
117

THE GEOSTRATEGIC PROJECT “ONE BELT ONE ROAD”, 
THE INITIATIVE “16+1” AND BULGARIA

Nako Stefanov

Abstract: Very important hope for the XXI century is that it will create a so-
called „geocentric sense of the existence of mankind.“ This means that the XXI centu-
ry must be the century of spirituality based on cooperation and joint efforts through 
which must be overcome conflict and hostility. From this perspective one can say that 
the project „One Belt One Road“ can and must play the role of geostrategic revolution 
since its purpose is the cooperation of many countries and peoples. From this perspec-
tive, it should be called geostrategic project.

One certainly not a minor component in the project “One Belt One Road” is 
the „16+1“ Initiative, which implies active interaction between the PRC and the coun-
tries of Central and Eastern Europe. A key point in this interaction is that the format 
„16+1“ not only does not ignore the bilateral relationship, but the opposite helps to 
strengthen the bilateral interactions.

It is possible to say that a new way can be considered for the creation of model 
of bilateral interaction between PRC and Bulgaria. The latter may be formed on the 
base of an innovative scheme. Such an innovative scheme of interactions creates broad 
opportunity for cooperation and may become a model for creating interactions both 
within the „16+1” Initiative as well as a model for interactions in more global sense.

Key words: “One Belt One Road”, geostrategic revolution, the format “16+1”, 
bilateral interaction PRC – Bulgaria, innovative scheme of interactions

Introduction
Under the conditions of deepening turbulence and chaos at global level, 

the issue of creating pillars of sustainable development becomes a key issue for 
mankind. Amid the aforementioned chaos the project “One Belt One Road” 
acquires the character of geostrategic revolution in different dimensions.

It is known that the XIX century has been called «the century of geopol-
itics». The XX century has been called «the century of geoeconomics». In this 
regard, perhaps the XXI century can be called the «century of geoculture» or 
«geophilosophy». In other words, XXI century is to create a so-called «geocen-
tric sense of the existence of mankind». This means that it must be the century 
of spirituality rather than century of over-consumption and over-hedonism for 
a small part of the human kind and vice-versa poverty for the bigger part. From 
this perspective one can say that the project «One Belt One Road» can and 
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must play the role of geostrategic revolution. So it should be named geostrate-
gic project. 

The purpose of the present report is to examine one certainly not a minor 
component in the project “One Belt One Road” – the so called “16+1” Initia-
tive, which implies active interaction between the PRC and the countries of 
Central and Eastern Europe. A key point in this interaction is that the format 
„16+1“ not only does not ignore bilateral relations, but the opposite – helps to 
strengthen bilateral relations. This purpose is pursued through the following 
main tasks structured in the major sections of the report, namely:

1. The project “One Belt One Road” as a geostrategic revolution;
2. The Initiative „16+1“ as an important component in the geostrategic 

project “One Belt One Road”;
3. The model of interaction PRC – Bulgaria under the project “One Belt 

One Road” and the „16+1“ Initiative.
Basic methodological approaches used in this report are:
• System-structural approach, which sees objects in question as "systems", 

i.e. as a set of interrelated components creating one whole. The components of 
the system are in certain relationships, i.e. they are structured;

• Historical approach – all phenomenon – natural or social, cannot be 
fully understood unless we see it in terms of its development over time;

• Geopolitical and geo-economics platforms – these platforms examine 
the overall political and economic development of certain social phenomenon 
by taking into account geographical and natural factors that govern the func-
tioning and interaction of this phenomenon.

1. The project “One Belt One Road” as a geostrategic revolution
The “One Belt One Road” project represents a demonstration of the in-

creased geopolitical and geo-economic power of China and expression of the 
new geo-strategic thinking of the leadership of the Celestial, backed by the in-
struments of soft power, i.e. economic impact and interaction. Historically, Chi-
na is one of the most ancient civilizations in the world with sustainable statist 
traditions. In its geopolitical nature, although the country has significant access 
to the World Ocean, it certainly demonstrated itself as a part of the forces of the 
"Land Civilization", the so called “Tellurocracy”.
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The dominance of the forces of the sea – Anglo-Saxon imperial system  
is based on maritime encirclement of Eurasia. It is realized through naval power  

in the "peripheral highway of the sea"1

According to classical geopolitical vision of the world, there is a key con-
flict between maritime forces on the one hand and the continental powers on 
other. We have to say that to this day the maritime states in various formats 
dominate historical time and space. The continental forces were obliged to de-
fend themselves, i.e. they were in a defensive position.

The dominance and offensive, aggressive strategy of the Sea, i.e. the mar-
itime states are demonstrated by the concept of central area of the world, i.e. 
those spaces in the frame of which is concentrated the significant part of the 
economic, political, technological and cultural life of humanity:

• In ancient and medieval times the role of central area was played by the 
Mediterranean Sea, where the dominant maritime force was at first the 
Roman Empire and later Venice. The last successful manipulated coun-
tries and territories, material wealth and financial flows as well as ventures 
like "Crusade". Venice as a major dominator is a clear expression of the 
superiority of sea over land. We must not forget that the UK is a Venetian 
project, as well as the East India Company – a unique structure that has its 
own army and navy, secret service and diplomacy. It provides the success 
of the British expansion in India, marking the start of the Great British co-
lonial empire. This company "de facto" was a union of two previous Vene-
tian companies. Manager of the East India Company was Thomas Smith 
– a graduate of Padua University, one of the centers of Venetian influence;

1  http://policytensor.com/category/geopolitics/
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• In “Modern Times” the new central area becomes the Atlantic Ocean 
and dominant maritime naval forces – initially Britain and after World 
War II – the United States;

• Until recently it was predicted that in the XXI Century the Pacific 
Ocean will become the central area of the world. According to these 
predictions maritime countries like the US and Japan have to be the 
dominant forces of the new century.

The “One Belt One Road” project changes the geopolitical and geo-eco-
nomic balance towards Eurasia. The realization of this project means that not 
the Pacific Ocean but Euroasia is becoming the central area of the world. In 
other words thanks to the abovementioned project there will be created a sys-
tem of mutually beneficial relations, active socio-economic, technical, cultural 
life, where the dominant forces will be that of the land – China, Russia, India, 
Iran … Therfore we call the “One Belt One Road” project geostrategic revolu-
tion.

The implementation of “One Belt One Road” Project is a fundamental 
geopolitical and geo-economic change, a giant global transformation which we 
call geostrategic revolution.

2. The Initiative "16+1" as an important component  
in the geostrategic project “One Belt One Road”
In 2011, China proposed to the countries of Central and Eastern Europe 

(CEE) regional cooperation through the "16+1 formula." According to Chinese 
analysts, there are two main reasons for this decision of Beijing:

• The increasing importance of the countries in the region within the 
European Union;
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• The partial removal of the ideological differences that have hampered 
cooperation in previous years. On the other hand the eurozone crisis 
can be seen as a reason for the CEE countries to show increased inter-
est in development of cooperation with China.

In a significant period of time for the PRC the relations with the coun-
tries of Central and Eastern Europe are not seen as key priorities in foreign pol-
icy. After the collapse of the USSR and Comecon the former socialist countries 
shifted towards integration with Western institutions. Accordingly, they ignore 
the links with China.

It should be noted that CEE is determined by China very widely as a 
group of 16 countries of the former bloc of socialist countries and former USSR 
which includes Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Czech Republic, Slovakia, 
Hungary, Romania, Bulgaria, Slovenia, Croatia, Serbia, Bosnia and Herzegovi-
na, Montenegro, Albania and Macedonia.

The “16+1” Format

In 2011 China revived its cooperation with this group of countries as a 
whole. Following the initiative of China the same year was organized Economic 
Forum in Budapest, Hungary. A year later in 2012 officially started the formula 
"16+1" in Warsaw, Poland, where the first meeting at the level of Heads of Gov-
ernment was held. Subsequent rounds of high-level talks between the prime 
ministers took place in Bucharest, Romania (2013), Belgrade, Serbia (2014) 
and Suzhou, China (2015). 
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The Third Summit in Belgrade, Serbia in 2014

These Summits are complemented by numerous events of secondary im-
portance. For example, they are organized various initiatives, including forums 
aimed at economic, investment and cooperation. Such conferences, seminars, 
etc., are devoted to topics such as tourism, education, agriculture, energy, issues 
of infrastructure development. It should be emphasized that there is a clear pro-
gress in the institutionalization of the format "16+1". A permanent Secretariat 
was created in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of China in 2012 in connection 
with the format "16+1". In 2014 was formed also Permanent Secretariat for in-
vestment encouragement in Warsaw. There are also several associations and pro-
fessional organizations coordinated by individual countries (for example the ag-
ricultural cooperation is coordinated by Bulgaria and the railways – by Serbia).

In 2016, Latvia has been entrusted with the organization of key events 
in cooperation between Central and Eastern European countries and China 
("16+1") – the 5-th Meeting of Heads of Government (“Summit”).

At the 5-th Meeting of Head of Governments of CEE countries and China 
on Nov 6, 2016 in Riga was announced a €10 billion (US$11 billion) investment 
fund aimed at drumming up business between the Asian giant and Central and 
Eastern Europe.

The move came as Chinese Prime Minister Li Keqiang met 16 counter-
parts from across Central and Eastern Europe in Latvia's capital Riga at a week-
end summit focused mainly on developing trade.

Although the format "16+1" has not been considered as geo-strategic 
project at the background of several key events and processes, it began to ac-
quire the features of geo-strategic scheme. The key events and processes are the 
following:

Дипломация, икономика и право ◆ Diplomacy, Economics and Law ◆ 外交、经济及法律



123

The first milestone is undoubtedly the project “One Belt One Road” 
raised by the head of the PRC Xi Jinping, which in itself represents initiative 
with global significance. Such project increases the importance of CEE.

Another key process is undoubtedly the "European crisis" in its various 
manifestations – echoes from the Global crisis, which started in 2008, the debt 
problems in the Eurozone, including the case of Greece, the “hot points”, con-
cerning Ukraine, the sanctions against Russia, the so called “Refugee crisis” and 
others. All this leads to a situation, when the CEE countries started to look for 
another source of economic stability, outside the EU, the US or Russian Feder-
ation.

This active cooperation with PRC, especially the interactions concerned 
with the “One Belt One Road” project started to be seen from the CEE coun-
tries as important instrument, which certainly gives new meaning to this group 
of countries considered till now as periphery of EU or as a buffer zone between 
the EU and the Russian Federation.

3. About the model of interactions PRC – Bulgaria under  
the project “One Belt One Road” and the "16+1" Initiative
A key point in the interaction in the format "16+1" is that it not only 

does not ignore the bilateral relationship, but the opposite – helps to strengthen 
the bilateral interactions. Amid the format "16+1" is right to ask what are the 
trade-economic, investment and other interactions between Bulgaria and the 
PRC in comparison with other CEE countries.
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Meeting between the Prime Ministers of Bulgaria and PR China –  
Oresharski and Li Keqiang

There are 5 large investments and joint projects between China and Bulgaria:
1. Photovoltaic parks;
2. Project of the “Great Wall” for car manufacturing in Bahovitsa, Lovech
3. Feed Plant in Dobrich;
4. Purchase of 100,000 acres of land for grain production in Plovdiv Region;
5. The wheel factory at Ruse.
Unfortunately, the investment for the production of electric cars in 

Breznik is now flagging. 
For the period 2000 – 2015 the Chinese investments in Bulgaria are worth 

81 million euro. Of these, 67 million euro are in photovoltaics.
For comparison, in Germany for this period the investments are worth 

8 billion euro. Among the CEEC Bulgaria is on the second lowest place after 
Croatia in the volume of Chinese investment in the period 2000 – 2015.

There are 170 registered Chinese firms in 
Bulgaria but only 80 of them are actively func-
tioning. From these 80 firms 48 are in the field of 
trade as well as Chinese restaurants.

It is clear that such level of interactions is 
far below than the potential of the both countries. 
Therefore, it is necessary to implement active 
measures for overcoming the stagnation in the 
economic relationship between our countries.
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The first decisive step is to conclude at the highest state level an agree-
ment of bilateral economic and cultural cooperation, including direct involve-
ment of Bulgaria into the project “One Belt One Road”.

It is possible to say that at that base a new way can be considered for the 
creation of new scheme of bilateral economic, cultural, educational, etc., in-
teraction between PRC – Bulgaria. The latter may be formed as an innovative 
scheme.

It is possible to say that a new way can be considered for the creation of 
new scheme of bilateral economic, cultural, educational, etc., interaction be-
tween PRC – Bulgaria. The latter may be formed as innovative scheme. Thе 
innovative character of such scheme should be considered in multidimensional 
plan:

• First, regardless of the sector in which the interactions will be devel-
oped – economics, education and culture – they have to be on innova-
tive basis. For example in agriculture to seek the implementation of the 
post-industrial technology – nano and biotechnology, new materials 
and new methods for plant cultivation or livestock breeding, etc.;

• Second, the basis of the interactions has to be the creation of virtual 
networks as main including all interested sides mean of communica-
tion;

• Third, there must be created an appropriate communication protocol, 
including the voice internet protocol (VoIP), whereby a relevant pro-
gram block makes a quick translation from Chinese to Bulgarian and 
vice versa in a working format.

Instead of conclusion
Such an innovative scheme of interactions creates broad opportunity for 

cooperation and may become a model for creating interactions both within the 
"16+1” Initiative, as well as a model for interactions in a more global sense. 
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