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Abstract: The Health Silk Road (HSR) of the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) of China aims to enhance
public health and foster international cooperation in the healthcare sector. HSR objectives include
strengthening healthcare infrastructure, expanding China’s global health leadership, and enhancing
international health cooperation. The aim of this study was to examine the HSR and its implications
for global health and international relations by using expert opinion analysis on known major HSR
initiatives. We analyzed the objectives of HSR, including improving healthcare infrastructure, en-
hancing global health cooperation, and expanding China’s global health leadership. Additionally, as
a case study, an in-depth analysis of the China-Pakistan collaboration on healthcare under the China-
Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC) was conducted. This research posits that the HSR has a mix of
positive and negative implications. Positive impacts of HSR include improved healthcare services,
infrastructure, and capacity-building in participating countries. The main challenges include the qual-
ity and sustainability of the infrastructure and services provided, debt sustainability, transparency of
projects, and China’s geopolitical influence. This research identified five motives behind China’s HSR:
economic interests, diplomatic influence, reputation building, regional stability, and health security.
The summary centers on CPEC and the WHO/Global collaboration. This research contributes to
a nuanced understanding of the HSR’s multifaceted impacts and underscores the importance of
open dialogue, cooperation, and the sharing of best practices among stakeholders. By assessing the
motives, implications, and concerns of the HSR, this study offers valuable insights for policymakers,
global health practitioners, and scholars, highlighting the significance of international collaboration.
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1. Introduction

The Health Silk Road (HSR) has emerged as a key component of China’s ambitious
Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), attracting attention from scholars, policymakers, and global
health practitioners across the world. The phrase “Health Silk Road” initially emerged
in an October 2015 report published by China’s National Health and Family Planning
Commission, which has since been replaced by the National Health Commission. The
report was created to fulfill the central government’s mandate to contribute to the execution
of the BRI. In 2016, President Xi Jinping formally introduced the HSR concept during a
trip to Uzbekistan. A year later, Beijing entered into a memorandum of understanding
with the World Health Organization, pledging to back the HSR initiative and enhance
health outcomes in BRI nations [1]. This groundbreaking strategy seeks not only to redefine
international healthcare cooperation but also to reshape China’s role in global health,
bringing to light an intricate interplay of economic, political, and diplomatic factors. As
the HSR continues to unfold, it is imperative to delve deeper into the underlying motives,
potential outcomes, and pressing challenges associated with this seemingly benign health
diplomacy initiative.

By examining the case of the China—Pakistan collaboration on healthcare under the
China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC), this article reveals the multifaceted impacts of
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the HSR, demonstrating that its implications cannot be easily categorized as simply good or
bad. Instead, this paper argues that the HSR presents a delicate balancing act as it provides
much-needed healthcare assistance to participating countries while simultaneously raising
concerns about debt sustainability, transparency, and geopolitical influence. Furthermore,
this article seeks to shed light on the broader implications of the HSR for global health
governance, the potential consequences of China’s growing influence in the healthcare
sector, and the challenges that participating countries may face in navigating the complex
terrain of the HSR.

The significance of studying China’s Health Silk Road lies in understanding the poten-
tial implications for global health governance, international relations, and development [2].
The primary objective of this study is to consolidate a comprehensive, expert perspective
on HSR initiatives, leveraging the diverse range of available data and information. This
investigation was motivated by the pressing need to understand the nuances, implications,
and global impact of China’s HSR in a comprehensive manner. By scrutinizing the various
aspects of HSR, including its objectives, strategies, successes, and challenges, it aims to
offer a balanced and rigorous analysis. As China expands its influence in the health sector,
it has the potential to reshape health norms, practices, and institutions. The HSR could
contribute to improved healthcare infrastructure and outcomes in participating countries,
but it may also create dependencies and alter power dynamics. Furthermore, this analysis
can help uncover the motivations behind China’s health diplomacy efforts and assess the
effectiveness of its public diplomacy strategies. We should care about this topic because the
growing influence of China in the global health sector has implications for the balance of
power and the future of international cooperation. This analysis can also contribute to the
development of more effective health diplomacy strategies, promoting greater collaboration
and resilience in the face of future global health challenges. This offers a rich case study
for examining how health diplomacy can serve both humanitarian and strategic objectives,
with implications for global health governance and development.

2. Objectives of the Health Silk Road

While the BRI encompasses a wide range of sectors, the Health Silk Road specifically
targets public health and international cooperation in healthcare. In this section, we will
delve into the objectives, strategies, and implications of the Health Silk Road. It is important
to note that the objectives of HSR are not the same as the motives of HSR. The objectives are
public, obvious, and can be a common goal of both China and the participating countries.
This paper selects examples from both government and private sector projects to better
analyze HSR’s global partnership and impact. The HSR spans across multiple continents,
and health needs, political landscapes, and economic conditions vary widely among these
regions. Therefore, examples from different parts of the world are selected. The selected
examples also reflect the range of activities undertaken under the HSR. This includes
direct aid such as medical supplies or equipment, infrastructure projects such as hospitals
or research centers, and cooperative initiatives such as training programs or research
collaborations. The chosen examples illustrate both successful projects and those that have
faced challenges, as they can provide valuable insights into the strengths and weaknesses
of the HSR. The selected examples are based on the availability of reliable and verifiable
data to ensure the accuracy and credibility of the analysis; however, it is worth noting that
the lack of transparency in China’s overseas development activities, including the HSR,
can sometimes make this a challenging task.

2.1. Improving Healthcare Infrastructure

By enhancing healthcare infrastructure in participating countries, the HSR seeks to
improve the quality, accessibility, and sustainability of healthcare services, ultimately con-
tributing to better health outcomes and overall development. Investments in healthcare
infrastructure projects under the HSR take several forms, including the construction of new
facilities, the upgrading and modernization of existing infrastructure, and the provision of
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medical equipment and resources. These investments often involve collaborations between
Chinese companies, local partners, and governments, with financial support from Chinese
policy banks, multilateral development banks, or other international financing institu-
tions [3]. Some key areas of healthcare infrastructure development under the HSR include
hospitals, medical labs, telemedicine, public health surveillance, and training schools.

A major focus of the HSR is the establishment and renovation of hospitals and clinics in
partner countries. For instance, China has financed and built the China-Pakistan Friendship
Hospital in Gwadar, Pakistan, as part of the CPEC [4], a flagship project of the BRI Similarly,
China has constructed the China-Laos Friendship Hospital in Vientiane, Laos, and the
China-Cambodia Friendship Hospital in Phnom Penh, Cambodia, to enhance the capacity
of these countries” healthcare systems [5]. The HSR also emphasizes the development of
medical research facilities and laboratories to foster innovation and collaboration in areas
such as infectious disease control, vaccine development, and digital health solutions. For
example, the China-built African Centre of Excellence for Genomics of Infectious Diseases
(ACEGID) in Nigeria aims to advance the study of genomics and contribute to the control
of infectious diseases in the region [6]. Digital health solutions are increasingly important
in enhancing healthcare accessibility and efficiency, particularly in remote or underserved
areas. Under the HSR, China has been collaborating with partner countries to develop
telemedicine and e-health infrastructure. In 2018, the Chinese company Huawei signed
an agreement with the Government of Papua New Guinea to build a telemedicine system
that would facilitate remote medical consultations and improve healthcare delivery in rural
areas [7]. Improving public health infrastructure is crucial for preventing and controlling
the spread of infectious diseases. China has been investing in public health and disease
surveillance systems in partner countries under the HSR, such as the China-aided Malaria
Control Project in Cameroon, which includes the construction of a national malaria control
center, laboratories, and training facilities [8]. Building human resources for health is
an integral part of strengthening the healthcare infrastructure. The HSR supports the
establishment and enhancement of training centers and medical schools to develop the
capacity of healthcare professionals in partner countries. For instance, China has funded the
construction of the China-Zimbabwe Friendship Hospital School of Nursing in Zimbabwe
to bolster the training of local nursing professionals.

2.2. Enhancing Global Health Cooperation

Enhancing international health cooperation is a central objective of the Health Silk
Road, which seeks to foster collaboration between China and participating countries across
various health-related domains, including disease prevention and control, public health
policy, medical research, and the development of healthcare technologies. By facilitating
knowledge exchange, capacity building, and joint initiatives, the HSR has the potential
to contribute to improved global health outcomes and address shared health challenges
more effectively.

The HSR facilitates cooperation between China and partner countries in addressing
infectious diseases and other public health threats. For instance, the China—Central and East-
ern European (CEE) Initiative on Infectious Diseases, launched in 2015, aims to strengthen
collaboration between China and 17 CEE countries in areas such as epidemiological surveil-
lance, laboratory testing, and capacity building [9]. Similarly, the China—Africa Public
Health Cooperation Plan, established in 2018, focuses on joint initiatives in areas such as
malaria and HIV/AIDS prevention and control. The HSR promotes dialogue and coopera-
tion on public health policy, enabling participating countries to share best practices and
lessons learned. In 2017, China and the World Health Organization (WHO) signed a Memo-
randum of Understanding to establish a Health Policy and Technology Cooperation Center,
which aims to facilitate policy dialogue and technical exchange in areas such as health sys-
tem strengthening, health financing, and health workforce development [10]. Joint medical
research projects are another essential component of international health cooperation under
the HSR. For example, the China-UK Global Health Support Program (GHSP), launched in
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2012, is a collaborative research initiative that focuses on non-communicable diseases, men-
tal health, and health systems research in low- and middle-income countries [11]. Similarly,
the China—Brazil Center for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), established in 2018,
aims to foster cooperation in epidemiological research, surveillance, and laboratory testing.
The HSR also encourages the sharing of healthcare technologies and innovations between
China and partner countries. For instance, the China—Arab States Technology Transfer
Center, established in 2016, seeks to facilitate the transfer of Chinese medical technologies
and innovations to Arab countries, with a focus on areas such as telemedicine, medical
imaging, and traditional Chinese medicine [12]. China actively participates in and hosts
various multilateral health forums and conferences to enhance international health cooper-
ation under the HSR. For example, the annual China—-Africa Health Ministers” Conference
provides a platform for health ministers from China and African countries to discuss public
health policy, share best practices, and explore opportunities for collaboration in areas such
as disease prevention and control, health system strengthening, and medical research [13].

2.3. Expanding China’s Global Health Leadership

The Health Silk Road serves as a vehicle for expanding China’s global health leader-
ship by engaging in various health-related initiatives, providing financial contributions,
technical assistance, and capacity-building support, participating in global health forums,
and forging strategic partnerships. These efforts demonstrate China’s growing commitment
to international health cooperation and its ambition to position itself as a proactive and
responsible global health actor.

When China first utilized its HSR strategy during the Ebola 2014-2016 outbreak, its
response was prompt and substantial, outpacing many Organization for Economic Cooper-
ation and Development (OECD) countries. In April and August 2014, China dispatched
two aid packages exceeding $5.5 million in value to Guinea-Bissau and the three countries
most affected by Ebola. In contrast, substantial support in terms of personnel and funding
from other countries did not arrive until the later months of August and September [14].
China has also increased its funding to multilateral health organizations, such as the World
Health Organization (WHO), Gavi, the Vaccine Alliance, and the Global Fund to Fight
AIDS, Tuberculosis, and Malaria. These contributions demonstrate China’s commitment to
international health cooperation and its willingness to contribute to global health financ-
ing [15]. China provides technical assistance and capacity-building support to low- and
middle-income countries to address various health challenges. For instance, China has
dispatched medical teams to African countries since the 1960s, providing medical services
and training local healthcare professionals. The HSR has expanded this initiative, with
thousands of Chinese medical personnel working in over 50 countries worldwide. China
has been actively involved in providing emergency response and humanitarian assistance
in the face of global health crises. During the Ebola outbreak in West Africa (2014-2016),
China deployed medical teams, provided supplies, and built treatment centers [16]. China’s
response to the COVID-19 pandemic is another example, where it provided medical sup-
plies, expertise, and financial assistance to affected countries, illustrating its expanding role
in global health leadership [17]. China has emerged as a major player in the development
and distribution of vaccines for various diseases, including COVID-19. Through initiatives
such as the China—World Health Organization COVID-19 Vaccine Implementation Plan,
China has committed to providing COVID-19 vaccines to low- and middle-income coun-
tries, ensuring equitable access to immunization. China is increasingly active in global
health forums and initiatives, such as the World Health Assembly, the G20 Health Ministers’
Meetings, and the Global Health Security Agenda. By engaging in these platforms, China
contributes to shaping global health policies and strengthening its leadership in health
diplomacy [3]. China also actively pursues partnerships and collaborations with inter-
national organizations, governments, and private sector entities to address global health
challenges. For instance, in 2017, China signed a Memorandum of Understanding with
the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation to cooperate on global health and development
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issues, including infectious diseases, vaccine development, and healthcare innovation. The
collaboration continued following COVID-19, marking a strong US-China collaboration on
health and medicine [18]. In 2020, Russia became the first country to register a COVID-19
vaccine, named Sputnik V. Despite early skepticism, the vaccine has been recognized for
its efficacy and safety by reputable international bodies such as The Lancet. China, with
its robust manufacturing capabilities, stepped in to bolster the production of Sputnik V.
Under the HSR, the Russian Direct Investment Fund (RDIF) and Chinese biopharmaceutical
company Hualan Biological Bacterin made an agreement to produce over 100 million doses
of the Sputnik V vaccine [19], which underscores the HSR’s capacity for fostering health
collaborations that transcend national boundaries. See the Table 1 for an overview of the
primary objectives of China’s HSR and the associated strategies to achieve these goals.

Table 1. Objectives and Strategies of China’s Health Silk Road.

Objectives of HSR

Cooperation Strategies

1. Strengthening healthcare

1.1. Investing in the construction and modernization of hospitals, laboratories, and other
healthcare facilities.

infrastructure 1.2. Providing equipment and technology for healthcare institutions.

2.1. Promoting the exchange of knowledge and expertise in areas such as disease prevention
2. Enhancing international health and control, public health policy, and medical research.
cooperation 2.2. Facilitating joint research and development initiatives in healthcare technologies.

2.3. Strengthening multilateral cooperation platforms in health.

3.1. Engaging in global health governance and contributing to international health

3. Expanding China’s global health  standards and norms.

leadership

3.2. Showcasing China’s capabilities in healthcare technology and innovation.
3.3. Promoting China’s model of health development as an alternative to Western models.

Since the commencement of the HSR initiative, China’s role in global health has
been on an upward trajectory. Initially, China’s efforts in global health were relatively
modest. However, by 2020, China’s role had expanded significantly. President Xi Jinping
announced a commitment of USD 2 billion over five years in 2015, targeting support for
developing countries in their post-2015 development agenda, a substantial portion of
which was directed toward health-related projects [20]. This commitment was further
bolstered in 2018 when China declared an additional USD 60 billion in financing for
Africa, with dedicated funds for health initiatives [21]. It is important to note that China’s
humanitarian aid to Africa was just about USD 47 million in 2014 when the HSR initiatives
just started [14]. Notably, China has made considerable investments in health infrastructure
in various countries. This observable trend of increased health diplomacy underscores
China’s strategic intent to fortify its influence in global health governance.

3. Implications and Results of HSR

Studying the implications, results, and concerns of the HSR is crucial for several rea-
sons, including its potential to influence global health outcomes and healthcare systems in
participating countries. Understanding the HSR’s impact helps policymakers, researchers,
and healthcare professionals identify its strengths and weaknesses, which can inform the
design and implementation of future global health initiatives and policies. Furthermore,
evaluating the HSR's effectiveness allows stakeholders to identify areas for improvement,
leading to better-targeted investments, more efficient use of resources, and enhanced col-
laboration between China and partner countries. Assessing potential negative impacts
and concerns enables risk mitigation, ensuring the HSR contributes to sustainable global
health development. Additionally, studying the HSR allows for a deeper understanding
of China’s motivations, ambitions, and strategies in the global health arena, as well as the
potential impact on international relations and global health governance. By examining the
HSR, researchers, and policymakers can identify best practices and lessons learned, which
can be applied to other global health projects and collaborations, ultimately leading to



World 2023, 4

338

more effective, efficient, and sustainable initiatives. Finally, studying the HSR can promote
dialogue and cooperation between China and other countries, as well as among global
health stakeholders, fostering partnerships that contribute to global health development.

3.1. Positive Implications and Results
3.1.1. Enhanced Healthcare Infrastructure

The HSR’s investment in healthcare infrastructure and focus on international health co-
operation have contributed to the improvement of health outcomes in partner countries [22].
By providing better healthcare facilities and advanced medical equipment and enhancing
disease prevention and control measures, the HSR has played a significant role in reducing
the burden of disease, lowering mortality rates, and improving overall public health [12].
For example, the construction of hospitals, clinics, and medical research facilities in partner
countries has increased access to quality medical care, which has the potential to improve
health indicators such as life expectancy and maternal and child health.

3.1.2. Promotion of Health Cooperation

Through investments in healthcare infrastructure, capacity-building initiatives, and
knowledge exchange, the HSR has contributed to the strengthening of healthcare systems in
participating countries. By upgrading medical facilities, training healthcare professionals,
and promoting the adoption of advanced healthcare technologies, the HSR has enhanced
the efficiency, resilience, and accessibility of healthcare services in partner countries [17]. For
instance, the HSR has supported the construction and modernization of healthcare facilities,
provided training and technical assistance to local healthcare workers, and facilitated the
implementation of e-health and telemedicine solutions to improve access to healthcare
services in remote and underserved areas.

3.1.3. Global Health Leadership

The HSR has fostered greater collaboration between China and participating countries
in areas such as disease prevention and control, public health policy, medical research, and
healthcare technology development. Through joint initiatives, technical assistance, and
knowledge exchange, the HSR has enabled countries to address shared health challenges
more effectively, promote best practices, and learn from each other’s experiences [22].
For example, the HSR has facilitated cooperation on infectious disease surveillance and
response, joint medical research projects, and the development and transfer of healthcare
technologies, contributing to the global effort to tackle pressing health issues such as
infectious diseases, non-communicable diseases, and antimicrobial resistance.

The HSR has positioned China as a proactive and responsible global health actor by
demonstrating its commitment to international health cooperation and the development of
global health policies and practices [22]. Through financial contributions to multilateral
health organizations, technical assistance and capacity-building support to partner coun-
tries, and active participation in global health forums and initiatives, China has expanded
its influence and leadership in global health governance. This increased global health
engagement has enabled China to shape health policies, promote its development model,
and enhance its soft power on the international stage.

3.2. Negative Implications and Potential Concerns
3.2.1. Debt Trap Diplomacy

Healthcare infrastructure investments under the HSR often rely on loans from Chinese
policy banks, multilateral development banks, or other international financing institutions.
This financing approach raises concerns about the debt sustainability of participating
countries, particularly those with high debt levels or limited capacity to service their
debt [23]. Unsustainable debt levels may lead to economic instability, fiscal constraints,
and reduced policy space for partner countries, potentially undermining the long-term
benefits of the HSR projects. It is crucial for stakeholders to carefully assess and manage
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the debt risks associated with HSR investments to ensure the financial sustainability of
these projects. In Sri Lanka, China financed the construction of the Hambantota port, which
eventually led to debt problems for the country. Unable to service the debt, Sri Lanka had
to lease the port to a Chinese state-owned company for 99 years. While not directly related
to HSR, this example highlights the potential risks of debt sustainability associated with
large-scale infrastructure projects financed by China [24].

3.2.2. Lack of Transparency and Governance Issues

There are concerns about the quality, sustainability, and safety of the infrastructure
and services provided under the HSR. Ensuring that the investments lead to long-term
improvements in healthcare systems requires adherence to high standards of construction,
management, and maintenance. Issues such as substandard construction, inadequate
maintenance, or insufficient training of healthcare professionals may compromise the safety,
effectiveness, and sustainability of the HSR projects, limiting their potential impact on
public health. Addressing these concerns requires robust quality assurance mechanisms
and ongoing monitoring and evaluation of HSR projects. For example, a hospital newly
built by China in Angola faced structural issues, including cracks in the walls, shortly after
construction was completed. This raised concerns about the quality of infrastructure built
under China-funded projects, including those under the HSR. Ensuring high construction
standards, proper maintenance, and adequate training for healthcare professionals is crucial
to guaranteeing the long-term impact of HSR projects on public health [25].

3.2.3. Geopolitical Implications and Security Concerns

The HSR has faced criticism over the lack of transparency in project selection, financing,
and implementation. This opacity can contribute to corruption, mismanagement, and
negative environmental and social impacts. Ensuring good governance and transparency
in the HSR projects is essential to maximizing their potential benefits and minimizing their
potential risks. Improving transparency and accountability in the HSR can also help build
trust between China and partner countries, as well as among various stakeholders involved
in global health initiatives. For instance, in early 2021, China donated a significant number
of Sinopharm COVID-19 vaccines to Zimbabwe. While the donations were welcomed
as a way to combat the pandemic, questions were raised regarding the selection process
for the donation, the pricing, and the procurement terms. Critics argue that China’s
vaccine diplomacy lacks transparency and may be driven by political motivations rather
than addressing the most pressing public health needs [26]. Some suggest that China’s
vaccine distribution is strategically targeted towards countries where it has economic or
political interests, such as those involved in the Belt and Road Initiative or those with
abundant natural resources. Despite the positive impact of vaccine donations in combating
the pandemic, the lack of transparency in the selection process and potential political
motivations behind China’s vaccine diplomacy raise concerns about the true intentions of
the HSR, which brought us the most important notion of the HSR: its motives.

4. Motives behind China’s HSR

Studying the motives behind the Health Silk Road (HSR) is essential, as it provides
valuable insights into China’s intentions, strategies, and potential impacts on global health
and international relations. Understanding China’s intentions through the analysis of HSR
motives helps to clarify the initiative’s aims and potential consequences, both positive and
negative, for participating countries and the global community. This knowledge assists
policymakers, healthcare professionals, and researchers in designing and implementing
more effective global health initiatives and policies, allowing partner countries to negotiate
better terms for HSR projects that align with their national priorities and contribute to sus-
tainable development. Additionally, it is important to note that the motives behind HSR are
not the same as the objectives of HSR. This research identifies five motives behind China’s
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HSR: economic interests, diplomatic influence, reputation building, regional stability, and
health security.

The first motive behind the HSR is to create new economic opportunities for China
by promoting its medical industry, pharmaceutical products, and medical equipment. By
investing in healthcare infrastructure and services in participating countries, China aims
to expand its export markets and establish itself as a leading provider of medical goods
and services. Additionally, HSR projects can generate contracts for Chinese construction
companies and create employment opportunities for Chinese workers abroad. In 2016,
China’s National Health and Family Planning Commission announced its plan to boost the
export of Chinese medical products and services under the HSR. For instance, the HSR has
facilitated the export of Chinese pharmaceuticals and medical equipment to Africa, such
as Sinopharm’s vaccines, which were provided to African countries during the COVID-19
pandemic. This has allowed China to capture a larger share of the global medical market
and support its domestic medical industry [27].

The HSR also serves as a platform for China to enhance its diplomatic ties and
strengthen its bilateral relationships with participating countries. By providing medi-
cal aid, technical assistance, and healthcare infrastructure development, China seeks to
foster goodwill and nurture long-term partnerships with these countries. These strength-
ened relationships can translate into increased political support for China in international
forums and facilitate collaboration on other strategic initiatives. China’s provision of med-
ical aid and assistance during the COVID-19 pandemic, including donations of masks,
ventilators, and testing kits, has helped strengthen its diplomatic ties with several countries.
For example, Chinese medical teams were sent to Italy to help combat the pandemic in
March 2020, which was appreciated by the Italian government and the public, enhancing
bilateral relations between the two countries. This goodwill can contribute to increased
political support for China and collaboration on other strategic initiatives [28]. As Italy
found itself woefully unprepared and in dire need of medical supplies to combat COVID-19,
China stepped in as the first nation to provide aid during the crisis. In a conversation
between Italian Foreign Minister Di Maio and his Chinese counterpart, Wang Yi, Italy
secured China’s prompt assistance. This act of support was widely covered by Italian
media outlets.

China has been striving to enhance its global image as a responsible power and a
leader in international development. The HSR offers an opportunity for China to showcase
its commitment to global health and sustainable development, as well as its expertise in
healthcare technology and innovation. Through the HSR, China can counter criticisms
related to its environmental and labor practices and present itself as a constructive player
in addressing global challenges. China has used the HSR to demonstrate its commitment
to global health and sustainable development. One notable example is China’s role in
the international response to the Ebola outbreak in West Africa in 2014. China provided
medical personnel, equipment, and financial aid to affected countries, highlighting its
capacity to contribute constructively to global health challenges [29]. This involvement
helped counter criticism and improve China’s global image as a responsible power.

By investing in healthcare infrastructure and services in its neighboring countries,
China aims to promote regional stability and security. A healthier population contributes
to social and economic development, reducing the likelihood of conflict, migration, and
other issues that can undermine regional stability. This, in turn, creates a more secure
environment for China’s own domestic development and international interests. China
has invested in healthcare projects in neighboring countries. In 2018, China funded the
construction of the Cambodia—China Friendship Preah Kossamak Hospital in Phnom Penh.
The hospital aims to improve access to healthcare for Cambodian citizens, particularly those
living in the capital city. The new facility is equipped with advanced medical equipment
and offers a variety of specialized services, such as cardiology, oncology, and orthope-
dics [30]. This investment in Cambodia’s healthcare infrastructure not only benefits the
local population by providing much-needed medical services but also helps to strengthen
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China’s political and economic ties with Cambodia. By enhancing its presence and influ-
ence in the region, China contributes to fostering regional stability and security. A healthier
population in neighboring countries can contribute to social and economic development,
reducing the likelihood of conflict, migration, and other issues that can undermine regional
stability and China’s own interests.

The HSR also seeks to enhance China’s health security by improving disease surveil-
lance, prevention, and control in participating countries. Given the interconnected nature
of global health and the increasing risk of infectious diseases, the HSR can contribute to
China’s own health security by reducing the risk of cross-border transmission of diseases
and strengthening regional and international capacity to respond to public health emer-
gencies. The HSR has facilitated collaboration on disease surveillance, prevention, and
control. For example, China has worked with the Association of Southeast Asian Nations
(ASEAN) to establish a regional public health emergency coordination mechanism [31].
This mechanism aims to strengthen regional and international capacity to respond to public
health emergencies, such as the COVID-19 pandemic, and protect China’s own health
security by reducing the risk of cross-border transmission of diseases.

The role of international institutions, such as the G20 and the United Nations Security
Council (UNSC), can significantly influence China’s HSR policies. These bodies can shape,
directly or indirectly, the strategies and implementation of the HSR, given their influence
on global governance and international norms. The G20, which includes the world’s
major economies, plays a crucial role in shaping global health priorities and economic
policies. China, as a member of the G20, often uses the forum to promote its HSR and
other global health initiatives, seeking endorsement and collaboration from other member
countries. For instance, in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, the G20 has emphasized
the importance of international cooperation in combating global health crises, a message
that aligns with the cooperative and multilateral spirit of the HSR. However, the G20 can
also introduce policy challenges for China if other member countries raise concerns about
issues such as transparency, debt sustainability, or other geopolitical considerations related
to the HSR. Similarly, the UNSC, as the primary organ of the United Nations responsible for
maintaining international peace and security, can also impact China’s HSR policies. China,
one of the five permanent members of the UNSC, often leverages this platform to garner
international support for its initiatives, including the HSR. However, the UNSC can also
spotlight potential security implications of the HSR, such as the geopolitical implications
of China’s growing influence in global health or potential security risks associated with
health infrastructure projects in conflict-prone regions. Therefore, while the G20 and UNSC
can provide avenues for China to advance the HSR, they can also present diplomatic and
policy challenges that China needs to navigate carefully in implementing this initiative.

5. The Challenges in Implementing the Health Silk Road

As China continues to expand the HSR, it faces several significant challenges that
could impact the initiative’s effectiveness and its long-term sustainability. Understanding
these challenges is essential to assessing the potential trajectory and impact of the HSR.
One of the most significant challenges lies in the allocation and management of resources.
Funding, in particular, is a major concern. The large-scale investment required for the HSR
might strain China’s economic resources, especially in the wake of the economic slowdown
caused by the COVID-19 pandemic. Moreover, effectively managing these investments to
ensure they are used efficiently and transparently can be complex and challenging. While
detailed financial data for HSR-specific projects is not readily available, these projects are
undoubtedly a significant economic commitment. Managing such vast resources effectively
is a significant challenge, particularly in ensuring that funds are directed to projects with
the most significant impact and that they are not lost to corruption or inefficiency.

The lack of transparency, as mentioned above in the negative implications, is another
challenge faced by the HSR projects. The HSR has faced criticism over the lack of trans-
parency in project selection, funding, and implementation. This lack of transparency can



World 2023, 4

342

lead to suspicions and concerns among participating countries and international observers,
potentially undermining the initiative’s credibility and effectiveness. Specific to the HSR,
concerns have been raised about the selection and approval process for health projects. For
example, it has been reported that some projects appear to have been selected based on
their potential to advance China’s strategic interests rather than purely health needs [32].
Political and economic stability in participating countries is another challenge. Many
of the countries along the HSR are developing nations with unstable political climates and
fragile economies. These conditions can pose significant risks to the successful implementa-
tion and sustainability of HSR projects. For instance, the constant outbreaks of violence
in Sudan had a serious impact on the Chinese-funded projects, and hundreds of Chinese
citizens were trapped and needed protection from the Chinese government [33]. Similarly,
in countries such as Pakistan, a key partner in the HSR, ongoing political instability and
economic challenges could affect the implementation and sustainability of health projects.

6. The China-Pakistan Collaboration

Pakistan represents a unique and significant case study for examining China’s HSR
due to a confluence of factors. Pakistan’s strategic geographical position at the intersection
of South Asia, Central Asia, and the Middle East earmarks it as a crucial node in China’s
broader Belt and Road Initiative. This strategic significance is manifest in the ambitious
China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC), a multi-billion dollar venture that includes
a growing portfolio of health-related initiatives. The CPEC serves as a microcosm of the
HSR, demonstrating its potential benefits and challenges. Moreover, the longstanding
“all-weather strategic cooperative partnership” between China and Pakistan provides a
conducive environment for health cooperation. This relationship becomes even more
critical considering Pakistan’s public health challenges, including a high disease burden
and a struggling healthcare system, where China’s HSR initiatives could potentially make
a substantial difference. Lastly, the implementation of CPEC and related health projects,
despite their potential benefits, has not been without controversy, offering valuable lessons
on the criticisms and challenges that the HSR might face. Consequently, Pakistan’s case
provides a rich and multifaceted context for understanding the implications of China’s
Health Silk Road. See Table 2 for an overview of the goals, strategies, and implications of
the China-Pakistan case.

The China—Pakistan collaboration on healthcare under CPEC serves as an informative
case study to examine how China uses the HSR to achieve its goals. As a flagship project
of China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), CPEC aims to enhance economic cooperation
and connectivity between China and Pakistan, bolstering regional integration and develop-
ment [4]. Within this context, healthcare has emerged as a significant area of collaboration,
focusing on various aspects such as the construction of hospitals and healthcare facilities,
capacity-building initiatives, and the provision of medical equipment and training. No-
table healthcare projects include the Gwadar Port Authority Hospital, the China-Pakistan
Gwadar Fageer Colony Middle School and Vocational Training Center’s medical center,
the Lady Reading Hospital in Peshawar, and the China—Pakistan joint laboratory for the
Prevention and control of infectious diseases at the National Institute of Health in Islam-
abad [34]. Additionally, China has donated medical equipment, such as personal protective
equipment, ventilators, testing kits, and COVID-19 vaccines, to Pakistan. The two countries
have also organized training programs for healthcare professionals, exchanges of medi-
cal experts, and seminars to share knowledge and expertise. This collaboration not only
contributes to improving healthcare services in Pakistan but also serves China’s broader
economic, diplomatic, reputational, regional stability, and health security objectives.

Healthcare projects under CPEC create opportunities for Chinese companies to expand
their exports of medical equipment, pharmaceuticals, and related services. For example,
the Chinese firm Jiangsu Provincial Construction Group built the Gwadar Port Authority
Hospital in Pakistan, securing a contract worth millions of dollars [35]. These projects not
only generate contracts for Chinese construction companies but also create employment
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opportunities for Chinese workers, thereby supporting China’s domestic economy. The col-
laboration on healthcare strengthens the bilateral relationship between China and Pakistan,
fostering goodwill and nurturing a long-term partnership. As a testament to this close
relationship, Pakistan was one of the first countries to receive COVID-19 vaccine donations
from China, with a total of 1.2 million doses of the Sinopharm vaccine donated in February
2021 [36]. This provision of medical aid and healthcare infrastructure development can
translate into increased political support for China in international forums and facilitate
collaboration on other strategic initiatives.

Table 2. Objectives, Strategies, and Implications of the China-Pakistan Collaboration.

China-Pakistan Collaboration under HSR

Description

Objectives

1. Strengthening healthcare infrastructure

China has been investing in Pakistani healthcare facilities, such as the upgrade
of Lady Reading Hospital in Peshawar.

2. Enhancing international health cooperation

China has been cooperating with Pakistan in medical research, and disease
prevention, including the MOU signed between China CDC and NIH Pakistan.

3. Expanding China’s global health leadership

The China-Pakistan collaboration is seen as a key component of China’s
broader strategy to enhance its international health influence.

Strategies

1. Investment in health infrastructure

For example, the establishment of a 500-bed hospital in Gwadar.

2. Provision of medical supplies and personnel

Donations of face masks, N-95 masks, and the proposal to convert a university
campus into a field hospital in Lahore

3. Promotion of health-related research and

Through the MOU between China CDC and NIH Pakistan focusing on several

development

healthcare fields.

Positive Implications

1. Improved healthcare systems

Pakistan’s healthcare infrastructure and services are improving due to
these initiatives.

2. Greater health security

Enhanced health cooperation with China is supporting better disease
prevention and control in Pakistan.

3. Promotion of sustainable development

Investments in health are contributing to social and economic development
in Pakistan.

Negative Implications and Potential Concerns

1. Debt sustainability

Large-scale health infrastructure projects could exacerbate Pakistan’s
debt situation.

2. Transparency issues

There are concerns about the transparency of project selection and contract
award processes.

3. Geopolitical implications

The potential use of HSR as a tool for advancing China’s geopolitical interests
in Pakistan could be a concern.

By investing in healthcare infrastructure and services in Pakistan, China demonstrates
its commitment to global health and sustainable development. For instance, the provincial
government of Sindh obtained 500,000 face masks, including 50,000 N-95 masks, as a
donation from China. Additionally, China’s Kunming University of Science and Technology
will collaborate with Pakistani medical professionals to transform a university campus in
Lahore, Punjab, into a field hospital with a capacity of 1000 beds, enhancing its reputation as
a reliable partner in healthcare [37]. These efforts showcase China’s expertise in healthcare
technology and innovation, helping improve China’s global image as a responsible power
and a leader in international development.

Healthcare projects under CPEC contribute to social and economic development in
Pakistan, which in turn promotes regional stability and security. For example, in Gwadar,
the China Overseas Ports Holding Company has founded a girls” primary school and is
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currently working on setting up a vocational training institute and a hospital with 500 beds,
including a medical center. All of these projects are being funded through grants from
the Chinese government [38]. A healthier population can reduce the likelihood of conflict,
migration, and other issues that can undermine regional stability, creating a more secure
environment for China’s own domestic development and international interests. The
collaboration on healthcare projects enhances China’s health security by improving disease
surveillance, prevention, and control in Pakistan. In February 2021, the China CDC and
NIH Pakistan entered into a Memorandum of Understanding [39]. This collaborative
partnership concentrates on areas such as communicable disease prevention and control,
laboratory quality and bio-safety, and training in molecular diagnostic techniques, among
others. This cooperation helps reduce the risk of cross-border transmission of diseases
and strengthens the regional capacity to respond to public health emergencies, ultimately
benefiting China’s own health security.

The symbiosis between the HSR strategic objectives and their implementation in Pak-
istan is a testament to the initiative’s operational mechanisms. The partnership between
China and Pakistan has translated HSR’s cornerstone goal of bolstering healthcare infras-
tructure into tangible outcomes. The medical donations from China and the establishment
of a 1000-bed field hospital in Lahore epitomize these efforts. Additionally, the signed Mem-
orandum of Understanding between China’s CDC and NIH Pakistan further actualizes the
HSR’s core strategy of enhancing international health cooperation. It encompasses various
domains, including communicable disease control and prevention, laboratory quality, and
bio-safety, fostering a robust knowledge exchange mechanism. Through these initiatives,
China’s burgeoning influence and leadership in global health are evident, demonstrating
HSR’s vision of positioning China as a responsible global actor.

The collaborative framework of HSR in Pakistan encapsulates both the initiative’s
positive potential and the concomitant concerns it raises. The projects have decidedly
amplified the efficacy of Pakistan’s healthcare system, with infrastructure and equipment
upgrades enhancing the provision of health services. This cooperation has been instru-
mental in mitigating some of Pakistan’s acute health challenges while nurturing capacity
building within its health sector.

However, the implementation of HSR in Pakistan has also been subject to scrutiny,
highlighting the initiative’s negative implications. There are concerns related to trans-
parency and inclusiveness in project selection and implementation. The establishment of
certain health projects, such as the large-scale field hospital in Lahore, has stirred questions
about the decision-making process. Additionally, the financial aspects of the collaboration,
characterized by significant investments and loans, have elicited apprehension about Pak-
istan’s long-term debt sustainability. This echoes the broader critique labeled “debt-trap
diplomacy”, often associated with China’s Belt and Road Initiative. Therefore, while the
Pakistan case offers valuable insights into the HSR’s interplay of goals, strategies, and impli-
cations, it also underscores the need for careful navigation of the challenges for sustainable
and equitable outcomes.

By examining the China-Pakistan collaboration on healthcare under CPEC, we can
observe how the HSR serves China’s economic, diplomatic, reputational, regional stability,
and health security objectives. This case study provides valuable insights and evidence,
offering lessons for other countries and regions considering partnerships with China under
the HSR framework.

7. Conclusions

In conclusion, the HSR is a crucial aspect of China’s BRI, focusing on enhancing
public health and fostering international cooperation in the healthcare sector. The HSR’s
objectives include strengthening healthcare infrastructure, expanding China’s global health
leadership, enhancing international health cooperation, promoting traditional Chinese
medicine, and improving health security. By examining the China—Pakistan collaboration
on healthcare under the China—Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC), we can observe how
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the HSR serves China’s economic, diplomatic, reputational, regional stability, and health
security objectives.

Studying the motives behind the HSR is essential, as it provides valuable insights into
China’s intentions, strategies, and potential impacts on global health and international
relations. Understanding these motives helps to clarify the initiative’s aims and poten-
tial consequences, both positive and negative, for participating countries and the global
community. Examining the HSR’s motives enables stakeholders to identify potential risks
and concerns, such as debt sustainability and transparency, facilitating more effective risk
assessment and mitigation. Moreover, a deeper understanding of the HSR’s motives fosters
cooperation and dialogue between China and other countries, as well as among global
health stakeholders, leading to more effective partnerships and collaborative efforts that
address shared health challenges and promote sustainable development.

Determining whether the HSR is inherently good or bad is a complex endeavor, as
it encompasses a diverse array of projects and objectives that yield a mix of positive and
negative implications. While it is crucial to acknowledge that China’s political agenda may
underlie some of the HSR’s motives, it is equally important to consider the tangible benefits
that have arisen from the cooperation and assistance provided by the initiative. For many
participating countries, the HSR has led to improved healthcare infrastructure, increased
access to healthcare services, and strengthened capacity in health systems. However, the
HSR has also raised concerns for the global community, particularly regarding China’s
potential geopolitical influence, debt sustainability, and transparency issues. It is essential
to adopt a nuanced approach when evaluating the HSR, taking into account the specific
projects and contexts as well as the measures implemented by China and its partners
to address potential risks and concerns. By fostering open dialogue and collaboration
among stakeholders, the international community can work towards ensuring that the HSR
primarily serves the greater good while minimizing potential negative consequences.
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