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Various belts, various roads: Russia's, China's and US approach to 

shaping global trade 

 

The rise of new economic powers all over the world has changed the size 

and direction of foreign trade and investment flows which had a great impact on 

economic growth, employment and income distribution.  The question who will 

shape global trade is a serious issue for concern for such traditional heavyweights 

like the United States but for rising economies such as China this is an emerging 

room for maneuvering. 

  Nowadays these two countries have a political will and economic potential 

enough to shape the global trade further and bring constructive changes in the 

world economic architecture. Pragmatic cooperation, strong mutual 

interdependence and rivalry – this is how their economic relationship may be 

characterized. Standing on the opposite banks they offer two different highly 

competitive approaches: US-led partnerships with legal binding rules versus 

China’s symmetric trade and financial institutions coupled with mutually beneficial 

infrastructural projects. But if China is very consistent on its intentions, the United 

States tears around due to its political specifity.  

The serious question arises for Russia whether to strive for engagement into 

global trade and financial institutions, develop its Eurasian strategy or try to get 

incorporated into Asian trade blocks and infrastructure projects. 

The idea of opening trade got immensely popular among countries in the 

whole world. This dea reflected the assumption that the global economy has grown 

continuously since the Second World War, reflecting the consensus that trade 

creates benefits for all participants. Additionally for most of the past seven decades 

global trade grew twice as fast as the global economy. In the first place it was 

prompted by a result of successful work of GATT, further establishment of WTO, 

the establishment of the European Union and creation of other bilateral and 



multilateral free trade agreements. Setting the rules for world trade, western world 

has led every round of trade liberalization.  

This is the reason why up to the last years becoming a member of global 

institutions and regional trade blocks has become an ultimate answer for 

addressing many national economic challenges. More than 270 free trade treaties 

appeared where many of them are deeper that the WTO standards, as they include 

trade in goods, trade in services, investment, economic and technical cooperation, 

intellectual property, competition, dispute settlement, e-commerce and many other 

issues. 

The space covered by trade partnerships is the unity of its virtual and 

material components and has got numerous dimensions: geographic, economic, 

political and jurisdictional. One of the most important functions of such common 

space is to maintain the increasing diversity within it while preserving the very 

integrity. Therefore free trade agreements represent deep integration partnerships 

between countries or regions in which two or more participants are in the 

paramount driver position or act as hubs in global value chains. In addition to 

market access, the regulatory set of rules is aimed at balancing the differences in 

investment and business climate. In the positive scenario it allows to achieve the 

synergy of the most capacious markets and provide favorable conditions for the 

dynamic development of cross-border value chains which will result in gaining 

more heavyweight in the world economy and international trade. 

Nowadays it turned into a very disputable argument to what boundaries the 

trade should be open so it will be a driving force for the national economic growth 

and shape country’s own global trade pattern. One of the reasons is emerging new 

forms of trade (digital economy) and the complexity of global value chains, which 

makes it harder to formulate policies that allow governments, workers and firms to 

capitalize on GVCs while alleviate its negative side-effects. 

          The previous US trade strategy aimed at creating the “belt” of mega-regional 

trade and investment partnerships by seizing, first of all, North America, Europe 

and Asia, where countries show robust economic performance. According to 



proponents of this strategy that would help to trigger one of the most large-scale 

transformations of world economic and trade landscape. Its goal is to redistribute 

the benefits from international trade in favor of the main participants of the 

partnerships, first of all, the USA and create more liberal, US-centered global 

trade.    

          Along with NAFTA, the US wanted to establish colossal treaties with the 

European Union creating Transatlantic Trade and Investment Partnership (TTIP), 

with South-East Asia through commencing the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP), 

earlier the G. Bush administration aimed even at establishing free trade zone with 

the Middle East. The projects excluded, at least in the beginning emerging 

economic competitors such as China, India, Brazil, Russia (BRICS countries). 

The political establishment argued that the U.S. will remain the leader, with 

the TPP being the key tool of maintaining American clout in the world. According 

to the words of B. Obama “the world has changed. The rules are changing with it. 

The United States, not countries like China, should write them.” The idea was that 

once trade and investment rules are set and prescribed in the agreement, it would 

design a certain scenario of trade and investment development within the project. 

So that actors would be capable to manage literally the volume, the character and 

the dynamic of trade and   flows. In other words, emerged favorable legal (tariff 

and non-tariff), investment and political environment will encourage trade and 

push forward all the sectors of economy. Since B. Clinton’s till B. Obama’s 

administration the US presumed the creation of institutional framework with a 

liberal superpower behind it in a contemporary understanding of it as a one of the 

best trade policy practices ever applied. 

Trump’s administration argues this concept and offers to work within the 

framework of bilateral relations applying a certain business model to each country 

individually. Trump blames NAFTA -- which he has called "the worst trade deal in 

history" -- for the loss of manufacturing jobs in America's Rust Belt. The same is 

the reason for withdrawal from the TPP. Despite accusing China in slowing down 

American economy, Trump’s administration doesn’t offer any viable strategy to 



deter China, except for creating manipulative room for bilateral talks. 

Globalisation due to its objective reasons and vast offshoring of transnational 

companies brought about a sad fact that in the period from 2000 to 2016, U.S. 

industrial production grew by less than 9 percent, while in the 16 years before 

China joined the WTO – from 1984 to 2000 – U.S. industrial production grew by 

almost 71 percent. 

China in the very beginning worked hard on its real economy and did not try 

to draw much attention to its impressive economic achievements and its rise as an 

industrial power.  The more China has multiplied its presence in international 

organisations and institutions, the more it reaped the benefits of its fruitful 

economic cooperation with other global economic leaders. It is worth mentioning 

that the WTO since 2001 opened for China incredible opportunities as it became a 

member of world trade community, what enabled to unlock its economic and trade 

potential. As a result, in the first decade and a half of "reaching the world", China 

became a major player in existing global institutions with predominantly Western 

control. The state successfully adopted many global trade practices though not 

trying to follow passive integration into the world economy, which resulted in the 

loss of economic and political independence for many countries.  

  It has become one of the largest trading powers (with a total 

international trade value of US$3.87 trillion) as a result of organization of its own 

subsystem in the international division of labor. In this sense bottom-up regional 

integration dynamics spurred top-down processes. After some slowdown in 

China’s economy several ambitious economic projects emerged.  Their objective is 

to institutionalize close ties with other countries, to become a leader of economic 

and trade architecture transformations. 

           As the United States lost its initiative in shaping Asian trade architecture, 

China will favorably fill the leadership vacuum. Therefore China prepares 

symmetric and asymmetric answers. After the US withdrawal from the Trans-

Pacific Partnership (TPP) in 2017 the 11 remaining signatories now deciding 

whether to move on without the US, or abandon the agreement completely, 



attention is being focused on China's rival deal – the Regional Comprehensive 

Economic Partnership (RCEP) and One Belt One Road Initiative.  

Additionally China creates a system of alternative Bretton Woods financial 

institutions with a total capital of $ 240 billion – Asian Bank for Infrastructure 

Investments, Development Fund the Silk Road, the new BRICS Development 

Bank.  In recent years, China has been actively working on creating an alternative 

to the TPP in the form of the Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership 

(RCEP), which is attracting members with softer requirements and the same 

economic benefits that the TPP offers. Opposite to the US approach of promoting 

democratic and liberal values RCEP is based on the popular principle of “non-

interference in the internal affairs of other nations”. 

One more colossal upcoming project is One Belt One Road initiative which 

is a great  economic and infrastructure plan to rebuild ports, shipping lanes, roads 

and rail networks linking China and its trading partners. It consists of marine and 

continental routs. It is going to solve a problem of overproduction in China, 

increase turnover of commodities and boost its economic and political influence in 

the world. 

           Still many countries anticipate American presence in the region in order to 

contain Chinese ambitions. The project brings to all participants both benefits and 

rivalry,  especially for such countries like India and Japan.  For example, Chinese 

port construction is seen as an attempt to encircle India with a "string of pearls" 

threaded across the Indian Ocean. India also does not admire the Sino-Pakistani 

economic corridor passing through the contested territory of Kashmir. 

Though the project can open immense infrastructural opportunities, participants are 

afraid it may lead to the playing according to Chinese rules. 

Russian trade strategy is at crossroads. Earlier Russia was inspired with 

possible trade and investment dynamic with the European Union. It has always 

struggled for fairer and more including trade system where there is no place for 

unjust double standards. After Russia’s pivot to China and Central Asia, Europe 

still remains one of the vital trading partners, where energy infrastructure projects 



still remain of great importance (Nordstream II). At the same time they are heavily 

jeopardized due to the sanctions. Although in 2013 Russia was the 3rd most 

successful country in the world in attracting capital from abroad, since the 

emergence of sanctions and fall of the oil prices it has become more protectionist, 

volumes of trade have significantly lowered. It has brought into sharp focus some 

structural problems and imbalances that hinder Russian trade and economic 

development: 

1. A relatively costly, discrete and unstable model of promoting 

national economic interests in foreign markets  

2. Russia, which has received a non-discriminatory regime of 

access to foreign markets entering the WTO, de facto has less favorable 

terms of trade with the countries participating in regional trade agreements, 

within which over 2/3 of international trade is being represented. 

3. A significant gap has arisen between Russia's military-political 

capabilities and Russia's low economic presence in foreign markets, which 

significantly limits the possibilities for foreign economic diplomacy on the 

international arena. 

              It is worth mentioning that Russia has always taken place of a mediator 

between Asia and Europe and been a center of Eurasian integration. Recently 

heavy and ineffective Eurasian Economic Community which had been created due 

to emerged post-Soviet economic vacuum has transformed into a deeper economic 

integrity called the Eurasian Economic Union (Russia, Belarus, Kazakhstan, 

Armenia and Kyrgyzstan). The EAU is now considered as one of major players in 

the world's energy sector, raw materials, arms industry and agricultural production.  

 On the other hand, such kinds of free trade zones may not exercise great influence 

if do not include countries with powerful economies in it. It is also worth 

mentioning the following challenges which hinder greater dynamic: a shortage of 

industrial and technological cooperation, infrastructure problems, including 

transport, and weak investment flows into each other's economies.  



            But there are some interesting prospects opening for Russia in order to 

stimulate further Eurasian economic integration.  Due to its centered location 

China already accounted in 2016 for 70% of cargo transit traffic on Russian 

railways. Partially, which was delivery of goods from central and western China to 

Europe, and partially transhipments delivered from northeastern Chinese ports to 

Russian ports in the Pacific. So in the near future Russia may become a significant 

part of an ambitious project -- China’s Belt and Road initiative. It aims at 

developing closer ties between the countries as a result of creating a trade corridor 

for direct delivery of goods from East to West on favorable terms. In the very 

beginning, Russia wanted to reach the agreement with Beijing on the linking One 

Belt  One Road initiative with Eurasian Economic Union but the political will of it 

is still unclear. It is an important objective to work on the joint trade initiatives. 

EAU can pursue the establishment of an economic partnership in the framework of 

SCO, One Road One Belt Initiative and deepening cooperation with ASEAN with 

the prospects for an inter-block free trade zone.  

            Russia is interested in Chinese projects, because, one way or another, China 

has no strong political reasons for Russia not taking part in them. And it is an 

opportunity to acquire more economic and political heavyweight due to imposed 

isolation from the West. 

American, Chinese and Russian approaches are based on the assumptions 

what lacks and what needs to be improved in order to create the most favorable 

environment for their economic growth and lead the way in shaping global trade 

rules and networks. Who will be the leader depends on many, first of all, political 

factors: whether US leadership be more consistent in their policy, if Chinese 

projects will be favorably accepted by other participants, what trade priorities 

Russia will set and who will see Russia as a strategic, very important and 

consistent partner in their trade strategies. 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


