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The purpose of the article is to determine the essence of the China’s Digital Silk Road (DSR) and the
opportunities for economic cooperation between China and the EAEU. The article analyzes the
current state of the development of the digital economy (DE) in China and reveals the essence of its
one of the main programs for the development of the DE — the Digital Silk Road initiative, the goals
of which are to improve regional and international digital connectivity and modernizing traditional
industries in participating countries. Moreover, the article also reveals the potential of the DE in the
EAEU member states and identifies their opportunities and constraints for economic cooperation with
China within the framework of the DSR. As a result, the main directions of orderly and mutually
beneficial economic cooperation between China and the EAEU were determined in the face of
increasing uncertainty.

Keywords: Digital Silk Road (DSR); Digital economy (DE); the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI);
Digital Agenda; China; EAEU.

Currently, the digital economy (DE) has become the key driver of economic
growth of various countries and regions. China as the world’s largest developing
country, in order to push forward the economy, since 2015, the Chinese government
has unveiled a series of plans or measures to develop the digital economy. Among
them, Digital Silk Road (DSR) as the digital dimension of the Belt and Road Initiative
(BRI) officially launched in 2015. It aims at improving the regional and international
digital connectivity and modernizing traditional industries in participating countries,
with China as the main driver of the process. The Eurasian Economic Union (EAEU)
as a China’s crucial BRI partner has become an arena for the development of the DSR,
and meanwhile, the development of the DSR has the potential to provide major
opportunities for China — EAEU economic cooperation.

In recent years, China’s DE has expanded rapidly, and it has the highest number
of internet users in the world. According to the China Internet Network Information
Center (CNNIC), as of December 2021, the number of internet users and mobile phone
users in China had reached 1.032 billion and 1.643 billion, respectively. The internet
penetration rate reached 73%, and 1.425 million 5G base stations have been built [1].
That depends largely on COVID-19 pandemic, the Internet has become a vital
necessity for working, learning, accessing basic services and keeping in touch, and it
has laid a solid foundation for China to develop the DE. According to the China
Academy of Information and Communications Technology (CAICT), the scale of DE
value added expanded from 1.2 trillion yuan in 2002 to 39.2 trillion yuan in 2020, and
the share of DE in China’s GDP rise from 10.3 to 38.6% [2]. The growth rate of the
DE exceeded the growth rate of the GDP by more than three times, indicating that the
digital economy has gradually become one of the core growth poles in the national
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economy [3]. In addition, China’s e-commerce market has been the largest in the world
since 2013, and in 2021, its retail e-commerce sales value amounted to around $2.49
trillion [4], which contributed to more than half of the world’s e-commerce retail sales,
with the sales value surpassing the combined total of Europe and the United States [5].
JD, Alibaba and Pinduoduo as e-commerce giants in China in 2021 recorded a revenue
0f951.5 billion yuan, 717.2 billion yuan and 93.9 billion yuan, respectively [6]. Among
them, JD is the world’s second largest online retailer by revenue, while Amazon is the
largest e-commerce marketplace, with a revenue of $468.78 billion in 2021 [7].

The DSR first appeared in as early as 2014, within the document Basic Planning
for Infrastructure Connectivity with Neighboring Countries, formulated by the
Ministry of Industry and Information Technology (MIIT) and presented as MIIT’s
policy plan in support of the BRI agenda [8]. It was first introduced as the “Information
Silk Road” in the white paper, which jointly issued by the National Development and
Reform Commission, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, and Ministry of Commerce of the
People’s Republic of China in March 2015 [9]. In 2016, the term “Online Silk Road”
was used to highlight BRI in cyberspace, and since 2017, the term “Digital Silk Road”
has adopted uniformly as the expression of the digital dimension of the BRI [10]. The
DSR is linked to the “Made in China 2025 and “China Standards 2035 programmes,
which aim at reducing China’s reliance on foreign technology imports and invest
heavily in its own innovations in order to secure China’s position a global powerhouse
in high-tech industries. Meanwhile, as an important component of the BRI, according
to the Fudan University Digital Belt and Road Centre, the DSR, similar with the BRI,
adopts the “five aspects of connectivity” framework (Fig. 1) and mainly includes:
digital infrastructure construction, smart cities, cross-border e-commerce and digital
healthcare, etc.
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Fig. 1. Key aspects of the DSR. Source: [11].
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The EAEU member states, being crucial partners for China in the
implementation of the BRI, since 2016, also have adopted national strategies or
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programs for development of digital economy and digital society (Table 1).
Meanwhile, in order to create a single digital economy in the region and achieve
associated dividends of the EAEU digital strategy, the EAEU Digital Agenda until
2025 (DA 2025) was signed on December 26, 2016. Then, in 2017, at the meeting of
the Supreme Eurasian Economic Council the Main Directions for the Implementation
of the EAEU DA 2025 at the supranational level were identified, which are as follows:
the transformation of common markets; sectoral and cross-sectoral transformation; the
development of the digital infrastructure; and the digital transformation of the
management of integration processes. According to the World Bank, it is expected that
by 2025 the share of the DE will be at least 20 %, and it may lead to an increase in the
services market by 2.2 % of the EAEU’s GDP [12].

Tab. 1. National digital strategies/programmes of the EAEU member states

Countries Nat.lonal digital Main content
strategies/programmes
Main areas include creation of the digital government,
Armenia Digital Agenda of Armenia | enhancing cybersecurity, private sector development,
2030 Strategy (2017) institution-building and formation of digital skills and
infrastructure.
Information Development They are aimed at creating conditions for attracting global IT
Strategy for 2016-2022 (2015) | companies, production of competitive IT products; investing
Belarus and Decree “On the Digital in the future (IT-personnel and education); introduction of
Economy Development” new financial instruments and technologies and removing
(2017) barriers to the introduction of new technologies.
The Third Modernization Based on the digitalization of the economy, transition to
Kazakhstan Program and “Digital digital state, implementation of the DSR, developing human
Kazakhstan” State Program for | capital and establishment of the innovation ecosystem.
2018-2022 (2017)
“ ’ It includes building a world-class digital infrastructure;
Taza Koom” State . . . . ) .
S . creating an enabling environment for sustainable innovation
Informatization Project (2017) : . -
- development; creating digital opportunities for all segments
and the Concept of the Digital . . . :
Kyrgyzstan . .S of the population; involvement of citizens in the country
Kyrgyzstan National Digital . S .
: management through digital technologies; formation of the
Transformation Program for . . . . ..
2019-2023 (2018) open digital society; creation of a regional hub of the Digital
Silk Road for IT-business and IT innovations.
Russian “Digital Economy” National It aims at forming ' resegrch corl}peter}ces and technical
. capacities, developing information infrastructure and
Federation Program up to 2024 (2017) . . .
securing information security.

Source: [15, p. 1026].

A comparison of the international indices shows that the EAEU member states
have a huge potential for digital transformation, but there are significant differences in
levels of DE development among the EAEU countries, which is due to their economic
development levels. Kyrgyzstan is lagging far behind other member states (Fig. 2), but
it can be seen as an underused market, which can attract more investors and
entrepreneurs to establish a more favorable institutional environment.
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Fig. 2. Comparison of international indices measuring the development of the DE
of the EAEU member states. Source: [16-20].

Since 2015, following the signature of the joint declaration with regard to
integrating the development projects of the EAEU and China’s Silk Road Economic
Belt (SREB), trade and investment ties between China and the EAEU member states
have been reinforced, resulting in the robust alignment of digital development
strategies with the DSR 1n all the five member countries. Currently, China is not only
the largest trading partner of the EAEU, but also the main creditor and investor for
these countries [19]. According to the Eurasian Economic Commission, in 2021, China
accounted for about 20% of the EAEU’s foreign trade turnover amounted to 166.54
billion U.S. dollars, followed by Germany (7.5%). In addition, considering the EAEU
member states are at the early stages of digital transformation, and are therefore
committed to ramping up their digital capabilities through cheap but effective
solutions, while the digital products and services offered by Chinese companies
cheaper than European and American companies, these countries and therefore are
more likely to cooperate with China. Moreover, the shaping international order, a series
of uncertainties caused by the COVID-19 pandemic, and economic sanctions on Russia
and Belarus impose by many countries, enable the EAEU to increase cooperation with
China, resulting in their realization of digitalization Transformation and sustainable
economic and social development. However, it should be noted that due to the use of
Chinese digital technical equipment, the local residents’ doubts about the storage and
security of own data have increased, in particular, growing trends of nationalist and
anti-Chinese sentiment are already being observed in Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan in
the context of China’s dynamic economic activity [20]. That takes a roll on the
implementation of the DSR in this region.

To sum up, it can be argued that the development of the DSR, which is a
component of China’s vast vision for global connectivity, has the potential to provide
opportunities for further China-EAEU economic cooperation and is also allowing these
related countries to realize the digital transformation of their economies, especially
given the socio-economic difficulties caused by the COVID-19 pandemic. In order to
promote the orderly and mutually beneficial development of China-EAEU economic
cooperation and their projects linked the DSR in so-called uncertain conditions, should

69



be developed and improved: digital infrastructure and cross-border data flows; dispute
resolution mechanisms; cybersecurity risk management systems; unified technical
standards; and collaboration in digital technology and other spheres (e.g. healthcare)
[21].
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