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Szabolcs Veres 

Abstract 

In Eurasia, there are currently a number of global projects aimed at expanding 
economic cooperation between countries on the continent. Most of these 
initiatives are related to China and the countries of the Eurasian Economic Union 
and aim to optimize the logistics of the movement of goods. One such project is 
the construction of the Western Europe-West China Transport Corridor (WE-WC). 
The goal of this study is to examine where the WE-WC transportation and trade 
corridor is under construction today. The impact of the route on the economies of 
the countries involved in the project and how WE-WC will affect the economic 
potential of the cities and regions involved in the project, the quality and 
development of transport infrastructure. 
 
Keywords: China, Russia, Kazakhstan, freight transport, transport corridor 

Introduction 

Although the modern project of the international transport corridor between 
Western Europeand Western China has a historical background, we will focus our 
analysis on the present. From the very beginning, the project promises prosperity 
for the regions involved, and the amount of work invested in its implementation is 
astonishing. When the project is completed, a transportation corridor of almost 8.5 
thousand km will connect China, one of the world's most important manufacturing 
bases, with Europe, one of its largest markets. In addition, almost a third of the 
Western Europe-West China route passes through one of the world's biggest 
powers, Russia, via Kazakhstan in Central Asia. 
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Picture 1. Eurasian transport corridors 

 
Source: The Astana Times, https://astanatimes.com/2013/02/major-transport-corridor-to-connect-
kazakhstan-russia-china-by-2015-2/ 
 
The great (overland) Silk Road of antiquity slowly disappeared in the 15th century 
due to the instability of hostilities on the continent and the development of long-
distance trade by sea. Thus, the land route that connected the East with the West 
remained only in its traces. The idea of a land corridor between Europe and China 
did not return until the beginning of the 21st century, when trade between China 
and EU countries surged, reaching a volume of almost 700 billion euros by 2021 
(Eurostat).  
For economic and supply chains to function smoothly, the supply of goods must 
be continuous, otherwise shortages may soon occur everywhere. A good example 
of this is the shortage of goods due to disrupted supply chains caused by the 
pandemic. Ingredients essential for manufacturing products or certain goods have 
been delayed in arriving at their destination due to health restrictions, and 
production has stalled. The imbalance between supply and demand has led to 
severe inflation throughout the global economy. 
In addition to growing global demand, constraints on ocean freight have also 
increased demand for onshore commercial infrastructure development. Sea 
freight transport through the Suez Canal can take up to two months, depending 
on where the goods are coming from and where they are going. All these factors 
have led to a significant acceleration of the international transport corridor project 
between China and Europe. 
In 2008, Russia and Kazakhstan signed a memorandum on possible cooperation to 
develop a transport corridor between Western Europeand Western China. Later in 
2015, Russian President Vladimir Putin and Chinese President Xin Qing ping 
approved a cooperation agreement under the Zone and Road project, under which 
China established the Silk Road Development Fund, which at the time was 
endowed with $40 billion and $100 billion. started with yuan. In the fall of the same 

https://astanatimes.com/2013/02/major-transport-corridor-to-connect-kazakhstan-russia-china-by-2015-2/
https://astanatimes.com/2013/02/major-transport-corridor-to-connect-kazakhstan-russia-china-by-2015-2/
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year, Russia's Avtodor Group, which manages Russia's toll roads, signed a 
memorandum with the China Development Bank to finance an international trade 
route, and in October 2018, the Russian government announced a comprehensive 
plan to modernize and expand the country's key infrastructure. the Russian section 
of the Moscow-Nizhny Novgorod line. 

Kazakhstan 

Since the collapse of the Soviet Union, the independent landlocked Central Asian 
countries have sought to attract investment into their economies by expanding 
their transport corridors and prioritizing new variants of modern transport routes 
to link Europe and Asia. Since 2001, a total of 11 countries, including Kazakhstan, 
Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan, have been working together 
under the Central Asia Regional Economic Cooperation (CAREC) partnership 
program. This program has enabled them to deploy more than $37 billion in 
investments through 2019 to develop modern transportation and freight routes, 
primarily rail and land infrastructure. Among Central Asian countries, Kazakhstan 
was the first to propose to Russia and China the establishment of a Western 
Europe-West China freight route in 2007. 
When assessing the economic impact of the WE-WC corridor, it is important not to 
forget the relationship between road quality, transport speed and safety. Freight 
companies changed their behavior due to poorly paved roads and did not start the 
right number of trucks because they wanted to avoid potential financial and safety 
risks. This is because for foreign freight forwarders, using poor quality roads is an 
unacceptably high risk (high insurance and frequent maintenance costs). 
A Kazakh study at WE-WC showed that poor road quality and lack of adequate 
safety equipment has led to a reduction in transport speed on some road sections. 
The maximum speed on Kazakhstan's highways is 120 km/h. However, drivers using 
the route WE-WC do not exceed 80 km/h to avoid possible vehicle damage or 
traffic accidents. In 2018, 60-80% of accidents in the regions connecting the WE-
WC transport corridor were due to poor roads. 
Despite the poor quality of previously identified roads, an increase in road freight 
traffic was observed in the regions of WE-WC. In the regions of WE-WC, road freight 
traffic increased by 2.4 times from 29,477 million ton kilometers in 2009 to 71,579 
million ton kilometers in 2018. Revenue in the affected regions increased from 
$17,405 million in 2010 to $27,149 million in 2018, an increase of 1.6 times. At the same 
time, the total turnover of Kazakh companies in road freight transport increased. 
After taking in 36 billion tons (about $299 million) in 2008, Kazakhstani companies 
already took in 120 billion tons ($368 million) in 2017 thanks to the trade corridor, an 
increase of 3.3 times. 
These positive developments suggest that Kazakhstan may be able to achieve even 
greater growth in road freight in the future if road quality and safety are improved. 
(Following the events in Kazakhstan in January, the political situation is stabilizing 
and the announced reforms are finally showing the expected results.) In addition, 
better quality routes WE-WC may attract more foreign (European) companies to 
the Kazakh and Russian freight markets. Currently, the share of foreign companies 
in the region's road freight sector is low. 
A transport route - be it land, sea or air - can become a real transport corridor if it is 
of acceptable quality and safe. The quality of road infrastructure directly affects the 
speed of transportation, traffic, and road freight. In commercial logistics, safety 

file:///C:/Users/Downloads/Asian%20Development%20Bank.%20CAREC%20Transport%20and%20Trade%20Facilitation%20Strategy%202020;%20Asian%20Development%20Bank:%20Mandaluyong,%20PA,%20USA,%202014;%20Volume%2073,%20pp.%2020–22
file:///C:/Users/Downloads/Asian%20Development%20Bank.%20CAREC%20Transport%20and%20Trade%20Facilitation%20Strategy%202020;%20Asian%20Development%20Bank:%20Mandaluyong,%20PA,%20USA,%202014;%20Volume%2073,%20pp.%2020–22
http://kazlogistics.kz/upload/iblock/954/9547a1c5a43e8866081292dfebb94db2.pdf
http://www.hdmglobal.com/media/2292/development-of-a-road-asset-management-system-in-kazakhstan.pdf
http://www.hdmglobal.com/media/2292/development-of-a-road-asset-management-system-in-kazakhstan.pdf
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plays an important role in choosing the best route for transportation companies. 
Good road quality is crucial for transporting special cargoes (valuable, heavy, 
dangerous, etc.). The use of poor quality roads leads to rapid deterioration of the 
condition of trucks and increases the risk of traffic accidents. 
The Kazakh government expects annual maintenance costs to decrease by $72.5 
million after the highway renovation. In Kazakhstan, the WE-WC project is an 
integral part of Kazakhstan's 2050 strategy, and if the government wants the WE-
WC corridor to be used for freight transport, it is urgent to complement the 
construction of new roads with appropriate investments. Kazakhstan therefore 
needs additional funds for better management of road maintenance and 
development of road safety equipment. 
The analysis of the quality and safety of the roads showed that the WE-WC project 
has not brought the expected improvement in physical connectivity between the 
regions. The Kazakh section of the WE-WC did not create adequate traffic 
conditions for high-volume and high-speed freight traffic and did not provide the 
perceived shorter route to save travel time. The poor quality and unsafe condition 
of the roads called into question the future role of the Kazakh section of the WE-
WC road. 
Therefore, recent measures taken by the Kazakh, Russian, and Chinese 
governments, such as the introduction of road quality control in 2020 and 
compliance with European road standards, have helped to ensure sustainable 
mobility on sections of the WE-WC corridor in Kazakhstan and Russia. However, the 
success of the new road quality control will continue to depend on the extent to 
which regional stakeholders are involved in the implementation process. 

China-Kazakhstan 

The longest part of the route WE-WC connects China and Kazakhstan. The total 
length of this route is more than 6,000 km. Almost at the same time, in November 
and December 2017, the Asian partners announced the completion of some works. 
On November 18, 2017, the last section of the G-218 expressway was handed over in 
the Xinjiang-Uyghur Autonomous Region of China. The new section connected the 
border crossing at the border with Kazakhstan with the G-30 expressway, which 
runs 4243 kilometers through China. 
In the WE-WC project, China proved to be easier than its partner countries 
(Kazakhstan and Russia) because China had to connect the new road networks 
built at WE-WC almost exclusively to the main road network that had been in place 
since the mid-1990s. In contrast, Kazakhstan has chosen to renovate its existing 
road sections, joining the WE-WC project. On December 6, 2017, Kazakhstan 
authorities announced that the construction of the project's transshipment and 
distribution centers has been completed. 
The trade corridor's route ran from the Chinese border along the existing A-2 
highway to the city of Simkent, and then along the M-32 and A-24 highways to the 
intersection with the Russian R-239 highway. Reconstruction of the existing 
sections of the main road network in Kazakhstan that are part of the WE-WC route 
took just over eight years. During this time, 2,452 km of roads were reconstructed, 
1,390 km were placed in the first technical category and a little more than a 
thousand others in the second category. Thus, the construction of the last section 
of the transport corridor will be left to Russia, which will realize the connection 
between China and Europe according to quite different principles. 

https://strategy2050.kz/ru/news/32878/
https://www.inform.kz/ru/v-2020-godu-v-kazahstane-nachnetsya-vnedrenie-evropeyskoy-sistemy-ocenki-sostoyaniya-dorog_a3602372
https://www.inform.kz/ru/v-2020-godu-v-kazahstane-nachnetsya-vnedrenie-evropeyskoy-sistemy-ocenki-sostoyaniya-dorog_a3602372
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Table 1. Road section of WE-WC in Kazakhstan. 

Regions Route Section Name 
Building 
period 

Length, km Road Quality 

Aktobe region 

Aktobe–Karabutak–
Irgiz 

2003–
2006 

273 III 

Karabutak–border of 
Kyzylorda region 

2009–
2012 

215 I 

Martuk–Aktobe 
2012–
2015 

102 I 

Northern bypass of the 
Aktobe city 

2013 39.4 II 

Kyzylorda region 

border of Aktobe–
Zhalagash 

2012–
2015 

555 II 

Zhalagash–Enbek 22 III 

Enbek–Kyzylorda 72 II 

Kyzylorda–Shymkent 456 II 

Turkestan region and 
Shymkent city 

Tashkent-Shymkent–
border of Zhambyl 

region 

2012–
2015 

203 I 

Jambyl region 

border of Turkestan 
region Taraz–Khorday 

2009–
2012 

480 II 

Almaty–Tashkent–
Termes bypass 

Khorday 
2018 40 I 

Almaty region and Almaty 
city 

Almaty–Bishkek 
2015–
2018 

51 I 

154 II 

Source: Own editing 

Russia: new high-speed lines 

China and Kazakhstan chose to rehabilitate existing road sections along the route 
of the future transport corridor, while Russia opted to build new roads. This was 
partly due to the general lack of transport infrastructure in Russia and partly to 
relieve congestion on existing routes. This, in turn, has led to the strategy of building 
almost all highways on the Russian section of the WE-WC from scratch to ensure 
sufficient carrying capacity and increased traffic volumes. In this regard, 
construction in Russia is generally divided into five major sections: the St. 
Petersburg section of the road, the M-11 St. Petersburg-Moscow highway, the 
Central Ring Road, the Moscow-Kazan highway, and the highway connecting 
Kazan. A section of the trade corridor with a Kazakh section and a "Meridian" branch 
will reach the border with Belarus. All these road sections are currently in various 
stages of construction, from fully commissioned and handed over sections and 
facilities to the start of design and survey works. For the time being, it only connects 
that all works should be completed before 2024. 
The Western High-Speed Highway (St. Petersburg) in Russia is the first fully 
completed section of the corridor connecting the seaport of St. Petersburg with the 
ring road around St. Petersburg and the road under construction to the M-11 
highway. 
  

https://rg.ru/2020/12/09/transportnyj-koridor-evropa-zapadnyj-kitaj-zapustiat-v-2024-godu.html
file:///C:/Users/Downloads/Рязанов%20vs
https://www.ritmeurasia.org/news--2021-11-18--mezhdunarodnaja-trassa-zapadnaja-evropa-zapadnyj-kitaj-nastojaschee-i-perspektivy-57418?fbclid=IwAR1gu6Gwz9lXe3xyCx6qnTGZ7Kxf_xYuJjE7WyQrhoKAokKfDzs7QUCK5f4
https://rg.ru/2020/12/09/transportnyj-koridor-evropa-zapadnyj-kitaj-zapustiat-v-2024-godu.html
https://rg.ru/2020/12/09/transportnyj-koridor-evropa-zapadnyj-kitaj-zapustiat-v-2024-godu.html
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Picture 2 High-speed roads in Russia 

 
Source: Business Vector, https://www.business-vector.info/ryazanov-vs-avtodor-
investor-trassy-meridian-prosit-chinovnikov-ne-perehvaty-vat-trafik/ 
  

https://www.business-vector.info/ryazanov-vs-avtodor-investor-trassy-meridian-prosit-chinovnikov-ne-perehvaty-vat-trafik/
https://www.business-vector.info/ryazanov-vs-avtodor-investor-trassy-meridian-prosit-chinovnikov-ne-perehvaty-vat-trafik/
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Kazan – Kazakhstan 

The last section of the route in Russia passes through three Russian regions, from 
Kazan through Orenburg to the checkpoint on the border between Russia and 
Kazakhstan. In contrast to the previous installations, local authorities are 
responsible for the construction of the individual sections here. Construction is 
divided into four complexes. The first, the 40 km Sali - Szorochi Gori section, was 
built in 2011. Its construction was completed in 2016 (the bridge over the Kama 
River), completing the second section of the future highway. Currently, work is 
underway on the Alexeyevsky - Almetyevsk section, which is 145 km long and will 
connect Almetyevsk and Bavlit (100 km). The total cost of construction of the line is 
about 121 billion rubles (about $1.5 billion). 
The 282-kilometer line in the Republic of Bashkortostan will run from Bavli to 
Kumertau. Currently, only the design is being worked on. The cost of the line is 
estimated at 156 billion rubles. Registration of land ownership in the region has 
already begun for the construction of the first 40 kilometers of the future road. 
According to the project, the highway will have four lanes. The expected 
completion date is the end of 2022. 
In the Orenburg region, a 172-kilometer section of highway will run around 
Orenburg and Sarakast to the border with Kazakhstan. Construction work on a 
section of the future highway began in March 2018. The 172-kilometer section is 
planned with two lanes in each direction. The maximum speed here will be 130 
km/h and commissioning is scheduled for the end of 2022. The cost of the above 
project is 84 billion rubles. 

Russian expectations 

In order to better exploit the transit potential of the Russian Federation and 
increase exports, Russia was eager to integrate into the system of global transport 
services, for which the WE-WC provided a perfect opportunity. 
Russian expectations from the project are quite simple. They are to increase the 
economic efficiency of freight and passenger transport and to improve the safety 
and reliability of transport from China to Europe (and via Russia). Promote the 
socio-economic development of the region and increase the availability of 
transport services to the population. In addition, expand the import and export of 
technologies and innovations in the construction and operation of transportation, 
terminal, and storage infrastructure and increase foreign investment in the Russian 
economy. 

Investment 

China currently handles €700 billion worth of trade with Europe per year, most of 
which is by sea. However, as demand for current electronics and other high-value 
products from China increases in Europe, so will demand for faster transportation. 
it will grow. 
The new highway across the Eurasian continent is not cheap. It represents a $5.6 
billion investment in Kazakhstan alone. One of the project's main sponsors, the 
World Bank, along with the International Bank for Reconstruction and 
Development (IBRD), has so far invested $2.125 billion in implementing WE-WC, 

https://p3transport.ru/doc/presentations/sapozhnikov.pdf
https://p3transport.ru/doc/presentations/sapozhnikov.pdf
https://www.kommersant.ru/doc/4692754
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making it the most expensive project the fund has ever been involved in. Other 
major funders of WE-WC include the Asian Development Bank ($700 million), the 
Inter-American Development Bank ($414 million), and the European Bank for 
Reconstruction and Development ($197 million). Russian and Chinese sources. 

Summary 

The goal of the WE-WC corridor is to reduce the time needed to transport goods 
from China to Europe and from Europe to China. According to analysts, the 
implementation of such a large-scale project could have many benefits if its 
potential is well exploited. The Asia-Europe trade route takes 40-45 days by sea and 
14-15 days by rail. The new road route is estimated to take 10 days, or up to 5-7 days. 
This means a significant reduction in delivery times from shipper to consignee. At 
the same time, it should be borne in mind that freight traffic on the China-Central 
Asia and China-Russia routes will become increasingly faster in the future, as will 
the recent strengthening of economic ties between Russia and China. This, in turn, 
should reduce freight costs and make products cheaper for consumers, which will 
also mean an increase in trade on the commercial highway section in the future. 
There is a lot to say about WE-WC. On a regional level, the WE-WC project promotes 
the more efficient movement of goods and labor, as well as the development of 
economic and even social activities along the transportation corridor and in 
adjacent communities. Thus, the optimization of logistics will allow not only the 
construction of logistics centers, but also the construction of new production 
facilities aimed at the Chinese, Russian and EU markets associated with the project 
WE-WC. A good example of this is the Chinese city of Urumqi, located on the WE-
WC route. Thanks to the commercial and logistic transshipment hubs running 
through it, the small city has developed into a major city with a population of 4 
million in the last 10 years. Another example is Kazakhstan. There, the WE-WC 
transport corridor is intended not only to strengthen the country's transit potential, 
but also to provide a livelihood for the country's population (30%, about 5.5 million 
people) and promote regional development. 
In addition, the construction and operation of the line will contribute to the creation 
of new jobs, small and medium enterprises, service industry, tourism, etc., which 
will also benefit the budgets of the countries involved in the project. Moreover, 
Russia will have additional opportunities to supply food and agricultural products 
to China. Overall, as experts and officials point out, the Western Europe - Western 
China highway could become a locomotive for the socio-economic development 
of all of Eurasia, replacing the now much more risky and costly sea trade routes. (All 
experts add, however, that economic and political calm and stability are needed for 
the project to succeed). 
The potential economic benefits of the transport corridor are estimated to be 
enormous. Kazakhstan projects that more than 30 million tons of goods could be 
transported through the country annually, virtually tripling current volumes and 
generating more than $900 million in annual revenues by 2024. However, some 
analysts also point to a number of problems that could be related in some way to 
the WE-WC project. For example, the construction and modernization of Russian 
roads will inevitably affect freight traffic volumes and the work of freight forwarders, 
while the planned new destinations for European freight forwarders, such as 
Russia, Kazakhstan and China, are by no means among the most popular 
destinations. In this respect, Uzbek and Kazakh forwarders, located exactly in the 

https://p3transport.ru/doc/presentations/sapozhnikov.pdf
https://foreignpolicy.com/2022/02/04/china-russia-sanctions-ukraine/


 
 

 
 

11 

middle of the trade corridor, could take a serious competitive position, giving them 
a great advantage over Russia and China. 
In addition, due to the current geopolitical developments, it is not yet entirely clear 
whether there is enough capital to build roads in the Russian Federation (situation 
in the Donbass or Russian-Ukrainian conflict?) and whether they will be of the 
required road quality and whether the work will be completed on time by 2024. 
Despite some difficulties, there is little doubt that the road network between 
Western Europeand Western China will be completed and put into operation. The 
countries involved in the project will continue to make sure that everything goes 
smoothly. This can be seen, for example, in the recent meeting between Russian 
Prime Minister Mikhail Misustin and his Kazakh counterpart Askar Mamin, during 
which the prospects for the construction of the WE-WC project were also 
discussed. 
 
 

https://www.ritmeurasia.org/news--2021-11-25--mishustin-konstruktivnoe-vzaimodejstvie-evropy-i-azii-vostrebovano-kak-nikogda-57532
https://www.ritmeurasia.org/news--2021-11-25--mishustin-konstruktivnoe-vzaimodejstvie-evropy-i-azii-vostrebovano-kak-nikogda-57532
https://www.ritmeurasia.org/news--2021-11-25--mishustin-konstruktivnoe-vzaimodejstvie-evropy-i-azii-vostrebovano-kak-nikogda-57532

