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IMPACT OF THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC  
ON THE BELT AND ROAD INITIATIVE

This article analyzes the implementation of the Belt and Road Initiative in Central Asian countries 
during the COVID-19 pandemic. In 2020, the whole world has to develop in the face of the COVID-19 
pandemic. In addition, downfall in economic growth a recession in the global economy, which led to a 
slowdown and recession in economic growth, suspension of production, closure of borders, and it was 
China that was the first to face this problem. All this negatively affected the projects of the One Belt, 
One Road initiative. The purpose of the study was to identify how the COVID-19 pandemic influenced 
the Belt and Road Initiative and what measures China has taken to preserve BRI projects, and how the 
Health Silk Road project has become a lifeline for China. It also discusses why OBOR projects in Central 
Asia are strategically important for China. The article presents an analysis of the economic, social and 
political problem of the initiative during the COVID-19 pandemic. The article shows the results of the 
survey analysis, indicating that the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on the initiative is short-term. The 
practical significance of the study lies in the fact that at the moment there are so many studies examining 
the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on the Belt and Road Initiative in Central Asia and this article 
will supplement the literature.
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COVID-19 пандемиясының  
“Бір белдеу, бір жол” бастамасына әсері

Бұл мақалада COVID-19 пандемиясы кезеңінде Орталық Азия елдерінде “Бір белдеу, бір 
жол” бастамасының іске асырылуына талдау жүргізілді. 2020 жылы бүкіл әлем COVID-19 
пандемиясында дамуға мәжбүр болды. Бүкіл әлем бойынша ауқымды локдаундарды жүргізу 
жаһандық экономиканың құлдырауына алып келді, бұл экономикалық өсудің баяулауына және 
құлдырауына, өндірістердің тоқтатылуына, шекаралардың жабылуына әкелді және Қытай 
бұл проблемаға бірінші болып тап болды. Мұның бәрі “Бір белдеу, бір жол”бастамасының 
жобаларына теріс әсер етті. Зерттеудің мақсаты Сovid-19 пандемиясының “Бір белдеу, бір 
жол” бастамасын жүзеге асыруға қалай әсер еткенін және Қытайдың BRI жобаларын сақтау 
үшін қандай шаралар қолданғанын, сондай-ақ “Жібек Денсаулық жолы” жобасы Қытай үшін 
өмірлік маңызды кезең болды. Сондай-ақ Орталық Азия елдеріндегі БББЖ жобалары Қытай 
үшін неліктен стратегиялық маңызды болып табылатыны қарастырылады. Мақалада Covid-19 
пандемиясы кезеңіндегі бастаманың экономикалық, әлеуметтік және саяси проблемасына талдау 
ұсынылған. Зерттеудің практикалық маңыздылығы қазіргі уақытта COVID-19 пандемиясының 
Орталық Азия елдеріндегі “Бір белдеу, бір жол” бастамасына әсерін қарастыратын көптеген 
зерттеулерде жатыр және бұл мақала әдебиетті толықтырады.

Түйін сөздер: “Бір белдеу, бір жол» бастамасы, Қытай, Сovid-19 пандемиясы, Орталық Азия.

М.А. Ақмади
Казахский национальный университет им. аль-Фараби, Казахстан, г. Алматы, 

е-mail: akmadi.moldir@gmail.com

Влияние пандемии COVID-19 на инициативу  
«Один пояс, один путь»

В данной статье проведен анализ реализации инициативы «Один пояс, один путь» в странах 
Центральной Азии в период пандемии COVID-19. В 2020 году всему миру приходится развиваться 
в условиях пандемии COVID-19. Введение масштабных локдаунов по всему миру спровоцировало 
рецессию глобальной экономики, что привело к замедлению и спаду экономического роста, 
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приостановке производств, закрытию границ и именно Китай первым столкнулся с данной 
проблемой. Все это негативно сказалось на проектах инициативы «Один пояс, один путь». Целью 
исследования было выявить, каким образом пандемия COVID-19 повлияла на реализацию 
инициативы «Один пояс, один путь» и какие меры были предприняты Китаем для сохранения 
проектов BRI, а также как проект «Шелковый путь здоровья» стал спасательным кругом для Китая. 
Также рассматривается вопрос, почему проекты ОПОП в странах Центральной Азии являются 
стратегическими важными для Китая. В статье представлен анализ экономической, социальной и 
политической проблемы инициативы в период пандемии COVID-19. Также показаны результаты 
проведенного обзорного анализа, свидетельствующие о том, что влияние пандемии COV-
ID-19 на инициативу носит краткосрочный характер. Практическая значимость исследования 
заключается в том, что на данный момент не так много исследований, рассматривающих влияние 
пандемии COVID-19 на инициативу «Один пояс, один путь» в странах Центральной Азии, данная 
статья дополнением к имеющейся литературе. 

Ключевые слова: инициатива «Один пояс, один путь», Китай, пандемия COVID-19, 
Центральная Азия. 

Introduction

In recent years, China has been actively strength-
ening own economy and political positions on the 
world stage, and the Belt and Road Initiative as a 
manifestation of “soft power” has become one of 
the main instruments for achieving this goal. BRI is 
China’s global and multi-billion dollar project aimed 
or create an infrastructure network that will connect 
China with countries in Africa, Asia, Europe and the 
Middle East. In recent years, BRI has been actively 
developing and on scale has only started to grow. 
For example, at the beginning of the implementa-
tion, only 68 countries participated in the project, but 
after the second BRI forum in 2019, the number of 
countries that signed agreements with China under 
the initiative risen to 126, as well as 29 international 
organizations joined. However, the COVID-19 pan-
demic has made its own adjustments, and the result-
ing crisis has led to a malaise in the global economy. 
This inevitably had an impact on the development of 
the BRI since the initiative was aimed at developing 
the infrastructure network, trade and economic re-
lations, increasing investment flow and establishing 
connections between people. The measures taken 
against COVID-19 in one way or another affected 
all these areas and had an inevitable impact on the 
implementation of the BRI. Already in the summer 
of 2020, the head of the Department of International 
Economics of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the 
People’s Republic of China, Wang Xiaolong, said 
that 60% of BRI projects suffered from the crisis 
caused by the COVID-19 pandemic, namely 20% of 
projects were seriously affected, 40% were affected 
to one degree or another, the rest 40% are being 
implemented according to the schedule (inform.kz, 
“The coronavirus pandemic has negatively affected 
60% of the projects of the Belt and Road Initiative”, 

19 June 2020). The BRI was also affected by bud-
getary problems in China, as the government had to 
focus resources on rebuilding its own economy after 
the quarantine. This also affected other BRI member 
countries as they also faced an economic crisis. This 
situation cannot but raise concerns about the debts 
and loans associated with the initiative. Moreover, it 
is important to note that some countries participat-
ing in the One Belt, One Road initiative are also ex-
periencing a political crisis and a change of power, 
as exemplified by countries such as Belarus, Kyr-
gyzstan, Armenia. Changes in the situation in the 
political field can have both positive and negative 
effects (Akmadi, 2020).

Scientific research methodology

The problem of the research is that there are 
not so many scientific papers considering the Belt 
and Road Initiative during a pandemic or its im-
pact on the initiative, since for the beginning the 
COVID-19 pandemic is still ongoing and many 
Central Asian countries have not fully appreci-
ated the scale the consequences of the pandemic. 
The object of the study is the countries of Central 
Asia and China, and the subject of the study is the 
process of implementing the Belt and Road Initia-
tive in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic. 
The purpose of the study is to provide an overview 
of the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on the 
implementation of the Belt and Road Initiative in 
Central Asia and what measures China has taken to 
preserve BRI projects.

The research method consists in a review anal-
ysis of scientific articles, as well as in the analysis 
of economic indicators taken from the official web-
sites on statistics of the Central Asian countries. 
The research is descriptive, focusing mainly on the 
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context of the socio-economic problems caused by 
the pandemic and its impact on the Belt and Road 
Initiative.

The results of the study showed that after the 
first half of 2020, the impact of the COVID-19 pan-
demic on BRI projects was visible. However, many 
authors say that the Coronavirus pandemic has had 
an impact on the Belt and Road Initiative, but this 
impact is short-term and limited, as China is already 
taking some measures to support certain projects. 
Moreover, many experts and researchers note that 
in the long term, the Belt and Road Initiative will 
only gain momentum and the CA countries are an 
important part of the initiative.

Results and discussion

Analysis of the literature shows that most of the 
scientific works were aimed at studying the impact 
of COVID-19 on the economic and political aspects 
of the Belt and Road Initiative. According to re-
search, the COVID-19 pandemic has made its own 
adjustments to the implementation of the Belt and 
Road Initiative. The global economic crisis due to 
the coronavirus has led to the fact that some of the 
projects under the BRI initiative have been suspend-
ed or delayed from the previously indicated dead-
lines. However, the COVID-19 pandemic does not 
change China’s strategic goals and COVID-19 only 
strengthens China’s willingness to advance the Belt 
and Road Initiative over the long term. Moreover, 
China is already taking measures to adapt the proj-
ects of the initiative to the new realities to restore the 
economy and support local production, in particular, 
a large role was given to healthcare, which is quite 
logical.

According to A. Corneliussen, the Belt and 
Road Initiative in the coming decades will contrib-
ute to economic growth in Central Asian countries, 
since these countries will link China with the Mid-
dle East and Europe. The resulting crisis has had an 
impact, but does not change the strategic objectives 
of the BRI for China. The author also notes the fact 
that COVID-19 will only strengthen China’s inten-
tion to implement the initiative in the long term. As 
for existing projects that may face problems due to 
the impact of COVID-19, then either these projects 
will be taken up by new companies or in some cases 
projects will be postponed or simply saying will not 
be resumed. Insufficient funding of the Initiative 
due to the economic impact of COVID-19 and non-
payment of wages to workers in selected Belt and 
Road projects could lead to further delays. This will 
have a temporary impact on a number of separate 

Belt and Road projects as new companies will be 
delegated (Corneliussen, 2020).

Catherine Owen also speaks about the economic 
growth of the Central Asian countries during the 
pandemic. According to Catherine Owen, every-
thing will depend on China’s actions and there are 
two possible outcomes, one of which may lead to an 
increase in the importance of the role of the Central 
Asian countries in the OBOR initiative. According 
to the author, if Chinese investors, taking advantage 
of the global economic crisis, buy out a large amount 
of assets abroad, then it will be able to strengthen its 
participation in Central Asia, which can contribute 
to the growth of the economies of these countries. 
However, if China decides to gain the upper hand 
over foreign loans and direct its economy to the do-
mestic market, this will reduce its influence in the 
Central Asian countries. The author also notes that 
it is wrong to speak of China as a unitary economic 
entity with a consistent coordinated strategy. There 
are many Chinese lenders, including banks headed 
by Chinese multilateral organizations, state-owned 
enterprises and high net worth individuals. Each 
of them has its own priorities, rules and strategies 
(Owen, 2020).

Other experts such as A. Bugaenko, R. Vakul-
chuk and T. Umarov say that in connection with the 
consequences of the pandemic, China will soon di-
rect its efforts to restore its own economy. However, 
after the recovery of its economy, China will im-
mediately return to active investments, and in this 
case, the CA countries will be increasingly involved 
in the economic orbit of China, but this can help the 
CA countries adapt to the new realities of the post-
coronavirus world. But in the near future, the impor-
tance of the BRI initiative for China may decrease, 
which will lead to the suspension of some projects 
or to delays in the implementation of projects, and 
moreover, so far there can be no talk of launching 
new projects if they are not related to health or to 
the pandemic itself. COVID-19 (Bugaenko, 2020; 
Vakulchuk, 2020; Umarov, 2020).

Marsha McGraw Olive in his article says that the 
economic crisis caused by the pandemic has made 
the transit procedure even more difficult. These con-
sequences led to a decline in the export and import 
of goods, including raw materials, as well as to a 
decline in labor migrants, and as you know, labor 
migration is an important element of economic de-
velopment in some CA countries. Kyrgyzstan may 
lose 45-50% of customs receipts and tax payments. 
In addition, Kazakhstan has benefited from the tran-
sit area in recent years, but the pandemic has sig-
nificantly reduced this transit. Moreover, domestic 
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production of CA countries was also affected by the 
decline in imports from China, as there was no ac-
cess to manufacturing components (Olive, 2020).

M. Gornikevich, Y. Zelkovsky note that in the 
next few years, the epidemic will open up an op-
portunity for Beijing to interact with societies and 
further develop the “One Belt, One Road” initiative. 
From Beijing’s point of view, COVID-19 is not an 
obstacle, but a special opportunity to achieve stra-
tegic goals that could not be achieved in the usual 
way. The authors also note if other, much more dan-
gerous epidemics than the current COVID-19, arise 
in the next few years, China will have the opportuni-
ty to extend the New Silk Road, including the entire 
European Union (Gornikiewicz, Zelkowski, 2020).

Frank Mouritz’s work examines the short and 
long term implications of the COVID-19 pandemic 
for the Belt and Road Initiative. The author notes 
that today, China and the BRI partner countries have 
focused their attention and resources on fighting 
the spread of the virus and supporting the domes-
tic economy. In this regard, damage to BRI projects 
was an inevitable process. However, the long-term 
implications are still uncertain as it depends on how 
long the pandemic will sweep the global economy 
back. But China is determined to maintain the BRI 
further, and if China manages to maintain the BRI 
throughout the pandemic, then Corona could open 
up opportunities for using “masked diplomacy” and 
BRI health infrastructure projects to enhance Bei-
jing’s global standing and local BRI recognition 
(Mouritz, 2020).

Peter J. Buckley notes in his work that an in-
crease in overcapacity in China will increase the 
pressure on Chinese companies to export overseas, 
and this may help to increase the BRI. China is also 
forging links with medical assistance to countries 
participating in the initiative. However, domestic 
unemployment in China in the downturn will be-
come a huge problem, especially in cities and among 
migrant workers, and this could lead to the fact that 
China will demand to pay off some of the debt on 
existing BRI obligations. However, the BRI project 
will not be abandoned by China, since it plays a stra-
tegically important role (Buckley, 2020).

Michael H. Glyantz also notes in his article that 
China has faced criticism for its initial secrecy as 
a result of a lack of transparency that has damaged 
China’s image. In this regard, Beijing seizing the op-
portunity to strengthen its role in global governance, 
has become actively helping BRI countries to com-
bat the pandemic through the “Health Silk Road” 
project. The BRI is not only strategically important 
to Beijing, it is also a symbol of China as a great 

power. Therefore, even during a pandemic, China 
partially supports BRI projects, and most likely in 
the future, after economic recovery, all previously 
frozen BRI projects will resume (Glantz, 2020).

Hallam Chow and Zhixin Han note that due to 
the new circumstances, BRI projects need a better 
risk management system and BRI projects must be 
linked to quality, efficiency and transparency. Amid 
the unprecedented challenges of 2020, BRI invest-
ments are up 3.6% year-over-year, suggesting that 
most BRI projects are still up and running. Several 
BRI projects have shown great resilience and sup-
port in the fight against the unprecedented challeng-
es of the pandemic (Chow, Han, 2020).

There is no doubt that the impact of the pandem-
ic on the implementation of the BRI initiative is ob-
served not only in CA countries, but among all coun-
tries participating in the initiative. However, most 
experts and authors say that China will undoubtedly 
return to the implementation of the OBOR initiative, 
since these joint projects are designed for the long 
term. Most authors note the negative impact of the 
pandemic on the BRI initiative. Evgeny Vinokurov 
in his article highlights a specific number of nega-
tive consequences. For starters, the pandemic hit 
cross-border traffic, which has reduced trade and 
investment. The financial stability of the participat-
ing countries is also of concern, as many countries 
have unstable economic growth, and there is also an 
economic crisis from the consequences of the pan-
demic. Further, an equally important negative side is 
that in the near future China will invest more finan-
cial resources to stabilize its own economy, which 
leads to a decrease in resources for financing OBOR 
projects. It was also initially assumed that 2020 and 
2021 will become important for the implementation 
of the OBOR initiative, since the multilateralism of 
the initiative was to involve international financial 
organizations such as the World Bank, the Asian 
Development Bank, the Islamic Development Bank, 
the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank and others 
in the project. However, due to the pandemic, many 
financial resources will be invested in solving the 
aftermath of the pandemic (Vinokurov, 2020).

Analysis shows that the COVID-19 pandemic 
has not spared the OBOR initiative. Most experts 
point out that the pandemic has led to delays in the 
implementation of OBOR projects or the suspension 
of some projects, but it has not caused irreparable 
damage to the initiative itself. Moreover, China is 
already taking some measures to address the prob-
lem, and for efficiency, it involves part of the BRI’s 
investment in health-related projects and projects to 
address the aftermath of the COVID-19 pandemic.
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China’s “Health Silk Road”

Of course, the COVID-19 pandemic has also 
damaged China’s image. In this regard, China has 
used transport corridors, ports and logistics centers 
along the Silk Road to provide medical assistance 
to partner countries in need of support. To improve 
its reputation, Beijing has launched a concerted 
campaign that the English-language media has de-
scribed as a “mask of diplomacy.” Beginning in 
March 2020, Beijing has been openly deploying 
medical teams and personal protective equipment 
through its embassies and local associations. Chi-
nese companies and institutions have also contrib-
uted, donating PPE to over 150 countries since the 
start of the pandemic (Mardell, 2020). China also 
sent teams of medical experts to more than ten coun-
tries along the Belt and Road, and helped the local 
population to fight the epidemic. Subsequently, Chi-
na called this project the “Silk Road of Health”. At 
a critical time in the spread of the coronavirus, the 
PRC has sent medical equipment by rail to coun-
tries along the Belt and Road. This shows that the 
interconnected routes continue to maintain their 
main functions, namely, to provide uninterrupted 
communication between China and other countries 
of the world. Prior to the outbreak of the pandemic, 
the Health Silk Road project was moving forward 
rather slowly, but at the moment it has become rel-
evant. The revitalization of this project is also due 
to the fact that China’s initial reaction to the corona-
virus caused condemnation in many Western coun-
tries and had a negative impact on the perception of 
China at the global level. For China, the Silk Road 
Health Project has become a pillar of the BRI it also 
sets the rhetoric for the specific implementation of 
some projects relevant during the pandemic. The 
Silk Road Health Project has also helped China par-
tially restore its reputation as the project positions 
China as a responsible leader in global health gover-
nance. However, China also realizes that now is not 
the time to aggressively push this project forward in 
developed countries. Therefore, the target audience 
of the Health Silk Road project is developing coun-
tries, including CA countries, as developing coun-
tries face a shortage of resources in the health sec-
tor. Many CA countries are currently suffering from 
the pandemic, in no small part due to the ineffec-
tiveness of their own governments. The pandemic 
also exposes weaknesses in health infrastructure in 

many developing countries, and China’s Silk Road 
Health Project could help address some of these 
weaknesses. Moreover, China already has experi-
ence in providing medical care during epidemics. 
For example, when the Ebola epidemic broke out 
in West Africa, China sent 1,200 workers, soldiers 
and doctors there. The revitalization of the Health 
Silk Road project could foster a more supportive at-
titude towards China’s global economic expansion 
at a time of growing criticism of its “debt trap diplo-
macy” (Mourits, Shelepova, 2020).

Conclusion

Summing up, we can say that the COVID-19 
pandemic, which has spread almost all over the 
world by the spring of 2020, has become a strength 
test for all countries. Despite the fact that the 
COVID-19 pandemic has not yet come to an end, 
you can already see its impact on the socio-economic 
aspects. The pandemic led to a decrease in GDP, 
trade turnover, and an increase in unemployment and 
poverty in the region. The BRI initiative was also 
affected by the impact of the pandemic, but China 
will support the BRI initiative in the long term. 
Moreover, China is stepping up certain projects, 
which means that financing of projects under the 
Belt and Road Initiative has become more targeted 
and special attention will be paid to projects related 
to the digitalization of society during this period. It 
is possible that OBOP projects will have a unified 
approach to the implementation and development 
of digital medicine, digital, distance education at all 
levels, the development of digital communications, 
the development of online commerce and e-business. 
But it is important to note that those projects are 
being implemented that are relevant at the moment 
and those that will help China to strengthen its own 
economy during the crisis. However, the Chinese 
government has made it clear that the OBOR 
initiative will not be abandoned, it will be gradually 
restored depending on the situation. It should be 
noted that after the end of the epidemic, amid an 
acute economic crisis, a number of Central Asian 
countries will be interested in accelerating the 
implementation of the OBOR initiative, which may 
become an additional impetus for strengthening 
the integration processes in the region and this will 
help eliminate some of the economic and social 
consequences caused by COVID-19.
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