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By DAVID HO
For China Daily

The significance of the digi-
tal connection in the China-led 
Belt and Road Initiative came 
into sharp focus on Wednesday 
as pundits deliberated on the 
new concept in exploring deep-
er regional economic coopera-
tion among the Belt and Road 
countries.

At a special session co-orga-
nized by China Daily and the 
Asia-Pacific Business Forum, 
which was held in Hong Kong 
for the first time, panelists 
harped on the advent of the 
digital age and development 
as the vital link for infrastruc-
ture building in countries and 
regions along the Belt and 
Road.

“The Belt and Road has been 
one of the key topics we’ve cov-
ered in our publications and 
discussed at our roundtable 
events. This session is special 
because it focuses on the Digi-
tal Silk Road,” said Zhou Li, 
editorial board member of Chi-
na Daily Group and publisher 
and editor-in-chief of China 
Daily Asia Pacific, in remarks 
at the session themed “Digital 
Silk Road: Fostering Regional 
Cooperation in Technology 
and Finance for the Belt and 
Road Initiative”.

Zhou, who had just returned 
from the 2018 Boao Forum for 
Asia, recounted President Xi 
Jinping’s keynote address at 
the Boao conference on Tues-
day, in which the president 
stressed that the Belt and Road 
may be China’s idea, but the 
opportunities and outcome are 
for the world.

The digital connection in the 
region, sparked by the initia-

tive, is just as vital in linking 
it as the vast infrastructure 
building required. Xi had pro-
posed constructing the Digital 
Silk Road of the 21st Century 
at the Belt and Road Forum 
for International Cooperation 
held in Beijing in May last year.

Li Shan, chief executive offi-
cer of Silk Road Finance Cor-
poration, pointed out that the 
Digital Silk Road is just an evo-
lution of a historical concept.

“The Belt and Road is based 
on the legendary history of 
the Silk Road. But now, we are 
trading more than silk and no 
longer using camels. Rather, 
we are using fintech to digitize 
modern finance,” Li said at the 
panel discussion.

Carson Wen, founder and 
chairman of Bank of Asia, Brit-
ish Virgin Islands and BOA 
Financial Group, reminded the 
audience that digital develop-
ment is one of the pillars of the 
Belt and Road Initiative.

“There are over 2 billion peo-
ple with phones but no bank 
accounts. This is a chance for 
financial inclusion for every-
one,” he said.

“The initiative covers more 
than 65 countries and count-
ing. We need to figure how to 
remove the barriers between 
them through the use of mod-
ern tech,” Li chipped in.

But, that could be a problem 
as the digitization gap remains 
wide, both within China itself 
and the region.

Margit Molnar, chief China 
economist for the Organization 
for Economic Co-operation and 
Development, cited smart man-
ufacturing (defined as when 
more than half of the manufac-
turing process is digitized) as an 
example of that gap.

Her study on smart man-
ufacturing in China found 
there was significant room for 
growth in the western part of 
the country, with less than 9 
percent of companies adopting 
it in provinces ranging from 
Jiangsu in eastern-central 
China to Yunnan in the far 
southwest.

Molnar pointed there’re a 
few challenges in changing 
that.

“Firstly, the layout of infra-
structure is very costly. From 
my understanding, three of the 
major mobile network com-
panies in China are investing 
about $180 billion in optical 
fiber for 5G connections,” she 
said, while acknowledging that 
the Belt and Road Initiative 
could play a part in address-
ing that.

“Secondly, we need a regula-
tory framework that provides 
a consensus for taxes and cov-
ers the transfer of data in the 
networks as it grows,” Molnar 
added. This could be likened to 
something like the European 
Union’s General Data Protec-
tion Regulation, which will 
come into effect on May 25.

Li did point out the need for 
that regulation to be innova-
tion friendly.

“Whether you are in the Sili-
con Valley or China, innovative 
solutions emerge quickly. The 
question is how established the 
regulatory frameworks are to 
handle them. Regulators need 
to be open minded enough to 
not hold back innovation,” he 
said.

One of Li’s suggestions for 
smoother cooperation among 
the Belt and Road countries 
and regions is the introduction 
of a single crypto-currency. 
But, he acknowledged the diffi-
culties in moving that forward 
due to regulators’ reluctance to 
take the potential risks.

Wen proposed the concept 
of a “sandbox” or a testing 
ground for regulators to get 
comfortable with the idea and 
sort out any possible teething 
issues. 

Li reckoned that Hong Kong 
might be a good fit for testing 
out any financial innovations, 
given its strong background in 
this sector.

“China is celebrating four 
decades of success since its ini-
tial reform. Shenzhen was its 
initial ‘sandbox’ for its experi-
ments in manufacturing and 
capitalism before. Hong Kong 
could step into the same role 
and reap the benefits of it,” Li 
said.

Another issue Molnar raised 
is the need for talent to handle 
the digital side of things. Her 
study on skills among gradu-
ates found that the biggest 
deficiency was in computer 
programming. “That could 
be the biggest bottleneck in 
the plan for digitalization,” she 
said.

Wen, however, said coun-
tries like the British Virgin 
Islands are already address-
ing that issue. “The Minister 
of Culture for the British Virgin 
Islands told me they will be 
introducing two new subjects 
in schools — Chinese language 
and coding. Coding is a subject 
that should be taught in many 
countries,” he said.

Ultimately, Molnar said it’s 
important to think of the Belt 
and Road as an ever evolving 
concept. “The countries cov-
ered and the scope of the initia-
tive has changed and evolved 
with time,” she said.

“When talking about the ini-
tiative, I always like to empha-
size productivity and growth 
effect. Not just infrastructure 
that will add to capital stock. 
We need to talk more about the 
harmonization of cooperation 
in these areas too.”

Meruyert Rysbekova, chief 
expert at the Department of 
Tech and Innovative Develop-
ment, Ministry of Investments 
and Development of Kazakh-
stan, who also attended the 
panel discussion, summed it 
up as “crucial.”

“Digitalization is every-
where now, from finance to 
every other thing. With more 
than 65 countries involved in 
the Belt and Road and varying 
levels of development between 
them, there are bound to be 
challenges and stumbling 
blocks ahead,” she said.

“This is a digital world we’re 
living in and it’s important to 
remember that what we’re dis-
cussing here is about the pres-
ent, not just the future.” 

Financial experts say digitalization will be a key 
pillar of the Belt and Road Initiative, calling for 
barriers to be removed through modern tech 

By EDITH LU in Hong Kong
edithlu@chinadailyhk.com

Digital currency could help 
improve transaction efficiency 
among countries and regions 
involved in the Belt and Road 
Initiative, and Hong Kong 
is a good experimental field 
for that, said Li Shan, chief 
executive officer of Silk Road 
Finance Corporation.

“We should make the best 
use of modern technology to 
accelerate trading activities 
along the Silk Road. Digi-
tal finance and block chain 
technology are now the most 
advanced,” he said.

“Finance is the core of the 
B&R Initiative, and all the 
financial transactions need to 
be paid in currencies,” said Li. 
“Digital currency is believed to 
save the costs of trade settle-
ment.”

He explained that the cost 
of the current international 
trade system is very high, as 
Belt and Road countries use 
different currencies. But, it’s 
impossible for them to adopt 
a single currency due to differ-
ent levels of economic devel-
opment. He proposed creat-
ing a certain kind of digital 
currency as a single currency 
when it comes to transactions 
between countries.

For the less-developed Belt 
and Road nations, their trad-
ing costs are higher, which 
means their need for a single 
digital currency is bigger. In 
this way, they’ll have a larger 
market that can attract more 
investors.

Li sees Hong Kong as a 
good place for digital finance 
inves tment  wi th  more 
advanced governance in the 
finance sector. He expected 
the SAR to participate active-
ly in the innovation and tech-
nology field, such as smart-

city development.
According to Hong Kong’s 

2018-19 Budget, the SAR gov-
ernment will set aside HK$50 
billion to support innovation 
and technology development. 
But, Li thought the focus 
should be on digital finance.

“As a financial center, Hong 
Kong could impact widely 
once it obtains great perfor-
mance in the digital finance 
sector. The city has the ability 
to achieve it. As digital curren-
cy is quite new to the world, 
Hong Kong’s attempt to use 
it could also benefit the inter-
nationalization of renminbi,” 
he said.

As block chain technology is 
not mature enough and is still 
being developed, Li admitted 
that a single digital currency 
for the Belt and Road countries 
cannot be realized at this stage. 
And, he’s worried about the 
governance issue more than 
technology.

He saw it important to build 
a governance system for the 
Belt and Road countries’ sin-
gle digital currency because it 
involves many countries. Such 
governance could prove that 
this single digital currency is 
recognized officially by the cen-
tral government, as well as the 
governments of other nations.

The central government 
banned all forms of initial 
coin offerings and shut down 
all digital currency exchanges 
on the Chinese mainland last 
year. At the same time, the 
People’s Bank of China has 
created a research institute to 
look into digital fiat currencies 
— the only fiat currency issued 
by the central bank.

Li noted that China is 
guarding against risks aris-
ing from illegal activities, such 
as money laundering while 
striving to lead in the digital 
finance field.

Digital currency 
seen to boost trade 
for B&R countries

Productivity the ‘key word’ in infrastructure building
By LIN WENJIE in Hong Kong
cherrylin@chinadailyhk.com

The Belt and Road Initiative 
is not only about investment in 
infrastructures, but also about 
the increase in productivity 
effect through infrastructure 
building, as well as the coor-
dination and harmonization 
impact of all the countries along 
the Belt and Road, market 
gurus told the 2018 Asia-Pacific 
Business Forum on Wednesday.

“Infrastructure building 
is basically capital building. 
It contributes to productivity 
gains through its externalities, 
for instance, the network effect. 

If we lay out a digital network to 
cover the Belt and Road region, 
the larger the network is, the 
more users there will be of 
the network, and the network 
also becomes more and more 
important, so that productivity 
gains could be realized,” said 
Margit Molnar, chief China 
economist at the Organization 
for Economic Cooperation and 
Development.

More importantly, she added, 
productivity gains could also be 
realized through the coordina-
tion and harmonization impact 
of different countries in the 
region. If there’s large-scale har-
monization of different legisla-

tion and regulations, there will 
be a greater productivity effect.

“One of the examples I’d 
like to mention is the harmo-
nization of intellectual prop-
erty right-related regulations. 
If the patent process harmo-
nized along the Belt and Road, 
it will be much easier for an 
inventor from a small country 
to commercialize his inven-
tions in another country, and 
that brings about productivity 
impacts through reducing the 
transaction cost.”

“If there’s no harmonization 
of legislation, the inventor will 
need to go through different 
processes in different countries, 

which would be prohibitively 
costly for individuals or small 
firms. In that sense, the gains 
from harmonization of legisla-
tion could potentially be even 
larger than the gains from infra-
structure,” Molnar pointed out.

Currently, countries and 
regions along the Belt and Road 
have different intellectual prop-
erty right systems, and even the 
definition of patent is different 
for different countries. 

“Thus, it’s a challenge for the 
regulatory work to be harmo-
nized, and it can take years, and 
it is something whose benefits 
will be shown in the longer 
term. But, that’s important for 

China because the population 
on the mainland is aging, so 
there’s a need for new sources 
of growth, and harmonization, 
and coordination and integra-
tion could be a new source of 
productivity gains,” she said.

Molnar said the huge invest-
ment in digital infrastructures 
and the lack of computer pro-
gramming talents could also 
pose challenges for the digi-
tization of the Belt and Road 
countries.

“The investment in digital 
infrastructure brings about not 
only private benefits, but also 
social benefits, so the return 
should not be only captured 

by the profits. And, I think the 
government is aware of the lack 
of programming talents, and 
is trying to popularize univer-
sity and vocational college pro-
grams that specialized in com-
puter programming and make 
those programmed application 
oriented,” she said. 

Meanwhile, Hong Kong’s 
integration with the mainland 
is very strong, so new opportu-
nities will also arise for Hong 
Kong.

In a word, the Belt and Road 
Initiative is an opportunity to 
bring greater economy and ben-
efits if it’s explored in the right 
way, Molnar said.

Li Shan (left), chief executive officer of Silk Road Finance 
Corporation, delivers a keynote speech at the forum.

Margit Molnar, chief China 
economist at the Organization 
for Economic Cooperation and 
Development, says a bigger 
network would mean greater 
productivity.

Guests keep themselves posted with the latest China Daily edition. 
Members of the audience stay tuned as panelists expound their 
thoughts at the forum.  

Distinguished panelists share their insights and opinions on the advent of the digital age and development as the vital link for infrastructure building in countries and 
regions along the Belt and Road at the Asia-Pacific Business Forum on Wednesday. PHOTOS BY PARKER ZHENG / CHINA DAILY
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By DAVID HO in Hong Kong
For China Daily Asia Weekly

T he logistical and economic 
benefi ts of so many infra-
structure projects are a 
natural focus whenever 

China’s ambitious Belt and Road 
Initiative is discussed. Less obvious 
but arguably just as important are 
the digital links and fi nancial tech-
nology which will prove integral to 
the far-reaching plan.

“The Belt and Road has been one 
of the top things we’ve covered in 
our publications and discussed at 
our roundtable events. This session 
is special because it focuses on the 
Digital Silk Road,” said Zhou Li, pub-
lisher and editor-in-chief of China 
Daily Asia Pacifi c.

He was speaking at Hong Kong’s 
Cyberport on April 11 at the China 
Daily special session held as part 
of the Asia-Pacifi c Business Forum. 
The China Daily Asia Leadership 
Roundtable had the theme, Digital 
Silk Road: Fostering Regional Coop-
eration in Technology and Finance 
for the Belt and Road Initiative. 

Zhou, who had just returned from 
the Boao Forum for Asia Annual 
Conference 2018, in South China’s 
Hainan province, recounted Presi-
dent Xi Jinping’s speech there on 
April 10 that the Belt and Road may 
be China’s idea but its opportunities 
and outcomes will benefi t the world.

The digital links the initiative is 
sparking in the region are vital to 
its connectivity. In fact it was in May 
last year, at the Belt and Road Forum 
for International Cooperation in Bei-
jing, that Xi proposed building the 
Digital Silk Road of the 21st Century. 

Panelist Li Shan, CEO of Silk Road 
Finance Corporation, pointed out 
that the Digital Silk Road is just the 
evolution of an historical concept.

“The Belt and Road is based on 
the legendary history of the Silk 
Road. But now we are trading more 
than silk and no longer using cam-
els. Rather, we are using fi ntech to 
digitize modern fi nance,” said Li, in a 
panel discussion at the event. 

Carson Wen, founder and chair-
man of Bank of Asia (British Virgin 
Islands) and BOA Financial Group, 
reminded everyone that digital 
development is one of the pillars of 
the Belt and Road Initiative. 

“There are over 2 billion people 
with phones but no bank accounts. 
This is a chance for fi nancial inclu-
sion for everyone,” said Wen. 

Li chimed in: “The initiative cov-
ers over 65 countries and counting. 
We need to fi gure how to remove the 
barriers between them through the 
use of modern tech.”

But that could be a problem as the 
gap in digitization is wide. 

Margit Molnar, the chief China 

economist for the Organisation for 
Economic Co-operation and Devel-
opment, uses smart manufacturing 
(defined as when over half of the 
manufacturing process is digitized) 
as an example of that gap.

Her study on smart manufactur-
ing in China found that there was 
signifi cant room for growth in the 
western side of the country, with less 
than 9 percent of companies adopt-
ing it in provinces ranging from 
East China’s Jiangsu to Yunnan in 
the southwest. Molnar pointed out 
some of the challenges.

“Firstly, the layout of infrastruc-
ture is very costly. From my under-
standing, three of the major mobile 
network companies in China are 
investing around $180 billion in 
optical fi ber for 5G connections,” she 

said, while acknowledging that the 
Belt and Road Initiative could play a 
part in addressing that. 

“Secondly, we need a regulatory 
framework that provides a consen-
sus for taxes and covers the transfer 
of data in the networks as it grows,” 
Molnar added. This could be some-
thing like the European Union’s 
General Data Protection Regulation, 
which will take eff ect on May 25. 

Li pointed out that regulation 
needs to be innovation-friendly. 

“Whether you are in (California’s) 
Silicon Valley or China, innovative 
solutions emerge quickly. The ques-
tion is how the regulatory frame-
works are to handle them. Regula-
tors need to be open-minded enough 
to not hold back innovation.” 

One of Li’s suggestions for smooth-

er cooperation across the Belt and 
Road countries is the use of a single 
cryptocurrency. But he acknowl-
edged the diffi  culties in moving that 
forward, given regulators’ hesitancy 
over the risks involved.

Wen suggested the concept of a 
‘sandbox’ or testing ground to sort 
out any possible teething issues. 

Li believed that Hong Kong, with 
its strong financial sector back-
ground, might be a good fi t for test-
ing fi nancial innovations.

“China is celebrating four decades 
of success since its initial reforms. 
Shenzhen was its initial sandbox for 
its experiments in manufacturing 
and capitalism before. Hong Kong 
could step into the same role and 
reap the benefi ts of it,” Li said. 

Another issue raised by Molnar is 

the need for talent on the digital side. 
Her study on skills among graduates 
found that the greatest deficiency 
was in computer programming. 

Wen said the British Virgin Islands 
is one of the places already address-
ing that issue. 

“The Minister of Culture for the 
British Virgin Islands told me they 
will be introducing two new subjects 
in schools: Chinese language and 
coding,” he said. 

Ultimately, Molnar said it is 
important to think of the Belt and 
Road as an ever-evolving concept.

“The countries covered and the 
scope of the initiative has changed 
and evolved with time,” she said. 

“When talking about the initiative, 
I always like to emphasize produc-
tivity and growth eff ect — not just 
infrastructure that will add to capital 
stock. We need to talk more about 
the harmonization of cooperation in 
these areas, too.”

Meruyert Rysbekova, chief expert 
in the department of tech and 
innovative development at Kazakh-
stan’s Ministry for Investment and 
Development, was among those in 
attendance for the panel discussion. 
Speaking to China Daily Asia Week-
ly, she summed up the discussion 
as “crucial”. 

“Digital is everywhere now, from 
finance to every other thing. With 
more than 65 countries involved in 
the Belt and Road and varying levels 
of development between them, there 
are bound to be challenges and stum-
bling blocks ahead,” Rysbekova said.

“This is a digital world we’re living 
in, and it’s important to remember 
that what we are discussing here 
is about the present, not just the 
future.”

Roundtable discusses 
regional cooperation 
in technology and 
fi nance which is crucial 
to the Belt and Road

From left: Carson Wen, founder and chairman of Bank of Asia (British Virgin Islands) and BOA Financial Group, Peter Yan, 
CEO of Hong Kong Cyberport Management Co Ltd, Zhou Li, publisher and editor-in-chief of China Daily Asia Pacifi c, Margit 
Molnar, chief China economist for the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development; Li Shan, CEO of Silk 
Road Finance Corporation and moderator Alfred Romann.

The China Daily Asia Leadership Roundtable on April 11 at the Asia-Pacifi c Business Forum had the theme, Digital Silk Road: Fostering Regional 
Cooperation in Technology and Finance for the Belt and Road Initiative.  PHOTOS BY PARKER ZHENG / CHINA DAILY ASIA WEEKLY

Mapping the Digital Silk Road
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