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As China’s signature foreign policy

initiative in the 21st century, the

Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) is rapidly

becoming a global undertaking. Initially

launched in 2013 as an international

infrastructure project, BRI harkened

back to the Silk Road, an ancient net-

work of trade routes connecting the

East and the West. At first, BRI focused

on two distinct prongs: a “belt” of over-

land economic corridors across Eurasia

and a maritime “road” of shipping lanes

through Southeast Asia to South Asia,

the Middle East, and Africa. By early

2021, however, BRI encompassed

more than 140 countries representing

close to 40% of global output and 63%

of the world’s population.

Through the Health Silk Road (HSR),

China has used BRI transportation net-

works—railroads, ports, airports, and

logistics hubs—to provide medical and

health care assistance to partner coun-

tries and assert China’s leadership in

global health. The rapid expansion and

global scope of BRI and HSR, examined

in the Council on Foreign Relations

independent task force report China’s

Belt and Road: Implications for the United

States, have been significant causes of

concern for the Biden administration.1

Against the backdrop of COVID-19, HSR

is set to further advance China’s role in

global health governance; however, this

does not justify an alarmist response

from the United States.

ORIGINS OF THE HEALTH
SILK ROAD

The term “Health Silk Road” first

appeared in an October 2015 docu-

ment issued in China by the National

Health and Family Planning Commis-

sion, the predecessor of today’s

National Health Commission, as a

response to the central government’s

requirements to contribute to the

implementation of BRI.2 President Xi

Jinping officially put forward the HSR

concept in a 2016 visit to Uzbekistan.

The following year, Beijing signed a

memorandum of understanding with

the World Health Organization commit-

ting to support HSR and improve health

outcomes in BRI countries.

Despite the blessing of President Xi

and the World Health Organization,

HSR remained largely an undefined ini-

tiative with a wish list of projects prior

to the COVID-19 outbreak. Some of the

proposed projects (e.g., providing per-

sonal protective equipment, medical

supplies, and emergency medical assis-

tance to BRI countries) had yet to mate-

rialize by March 2020. Other projects

included under HSR, such as the

Greater Mekong Subregion Disease

Surveillance Network, had begun as

part of joint disease prevention and

control programs in Southeast Asia

before the debut of HSR.

HEALTH SILK ROAD
BUILDING DURING
COVID-19

Although initially seen as a weakness,

these amorphous arrangements have

given HSR the flexibility to respond to

new global health challenges. As China

managed to curtail domestic transmis-

sion of COVID-19 and branded itself a

winner in the fight against the pan-

demic, HSR opened “new cooperation

space for BRI.”3 In a telephone call with

Italian prime minister Giuseppe Conte

on March 16, 2020, for instance, Xi

explicitly linked HSR to the pandemic:

“China is ready to work with Italy to con-

tribute to international cooperation on

epidemic control and to the building of

a ‘Health Silk Road.’ ”4 As a leading pro-

ducer of personal protective equip-

ment and COVID-19 vaccines, China

focuses on providing medical supplies

and equipment to build HSR during the

pandemic. By late October 2020, it had

sent more than 179 billion face masks

and 1.73 billion protective suits to 150

countries.5 By late November 2021, it

also had committed 1.6 billion doses of

COVID-19 vaccines to more than 100

countries.6 Roughly 40% of Chinese

vaccines have been delivered to
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Southeast Asia, the preferred region

for BRI and HSR construction.

China’s approach features multiple

bilateral efforts under the BRI networks,

which appear to be more efficient than

the multilateral approach favored by

the Western countries in global vaccine

distribution. Chinese vaccine makers

seem keener than their Western coun-

terparts to help partner countries

expand domestic vaccine manufactur-

ing capabilities. They have built vaccine

filling and finishing plants in Africa

(Algeria, Egypt, Morocco), Europe (Hun-

gary, Serbia), Latin America (Brazil,

Chile, Mexico), the Middle East (Turkey,

United Arab Emirates), South Asia (Paki-

stan), and Southeast Asia (Indonesia,

Malaysia). Today, Chinese COVID-19

vaccines have claimed the largest mar-

ket share in much of Asia and South

America.7 These efforts have also

boosted China’s international image.

According to the Council on Foreign

Relations report, following China’s

delivery of critical medical products

“BRI partners closely aligned with

Beijing . . . have been more willing to

give China the praise it seeks.”1

Still, China’s HSR building thus far has

not fundamentally challenged US lead-

ership in health-related development

assistance. The China’s Belt and Road

report discussed how substandard

products and clumsy propaganda tar-

nished China’s early efforts to supply

medical equipment and testing kits.

Using health aid to expand the market

share of Chinese medical products also

makes Beijing’s rhetoric of distributing

its vaccines as a “global public good”

somewhat disingenuous.

Unlike the United States, which

shares vaccines primarily through don-

ations, China sends most of its vaccines

abroad as commercial supplies, which

are in some cases more expensive than

Western ones. As of November 30,

2021, only 7% of China’s vaccines that

shipped overseas—119 million doses—

involved grant assistance (i.e., dona-

tions).6 The relatively low efficacy rate

of Chinese vaccines and the lack of

transparency in revealing phase 3 clini-

cal trial data have also undermined

China’s vaccine diplomacy and the

effectiveness of HSR in promoting BRI.

Despite calls for prioritizing BRI coun-

tries to receive Chinese vaccines,8 37 of

the 144 BRI countries are not currently

receiving these vaccines (Figure 1). A

growing number of countries, including

those in Southeast Asia, are shifting

away from Chinese vaccines.9

THE US RESPONSE

The Biden administration views HSR,

which seeks to expand both market

share and international influence, as a

clear geopolitical challenge to the United

States. To counter China’s influence, the

United States partnered with Australia,

India, and Japan through the Quadrilat-

eral Security Dialogue in March 2021 to

Who is receiving Chinese vaccines:

BRI participants receiving vaccines BRI participants not receiving vaccines Non-participants receiving vaccines

FIGURE 1— The Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) and China’s Vaccine Diplomacy
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finance, manufacture, and distribute at

least 1 billion doses of COVID-19 vaccines

by the end of 2022.10

Theoretically, US–China competition

in vaccine distribution helps build and

sustain momentum for achieving a

pandemic-free world. In reality, the vac-

cine diplomacy of the United States

and its allies targets regions or coun-

tries that are strategically important

to and prioritized by China’s HSR (e.g.,

Southeast Asia); relatively little inter-

est is shown in satisfying the vaccine

needs of low-income countries,

where only 6% of people had received

one dose of vaccine by the end of

November 2021.11

Equally important, the overemphasis

on US–China competition in terms of

geopolitical influence and global leader-

ship has led the Biden administration to

forsake opportunities for cooperation

between the countries. The US govern-

ment could support the licensing of Chi-

nese vaccine makers to mass produce

mRNA vaccines, which would signifi-

cantly increase the global vaccine sup-

ply. Also, building on the memorandum

of understanding signed in November

2016, the United States and China

could jointly support disease surveil-

lance and response capacity building in

the developing world. Framing the bilat-

eral relationship in terms of strategic

competition leaves little room for

expanding cooperation in these areas.

FUTURE OF THE HEALTH
SILK ROAD

On August 31, 2021, China unveiled

new foreign aid guidelines that highlight

BRI building as a main objective of aid

provision.12 In the future, China may

use partnerships forged during the

pandemic to increase its health aid and

expand the international market share

of Chinese medical products. It may

also invoke HSR to invest in additional

global health projects, especially those

that help BRI countries build core dis-

ease surveillance and response capac-

ity. Whether this will lead to substantial

investment in broader health-related

development assistance projects, such

as universal health coverage, remains

to be seen.

Unless Beijing’s HSR agenda rules out

cooperation with Washington, however,

it is not in the interest of the United

States to pursue an alarmist approach

premised on US–China strategic com-

petition. In developing initiatives to rival

HSR, the Biden administration should

consider tapping the large potential for

cooperation between the two coun-

tries, from which the developing world

would benefit immensely not only in

terms of the present pandemic but in

efforts to improve health security and

strengthen health systems for future

crises.
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