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Abstract: The pandemic and the last years’ geopolitical dis-
ruptions have laid bare the vulnerability of Europe’s supply
chains, as well as the challenges posed by insecure oil and
gas supplies. In this contribution, we aim to add to this
debate by raising awareness of the vulnerability of trade
and supply chain infrastructure between Europe and Asia.
We give an overview of the risks for supply chain secu-
rities due to the risk of military and armed conflicts and
geopolitical challenges more broadly, illustrated by a map
of central logistic corridors and hubs. We further discuss
the contemporary implications for each corridor due to
the war in Ukraine. By making use of the example of the
Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), we argue that trade along
these corridors is highly interdependent and that the con-
tinued conflict in Ukraine poses a danger for independent,
diversified and resilient trade across Eurasia. The paper
calls for future research in economic geography, military
geographies and related international business literature
to (jointly) reemphasize the economic geographies of war,
by for instance analysing shifts in global value chains and
global production networks as a result of violent conflicts.

Keywords: transport corridors; supply chain security; New
Silk Road; geopolitics; global production networks; global
value chains

1 Introduction

Europe’s economy is heavily dependent on international
supply chain relations and corresponding security of trade
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routes. Yet the last years have laid bare the immense vul-
nerability of the many trade routes that Europe depends
on, both land- and sea-based. Russia’s war on Ukraine
came alongside substantial disruptions to strategic trans-
port routes in the Black Sea. Since Russia’s attack on
Ukraine, Europe’s insecure oil and gas supplies, as well as
the impacts of sanctions on the European economy (e.g.
Crescenzi and Harman 2023; Prebili¢ and Jereb 2022), have
dominated the public debate. While the most catastrophic
scenarios have so far proven to be overexaggerated (see
e.g. Bachmann et al. 2022), significant risks remain. In this
paper, we aim to outline and discuss a less regarded but
long-term challenge for European economies: the vulnera-
bility of (land-based) supply chain routes and infrastructure
between Europe and Asia, particularly China. We argue
that the supply chains between Asia and Europe are not
only vital for European and Asian consumer and industrial
markets but had already been affected by risk and uncer-
tainty long before the war in Ukraine. The attack on Ukraine
worsened this already vulnerable situation and challenges
related production networks and large-scale infrastructure
programmes such as the Chinese Belt and Road Initiative
(BRI; Mendez et al. 2022). Furthermore, the situation became
even more tense in late 2023 and 2024, when (as a result
of the Gaza-Israel conflict) Yemen Houthi rebels attacked
multiple container ships and energy tankers in the Red Sea,
creating maritime ‘chokepoints’ that pose a threat to global
energy markets and increase freight rates (e.g. Aris 2023).
To make our case, we briefly outline on how war
and military conflicts are discussed in economic geogra-
phy and related international business literature, with a
focus on trade routes and supply chains. We then look at
Eurasian trade routes, particularly in the context of the war
in Ukraine. We show that (nearly) all routes between Europe
and Asia face serious risks, such as instability, contestation,
authoritarian regimes, risk of rebel attacks and military
conflicts. The implications of a continuous military conflict
in Ukraine stretch beyond the immediate logistics corri-
dor passing through Ukraine. Based on these findings we
generally conclude that studies in economic geography and
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business literature on supply chain relations (e.g. studies on
global production networks (GPNs) and global value chains
(GPVs)) should more strongly consider conflict-related dis-
ruptions. This helps to understand current trade and supply
chain dynamics, as well as the interdependency between
different routes in the current times of crisis. The combina-
tion of vulnerabilities creates an uncertainty for European
trade that has substantial implications for Europe’s endeav-
ours to strive for strategic autonomy while continuing to be
embedded in global trade.

In highlighting the long-term implications and chal-
lenges arising from wars, other violent conflicts and geopo-
litical tensions more generally, we develop an argument that
‘military’ geographies need to be integrated into work on
global production and value chains in fields such as eco-
nomic geography and international businesses. We even go
a step further, suggesting that a specific consideration of the
emergence of new ‘economic geographies of war’ is worth-
while in understanding not just GPNs but also in providing
new insights for the complementarity of locations. On the
one hand global supply chains are disrupted through local
tensions. On the other hand geopolitical threats, violent con-
flicts, and of course wars lead to shifts in international busi-
nesses decisions in an effort to secure their long-run GPNs
and GPVs. The war on Ukraine is one of these game-changing
events at Europe’s eastern periphery. Making use of a map
of key Eurasian corridors, we bring together some broader
considerations for the shifts within GPNS on the (potential)
shifts in GPNs and GPVs. These shifts influence businesses
decisions, leading to the emergence of new variations of
the economic geographies resulting from these military con-
flicts. We call these ‘economic geographies of war.’

The paper is structured as follows: The next section
summarises the consequences of war and violent conflicts,
drawing on, international businesses and military geogra-
phies highlighting a research gap in GPN and GPV research.
In section three we map nine Eurasian trade routes, then
discuss the potential consequences and bottlenecks for each
corridor. In the fourth section we discuss the emergence of
new economic geographies of war as a result of the Ukraine
war and subsequent shifts in the BRI, before fifth coming to
a conclusion.

2 Consequences of war and violent
conflicts in economic geography
and beyond

Beyond the loss of lives, different studies (e.g. Cowen 2014;
Hu et al. 2023; Katsaliaki et al. 2021; Le Billon 2001) have

DE GRUYTER

already outlined the generally negative effects of war on
trade. These factors are caused by a range of harmful fac-
tors, such as embargoes, damage to infrastructure, and loss
of human capital. In violent conflicts, transport routes and
infrastructure (such as airports, resource extraction sites,
banking or power stations) are usually the most important
and contested assets which conflict parties will fight for,
interrupt or even destroy (to avoid them falling into the
hands of opponents; see e.g. Le Billon 2001). Military con-
flicts can therefore lead to serious disruptions and decou-
pling processes, with severe consequences for global supply
chains and trade.

Studies on global production networks (GPNs) or global
value chains (GVCs), which are the dominant concepts in
economic geography related to supply chains, have been
widely silent about the effects of war and military conflicts
on supply chains' and only recently refocused on geopoliti-
cal risks (e.g. Follmann et al. 2024; Yeung 2023). Two further
examples are first, Aoyama et al. (2024) who outline the
development of diplomacy-driven governance as a result
of the current shifts in global world order. Second, Hess
and Horner (2024) highlight states strategies to navigate
risks in geopolitically turbulent times, and the subsequent
processes of coupling, decoupling and recoupling (see as
well Pavlinek 2024). Both highlight growing concerns about
military security for supply chains, yet the impacts of mili-
tary wars on GPNs remain largely unstudied. A reason for
this could be, that the debate on GPN and GVC has largely
unfolded since the 1990s (e.g. Gereffi 1994; Gereffi et al.
2005; Henderson et al. 2002). This means it developed after
the cold war, at a time when globalisation (with all its
opportunities and problems) seemed unchained and rather
free of geopolitical risks and military conflicts in the coun-
tries where most global trade took place. Missing widely
empirical evidence and a tangible necessity to relate to,
most GPN and GVC scholars therefore neglected studying or
conceptualizing the impact of military conflicts and wars.
Even recent studies on GVC and GPN dealing with risks,
ruptures, frictions and decoupling do not discuss wars or
military conflicts (for example De Marchi and Gereffi 2023;

1 Anexception is Glassmann (2011) who outlined that GPN approaches
should encompass war and other conflicts to understand processes of
globalization and their underlying determinants. In detail he highlights
different geo-political concerns and conflicts such as class struggles
(e.g. global ‘social movements in power’; Wallerstein 2000), interna-
tional politics and military conflicts. However, Glassmann (2011) did
not analyze actual “hot” wars and violent conflicts but showed on
the example of trade and production network developments between
the former enemies Japan and Korea how the Cold War shaped new
economic collaboration between the countries.
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Véllers et al. 2023;2 Yeung 2015; Yeung and Coe 2015). This
is still quite surprising as modern GPNs require reliable
and - if “just-in-time” production and delivery is involved
— rapid cargo movement (Maihold and Miihlhéfer 2021).
A notable exception are BlaZek and Lypianin (2024) show
the Ukrainian state-owned companies reoriented after 2014
annexation of Crimea, but also showed that trade barely
ceases entirely. Violent conflicts, or even just a high risk
of conflict, can seriously challenge and disrupt these move-
ments, however- Concerning geopolitical risks Yeung (2023)
calls for more studies which incorporate and theorize the
effects of powerful national and supranational actors and
their related policies such as the US restrictions on technol-
ogy exports to China or EU attempts of reshoring manufac-
turing to reduce import dependencies.

Indeed Follmann et al. (2024) outline that such geopoli-
ticslead to areconfiguration and recoupling of global supply
chains; For example, when involved businesses are develop-
ing new strategies of near shoring or friend shoring in order
to secure their long-run supply (see also Kalvelage and Tups
2024; Tups et al. 2024; Yang and Chan 2023).

Similar observations can also be made for parts of the
international business literature. Here for example various
studies location choices and innovation strategies of multi-
national enterprises (e.g. Cano-Kollmann et al. 2016; Loren-
zen and Mudambi 2013; Wang 2022) view economic organi-
zations and territories on different scales (e.g. multinational
enterprises, clusters, urban agglomerations or countries) as
connected networks, implicitly assume a context of easy
flow of investments. While these works rightly outline the
importance of international interrelationships and inter-
dependencies for economic organisations and territories,
they have to “some degree neglected the boundaries and
frictions beyond the national level”; Bathelt et al. 2018; p.
1003). Those works analyzing such international frictions
mainly focused on institutional differences such as diversity
of languages, traditions, legal systems as well as related
labor and business cultures (Bathelt et al. 2018; Berry et al.
2014), or recently on protectionist policies, pandemic related
frictions (Bathelt and Li 2022; Lorenzen et al. 2020) but
do not focus on the consequences of war and violent
conflicts.

Literature on military geography can further enhance
thisunderstanding. Generally military geography deals with
state military discourses of military power; a broad politi-
cal geography, focused on the spatiality of armed conflict;
and the political economies and sociocultural geographies

2 Vollers et al. (2023) mention wars in their introduction on risks in
global production networks, but do not further elaborate on it.
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of militarism (Rech et al. 2015; Woodward 2005). Bearce
and Fisher (2002) outline and model explanations why and
under which conditions desires for and related conflicts
about resources, infrastructures and trade networks lead
to war and other violent conflicts, but do not outline the
effects of wars and other violent conflicts on international
trade, supply chains and related infrastructures. Stewart
and Fitzgerald (2001) for example analyse the consequences
of a war within nations on their economic and social devel-
opment. Mykhnenko (2020), analysed the effects on Russia’s
first attacks on Ukraine in 2014 and focussed on the direct
economic effects of the attacked country (depopulation,
economic decline and erosion of development; see below).
However, he did not take the perspective off international
trade and supply chain effects and risks. Faye et al. (2004)
in contrast outlined how wars and violent conflicts in one
country can directly endanger or negatively affect a neigh-
boring country, for example when transit countries suffer
from violent conflicts, transit routes are damaged or closed,
and this results in a rerouting of major trade or in the worst
case, a stoppage of transit. Generally, less is known on the
large variety of how military power shapes international
economic relationships because of the various types of mil-
itary power in which it can appear (e.g. threats, blockades,
occupancy). Here, we can identify a general demand for fur-
ther economic geographies of war which could link military
geography closer with economic geography (in particular
with work on global value chains and global production
networks) and international business literature.

This could be further enhanced by literature on sup-
ply chain disruptions. Here, Katsaliaki et al. (2021) catego-
rize war and other violent conflicts as low frequency but
catastrophic macro level risks for supply chains. Similarly,
Cowen’s (2014) work on logistics and transport route related
disruptions along supply chains distinguishes between
everyday delays (e.g. bad weather, failed engines, road clo-
sures) and deliberate interruptions in the context of vio-
lent and contested human relations. These include labour
actions (e.g. strikes and blockades), piracy and border secu-
rity checks, but also military actions. While some of these
disruptions (in particular everyday delays) can at least
partly be addressed and calculated within the risk and secu-
rity management of supply chains, some of these activities
are rather incalculable leading to insurable uncertainties
and long-term disruptions.® In the long run, violent conflicts
and wars can therefore lead, not only to serious recalcula-
tions concerning increased costs for insurances, concessions

3 See also Vollers et al. (2023) on different perspectives on risks and
uncertainties within production networks.
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and bribes, but also to disinvestment and disengagement
from the affected businesses, regions and sectors (Le Billon
2001).

These different literature streams highlight the com-
plexity of developments in regions affected by violent con-
flicts. In this paper we specifically focus on the Eastern
borders of the European Union. Already, before the Russian
attack in 2022, scholars were already discussing geopolit-
ical and military risks along the Eurasian trade routes. A
systematic literature overview with a particular focus on
the Belt and Road routes between China, Europe and other
large portions of Asia was undertaken by Hu et al. 2023. Here
they defined risks of political stability, external conflicts
and military interventions, among others. Hu et al. (2023)
show that such risks are not only very significant but also
increased from 2005 to 2020, with Afghanistan, Iraq, Russia
and Ukraine as the main risk centres and military risks and
destabilisation of national sovereign security as the domi-
nant risk types. While many Middle Eastern countries have
been threatened for decades by terrorism, ethnic conflicts
and political instability, parts of Eastern Europe have again
become a friction zone of political (e.g. NATO versus Russia)
and military conflicts (e.g. Allison 2014; Russian Attacks on
Ukraine 2014). Here Hu et al. (2023) outline a serious lack of
awareness to these different risk types in academic litera-
ture on trade.

Russia’s attack on Ukraine has increased these risks
dramatically. According to Mendez et al. (2022) the land
infrastructure between Europe and Asia which passes
through Ukraine and its direct neighbors has been affected
by a reduction of investment, funding, and international
cooperation due to the geopolitical shock. Further, the war
negatively affected global value chains (Crescenzi and Har-
man 2023; Mendez et al. 2022; Nedopil 2022). These negative
effects could be directly seen in price jumps in affected
value chains such as food or cosmetics, which are highly
dependent on Russian and Ukrainian seed oil (Crescenzi and
Harman 2023). Li (2023a) further identified a reduction of
trade and a general loss of trust from investors in the Belt
and Road initiative along Ukraine and Russia but also along
the BRI due to the risk of secondary sanctions against Rus-
sian allies such as China (see also Bo 2022). Figure 1 outlines
the discussed consequences of war and military conflicts
and the broader geopolitical insecurities for potential con-
flicts before we will outline and illustrate for Eurasian trade
routes and supply chains in more detail.

While the implications of war and military conflicts on
trade are generally understood, we argue that in economic
geography there is a lack of understanding of the vulnerabil-
ities of different interdependent trade routes on the overall
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supply chain security of Europe. We thus re-emphasize the
dependence of physical pathways and means of trade with
geo-political actors. With this paper, we would like to invite
more in-depth discussion on the specific situation concern-
ing Eurasian trade routes and the concrete challenges. We
aim to initiate this debate by first providing an overview
of the key Eurasian infrastructure corridors and then sum-
marising key challenges. These relate to global dependen-
cies of areas with chokepoints as well as an increased depen-
dency of the global trade networks on individual countries,
or geopolitical sensitivities.

3 Mapping key transport routes
and their general opportunities
and risks

Overall, maritime routes continue to be the backbone of
global trade, specifically trade between China and the EU.
Dependence on sea-based trade routes was one of the first
reasons for China to strengthen its land-based routes. Long
before the Belt and Road Initiative was officially launched
in 2013 by former Chinese president Xi Jinpeng, China was
already putting considerable effort into building Eurasian
train routes. Following the fall of the Iron Curtain, Chinese
engagement helped to diversify the development of land-
based trade routes from Europe to Asia (Sielker and Kauf-
mann 2020). To this day, however, the North Sea Harbours
remain (in terms of volume) Europe’s most important link
to global trade. The geopolitically tumultuous times, and
specifically the rise of armed conflicts in Ukraine and in
Gaza, have raised implications for supply chain and energy
security. In Figure 2 we illustrate the major land- and sea-
based infrastructure corridors between Europe and Asia,
aiming to provide an overview of some challenges associ-
ated with each of these routes. Thereby, we show that a
substantial and non-substitutable part ofland-based trading
activities are under serious threats. Many of these routes
pass through Russia, through areas where Russia exercises
de facto influence, or where it aims to increase its direct
influence (Flanagan et al. 2020).

There are nine major infrastructure corridors and
routes. The primarily land-based routes from Northern-
most entry to Europe to Southernmost are: (1) the Cross-
Russia Corridor, (2) the Baltic Crossing, (3) the Ukraine Land
Crossing, (4) the Caucasus-Black Sea — Ukraine Crossing,
(5) the Caucasus-Black Sea — Danube Crossing, and the (6)
Turkey Crossing. The primarily maritime routes, following
the entry points to Europe from North to South are: (7) The
Arctic — North Sea Corridor (Northern BRI Sea Route), (8)
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War and violent conflicts
¢ External military invasion
¢ military coups and civil wars
* violent armed threats
¢ terrorism threat, blockages and occupancy

Geopolitical Tensions
e Potential conflicts
e closure of trade routes
e tariffs

¢ (Geo-) political risk (political instability)

Related risks of losing sovereign security

¢ Economic risk (e.g. investment dependence, foreign trade dependence)
¢ Power intervention related risk (e.g. embargos, sanctions, long term aid related debt dependencies)

U

¢ Increased insurable uncertainties

Short-term and long-term frictions and disruptions
of global production networks and for international business activities
¢ Loss of lives and different sorts of capital (e.g. human capital, resources, infrastructures)
¢ Loss of control over e.g. resources, infrastructures, labour and capital, institutional structures
* Disinvestment and disengagement from the affected international businesses, regions and sectors

¢ Increased calculable risks (e.g. increasing costs for insurances and concessions)
* Shifts in trade volumes (e.g. diversification of routes, increased freight rates)
¢ Reconfiguration and recoupling of supply chains (e.g. through near shoring or friend shoring)

Figure 1: War and military conflicts, related risks and related effects on trade routes and supply chains (own compilation; see in particular Hu et al.

2023).

the Suez Channel (Southern BRI Route), and (9) the Cape
Route via South Africa, not displayed in Map 1. Many of these
routes have been officially associated with the BRI.

In general, we use the terms “corridors” and “crossings”
for broad routes, which themselves consist of smaller trade
routes. We name the land-based entry points into the
EU “crossings.” The Cross-Russia Corridor branches into
different potential crossings before entering Europe. We
derived these corridors based on the authors’ internal dis-
cussions and the BRI Corridors represented by New Silk
Road mapping of MERICs and the TEN-T corridors of the
European Union. The initial mapping were based on the
MERICS tracking map from 2022, and considering updates
till 2024 (MERICS 2024), and the TEN-T Corridors in the MFF
period 2014-2020 and 2021-2027 (see for example, Euro-
pean Commission 2024). We then discussed these major
transport routes in light of geopolitical tensions. The cor-
ridors presented here are, in the authors’ estimation, both
key transport routes as well as those subject to substantial
geopolitical tensions or regional sensitivities. Another key
consideration here is whether alternative major funding
routes exist in case of military interventions, rising vio-
lent conflict or geopolitical tensions, an aspect we consider
important to understanding economies of war. We then
illustrate in the example of Ukraine how these different

routes may be interdependent and how geopolitical ten-
sions affect the trading opportunities across different cross-
ings. We also consider capacity limitations as an additional
pressure weighing on businesses’ search for reliable trade
routes.

In general, one can say that trade volumes on the
various routes have significantly increased since 2011. For
example, trade between China and Europe along the Kaza-
khstan, Russia, Belarus route increased from 100,500 con-
tainers TEU (Twenty Foot Equivalent Unit, the unit used to
measure volume based on a standard container) in 2016 to
681,200 containers in 2022 (UTLC 2023). In total in 2022, land-
route trade between Europe and China reached 1.6 million
TEU (GTAI 2023). However, this number was strongly influ-
enced by the COVID pandemic and related challenges for
maritime traffic (see below). In our discussion we will not
draw on exact trade numbers in these routes or subsequent
economic implications. There are two reasons for this. First,
overall trade flows are difficult to calculate due to vary-
ing sources, measurement methods, etc. Second, corridors
are often a combination of a number of different logistic
centres and microroutes, which are individually difficult to
estimate. Our key argument is rooted instead in the major
risks and challenges associated with these corridors, with-
out aiming to estimate specific economic implications.
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Figure 2: Conflicts and limitations along the main routes between Europe and Asia (own design).

a few countries through which transport routes run. Table 1
summarises prominent examples for risks and challenges

along these corridors.
The trade bottlenecks between Europe and East Asia

differ in route, but show some common patterns. In this

In general, the risks and challenges along these cor-
ridors include a halt in trade along one route due to
sanctions or military conflicts, risks of additional conflicts,
cost and time implications of using more ‘secure’ trade
routes, capacity limitations, and increased dependency on
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Table 1: Prominent examples for risks and challenges for trade across different Europe - Asia trade routes (own compilation).

Route

General risks and challenges for Europe

Risks and challenges related to the
changing situation in Ukraine

European entry points via primarily land-based routes

Cross-Russia Corridor

Baltic Crossing

Ukraine Land Crossing

Caucasus - Black Sea - Ukraine - Crossing

Caucasus - Black Sea Crossing - Danube
Crossing

Turkey Crossing

Reduced traffic in times of sanctions
Risk of further military intervention
Opportunities for controlling trade volumes

between Europe and China by Russia

Political alliance with Russia
Increased dependency on Russian

geopolitical interests

Risks of loss of sovereign security and trade

routes
Subject to all implied risks as well as related

risks and related effects (see Figure 1)

Risks of loss of sovereign security and trade

routes in parts of Georgia
Increased dominance of Russian influence

on Black Sea trading

Capacity limitations due to the shipping
capacities in the Danube Delta and
alongside the Danube river

Risks of loss of sovereign security and trade

routes in parts of Georgia

Risks of loss of sovereign security

Use for negotiation in unrelated matters
Capacity limitations on land-routes into

Europe

Sanctions have limited trade via Russia

Partial disintegration of the trade routes

crossing from Ukraine to Belarus
Creation of an extension of the Russian

border at Belarus’s border
Increased economic dependency of Belarus

towards Russia

Complete reflection of all war induced
challenges and effects as outlined in
Figure 1

Increased dependency on Russian and
Turkish geopolitical interests, and reliance

on fewer trading options.
New acute physical risks caused by military

activity (i.e. sea mines, debris, arbitrary
inspection)

Delayed shipping activities due to capacity
problems increased

Changed power dynamics in the Black Sea

and delayed shipping activities
Increased dependency

European entry points via primarily maritime routes

Arctic - North Sea Corridor (Northern BRI
maritime Route, also called the Polar Silk
Road)

Suez Channel Corridor (Southern BRI Route)

Cape Route (via South Africa, not in map)

Capacity limitations due to physical
conditions

Technologically advanced shipping
solutions needed

Capacity limitations due to the limited size
of the channel
Rebel attacks and piracy

Time and costs of route
Rebel attacks

Discussion on territorial claims over route
between Russia, China and Europe may
increase

Increased capacity limitations due to
relocation of trade patterns
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section, we summarise these alongside the geopolitical inse-
curities of the different regions, first for the land-based
routes and second for the maritime routes.

3.1 Risks and challenges for primarily
land-based routes and their geopolitical
tensions

China pushed the development of land-based trade routes
over Eurasia as part of the BRI narrative with the promise
of more flexibility and speed, despite it being on average
costlier than the maritime trade routes (Dannenberg and
Sielker 2023). For example, transit times via land from Chon-
ging to Duisburg are now 10-12 days (down from 28 days in
2007), whereas the transit time from Shanghai to Mediter-
ranean ports can be up to 10 days shorter than to the North
Sea harbours (Eurasian Rail Alliance Index 2023, Interviews
Duisport). Liu and Ke (2018) find that transit from Shanghai
to Piraeus by COSCO takes 21 days, and 31 days for the fastest
carriage from Shanghai to Hamburg. Rail routes are thus
more attractive for just-in-time deliveries, as needed in the
health industry, for example. Furthermore, the land routes
gained importance during the COVID pandemic when differ-
ent Chinese harbours faced substantial volume reductions,
in particular during the long lockdowns of key freight har-
bours in Shenzhen and Shanghai (GTAI 2023).

However, land-based trade routes come with increased
dependency on a few countries. Russia is the most impor-
tant player, followed by other Black Sea adjacent coun-
tries. The Cross-Russia Corridor is of key importance for
Eurasian trading. This is exemplified by Russia receipt of
287 billion USD in BRI investments, the highest amount of
all BRI member countries outside China until 2020 (Refinitiv
2020). The Cross-Russia Corridor then splits into different
routes. It enters either via Finland and the Gulf of Finland
or via the Baltic Crossing (Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania). This
second route requires crossing the Suwalki gap, an area
of constant tension with Russia. The Suwalki gap is the
narrowest passage between Belarus and the Kaliningrad
Oblast, a Russian enclave. A military intervention does not
seem to be imminent, yet recent commentary by Putin
indicates some demand for territorial sovereignty in this
region, creating geopolitical tensions particularly with the
Baltic States. Another route within this corridor is named
“the Belarus Crossing,” connecting to Poland and the Baltic
States, as well as Ukraine. Belarus is a close ally of Russia,
thus trade routes via Belarus could potentially be disrupted
as a result of geopolitical tensions between the EU and
Russia.

DE GRUYTER

The Black Sea is a region of major contestation and
confrontation, with Russia claiming territorial sovereignty
over large portions of its navigable waters. The Ukraine
Land Crossing is thus in an extremely sensitive geopolitical
location, with ports such as Odessa or Mariupol being cru-
cial to trade routes in the Black Sea. It is likely that their
importance for international trading is one reason these
ports were targeted early in the Ukraine war.

The three corridors (the Caucasus - Black Sea
— Ukraine — Crossing, the Caucasus — Black Sea — Danube
Crossing and the Turkey Crossing) that merge in the Black
Sea must first pass through Kazakhstan, the Caspian Sea,
or Iran. They then continue to Azerbaijan or Armenia and
then via either Georgia or Turkey into the Black Sea, or via
land through Turkey to Southeast Europe. Another route
continues via Russia or Ukraine towards Central Europe.
All these routes come with their own potential conflicts.

The Turkey Crossing is the most important land-based
route south of the Black Sea connecting international trade
routes with Southeast Europe, making Turkey an important
European partner. Turkeys’ relevance for trade as well as for
other geopolitical matters is also evident through its role in
the migration routes, as well as by being a NATO member.

The northernmost route south of the Russian Federa-
tion, the Caucasus — Black Sea — Ukraine — Crossing, enters
the Black Sea via Georgia and then connects to Poland and
Central Europe via Ukraine. Poland itself connects to the
North Sea via the Elbe River, which is already running at
full capacity much of the year. Here, Russia’s interest and
presence in Moldova and Transnistria need to be consid-
ered, as well as its presence in Abkhazia and South Ossetia
in Georgia. The 2008 Russian war against Georgia in South
Ossetia is indicative of the Russian interest in exerting fur-
ther influence on the regions south of the Great Caucasus
range (Flanagan et al. 2020). In Georgia, the conflict over
Abkhazia is a longstanding dispute, with Abkhazia seeking
autonomy (see for example, Francis 2011). Since Russia’s
war on South-Ossetia in Georgia, the Russian Federation
has recognised Abkhazia and South-Ossetia as independent
states. Gerrits and Bader (2016, p. 297), for example, argue
that the “economic, intergovernmental, technocratic and
social linkages between Russia and the two regions are
extraordinarily deep”. While the conflict between Georgia
and Abkhazia is more complicated, the Russian “patronage”
of Abkhazia comes with additional access to the Black Sea,
near Poti and Batumi, the two main Black Sea harbours of
Georgia. During Russia’s 2008 war against Georgia, Russia
further displayed its geopolitical dominance in the region
as it erected a military sea border stopping shipping in
and out of Georgian harbours with the Black Sea Fleet



DE GRUYTER

(Cohen and Hamilton 2011). The cumulative effect of this is
that Russia has direct control of, influence over, or the ability
to obstruct access to, roughly three quarters of the black
sea’s borders and gateways. Thus, reliance on this transport
route is risky.

The Caucasus — Black Sea — Danube Crossing offers
transport routes via Romania or Bulgaria, either via land or
via the Danube River. These are of relatively small capac-
ity and comparably slow. Additionally, shipping via the
lower Danube is unpredictable as water level variations
are exacerbated there (ICPDR et al. 2007). In its aggression
towards Ukraine, substantial parts of the armed conflict
have focused on the Eastern parts of Ukraine. Five Oblasts
Kharkiv, Luhansk, Donetsk (with Mariupol), Zaporizhzaya
and Kherson form a land connection for the neighbour Rus-
sia to Crimea. This region is of particular importance con-
sidering they provide access to the Black Sea. Should they
remain occupied by Russia in the long run, this occupation
would fundamentally change the geopolitical order within
the Black Sea. Therefore, it is questionable when and to what
extent the Black Sea can be regarded as a safe passage for
shipping, and thus how much it will be considered a risk by
international businesses (Prebili¢ and Jereb 2022).

3.2 Risks and challenges for maritime routes
and their geopolitical tensions

The Arctic-North Sea Corridor was first opened for a com-
mercial journey in 2009 with the support of a Russian ice-
breaker (Rodrigue 2020), and remains a trade route under
exploration. Within the Belt and Road Initiative, this route
hasbeen named the Polar Silk or Arctic Silk Road (PRC 2017).
While the route may offer an alternative in the future, it is
currently characterized by reduced traffic capacity and high
prices due to the advanced technology needed to navigate in
the Artic. Further; this route is still in its infancy as a regular
path, and geopolitical demands in the Arctic may become
more prominent when numbers increase. The Arctic-North
Sea Corridor splits in Norway, with the first arm of the route
continuing via land and entering Europe in Kirkenes. The
corridor then continues via Finland and across the Gulf of
Finland into the Baltic states through the Suwalki gap to
Poland, and via different land routes connects with other
major European ports (Rail Baltica 2022).

The second arm of the Arctic-North Sea Corridor splits
continues towards the North Sea harbour, the main access
for shipping goods into Europe. Some of the harbours, such
as Hamburg, experience capacity limitations and a constant
need to adapt to growing ship sizes (Notteboom 2016). These
northern routes are also closely linked to the Silk Road
Economic Belt.
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The two southern maritime routes are the Suez Canal
Corridor, which is the Southern BRI route, and the Cape
Route (along the Cape of Good Hope). The Cape Route is
an expensive option. Given its much longer traffic distance,
more vessels are needed to guarantee weekly calls in each
port along the loop, as well as additional voyage and bunker
costs, and increased cargo inventory costs in comparison
to the Suez Channel (Bulis and Skapars 2014, p. 1224). The
Suez Channel links the red Sea and Indian Ocean to Europe
through the Mediterranean Sea, thereby linking the Mar-
itime 21st Century Silk Road. The Suez Channel is one of the
most important historical and contemporary trade routes,
with some of the highest volumes of commercial traffic
globally. It regularly reaches capacity already and experi-
ences disruption and congestion (Suez Canal Government
2022). The most recent military conflict in Gaza, for example,
quickly escalated, with wide regional consequences. The
conflict became a catalyst for Houthi rebel attacks on con-
tainer ships and energy tankers in the Suez Channel, creat-
ing another chokepoint in a military conflict.

To summarise, providing an overview of the trade
routes between Europe and Asia allows for a more com-
prehensive discussion of conflict-induced uncertainties for
trade relations. From this analysis, it is clear that the over-
whelming majority of land-based Eurasian trade routes are
deeply compromised by armed conflicts, geopolitical chal-
lenges, and capacity limitations. These geopolitical tensions
are exacerbated by a wide range of active military conflicts.
Maritime routes, which often are seen as the backbone
of global trade are yet often linked to capacity problems,
and can be disrupted as a result of geopolitical tensions
as well as armed conflicts. The current armed conflict in
Israel and Gaza exemplifies the risks associated to armed
conflicts which may result from longstanding geopolitical
tensions.

4 Geopolitical tensions and the
emergence of new economic
geographies of wars

The Ukraine war is an example of how military interven-
tions, violent conflicts and geopolitical tensions more gen-
erally can lead to new economic geographies of war, where
on the one hand global supply chains are disrupted through
local tensions, as well as where international businesses
in terms of their long-term outlook for GPN and supply
chain security avoid specific trading routes as their default
option. On the other hand, military conflicts and geopolitical
tensions have direct implications on GPNSs. In this chapter
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we exemplify these implications in relation to China’s Belt
and Road Initiative.

4.1 The impact of the war on Ukraine
on the trade routes

Among the myriad challenges that Europe faces due to the
Russian attack on Ukraine, the acute disruptive threats to
logistical trade routes stand out as particularly dangerous.
Shocks here will cascade across socio-economic, political,
and military structures as seen in other contemporary con-
flicts. While the situation in Ukraine was already tense
due to different environmental and geopolitical conditions
(Hu et al. 2023), it has dramatically escalated since Russia’s
attack in 2022 (Lau 2022; Mendez et al. 2022). Following the
discussion around Figure 2, our argumentation differs from
Prebili¢ and Jereb (2022), who conclude that the war on
Ukraine resulted in “a few lost trade routes [which] do not
mean a lot” (Prebili¢ and Jereb 2022, p. 6). While we agree
that cargo can be diverted through Pakistan and the Indian
Ocean (which means via the Suez Channel) or the Middle
East (which means via the Caucasus - Black Sea Crossing
— Danube Crossing and Turkey Crossing) or through the
Caucasus (which means via Georgia) we concur that these
routes come at significant costs, of which longer transport
times and perpetual risks of disruptions and congestions are
only the beginning.

The situation in the Black Sea has long been compli-
cated, and has been described by Flanagan et al. (2020, with-
out page) as “a central locus of the competition between Rus-
sia and the West for the future of Europe.” Russia’s activities
in the Black Sea, and aggression towards Georgia (2008) and
Ukraine (2014, 2022) as well as in Moldova’s Transnistria,
appear to be a grave threat for the long-term reliability and
security of these routes (see also Mykhnenko 2020). The free
movement of commodities in the Black Sea recurs in media
coverage as both a cause and casualty of the war. Often
highlighted are the role of Ukraine’s grain exports to the
global South and the devastating repercussions should this
trade linkage be severed. Because of this threat, Ukraine
aims for diversification and to “secure viable routes that
offer more protection from Russian aggression” (McGrath
2023). One such example is the Bystre Canal. This 10 km-
long waterway connects Ukraine to the Danube’s Chilia
branch, which forms a natural border between Romania
and Ukraine. Ukraine’s ongoing dredging project here is
an attempt to diversify its routes, but has also become a
cause for disputes between Kiev and Bucharest. Access to
the Black Sea is considered critical and covers all borders
as discussed above. The conflict may exacerbate pressure
on the existing sea routes as trade will be rerouted to more
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reliable passages. It may also increase opportunities for
Turkey to use their power in unrelated negotiations, as
shown with the debate around Finland’s and Sweden’s
NATO accession.

Russian aggression can also have severe effects on trade
infrastructure, such as seaports and inland logistic hubs
within the EU. Harbors like Piraeus, Burgas, Varna, or Con-
stanta are at least partly dependent on secure and stable
trade connections with Asia through the Black Sea (and in
case of Piraeus also the Suez Canal). An unstable situation
could slow down new activities and investment in these
vital trade links. Inland logistic hubs like Duisport in Duis-
burg, which gained investment and attention in the BRI,
face many of the same concerns. Here, public and private
decision makers fear that the Ukrainian war could lead
to long term interruptions of recently increased rail trade
with China (Brinza 2022). Insurance companies exacerbated
the problem by temporarily canceling their insurances for
shipping and transport through Ukraine within the active
war zone, and even extending cancelations to routes in the
Black Sea that were not directly affected by the war. Other
insurers have increased their fees for cargo transported via
Russia and its neighboring seas (Mendez et al. 2022).

To summarise, in almost all cases, the future of land-
based Eurasian trade routes is marked by substantial mil-
itary conflict, geopolitical challenges, and capacity limita-
tions. The implications for GPN literature are extensive, as
for example the vulnerability of routes becomes apparent
and risks such as with insurances lead to additional costs.
Importantly, the interdependencies between the different
routes and pressures emerging on other route when on a
route is weakened by violent conflicts are important con-
siderations for GPNs. The BRI investments in the Eurasia
are one example for investments to ensure diversification
of routes.

4.2 Implications of the Ukraine war for
China’s BRI

The BRI has been the main driver of increased connec-
tivity, new GPNs and GPVs across Eurasian land, and to a
lesser extent new maritime-based connections (Cie$lik 2019;
Dannenberg et al. 2024; Liefner and Li 2023; Mendez et al.
2022). China initiated the BRI with the goal of improving
connectivity from Asia to Europe and fostering economic
development along this route, including in China’s Hinter-
land (Miller 2019; Sielker and Kaufmann 2020). By now BRI
routes cover 64 countries for which Li (2023b) identifies
11,147 Chinese FDI projects. As part of its activities under the
BRI, China has made substantial investments in Ukraine and
the surrounding region to facilitate trade routes via land
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(Song 2017; Szunomdr 2014). The development of a railway
connection appears to have indeed intensified trade (Li et al.
2016). While this paper is too limited in scope to present an
in-depth economic analysis, considering the implications of
the war on GPNs, GPVs, the BRI can offer us an insight into
the shifting geography of war.

Most countries along the routes between Europe and
China have witnessed a sharp increase in geopolitical risks
since the BRI’s initiation in 2013, including the risk of mili-
tary coups, terrorism, religious conflicts, and violent armed
threats (Hu et al. 2023). While recent data on the outcomes
of the BRI investment for the specific countries are hard to
find, Nedopil (2022) calculates a 21 % decrease in new BRI
projects in the first quarter of 2022 and sees the Ukraine
war as a burden for further BRI investment along the entire
route.

The war in Ukraine may lead China to weigh the value
of its economic linkages to Europe and the USA against
its competing regional geo-political goals. China is partic-
ularly keen to avoid vulnerability to sanctions. This will
have substantial implications on GPNs (see as well Kalve-
lage and Tups 2024 on the trends of friend shoring). The
USA has warned China that any form of help to Russia,
military or otherwise, will be understood as complicity
and will be sanctioned as such (Kraemer and Williams
2024). In response to this, the Peoples Republic China has
already paused many developments within the BRI frame-
work in Russia (Prebili¢ and Jereb 2022). Russian aggression
toward Ukraine, combined with geopolitical tensions that
are directly related to Chinese investments, may lead to
a transport infrastructure-independence from Russia. The
map above shows that in the future all land routes could
potentially be dominated by a couple of countries, with most
of the land-based trade routes that emerge from the devel-
opment of the six BRI corridors being linked to Russia. From
a European perspective, this calls transport infrastructure-
security into question. To balance the current situation in
the short term, Prebili¢ and Jereb (2022, p. 1) assume that
“the [Peoples Republic of China] will have to reroute much
of its BRI cargo and projects into other corridors. In the
long term, the [Peoples Republic of China] will attempt to
divert Russian resources from the West to itself within the
BRI framework, thus rendering Western sanctions ineffec-
tive and assuring the long-term success of the BRL.” The
implications for supply chain security are difficult to mea-
sure or estimate in detail. Yet, initial changes in different
economic sectors and strategic couplings in line with geopo-
litical sensitivities can already be observed. For example,
Wishnick (2022) points out that Ukraine’s increasing depen-
dence on Western Allies has substantial implications for
economic cooperation between Ukraine and China in other
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sectors, suggesting that Ukraine is ‘China’s Burning bridge
to Europe’.

5 Outlook - towards a new
economic geography of war

Drawing on Hu et al. (2023), we summarised the military
and geopolitical risks for nine transport corridors across
Eurasia, as well as the implications of the Ukraine war for
these corridors. By providing an overview of the risks along-
side the nine key transport corridors from Asia to the EU,
our paper re-emphasizes the importance of considering the
limitations and vulnerability of physical trade routes and
infrastructure. We contend that Europe’s dependency on
relatively few global trade routes poses a long-term threat
to the European economy and could lead to serious con-
sequences such as supply and trade delays, interruptions,
price increases, and higher inflation. We observe that the
public — and parts of the scientific — debate on the implica-
tions of the Russian aggression for the wider economy falls
short in acknowledging this long-term threat to the land-
based trade routes between Asia and Europe. Many of the
risks related to trade routes between Asia and Europe center
around Russia’s unclear, contested role in Eastern Europe.
Russia’s president Putin strives for some restatement of
dominance and leadership after the fall of the USSR. While
there are other adversaries, such as Iran, our analysis shows
that the Russian conflicts in the region have now reached a
scale that threatens Western European economies. The war
on Ukraine among many other challenges exemplified by
the Houthi attacks on global commerce, further dramati-
cally increased these risks.

The war in Ukraine itself, as well as the broader geopo-
litical reactions to it, create tremendous uncertainty in
global value chains and for the locating of international
businesses. The shifts in BRI priorities and routes are some
of the most significant of these geopolitical reactions. Newer
work on global supply chains (in particular GVC and GPN
literature, e.g. Vollers et al. 2023), has started to acknowledge
risks and resilience to geopolitical confrontation and mili-
tary conflicts. Yet, these need to be analysed in greater detail,
and considered in theorisation. In particular, GPNs offer a
good lens through which the newly emerging geographies
of war can be analysed. At the same time, reviewing existing
GPNs against the geopolitical risks associated with specific
routes can help scholars understand international business
decisions within a broader framework. Here, the risks both
from power shifts through violent conflicts with potential
loss of sovereignty, as well as capacity limitations, create
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short-term potential for shifting trade between routes in
case of a military intervention. Considerations of geopolit-
ical sensitivity in international businesses’ decisions reflect
these risks.

Overall, our discussion of the geopolitical sensitivities
of trade routes and corridors at Europe’s Eastern borders
indicate that, in view of the current situation, there is a clear
and very concrete need to augment current explanatory
approaches to supply chains, both in economic geography
and in international businessliterature, with considerations
of these geopolitical risks and the risks of wars and violent
conflicts. This is especially true for the current debate on
risks and resilience in GVCs and GPNs. With our paper
we propose the first concrete levels of analysis of related
risks, and short-term and long-term frictions and disrup-
tions occurring as a result of violent conflicts (see Figure 1).
These range from power intervention related risks, such as
embargos, economic risks, such as investment dependen-
cies, to additional disruptions in terms of trade volumes,
increased insurance costs, disinvestment or loss of control
over infrastructures. These factors can serve as an entry
point into a general academic debate on economic geogra-
phies of war.
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