperation within the SCO?" Turkey seeks to increase its
economic relations (concessions in exports and investments) with China via the SCO. This
applies to Turkey's membership to ASEAN.
During this latest visit President of the People's Republic of China Xi Jinping and President
Erdoğan had announced that the Silk Road should be revived. Chinese and Turkish authorities
are keen to develop this project, supported by both leaders. The Silk Road may ensure joint
action between the two countries in investments and commercial ties in Central Asia, the
South Caucasus and the Balkans. It may pave the way for attracting Chinese investments in
Turkey. Chinese investors tend to work with Chinese workers and engineers. But the Turkish
Labor Ministry doesn't approve of it. In general, the Chinese are finding extremely difficult to
comply with Turkish labor and naturalization laws.
China is Turkey's largest trade partner in Asia and its third largest trade partner in the world
after Germany and Russia. The foreign trade between the two countries rose from $2 billion
in 2002 to $28 billion in 2014. The main problem here is Turkey's foreign trade deficit in its
trade with China. The foreign trade deficit rose from $1.24 billion in 2002 to $22 billion in
2014. Turkey may boost its exports to China with new methods such as employing a form of
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ethnic economy -- facilitating the settlement and employment of more Turks in China and
more Chinese citizens of Han, Uighur and Hui origin in Turkey -- increasing the number of
Turkish youths who can speak Chinese, ensuring the entry of Turkish brands into China and
attracting Chinese capital into Turkey.
Turkish-Chinese relations are growing faster than expected due to the rapid growth of both
countries. The growth in bilateral relations should be restructured in terms of the number of
diplomats, consulates, commercial attaches and embassy buildings. A multidimensional and
multifaceted form of relations is needed.
These diplomatic tangoes suggest that differences between Turkey and China pale in
comparison with the huge strategic benefits to both countries of a more flexible partnership at
a time of rapid change in the world’s geopolitical landscape. As the world’s gravity is shifting
back to the Silk Road, which bound ancient civilizations, a new era of Turkish-China foreign
relations appears to be dawning.

A Turkish Perspective on Turkish-China Relations
China’s growing importance in the Turkish economy together with its more vocal presence in
Turkey-centered geography have been the fundamental reasons for enhancing bilateral
relations. The eight cooperation agreements signed in 2010 relating to trade, cultural and
technical exchange, marine cooperation, and other issues were a significant step for both of
the countries' prime ministers. They pledged to increase bilateral trade to 50 billion dollars by
2015. Both leaders gave their commitment to cooperate in building high-speed rail between
the two countries, to establish a Turkish industrial zone in Xinjiang, and to fight jointly
against separatism and terrorism, including the anti-China separatist activities in Turkey.
The fast degrading trade deficit with China is a growing concern regarding the harmonious
and sustainable growth of business relations between the two countries. Out of the current 24
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billion dollars of bilateral trade, Turkish exports remain short of 2 billion dollars. This rapidly
widening trade deficit has been seen as a threat for sustainable development of bilateral
business relations by some Turkish political leaders But in fact this structural deficit is a good
opportunity for both countries to undertake different forms of economic cooperation. For
example, out of nearly 30,000 foreign-owned companies in Turkey, the number of Chinese
companies is still below 45. So there is a big room for growth in terms of Chinese investments
in Turkey. Already the rapidly increasing numbers of Chinese business delegations visiting
Turkish industrial zones and recently signed some joint investment agreements are a good
indication of a possibly fast growing joint investment possibilities. In addition to real
economy, recent opening of Bank of China representative office in Istanbul, and some
Turkish banks representative offices in China, together with joint financing schemes
announced by leading banks are all strong indications of this high growth potential.
Chinese companies’ involvement in some landmark projects like the Ankara-Istanbul high
speed train, various power plants in Turkey, and in the Turkish mining sector are all
promising. Similarly, Huawei’s recent success in providing a major part of Turkish mobile
telecommunication infrastructure and using Istanbul as regional headquarters for its Central
Asia business employing more than 700 local researchers, is a clear indication that both
countries’ companies can learn how to cooperate. Similarly, some Turkish companies enjoy
an excellent track record in Chinese production facilities, such as the Çimtaş high technology
production facility in China that serves the nuclear power generation sites.
However, the number of platforms that would enable both sides to learn about each other is
unfortunately very limited. This is why both countries should invest in establishing various
networks, exchange programs, institutes, and think tanks to create new platforms initiating
dialogue for cooperation.
A positive example of this is the China Institute Turkey (CITAM), which was established as
an independent think tank aiming to promote understanding of the Chinese economy and
culture among Turkish society –especially businessmen, academics, and youth– with a view
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to strengthening Sino-Turkish relations. The Institute also aims to introduce the Turkish
economy to Chinese business leaders. As the global power balances shift from West to East
and as both China and Turkey become increasingly influential in regional and global
geopolitics, CITAM’s focus on the role of these two countries in shaping the world in the 21st
century becomes ever more relevant. CITAM has chosen the areas of finance, trade,
cooperation in Africa, and technological and ecological innovation as priority areas for the
most effective cooperation by the year 2023.

Ten Possible Projects for Turkish-China Cooperation
The following propositions may present mutual benefits for both countries:
•

A New Eurasian Land Bridge: A monumental railway project is being planned linking

the Port of Shenzhen (near Hong Kong) to Kunming in Western China and onwards to
Central Asia, through India, Pakistan, and Iran, and then across Turkey into Rotterdam in the
Netherlands. Known as the “Third Eurasian Land Bridge”, the proposed rail network will
cross 20 countries and measure 15,000 kilometers, a much shorter distance than by sea via the
Indian Ocean. A region with fast growing bilateral trade. A branch line would begin in
Turkey, crossing Syria and Palestine and end in Egypt, providing a rail link from China into
Africa. If realized, this amazing project would help Turkey to lock as a transit hub between
the world’s most dynamic markets reaching between world’s largest economic hubs.
•

At the center of the global supply and production chain, China is supported by the

world’s top container ports along its eastern seaboard. Investment in the Turkish ports at the
hub of a fast growing Eurasian economic hub should be immensely attractive to China’s
leading port operators and container port owners.
•

The Customs Union of Belarus, Kazakhstan, and Russia, which came into force on 1

January 2010, will greatly enhance the commercial viability of the 5,000- kilometer highway
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through Kazakhstan, linking China to Europe. This is likely to present opportunities for
Turkish and Chinese investors as well.
•

With the worldwide growth of mobile and other forms of telecommunication,

investment in this sector in the dynamic Eurasian region is likely to reap handsome dividends
as it takes off economically in the coming decades. Therefore both countries may benefit in
closer cooperation by linking their operators and technology providers in that domain.
•

Istanbul could take advantage of the renminbi’s (RMB) internationalization to increase

market share in RMB-based financial instruments including bonds, commercial papers,
currency swaps, and using the RMB for trade settlements. Like Japan and Australia, a small
percentage of foreign currency reserve may be denominated in the RMB. These initiatives
should deepen the financial links between Turkey and China and help establish Istanbul as a
regional financial center. Similarly a direct link between Istanbul and Hong Kong stock
exchanges would connect investors on both sides to reach the on-shore assets and investors.
•

One of the key Chinese initiatives in Africa in the coming decades is the development

of “special economic zones” in Egypt, Nigeria, Mauritius (for trade and finance), Tanzania,
Ethiopia, and Gambia. These are open to foreign investments in manufacturing industries that
are not limited to oil and minerals. Turkey-China investment in these zones is likely to yield
commercial as well as diplomatic dividends. Especially it has been widely acknowledged that
three partied barter and cooperation would create greater value for all parties.
•

According to the World Tourism Organization (UNWTO), China’s outbound tourism,

already the world’s largest, will reach 100 million travelers by 2015, five years earlier than
the original forecast. China’s tourists now top the world in spending, amounting to 102 billion
dollars in 2012. Turkey should stand a good chance of attracting more Chinese tourists
through improved marketing, upgraded transport and hotel facilities, and more China-friendly
services as well as more imaginative packages.
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•

Likewise, on the academic, research, and cultural fronts, there are many opportunities

for cooperation, such as exchange programs, joint university research projects, China-Turkey
studies, cultural exhibitions, sister-city relationships, joint youth festivals, and a prestigious
Turkish think tank on contemporary China studies.
•

Turkey should also create strategic alliances to benefit from the innovation experience

of China. Recently the innovative high technology research driven business success of
Chinese entrepreneurs supported by a new approach in commercializing such products should
be a role model for Turkey, which will be facing more and more the pressure of the mid –
income trap.
•

Turkey could also find China as a technology partner in critical areas like space

technology, sustainable investments, green cities and renewable energy. Such cooperation
would diminish Turkey’s dependence on few western countries and liberalize Turkish
entrepreneurs by increasing their competitiveness.

Conclusion
Despite the fact that these two countries have been separated by distance for centuries, the
recent rapid growth in bilateral trade and economic cooperation is a good indication for a
newly flourishing strategic cooperation . Today, China has rapidly moving towards
overcoming the middle-income trap by investing heavily on new technologies. As the world
is rebalancing Eurasia becomes much more economically and strategically important, and
both Turkey and China would stand to gain enormously in exploring and pursuing avenues for
greater cooperation as partners.
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