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A freight train riding on Russia’s rail network, part of which is being modernized to faciliate trade with
Asia.

Amid increasing tensions with the West, Russia is making progress on long-awaited deals
with its eastern neighbor, China.

The China Development Bank has confirmed its plans to invest $5 billion in Russia's Far East,
news reports said Friday.

Investments will be channeled to regional economic zones and will finance large
infrastructure projects, Russia's Far East Development Ministry said.

"Russia is ready to take on the transit cargo coming from the Asia-Pacific region to Europe,
in line with the plans of the Chinese government to reanimate the Great Silk Way," said Far
East Development Minister Alexander Galushka.

The new silk way is not meant to be a physical replica of the ancient route that connected
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China and the Mediterranean through Persia, but is rather a general concept of a land and sea
transport corridor that has the same purpose — to link Asia and Europe, Galushka said.

The Trans-Siberian and Baikal-Amur railroads — in which Russia is investing $18 billion
to modernize — could make up the land part of the route, reinforced by a seaway to the north.

"Speaking of the silk way, it is necessary to mention the Northern Sea Route, which has
a considerable advantage over the traditional seaways connecting Europe and Asia [via
the Suez Canal]," the Far East development minister said.

The route that crosses the icy waters of Russia's part of the Arctic is considerably shorter and,
besides time, saves the expense of tons of diesel fuel. According to Galushka, the northern
route is on average 25 percent cheaper than the traditional one through the Suez.

China's interest in the route is mounting. In the summer of 2013, Russian icebreakers led
the first Chinese commercial ship through the Northern Sea Route to Rotterdam. It reached
the destination 15 days earlier than it usually takes to go from China to Europe.

Beijing's interest in the Far East comes as trade between Russia and China is growing rapidly.
The annual trade turnover is currently at almost $90 billion and is expected to surpass $100
billion in the coming years.

Another strong point of contact, besides transport, is energy relations. On Wednesday,
Russia's state-owned energy giant Gazprom announced that the long-discussed deal
to supply gas to China is poised to be finally inked in May, when President Vladimir Putin
plans to visit the country.

Under the preliminary terms of the contract, Russia is slated to supply China with 68 billion
cubic meters of gas per year, which is slightly more than it would transport to Europe through
the South Stream pipeline.

"The Far East investment agreement and the upcoming gas contract with China are not
connected, it just so happened that long years of work bear fruit simultaneously," said Gleb
Ivashentsov, deputy head of the Russian Research Center for the Asia-Pacific Economic
Cooperation Forum.

"But at the same time this is a sign for Europe that Russia has economic partners elsewhere as
well. Namely, in the east," Ivashentsov said.

Besides China, Russia is teaming up with South Korea and Japan. Although these countries
maintain close ties with the West, they have not yet supported the sanctions imposed
on Russia, Ivashentsov added.
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