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REVIVING THE SILK ROADS: FANTASY OR ACHIEVABLE GOAL?
Prospects for Central Asia
In recent years, in the ‘core’ region of Eurasia - the Black Sea, the Caspian basin and Central Asia, as well as in the encircling outer rim of countries in the Far East, Middle East and Europe, there has been growing enthusiasm for a revival of the ancient ‘Silk Roads’. This vast network of trade routes for centuries crisscrossed the continental landmass. However, these trade links did not function in a vacuum: they emerged, and were sustained by, specific local and global conditions. These included:

· Consumer demand for high value goods produced in distant lands.
· Well developed networks of transcontinental routes. 

· Relative political stability within the region. 

Long-haul trade along the Silk Roads continued to function until the end of the 15th century, but thereafter was gradually abandoned. This was principally because by this time the factors mentioned above had ceased to exist. There were now multiple sources of production for most goods. For example, once the secret of silk production was more widely known, China no longer held a monopoly over the trade in silk. There was also political fragmentation and internecine warfare in Central Asia. This began with the disintegration of the Mongol empire (14th century), but intensified after the death of Tamerlane (early 15th century). Roads and other services were no longer maintained and travel conditions became increasingly unpredictable. Finally, the discovery of maritime routes meant that there were alternative ways of transporting cargoes from Asia to Europe. These were generally quicker, safer - and ultimately cheaper - than arduous overland routes across Central Asia.

Once Central Asia ceased to be a hub of international trade it became isolated and stagnated economically and intellectually. In the 18th-19th centuries part of the region (‘western Turkestan’) was incorporated into the Tsarist empire, while most of the remainder (‘eastern Turkestan’) came under Chinese rule. Territorial integration was followed by economic integration and as a result, links with neighbouring countries (e.g. India, Iran) were weakened. During the 20th century, under new political regimes, these divisions were strengthened still further, thereby effectively severing Central Asia from the world beyond the borders of the USSR and PRC respectively.

Today, the political map has changed dramatically. The independent states of Central Asia are eager for re-integration into the global economy. Much has changed since the ancient Silk Roads were at their height, but regional stability, strong economies with buoyant consumer demand, and competitive transport facilities are still key factors in the development of international commerce. 
How do these states rate against this check list?
· Consumer demand: with the notable exception of Kazakhstan, fairly limited; exports from the region are mostly raw materials, imports manufactured goods and specialized products. Economic growth is strong, but since these countries started from a fairly low base in the early years of independence, they are still relatively poor by international standards;
· Regional transport infrastructure: expanding, though still very restricted. Financial institutions and other international bodes have provided credits and technical assistance for the upgrading and maintenance of the domestic infrastructure, as well as for the development of regional networks. 

· Political risk: currently fairly low in most places, but in the longer term potentially volatile; several hot spots in Central Asia, also in the wider regional environment;
Overall, we see today a picture of uneven regional development and very varied local conditions. The Central Asian states are in the midst of a very complex transition. It is not that they lack the potential for development and prosperity in the longer term, but in the immediate future, they do face major challenges. To underestimate these difficulties will not only lead to frustration and disappointment, but could have a distorting effect on decision-making. Under these circumstances it is scarcely feasible to attempt the implementation of grandiose projects aimed at creating an integrated transcontinental transport network. Even if, through a combination of political will and strategic imperatives, it were possible to secure finance for such large-scale projects, the likelihood of solid, sustainable, commercial benefit would, for the foreseeable future, appear to be very uncertain. 
Yet already there are clear signs of stabilisation and recovery. Regional linkages – formal and informal - are being restored and are beginning to prosper. Thus, step by step, through mutually beneficial bilateral arrangements, a modern version of the ancient pan-Eurasian Silk Roads is gradually taking shape.  It is happening in its own time, as the result of an organic development and in response to real needs - as was the case with the original Silk Roads.
Dr Shirin Akiner, 
School of Oriental and African Studies, 
University of London
January 2007
PAGE  
2

