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Development and Prospect of the “Polar Silk Road”

by Xia Liping,
Professor and Dean of Institute of International and Public Affairs and Director

of Center for Polar and Oceanic Studies of Tongji University

Abstract: The "Polar Silk Road" is an important component of the Belt and Road
Initiative (BRI). In building the "Polar Silk Road”, China advocates the Silk Road Spirit
featuring peace and cooperation, openness and inclusiveness, mutual learning and mutual
benefit. Through developing the Arctic shipping routes, China encourages joint efforts to
build an economic passage linking China and Europe via the Arctic Ocean. China commits
itself to working with countries along the "Polar Silk Road to engage in all-dimensional
and broad-scoped cooperation and establish constructive and pragmatic partnerships. On
this open and inclusive cooperation platform, all parties concerned can give full play to
their comparative advantages under the principle of shared benefits through consultation

and collaboration, so as to build an Arctic community with a sustainable shared future.

The "Polar Silk Road" is an important component of the Belt and Road Initiative
(BRI). In July 2017, President Xi Jinping proposed to jointly build a "Polar Silk Road",
which gained active response and participation from relevant parties in the international
community. The "Polar Silk Road" therefore has become an important international public
product and a new platform to build a new layout for open international cooperation.
Following the Silk Road spirit featuring peace and cooperation, openness and inclusiveness,
mutual learning and mutual benefit, the "Polar Silk Road aims at jointly building an
economic passage linking China and Europe via the Arctic through developing the Arctic
shipping routes, where countries along the Road will engage in all-dimensional cooperation
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in various areas and establish positive and pragmatic partnerships. On this open and
inclusive cooperation platform, all parties concerned can give full play to their comparative
advantages under the principle of extensive consultation, joint contribution and shared

benefits, so as to build an Arctic community with a sustainable shared future.

1. The“Polar Silk Road" Has Great Significance for Trade Development of China
and the World

In recent years, global warming has made Arctic shipping routes usable in part time of
summer. In the summer of 1997,Finland's passenger liner UIKKU traveled through an
Acrctic route to Asia for the first time. Since then,the international shipping industry has
been increasingly interested in navigating through Arctic shipping routes. It is predicted
that by 2030,climate change and technological advance will extend the navigable period of
Arctic shipping routes from the current about 4 months in summer to over 6 months, and
enlarge the height volume via the Northeast Passage to one quarter of the total trade
between Asia and Europe. Scientists studies show that the Arctic shipping routes can carry
10% of the cargo transportation between Europe and the Pacific, and provide services for
the Siberia coasts of Russia and parts of Canada along the Northwest Passage. In 2017, 9.7
million tons of cargo were transported via the Northeast Passage. Russian President Putin
estimated that freight volume of the Northeast Passage will increase tenfold to 80 million
tons by the end of 2025.

Chinese President Xi Beijing put forward the BRI in 2013, and proposed to jointly
build the “Polar Silk Road" in 2017. In the same year, China's National Development and
Reform Commission and State Oceanic Administration jointly issued The Vision for
Maritime Cooperation under the Belt and Road Initiative, which, for the first time, defined
the Arctic route as one of the three major maritime passages under the BRI, and made it an

important part of the u Polar Silk Road” in the new era. China's Arctic Policy, issued in
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January 2018, stated that China “hopes to work with all parties to build a ' Polar Silk Road'
through developing the Arctic shipping routes.” Since then, the idea of polar Silk Road"
has been turned from ideas into action. The Polar Silk Road" is of great significance to
promoting economic and social development of the Arctic region, adjusting the landscape
of international transportation and trade, and alleviating problems in global resource
supply.

The Arctic shipping routes under the *’Polar Silk Road” will further strengthen ties
among East Asia, Europe and North America by adding new marine transportation links
Lamont these regions. For one thing, this will bring benefits to the logistics and shipping
industry: a great cut in the sailing distance and delivery time of goods between Europe and
Asia will be made, thus bringing about an increase in capital turnover rates of enterprises
and a reduction in logistics costs, energy consumption and pollution emission. For another,
this will also have a profound impact on global economy and trade landscape. For example,
the gradual development of the Northeast Passage will further strengthen trade and
economic ties and inter dependency among European regions along the North Atlantic
coast, Scandinavia, Russia, Northeast Asia and China. Thus the growing reciprocal
economic interactions will benefit all relevant countries, including China.

When the Arctic shipping routes are fully open, the voyage range from ports of
China's mainland to those in Europe will be cut from 13, 000 nautical miles on traditional
routes to 8,000 nautical miles, reducing transportation cost by around 30% . This will
provide multiple opportunities for China to promote its foreign trade, boost regional and
marine economy, and build itself into a maritime power. In terms of China's layout of
regional economic development, the Arctic shipping routes will provide its northern and
eastern coastal regions with new opportunities. With regard to China's layout of foreign
transportation, the routes can offer more diversified choices of marine transportation routes,
which will reduce China's dependence on trade routes via the Indian Ocean and diversify

security risks of marine transportation. The Arctic shipping routes, linking China and
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Europe, can be developed into a u maritime Silk Road economic belt” for China-Europe
exchanges, which will not only greatly reduce marine transportation costs of China's

international trade, but also have an important significance to its economic development.

I1. China and Relevant Countries Have Made Significant Progress in Jointly
Developing the Arctic Shipping Routes

During a state visit to Russia, Chinese President Xi Beijing said, on July 3, 2017, in
an interview with Russia's mainstream media that China welcomed Russia s proposal to
jointly develop the Primordial international transport corridor and would actively
participate in it. He called for joint efforts to develop and utilize maritime routes,
particularly the Arctic shipping routes, and build a " Polar Silk Road”. During his meeting
with Russian Prime Minister Dmitri Medevac on July 4 in Moscow, President Xi Beijing
stressed that Russia was an important partner in China5bs efforts to advance the BRI, and
that the two sides should collaboratively develop the Arctic shipping routes to forge a Polar
Silk Road and well implement the inter connectivity projects. Since then, significant
progress has been made in the joint development of Arctic shipping routes by China and
relevant countries.

In August 2013, the ice class merchant ship "Yong Sheng" of China Ocean Shipping
Company (COSCO)1 arrived at the Port of Rotterdam via the Northeast Passage. It is the
first Chinese merchant ship to transit through this passage and to sail in the Arctic,
therefore gaining the fame as the "Arctic Shipping Pioneer". In July 2015, “Yong Sheng"
completed another voyage through the Northeast Passage to Germany's Port of Hamburg
and sailed back via the same route. This is the first time that a Chinese merchant ship has
completed a two- way shipping through Arctic shipping routes, hence pioneering a new
round-trip line between China and Europe. COSCO SHIPPING Group sent five vessels for
six voyages in 2016 via the Northeast Passage, five vessels in 2017, and vessels for eight

voyages in 2018. COSCO SHIPPING Specialized2 accomplished nine voyages via the
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Passage in 2018, the year in which the company carried out the most Arctic voyages over
the years.

In 2012, the polar research vessel "Xue Long” traversed the Northeast Passage for the
first time on China's fifth Arctic scientific expedition. In 2017, it sailed through the Central
Passage and Northwest Passage for the first time on China's eighth Arctic scientific
expedition. In July 2019, China's first domestically-built polar research vessel “Xue Long
2" was delivered for use, with a capability of scientific exploration in the Arctic. By far,
five types of Chinese vessels have made 32 voyages in total through the Northeast Passage.
To ensure safety of navigation, all these voyages were guided by Russian nuclear-powered
icebreakers.

China and Japan have also started cooperation on the “Polar Silk Road". China
COSCO SHIPPING Group and Japanese company Mitsui O. S. K. Lines are working
together to develop the Arctic Ocean shipping routes so as to transport liquefied natural gas
(LNG) to the Asian market, which could reduce transport time by more than a half. The
two companies co-own three Yakima Arct7 ice-breaking LNG carriers, among which
VLADIMIR RUSANOV was the first and was delivered on March 26, 2018. The Chinese
Ministry of Transport has been providing services and guidance for merchant vessels
traveling via the Arctic shipping routes. Considering the limited hydro climatology data
about Arctic shipping routes available for Chinese merchant vessels, it published Guidance
on Arctic Navigation in the Northeast Route and Guidance on Arctic Navigation in the

Northwest Route respectively in 2014 and 2016.

111 china and Relevant Countries Have Taken Key Steps in Jointly Developing
Arctic Resources

As a vast region with rich and diverse resources, the Arctic occupies an important role
m global resources landscape. The Arctic has huge energy reserves such as oil, natural gas,

d methane. Other Arctic resources include metallic minerals like precious metals,
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non-metals, rare metals, precious minerals like diamond, and non-metallic minerals like
apatic. In 2009, the United States Geological Survey in its first Cir cum-Arctic Resource
Appraisal estimated that at least 90 billion barrels of oil might remain to be found under the
Arctic seabed, accounting for about 13% of the world's undiscovered oil resources. Some
experts say that the Arctic may contain one-fifth of global oil and gas resources. Russia
claimed that oil reserve in the Russian region of the Arctic might be twice as much as the
proven oil reserves in Saudi Arabia. The Arctic Ocean is shallow, with more than half of
the continental shelf area less than 50 meters beneath the water, making it easier to exploit
energy. The Arctic Ocean and its coastal areas are likely to become one of the major
oil-and natural gas-producing regions in the world.

China, Russia and France are working together to develop the Yamal LNG Project
(referred to as the Yamal Project). At the invitation of the Russian government and Russian
natural gas producer PAO NOVATEK, China National Petroleum Corporation joined the
Yamal Project in 2013. Located within the Arctic Circle, the Yamal Project is the largest
LNG project at the highest latitude in the world, with a total investment of about $ 30
billion. It is based near the town of Sabetta on the Yamal Peninsula and close to the Ob Bay,
with the license for natural gas exploration valid until 2045. The proven natural gas
reserves in the operation area are about 1.3 trillion cubic meters, of which the gas
condensate reserves are about 60.18 million tons, Yamal Project is owned and operated by
Yamal LNG, a joint venture of Novatek (Russia) , Total (France) , CNPC (China) , and the
Silk Road Fund (China) , with the latter two holding 20% and 9.9% of the shares
respectively.

In order to reduce the impact of extreme weather conditions in the Arctic on the
construction cycle of the project and to effectively control the investment in equipment
installation, the Yamal Project adopted a modular construction scheme: individual modules
of LNG plants were made in factories in advance and then shipped to the Yamal site for

assembly. The overall weight of modules required for Phase | of the Yamal Project was
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approximately 600,000 tons. Seven Chinese companies, among the nine contractors,
fabricated a total of approximately 480, 000 tons of modules, including the core ones. This
is first time that China has undertaken construction of LNG core modules, including

the ,gesture two With the help of general contractor Yamal GAS and the proprietors,
China atonal Offshore Oil Corporation successfully mastered the construction technology
of LNG more supply modules, thus accompanying the upgrade from low-end
manufacturing to core technology and showing the world its ability to build the largest
LNG modules

China also undertook the transportation of these modules constructed in China to the
Alabama site. In July 2016, the 40, 000-ton semi-submersible ship "Xia Zhi Yuan 6"
managed COSCO SHIPPING Group, loaded with four Yamal Project modules, set sail
from Tianjin to the Arctic Port of Beretta via the Northeast Passage. This was the first time
for a COSCO SHIPPING Group semi-submersible vessel (non-ice class) to travel through
the Northeast Passage. This passage is 8, 000 nautical miles shorter than traditional routes,
saving time by 32 days. In the same year, the "Xiang Yun Kou" vessel with a load capacity
of 50, 000 tons shipped natural gas mining modules to the Russian Port of Beretta within
the Arctic Circle via the Northeast Passage. " Xiang Yun Kou” is by far among the world's
most advanced semi submersible vessels with its largest deadweight up to 48, 000 tons. It
can carry more than 90% of types of the world's oil drilling platforms and large-scale
marine engineering products. In July 2017, China completed construction of all modules
and transported them to Yamal ahead of schedule, advancing the operation of Phase | to the
second half of 2017.

Yamal Project is planned to be built in three phases. Upon full completion, it will be
capable of delivering 16.5 million tons of LNG and 1 million tons of gas condensate per
year to the European and Asian markets for sale. Ninety-six percent of the LNG products in
the current contract period have been pare-sold to customers including Chinese companies

according to long-term agreements. Every year at least four million tons of LNG will be
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sold to the Chinese market. During the 5-month summer of the Arctic each year, it will take
19 to 21 days for LNG sold to Asia to be shipped across the Bering Strait via the Northeast
Passage and finally reach China and other Western Pacific coastal regions. To this end,
Yamal designed and manufactured 15 ARC7 ice-class LNG tankers that can break through
floating ice up to 1.5 meters thick. Russian Aeroflot also booked the nuclear-powered
icebreaker "Tikka" for navigation through the Arctic to serve the Yamal Project. At other
times, LNG will be transported to the Asian market via Europe, taking 39 to 44 days.

As the largest cooperation project that China has invested in Russia by far, Yamal
Project is now deemed as a model for pragmatic and energy cooperation between China
and Russia. It is an important practice of the "Polar Silk Road" conception, creating a new
starting point for international energy cooperation between China and Russia, and between
China and France. The project heralds the spring for Chino-Russian cooperation in

developing Arctic oil and gas resources.

IV The “Polar Silk Road” Is Highly Promising

The “Polar Silk Road’’ traversing the Arctic and connecting Europe and Asia,
provides not only new opportunities for inter connectivity between Europe and Asia, but
also an important way for countries around the world to cooperate for development, jointly
respond to crises and challenges, and promote regional peace and stability. It has gained
active response from the international community.

Firstly, the BRI proposed by China has received recognition and active participation
from the Nordic countries. In April 2015, Denmark, Finland, Norway, Sweden and Iceland
became founding members of the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank successively. In
April 2017, high-level representatives of the Nordic countries including Denmark, Finland
and Sweden attended the Belt and Road Forum for International Cooperation at invitation,
hence bringing economic and trade relations between China and the Nordic countries into a

new stage of faster development. Since 2017, high-level mutual visits between China and
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the Nordic countries have increased significantly, with continuous progress made in in
November of the same year, the Kouvola-Xi'an scheduled freight train began as the first
railway link between China and the Nordic countries. Trains arc now "LNG in both
directions on a regular basis. The launching of the railway express has greatly “Lengthened
the inter connectivity between China and Northern Europe, which is helpful to .Giotto
“Made in China in Northern Europe, as well as to facilitate the entry of high- Laity
products from the Nordic countries such as Finland into the Chinese market.

Secondly, the “‘Polar Silk Road’’ initiative fits the Nordic countries, development
blueprints. Finland, together with other countries, has proposed the " Arctic Corridor plan
to link Eurasian land and sea transportation. The envisioned route from Finland's
Rovaniemi to Norway's Port of Kirkenes will link the existing Finnish railway system to
the Arctic Ocean. Finland hopes to advance the alignment of the u Arctic Corridor,, with
the Polar Silk Road" so as to become a pivotal country connecting the Arctic and Eurasia.
Once covered by the u Polar Silk Road" , the Nordic countries will see an increase in trade
volume via the Arctic Ocean, and be upgraded from "terminal™ to "gateway" in the
Eurasian logistics channels. As a country in the Arctic region, - Iceland has always
maintained close cooperation with China on polar research. In 2012, the signing of the
Memorandum of Understanding on Cooperation in the Field of Marine and Polar Science
and Technology between the State Oceanic Administration of the People's Republic of
China and the Ministry for Foreign Affairs of Iceland further deepened cooperation
between the two countries. In 2014, China and Iceland reached and implemented the first
free trade agreement between China and European countries, which substantially promoted
bilateral economic and trade cooperation. The "Polar Silk Road" initiative will definitely
further enrich the contents of Chino-Icelandic cooperation. The Nordic countries also took
the lead in starting negotiations for investment protection agreement with China, and
signed bilateral investment protection agreements with China successively. They were

among the first batch of developed countries to provide government loans to China, which
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have promoted the entry of advanced Nordic technologies and enterprises into the Chinese
market.

Thirdly, cooperation on the u Polar Silk Road” is focusing more and more on high
technology. The Nordic countries have advantages in many areas of science and technology.
The huge Chinese market presents great demands in these areas. Scientific and
technological cooperation between the two sides is not only what China needs in its
modernization efforts, but also what the Nordic countries hope to see so as to transform this
huge potential market into a real one. Thus, the two sides share a common interest in this rd.
In recent years, through increasingly close cooperation in science and technology, China
and the Nordic countries are reaping fruitful results of research and development,
next-generation mobile communication technologies, intelligent transportation systems,
sustainable cities, energy conservation and environmental protection, new energy, forestry
nonferrous metals, geothermal, ocean and polar region. The Nordic countries also allow the
Chinese company Aweigh to develop businesses in their markets. Cord tries had invested
$11.34 billion to China in total, and had conceived $ 10.38 billion of Chinese investment.

The investment structure of the two sides is homecoming more and more balanced.

V. Conclusion

China is facing unprecedented opportunities as well as serious difficulties and
challenges in advancing the “Polar Silk Road”. It cooperates with relevant parties to build
the “Polar Silk Road” and participates in the governance and development own benefits,
but also for the benefits of other Arctic stakeholders. Through these efforts, China hopes
to build an Arctic community with a shared future featuring win-win cooperation for the
well-being of all mankind. While fulfilling its own obligations, China is fully aware of
the need to provide international public goo s within its capacity and make due
contributions to the governance and development <t e retie, n er such circumstances, China

should not only strengthen bilateral cooperation with relevant Arctic countries, but also
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give an active play to cooperation mechanisms , but not give an arctic play to overcome
difficulties and challenges, so as to succeed in building the “Polar Silk Road” with all

parties.
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® U.S. Coast Guard Headquarters, , “Arctic Strategic Outlook”, Apr.22, 2019, M ht&E+z:
https://www.uscg.mil/Portals/0/Images/arctic/Arctic_Strategy_Book_APR_2019.pdf, accessed date: May.11, 2019.
@ Office of the Under Secretary of Defense for Policy , “Department of Defense Arctic Strategy”, June 2019.
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@ “ORDER NO. 3350”,“America-First Offshore Energy Strategy”,
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@ Department of Defense, “Report to Congress on Strategy to Protect United States National Security Interests in the
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http://www.polaroceanportal.com/article/2660, &3¢ HHi: 20194E5 A 20 H.
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accessed date: Oct.6, 2018.
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@ “Obama bans new oil drilling in Arctic Ocean”, Nov.18, 2016, https://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-canada-38034518,
accessed date: Oct.6, 2018.

@ Daniel Shane, “These are the companies behind Trump's $250 billion of China deals”, Nov.9, 2017,
https://money.cnn.com/2017/11/09/investing/china-trump-business-deals/index.html, accessed date: Oct.16, 2018.
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icle/497645, accessed date: Oct.26, 2018.
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accessed date: Oct.26, 2018.
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@ “National Security Strategy”, 2017,
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2018.
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@ Graham T. Allison, Essence of Decision, New York: Harper Collins Publishers, 1971, p.32.

® Steven E. Lobell, The Challenge of Hegemony: Grand Strategy, Trade and Domestic Politics, Michigan: The
University of Michigan Press, 2003, p.3.
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@ Rex W. Tillerson, “Remarks by Secretary of State”, May 27, 2017, https://www.state.gov/
secretary/remarks/2017/05/270620.htm, accessed date: Dec.27, 2018.
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@ Alaska Department of Natural Resources, Division of Oil &Gas. http://www.akrdc.org/oil-and-gas

@ Resource Development Council,“Growing Alaska through responsible resource development : 2016 Annual Repor t”.
p.5. https://www.akrdc.org/assets/Annual-reports/2016annualreport.pdf

@ “QObama prohibits drilling in most US Arctic waters”, adn, Dec.20, 2016,
https://www.adn.com/politics/2016/12/20/obama-prohibits-offshore-drilling-in-most-of-us-arctic-waters/, accessed date:
Jan. 29, 2018

@ “Alaska Wants to Fight Warming While Still Drilling for Oil”, Scientificamerican, Jul.12, 2018,
https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/alaska-wants-to-fight-warming-while-still-drilling-for-oil/, accessed date: Jan.
29, 2019.
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@ J.R. Sullivan, “The Senate's Sly Plan to Begin Drilling in Arctic Refuge”, mensjourna, May 24, 2017,
http://www.mensjournal.com/adventure/articles/the-senates-sly-plan-to-begin-drilling-in-arctic-refuge-w510202, accessed
date: Jan. 30, 2019.
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@ Resource Development Council,“Growing Alaska through responsible resource development 2016 Annual Report”. p.5.
https://www.akrdc.org/assets/Annual-reports/2016annualreport.pdf

@ Resource Development Council,“Growing Alaska through responsible resource development : 2016 Annual Report”.
p.5 https://www.akrdc.org/assets/Annual-reports/2016annualreport.pdf

© Dan Robinson, “Alaska Economic Trends: Is Alaska in a Recession? Using job levels to define the term, and

what history tells us”, February 2016. http://labor.alaska.gov/trends/feb16.pdf

@ “Remarks by President Trump at Signing of Executive Order on an America-First Offshore Energy Strategy”, April 28,
2017,
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefings-statements/remarks-president-trump-signing-executive-order-america-first-offshor
e-energy-strategy/, accessed date: Jan. 30, 2019.

® “Donald Trump's Detroit speech on his economic plan”, politico, August 8, 2016.
http://www.politico.com/story/2016/08/full-text-donald-trumps-detroit-speech-on-the-ecnomic-plan-226793 . accessed
date: Jan. 30, 2019.

@ Sally Hardin and Jenny Rowland-Shea, “The Most Powerful Arctic Oil Lobby Group You’ve Never Heard Of” ,
https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/green/reports/2018/08/09/454309/powerful-arctic-oil-lobby-group-youve-never-
heard/

® Elizabeth A. Beringer, “A Case Study of Native People and Land and Wildlife
Management Agencies in Northwest Alaska.” , Thesis, University of Montana,
1993, pp. 10-29.
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@ Forbes, “America’s Largest Private Companies: #196 Arctic Slope Regional Corporation,” available
at https://www.forbes.com/companies/arctic-slope-regional-corporation/

@ Center for Responsive Politics, OpenSecrets.org, “Oil and Gas: Lobbying, 2018m” available

at https://www.opensecrets.org/industries/lobbying.php?cycle=2016&ind=E01
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