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Abstract 

On the 1st of January 2017, a train began its 7500-mile maiden voyage from Yiwu, East China to 
Barking, East London. Its arrival, 18 days later, strikingly demonstrates the UK’s presence in the yidai 
yilu 一带一路 (lit. One Belt One Road) initiative which is officially translated into ‘Belt and Road 
Initiative’ (BRI). This is China’s grand strategy to, among other things, expand China’s influence by means 
of ambitious infrastructure projects across its borders, into territories beyond. This includes a redevelopment 
site next to London’s City Airport where a Chinese developer is erecting a business park for Chinese small 
and medium-sized enterprises. This essay argues that large Chinese infrastructure projects have an impact 
on socio-spatiality in European cities. By looking at cases – such as Fuenlabrada, Spain and Tbilisi, 
Georgia – where Chinese investment has already had a visible impact on the urban landscapes, I argue that 
BRI is a globalisation of Chinese architectural features and infrastructural characteristics that consequently 
impact the use of space and everyday lives of the people who inhabit such places. The essay contributes to 
discussion on the impact of China’s grand strategy, analysis of which is to date dominated by economists and 
geopolitics who overlook its social and spatial dimensions.

																																																								
* Based in London, Laura Henneke is a visual sociologist specialised in urbanism. She studied Landscape 
Architecture and Environmental Planning at the Technical University of Berlin, completed a dual degree 
Master’s in Architecture and Urban Design at the Technical University of Berlin and Tongji University 
Shanghai, and is currently doing a University of London-funded PhD in Visual Sociology at Goldsmiths 
College, University of London. Her main research interests are the migration of transnational traders to and 
from China, the New Silk Road / Belt and Road Initiative, architectures of logistics and transportation, and 
visual research methods. She is co-founder of Present Spaces, a collaborative unit at the intersection of 
research, design, sociology and urbanism (www.presentspaces.com), and an active member of the Centre of 
Urban and Community Research at Goldsmiths College as well as the PhD Migration Reading Group. Laura 
has lived, studied and worked in Berlin, Shanghai, Sydney and London and presented and exhibited her 
work in several international events. 
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Belt and Road Initiative: China’s Rising Impact on Socio-

Spatiality in European Cities 
 

From the office of a Chinese investor, I am overlooking the Royal Albert Dock – 
or what is left of what was once London’s busiest dock: an emptied piece of land, 
ready for redevelopment, along a water basin that parallels the runway of London 
City Airport. Some rowers are passing by the large glass front, enjoying a particularly 
sunny day in this unreal urban landscape where airplanes take off at what seems 
only a few strokes away. “And right behind that green hill”, says the investor’s 
representative, pointing North East, “is where the New Silk Road ends”. 1 
  

Introduction 
The New Silk Road is called ’Silk Road Economic Belt’ and is part of the yidai yilu 一带一路 
initiative, which literally means ‘One Belt One Road’, but officially translates into ‘Belt and Road 
Initiative’ (BRI). It is China’s grand strategy to expand its influence by means of ambitious 
infrastructure projects across its border and into territories beyond (Summers, 2016; World Bank, 
2016; Leverett & Bingbing 2017). By establishing alternative trade routes, stabilising China’s border 
regions, increasing trade with neighbouring countries, integrating them into quickly evolving Asian 
value chains, and by promoting economic development in BRI countries, BRI’s intention is to 
create a more connected, wealthier Asia. This interconnected Asia will have China as its core and 
have stable links to Africa and Europe. The increase of Chinese outward foreign direct investments 
(FDI) has been observed for several years but only in 2013 did China’s president Xi Jinping brand 
this trend as the ‘Belt and Road Initiative’. In this he “cleverly folded a number of existing or 
planned schemes into the grand narrative” (Miller, 2017: 34) while claiming it to be his contribution 
in the quest of rejuvenating the ’empire’ (Miller, 17: 33).  
To this day only very tentative definitions exist of what the geographic scope of the Belt and the 
Road exactly is. Basically, the Belt and Road initiative has two main prongs: one is called the ‘Silk 
Road Economic Belt’ (the Belt) and the other the ‘21st Century Maritime Silk Road’ (the Road)” 
(Phillips, 2017a). The latter refers to a sea route linking China’s southern coast to east Africa and 
the Mediterranean mainly in terms of investment in geostrategic harbours. For instance, Piraeus 
harbour, the Gate to Europe, was sold to COSCO, a Chinese state-owned company, when Greece 
privatised many of its assets as austerity measures. Contrary to what the metaphor suggests, the 
expansion of ‘the Belt’ is not limited to China’s neighbours, nor is it shaped evenly round. It reaches 
as far as to the African continent, criss-crossing Central Asia, a region that forms a focus of the 
initiative. After the Soviet Union fell apart, investors mostly overlooked -or rather neglected- 
Central Asian countries such as Kyrgyzstan or Uzbekistan. Today they are especially open to 
contracts with Chinese developers who want to build highways, transport hubs and other 
supporting infrastructure to enable the circulation of goods in the most remote areas of the 
Eurasian continent. According to the Chinese government, BRI will run through 67 countries, 
however, a clear definition of what it is, is not provided (Miller, 2017: 31). The BRI will rather 
“form a network of trading routes influenced by the competing demands of geography, commerce 

																																																								
1 Meeting between the author and investor’s representative. London, 07 April 17. 
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and geopolitics” (Miller 2017:31). Chinese firms will build new roads and railway tracks, linking 
mines with power plants, factories, wholesale markets, and new mushrooming cities “wherever 
they can find willing partners” (Miller, 2017:31). 
This essay is written from the perspective of an urban sociologist and points at the socio-spatial 
impact that the New Silk Road will presumably have on urban landscapes, and London’s East in 
particular. Learning from Doreen Massey, “we recognise space as the product of interrelations; as 
constituted through interactions, from the immensity of the global to the intimately tiny” (Massey, 
2005:5). Hence, the question of how the social and built fabric of a place changes when Chinese 
investment, commodity flows, and people intersect. To answers this, two exemplary cases will be 
investigated: Fuenlabrada in Spain and Tbilisi in Georgia. They may geographically, economically 
and culturally seem to be far afield from London but it will be shown that they can hint towards 
its future.  
The remaining sections of this essay are devoted to the following tasks. The first untangles the 
UK’s involvement in BRI in the light of Brexit and what this means for the capital’s urban 
development. The next, on the two case studies Fuenlabrada in Spain and Tbilisi in Georgia, 
discusses the architectural and socio-economic impact that Chinese investment has had 
respectively and draws parallels between them and London. The last is speculating about the impact 
that BRI may have on socio-spatiality in London’s East by highlighting the docklands’ past as so-
called arrival quarters for Chinese migrants. 
 
The New Silk Road reaches London  
At a summit in Beijing on May 15th 2017, China was hoping to give global legitimacy to Xi’s 
signature initiative through the endorsement from all participating countries. However, the 
European Union refused to back a statement on trade because several EU member states raised 
concerns about the lack of commitments to social and environmental sustainability and 
transparency (Phillips, 2017b). Thereby the EU made it clear that they would not belong to the 
willing partners of Xi Jinping (yet). The UK however, on its way out of the Union, does. What had 
begun under the David Cameron premiership is being continued under Theresa May and repeatedly 
emphasised by the Chancellor of the Exchequer, Philip Hammond: the strengthening of economic 
ties with China stands at the forefront of the UK. From the summit in Beijing Hammond tweeted 
“Britain is ready to work with all OBOR [One Belt One Road] Partners” (Hammond, 2017). 
This essay focusses on one of the latest expansions of the New Silk Road that underlines the 
growing trade partnership between China and the UK. In January 2017, a freight train went on its 
maiden voyage between Yiwu in East China and Barking, East London. The inauguration of this 
new connection coincides with the start of the redevelopment of the Royal Albert Docks, which 
are situated near the goods yard (right behind the green hill) that marks the final stop of the train 
journey. Here, neighbouring London City Airport, a Chinese investor is currently erecting a 
business park, supposedly the capital’s third financial district (Greater London Authorities, 2013). 
Compared to numerous other Chinese investments in London’s property and infrastructure, the 
Royal Albert Docks present a novel scenario with uncertain, yet exciting outcomes. Aimed at 
Chinese small and medium sized enterprises, it goes beyond the monetary level, possibly marking 
the beginning of a new Chinatown. Most likely it will be accompanied by an indispensable 
transnational migration of Chinese entrepreneurs who may eventually transform the social and 
material fabric of London’s East. 
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This argument is based on geographer Doreen Massey’s theory that social change and spatial 
change are integral to each other. She writes: 
     

“‘The spatial’ […] can be seen as constructed out of the multiplicity of social relations 
across all spatial scales, from the global reach of finance and telecommunications, through 
the geography of national political power, to the social relations within the town, the 
settlement, the household and the workplace. It is a way of thinking in terms of the ever-
shifting geometry of social/power relations, and it forces into view the real multiplicities 
of space-time. It is a view of space opposed to that which sees it as a flat, immobilised 
surface, as stasis, even as no more than threatening chaos – the opposite of stasis – which 
is to see space as the opposite of History, and as the (consequently) depoliticised. The 
spatial is both open to, and a necessary element in, politics in the broadest sense of the 
word.” (Massey, 1994: 4) 

 
When translating this into the case of the Royal Albert Docs, the spatial scales described by Massey 
are all clearly identifiable: global finance reaches London via the FDI of a private Chinese investor; 
the bi-lateral agreements between participating nations form the geopolitical backbone that allow 
such project; and finally, the social layer will surface through new trade relationships, job creation, 
the goods and services that enter British households, and the migration of individuals along this 
newly established trade route. 
 
Comparing the Royal Albert Docks to other cases of Chinese investment  
Two cities that recently received Chinese investor’s money for infrastructure projects can signpost 
the possible outcome for the Royal Albert Docks. One is Fuenlabrada, a municipality at the 
southern fringes of Madrid, where an influx of Chinese migrants is associated with the opening of 
a business park and the arrival of the Yiwu-Madrid freight train that has been running since 2014 
(Burgen, 2014). Most of the imported goods that arrive with this train are forwarded to 
Fuenlabrada’s business park Cobo Calleja. When local enterprises struggled in the financial crisis 
and many had to close down, the mayor saw an alternative in Chinese entrepreneurs to fill the 
deserted warehouses. It worked out and in 2011 the project ‘Plaza de Oriente’, an addition to the 
existing industrial zone of 40.000m2 exclusive to Chinese entrepreneurs, was launched (El Mundo, 
2011). Albeit based on nebulous sourcing the business park has become the most important 
wholesale market of Chinese imported goods. Shoes, textiles, toys and household goods are sold 
in bulk and distributed around the country. In fact, those goods are mostly found in shops 
informally called El Chino: typical corner shops with long opening hours run by Chinese migrants.  
Madrid’s Chinese community has grown significantly since the 2008 financial crisis. It now 
accounts for 55.784 people, signalling the highest influx of new arrivals compared to any other 
migrant group (Communidad de Madrid, 2016). Many of them live in the southern fringes of the 
city, perhaps unsurprisingly close to the warehouses in the economic zone of Cobo Calleja. The 
community of Chinese migrants has gained so much visibility due to the concentration in specific 
neighbourhoods that “China Pequeña” has become a term coined by Madrileños in the city’s South. 
Events such as the Chinese New Year are celebrated openly and Chinese restaurants and 
supporting services in Mandarin flourish in the area.   
The other city that showcases a possible scenario for the future of London’s Royal Albert Docks 
is Tbilisi in Georgia. The country is a major location for Chinese investment from mainly one 
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source: the Hualing Group, which has its headquarters in Urumqi, Xinjiang Province. The Hualing 
Group became involved in Georgian infrastructure projects during the preparations of the 2015 
European Youth Summer Olympic Festival, where shortly before the start of the games 
accommodation was still missing. Coming to help last minute, Hualing Group provided an 
immaculate Athlete’s Village situated between Tbilisi’s city centre and the airport. Once the Youth 
Games were over, the buildings were returned to the investor’s real estate portfolio (Shepard, 
2016). The master plan as well as the architectural features of the so-called ‘Hualing Tbilisi Sea 
New City’ strikingly resemble modern neighbourhoods in China. The greenfield development site 
consists of about 20 ten-storey-high apartment blocks. The apartments have richly ornamented 
facades and roofs, which are imitating a mix of European styles and respond to current Chinese 
tastes. Clustered in a gated community, the buildings are connected through neat greenery, 
walkways, and ponds. They could not differ more from the adjacent grey-in-grey neighbourhood.  
Hualing’s successful project has whetted Georgia’s appetite for more. Within sight of the former 
Athlete’s village that is now inhabited by well-to-do homeowners, the Chinese investor is building 
a wholesale market that will serve as distribution centre for Chinese imported commodities. The 
goods arrive by train through the China-Turkey corridor operated by DHL and launched in late 
2015 (DHL, 2015). As well as this, ‘Hualing Kutaisi Free Industrial Zone’ is built near the city of 
Kutaisi to facilitate imports from China. Hualing Group is not only leaving a footprint with distinct 
architecture but also naming the developments after the company.  
All projects – the Royal Albert Docks in London, Cobo Calleja near Madrid and the Hualing 
developments in Georgia – have at least two things in common: First, the Chinese investments 
were accepted in a moment of economic uncertainty. Like most Western European countries, the 
UK used to stop Chinese developers from building large infrastructural projects locally. This 
changed when local investors pulled out of ongoing projects in the aftermath of the 2008 financial 
crisis. In the case of the London Docklands, the almost ten years of stand still in the highly-valued 
stretch of land, prompted the City of London to finally agree to Chinese investment to transform 
the urban landscape between the O2 Arena and London City Airport. The next step2 – to agree on 
plans for a Chinese business park – is a good example for the UK’s increasing interest in 
strengthening economic ties with China and what is now described as “post-Brexit trade deals” 
(Tisdall, 2017).  
Secondly, in all three cases Chinese FDI is finding its way through large infrastructure projects on 
locations along the newly established train routes. These projects de facto expand the 
transportation networks on the Eurasian continent in favour of spreading Chinese influence and 
soft power based on goods. As seen for example in the South of Madrid, traders and entrepreneurs 
migrate to where the goods go. As in the times of the ancient Silk Road, they bring not only 
merchandise but also their culture, language and architectural designs.  
Even though remarkable parallels can be found in the cities of Madrid, Tbilisi and London, I 
acknowledge the vagueness of anticipating the outcomes of future projects such as the Royal Albert 
Docks through a simple comparison. Each case of Chinese investment encounters very diverse 
preconditions and local regulations. The impact of the large infrastructure projects on socio-
spatiality also depends on the collaboration of the investor and the receiving municipality. After 
all, it is migrating individuals that I assume will have the biggest impact on everyday life in the 
country of investment/London in the long-run. 

																																																								
2 Still under David Cameron. 
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BRI’s impact on socio-spatiality in London 
Returning to the question of how Chinese outward FDI might have an impact on the socio-
spatiality of European cities, one can look at the history of London’s Docklands to understand the 
role the Chinese entrepreneurs will play in this.   
Amidst the then bustling docks lies the district of Limehouse, extremely unhealthy living 
conditions, overcrowding, bad sanitation and a high crime rate prevailed in the area during the age 
of early globalization. However, in the 1880s Chinese businessmen started to settle exactly here 
because of the convenient maritime connection (Seed, 2006:59) and by the 1920s Limehouse had 
become London’s first Chinatown. Limehouse became “the most cosmopolitan district of the most 
cosmopolitan city of Britain” (Seed, 2006:59)  
 
In fact, ever since goods circulated globally by locomotives and steamboats, the London Docks 
were a so-called ‘arrival quarter’ for migrating entrepreneurs (Gidley, 2017). During the late 19th 
and beginning of the 20th century “migrants were not just immigrants but rather part of larger 
networks of circulation. Arrival quarters were not just gateways to particular nations but nodes in 
these larger circuits” (Gidley, 2017). Such quarters are described to “provide social networks, 
mutual aid and linguistically accessible economic niches as a way of integrating people into the city” 
(Saunders, 2011).  
 
The Limehouse Chinatown was mostly destroyed by aerial bombing during World War II and its 
population were dispersed further West of London. In the 1960s the once so prosperous 
Docklands decayed when they outlived their original purpose. Freight transport was containerised 
and larger vessels were demanding more accessible ports further downstream the river Thames. 
The area was subsequently deserted but the redevelopment – as mentioned earlier – was delayed 
for many years.  

 
”The very formation of the identity of a place – its social structure, its political character, 
its ‘local’ culture – is also a product of interactions. the ‘character of an area’ is no more the 
product of an internalised history than are the recent fortunes of its manufacturing industry. 
the global is in the local in the very process of the formation of the local. This then, is an 
extension to the concept of place of that element of the argument about space which has 
it that not only is space the product of social relations but that ‘it is those relations which 
constitute the social phenomena themselves’.” (Massey, 1994:122) 

 
With the plans to erect a business park for Chinese entrepreneurs on the site of the Royal Albert 
Docks – within a stone’s throw of the former Limehouse Chinatown – a new arrival quarter is 
underway. Following Massey’s idea that the formation of the identity of a place is a product of 
interactions (Massey, 1994), I expect the individual entrepreneurs will establish dense social 
networks within a globally connected urban structure that combines work with living and leisure. 
Surrounding neighbourhoods will likewise see an influx of Chinese migrants as well as supply 
services and facilities such as kindergartens, schools, medical institutions or elderly homes operated 
in Chinese language. Having all those services locally available will make the Chinese entrepreneurs 
independent from the inner city and thereby contribute considerably to the budget of the 
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municipality. That will then allow for further investments in parking lots, wholesale and storage 
depots, suburban logistics and living quarters.   

 
Conclusion 
Informed by the glimpses at the cases in Spain and Georgia, and based on Gidley’s and Saunders’ 
concepts of ‘arrival quarters’ and Massey’s theory of space, I presume that BRI will have an impact 
on the socio-spatiality of European cities. Wherever Chinese FDI becomes visible in urban 
structures and architectural features, like in the case of Tbilisi. The migration of Chinese individuals 
who then settle down in the vicinity of certain projects like in the case of Cobo Calleja will soon 
follow. The Royal Albert Docks, as such, will likely also experience these developments. The 
increase in Chinese FDI and the consequential growing number of projects associated with BRI 
will also generate a gap in academic research. Further exploration and research will show to what 
extent BRI will impact everyday life in European cities and how much visual influence Chinese 
engineering will have on urban landscapes in the long run.  
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