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Abstract. This article is a brief overview of Ukraine’s relationship to 

China’s Belt and Road Initiative. This includes a summary of the Belt and 

Initiative itself, including its background, major features and goals. The basic 

foundations of Ukraine-China relations and Ukraine’s connection to the Belt and 

Road Initiative are presented in the study. 
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Introduction. By the signing of the Association Agreement with the 

European Union in 2014, Ukraine committed itself to deepening its integration 

with the European Union. This involved political and economic association, as 

well as creating a deep free trade area. However, despite this commitment to go 

down the path of European integration, at the same time, Ukraine since attaining 

independent statehood has also sought to expand its relations with various 

countries in its immediate region and beyond, one of these being China. One plan 

in particular which has been attractive to Ukraine is China’s Belt and Road 

Initiative. Here there shall be a brief survey of this project, including its 

background, features and goals. The basic foundations of Ukraine-China relations 

shall be summarized, as well as the possibilities for Ukraine to engage with China 

within the broader framework of the Belt and Road Initiative. Ukraine, though not 

a full member of the European Union, is now strongly associated and aligned with 

it in terms of its orientation. Ukraine’s engagement with the Belt and Road 

Initiative illustrates how countries politically and economically associated with the 

European Union simulatenously engage and seek cooperation with non-EU 

member states in pursuit of their national interests. Keeping in my mind that 2019 

shall be the „Year of China‖ in Ukraine,
5
 the author considers a study of these 

important developments both timely and relevant. 

The Belt and Road Initiative. The Belt and Road Initiative, also known as 

the One Road, One Belt Intiative, can be said to have been launched with a speech 

that Chinese President Xi Jinping made at the Nazarbayev University in Astana, 

Kazakshtan, on September 7 2013.
6
 At this event, President Xi said that ―To forge 

closer economic ties, deepen cooperation and expand development space in the 

Eurasian region, we should take an innovative approach and jointly build an 
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economic belt along the Silk Road,‖ Furthermore, President Xi stated that ―This 

will be a great undertaking, benefiting the people of all countries along the route. 

To turn this into a reality, we may start with work in individual areas and link them 

up over time to cover the whole region.‖
7
 

President Xi laid out five steps necessary for creating such an economic belt, 

which are: the improvement of the communication of policy, the improvement of 

road connectivity, the promotion of unhindered trade, money circulation 

enhancement and to increase the understanding between the various different 

peoples in the region.
8
 

The Belt and Road is based on 6 corridors in particular:
9
 

 New Eurasian Land Bridge, running from Western China to Western Russia;  

 China – Mongolia – Russia Corridor, running from Northern China to Eastern 

Russia; 

 China – Central Asia – West Asia Corridor, running from Western China to 

Turkey; 

 China – Indochina Peninsula Corridor, running from Southern China to Singapore;  

 China – Pakistan Corridor, running from South-Western China to Pakistan; 

 Bangladesh – China – India – Myanmar Corridor, running from Southern China to 

India; 

The Belt and Road Initiative may be described as an open-access model. An 

official government statement affirms that ―The Initiative is open for cooperation. 

It covers, but is not limited to, the area of the ancient Silk Road. It is open to all 

countries, and international and regional organizations for engagement, so that the 

results of the concerted efforts will benefit wider areas.‖
10

 

An important component of the Belt and Road Initiative is concept of the 

21
st
-century Maritime Silk Road, which is usually described as running from the 

Chinese Coast over Singapore and India to the Mediterranean.
11

 However, in fact it 

has been envisaged that it may even extend as far south as Australia and the 

Oceania region.
12

 This concept was announced on the world stage for the first time 

when President Xi addressed the Indonesian Parliament on 2 October 2013.
13

 He 

stated that ―Southeast Asia has since ancient times been an important hub along the 

ancient Maritime Silk Road. China will strengthen maritime cooperation with 
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ASEAN countries to make good use of the China-ASEAN Maritime Cooperation 

Fund set up by the Chinese government and vigorously develop maritime 

partnership in a joint effort to build the Maritime Silk Road of the 21st century.‖
14

  

Furthermore, another project strongly connected to the abovementioned 

initiatives is the Polar or Ice Silk Road. This involves the development of new artic 

shipping lanes as a result of the effects of global warming, which has led to 

acceleration of the snow and ice melting in the Artic region.
15

 The Chinese 

government’s white paper „China’s Artic Policy‖ states that, „The Silk Road 

Economic Belt and the 21st-century Maritime Silk Road (Belt and Road Initiative), 

an important cooperation initiative of China, will bring opportunities for parties 

concerned to jointly build a ―Polar Silk Road‖, and facilitate connectivity and 

sustainable economic and social development of the Arctic.‖
16

 In relation to the 

economic potential of such a development, the white paper states that ―…with the 

ice melted, conditions for the development of the Arctic may be gradually 

changed, offering opportunities for the commercial use of sea routes and 

development of resources in the region.‖
17

 

Another component of the Belt and Road Initiative is the Digital Silk Road. 

Chen Zhaoxiong, China’s vice-minister for industry and information technology 

said that, "We will actively promote the digital Silk Road to construct a community 

of common destiny in cyberspace‖.
18

 This includes expanding broadband access, 

promoting digital transformation, encouraging cooperation in the area of e-

commerce and international standardization.
19

 One manifestation of the Digital 

Silk Road concept is China extending its own satellite –navigation system BeiDou 

to countries participating in the Belt and Road initiative.
20

 

In Europe an important development within the context of the broader Belt 

and Road Initiative is the 16 + 1 format, which includes China and Albania, Bosnia 

and Herzegovina, Bulgaria, Croatia, the Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, 

Lithuania, Montenegro, Poland, Romania, Serbia, Slovakia, Slovenia and The 

former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia.
21

 Participating at these summits as 

observers have been Austria, Belarus, Greece, Switzerland, the European Union 

and the European Bank for Reconstruction and Development.
22

 This initiative was 
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launched in 2012,
23

 with the aim of intensifying the links between China and states 

in Central and Eastern Europe in such areas as investment, transportation, finance, 

education, culture and science.
24

 This involves a yearly summit, the last of which 

was held in Budapest last year, and the next one presently scheduled for Bulgaria 

this year.
25

 

Ukraine-China Relations and the Belt and Road Initiative. Upon 

attaining independence from the Soviet Union, the young Ukrainian state began to 

create a foreign policy which set out its aims and priorities in relation its 

geopolitical environment. It soon became the general consensus that Ukraine 

should pursue European integration,
26

 however, at the same time, this was 

balanced by a multivector approach being employed in its general approach to the 

pursuit of its external relations.
27

 For example, the 1990 Declaration of State 

Sovereignty of Ukraine proclaimed that Ukraine would be „a permanently neutral 

state‖,
28

 and later the 1993 Fundamental Guidelines advocated the principle that 

the country have a multidimensional foreign policy.
29

 This attempt at pursuing a 

multivector policy while also being committed to European integration has 

manifested itself in different ways since the time that Ukraine attained independent 

statehood, one of which in the country’s pursuit of its relations with the People’s 

Republic of China. 

On December 27 1991 China recognized Ukraine’s independence, and 

diplomatic relations were established between the two countries on 4 January 

1992.
30

 The legal basis of the Ukrainian-Chinese relationship includes over 300 

documents.
31

 One of these is the 1992 Economic Cooperation Agreement between 

Ukraine and China, which regulates trade between the two countries.
32

 Other key 

documents relating to economic relations include the 1992 agreement on scientific 

and technological cooperation and the 1993 agreement on encouragement and 

mutual protection of investments.
33

 As things stand at the present time, China is 
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Ukraine’s third largest trade partner, after the European Union and Russia
34

 and in 

terms of trade between the two countries, in 2017 it rose by 18 percent, reaching 

$7.68 billion.
35

 

Additionally, in more recent times other documents have been signed that 

establish the present framework of Ukraine-China relations.
36

 These include the 

Joint Declaration on the Establishment and Development of Strategic Partnership 

Relations between Ukraine and the People’s Republic of China, signed in June 

2011; the Treaty on Friendship and Cooperation between Ukraine and the People’s 

Republic of China, the Joint Declaration to further deepen the strategic partnership, 

and the Program of the development of strategic partnership between Ukraine and 

China in 2014-2018, all three of which were signed in 2013.
37

 

An important development in the relationship was the establishment of the 

China-Ukraine Intergovernmental Commission on Cooperation, which was 

brought into being in 2011, the aim of which is to strengthen bilateral relations 

between the two countries.
38

 It has become a central mechanism in planning and 

coordinating cooperation between Ukraine and China.
39

 On December 5 2017 

China and Ukraine during the third session of the China-Ukraine 

Intergovernmental Commission on Cooperation signed an action plan which aims 

to build the Silk Road Economic Belt and the 21
st
-century Maritime Silk Road.

40
 

On the same date, Mai Kai, vice-premier of China, announced that joint projects 

shall be undertaken by Ukraine and China that shall total $7 billion.
41

 These 

include, among others, the plan for Chinese companies to build a new metro line in 

the capital Kyiv worth $2 billion and a $500 million loan to be provided by the 

China Civil Engineering Construction Corporation in order to provide housing 

mortgages at an affordable level, and the same corporation also plans to construct a 

passenger railway that would connect Kyiv with Boryspil International Airport, a 

project worth $400.
42

 

Ukraine’s importance to the broader Belt and Road Initiative is linked to its 

potential as a vital transit country, being located at the crossroads between East and 

West.
43

 This is magnified by Ukraine’s Deep and Comprehensive Free Trade 

agreement with the European Union.
44

 Vice -Premier Ma Kai has stated that in the 

context of the Belt and Road Initiative, China consider’s Ukraine „as one of the 
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logisitics and industrial hubs on the way to the European Union.‖
45

 The deputy 

prime minister of Ukraine, Gennady Zubko, also said that "The Silk Road is an 

investment artery that connects Central Asia, the largest producer of goods, with 

the rest of the world. Ukraine is the first European country on this path, and we 

must fully take the advantage of this position."
46

 For example, Ukraine’s 

geographic proximity to the European Union involves the possibility of attracting 

businesses from China interested in investing in the manufacturing sector, with the 

goal of ultimately exporting to the European Union.
47

 Ukrainian leaders have also 

seen the Belt and Road Initiative as an opportunity for Ukraine to attract new 

investments, enter new markets and develop the country’s infrastructure.
48

 It has 

been estimated that the 21
st
 Century Silk Road from China to Ukraine could 

measure 5, 471 kilometers, with one of its lines potentially going from China 

though to Kazakhstan, the Caspian Sea, Azerbaijan, Georgia, and then on to the 

Black Sea, finally reaching Ukraine’s Chernomorsk port.
49

 It is worth noting that 

the China Harbor Engineering Company won the tender for a dredging project at 

the Chernomorsk port, signing an agreement for the implementation of this project 

on April 6 2018.
50

 

Ukraine has also sought to cooperate with neighbouring countries within the 

context of the Belt and Road Initiative. One example is its willingness to join the 

abovementioned 16 + 1 platform.
51

 First Vice Speaker of the Ukrainian parliament, 

Iryna Gerashchenko, stated that "It is very important for Ukraine to join the "16+1" 

format and become a full member of the Silk Road project".
52

 Another example of 

the possibility for cooperation with countries in its region within the framework of 

the Belt and Road Initiative relates to Georgia, which has also signed an 

Association Agreement with the European Union.
53

 The two countries have 

expressed the view that they should jointly utilize their geographic and transport 

potential in order to make themselves vital links along the Belt and Road.
54

 It has 

been expressed that the fact that Ukraine has a functioning free trade regime with 

the European Union and that fact that Georgia signed a free trade deal with China 

in May 2017 aids in achieving such a goal.
55

 It is also noteworthy that in March 

this year at the 11
th

 Europe-Ukraine Forum Forum in Poland, one of the major 
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topics discussed related to the Belt and Road Initiative.
56

 At this event the Polish 

Infrastructure Minister Andrzej Adamczyk discussed the possibility of extending 

Poland’s A4 highway to Ukraine, a highway which is also of importance to 

Belarus and Central Asian countries as well.
57

 

Conclusion. It can be said that Ukraine’s participation in the Belt and Road 

Initiative and its desire to deepen its relations with China are a manifestation of the 

country’s multivector foreign policy which it has on the whole pursued since 

attaining its independence. This is a policy which has been committed to European 

integration, which can be seen in particular by the country’s signing the 

Association Agreement with the European Union, while attempting to cooperate 

and deepen relations with other countries and regions as well. Indeed, Ukraine’s 

association with the European Union is seen favourably from the perspective of 

China. Due to its important geographical and geopolitical location, it can be 

assumed that China will attempt to deepen its relations with Ukraine, and that 

Ukraine will welcome this, due to the benefits that may potentially come to the 

country as a result. 
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