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Building up, shipping out
“

“As the starting
point of the
Southern Silk
Road, Chengdu
has always been
active in
economic and
cultural
exchanges with
neighbouring
countries”
- Lin Ling, former
deputy director of
the Sichuan
Academy of Social
Sciences
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t’s harder to travel the roads in Sichuan than it is to
reach the sky.” Such was the verdict of the Tang
Dynasty poet Li Bai. Although he didn’t call it
Sichuan, he called it Shu: the kingdom that used to rule
the same territory, until it was conquered by the Qin in
316BC.
In fact even the King of Qin found the roads of Shu
initially impassable. A popular story tells that in order to
topple the Shu, the Qin first had to trick them into
building a better road. To do this the Qin king spread a
rumour that he owned several stone oxen defecated gold.
Eager to obtain these weighty cash cows, the Shu king
ordered that the road to Qin be widened and reinforced
so that the cattle could be transported to his kingdom.
Soon after the cows had been heaved to Shu, Qin led his
armies along the new Stone Cattle Road and captured the
state for himself.
It would be a few more centuries before Li Bai was
traversing the same Sichuanese trails, yet still he
considered them arduous. As the modern era rolled
around, the same inaccessibility that once protected the
province became a hindrance to its growth. This mighty

obstacle is now being overcome as Chengdu pitches itself
as the logistics hub of Southwestern China.

The belt-buckle
Like many other cities in China, Chengdu is presenting
itself as a vital node for the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI).
More uniquely, Chengdu has referred to itself as the
“buckle” that connects the BRI to another domestic “belt”:
the Yangtze River Economic Belt (YREB). This refers to the
economy that has grown from the shipping of goods
along the Yangtze River. Although the closest river port
to Chengdu is at Luzhou, some 250 kilometres away, it
has been incorporated into the new Sichuan Free Trade
Zone. All the remaining points of the Free Trade Zone are
in Chengdu.
There’s also the occasional suggestion that the city
could benefit from the Bangladesh-India-Myanmar-China
Belt (although HSBC’s Eric He believes the Yunnan capital,
Kunming, is likely to see greater benefits, as its province
borders Myanmar).
Chengdu also has direct competition from a neighbour,
Chongqing. The rivalry between these two cities can be
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80%
The percentage of goods delivered by road in China

REUTERS
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traced back millennia, to when they were the
neighbouring states of Shu and Ba, united during the Qin
Dynasty and separated once more in 1997, in part to help
manage the deluge of displaced citizens the construction
of the Three Gorges Dam was due to create.
However, over the last few years international media
has periodically observed Chengdu’s rise as a logistics hub,
rather than its neighbour’s. A report from real estate
specialist CBRE in 2015 declared that “Tier 1 cities and
Chengdu” (Tier 1 meaning Beijing, Shanghai, Guangzhou,
and Shenzhen) were the top investment destinations for
the logistics industry, noting Chengdu’s location at the
intersection of the BRI and the YREB. So how accessible is
the city today?

Trucking
Chengdu is linked to major cities across China by a web of
expressways, including a strand direct to Chongqing. In
1993 the central government designated Chengdu as
Southwest China’s “Double Hub” – both a communication
and a traffic hub. Years later, the Sichuan government
proposed its “16, 5, 5” network plan, with Rmb600 billion in
funding.
The blueprint, part of the larger Sichuan Expressway
Network Plan (2008-2030), ordered the building of 16
highways into the province, dissected by five primary
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The central
government
designated
Chengdu as
Southwest
China’s “Double
Hub” – both a
communication
and a traffic hub

North-South routes and five primary
East-West routes.
The highways departing from
Chengdu were designed to provide
same-day delivery to the capitals of the
surrounding provinces (with the
exception of Lhasa in Tibet) and a
travel time to Beijing, Shanghai,
Guangzhou and Lhasa of under 22
hours. In 2014 the plan received an
update, ordering construction of
another four interprovincial highways.
Chengdu is also home to one of the
Chuanhua Logistics Centres – a
mammoth “road port” where
truckers congregate to pick up cargo
from shippers. In a market where
owner-operator trucks constitute the
majority of haulers, such nodes are
vital.
Chuanhua goes by the English
name Transfar and is proud of
pioneering the highway port model
in China, opening the first in 2003 in
Hangzhou. There are now ports in 80
cities. But Chuanhua’s heavy

“More and more
companies from
Taiwan plan to
export their
products through
Chengdu to
Europe”
- Qiu Jinmei, an
official with the
Administration
Committee of
Chengdu
International
Railway Port
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The ChengduEurope Plus
Strategy
A scheme to
accelerate the
construction of
an international
logistics system,
following the
“Two ports, Three
networks”
model: the ports
are air and rail,
the networks are
road logistics, air
logistics and air
passenger
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investment in these holding-and- dispatching stations is
coming under threat from modern technology.
Enter Truck Alliance (Huochebang) – a ‘unicorn’
company explained simply as “Uber for trucks”. One of
Truck Alliance’s primary platforms, 56qq.cn, was
developed in Tianfu Software Park, where its parent
company recently opened a tech centre. Truck Alliance
connects factories to truckers directly, helping the latter
spend more time on Chengdu’s growing network of
expressways.

Freight trains
Chengdu is connected by rail directly to Lodz, Poland,
transporting cargo over 7,000 kilometres to its terminus
in around 11 days, from where goods can be shipped
onwards to other points in Europe within three days.
The line was put into operation in 2013, so although it is
nowadays being presented as a demonstration of Xi
Jinping’s BRI, it was actually conceived before the policy was
announced. But under the Initiative (by coincidence or
design), the track’s usage has doubled each year. Last year
460 trains ran the route; this year the prediction is for over
1,000. Since its launch, Nuremburg and Tilburg have also
been added as destinations.
Chengdu has opened other eastbound freight routes,
including one to Moscow, and one to Istanbul. The Istanbul

line was opened this year and offers a delivery time of 16
days. Once in Chengdu, cargo can reach ports on the east
coast of China within two days, offering a faster alternative
to shipping by sea for many Western, and even Middle
Eastern, companies. For example, the Chengdu-Lodz route
was extended to reach China’s eastern seaboard port of
Xiamen, taking only a couple of days from Chengdu. (This
does beg the question of why the Chengdu-Lodz line isn’t
now called the Xiamen-Lodz line.)
Supporting Chengdu’s claim to the title of “gateway to
Western China”, the city was designated a Free Trade Zone
in April 2017, inspiring beneficial policies and practices.
On April 6, the city issued its first “combined bill of lading”
to a European exporter using the Chengdu-Europe Express
Rail. This document allows the exporter to receive
payment before the importer receives its goods. The city is
also Southwest China’s only cross-border e-commerce
zone, which combined with its bonded ports, streamlines
customs clearance for overseas imports and exports.

Planes
Chengdu’s airport is the fourth busiest in China and the
busiest in Central and Western China by passenger
numbers. As of March this year the Shuangliu
International Airport operated 271 routes to 209 cities, 96
of which are international destinations.
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The city is currently constructing a second airport – the
Chengdu Tianfu International Airport– which will make it
the third city in China to operate two airports when it is
completed in 2020 (the other cities are Shanghai and
Beijing, although Beijing’s second airport is also still under
construction).
The first phase of the Tianfu airport will be finished in
2018, at which stage it will be equipped to handle 700,000
tonnes of cargo. That figure should rise to two million
tonnes when the airport is completed. For perspective, in
2016 Shuangliu airport handled 611,500 tonnes, a 9.9%
growth on the year before, ranking it fifth nationally for
volume.
Under increasing pressure from surrounding cities
expanding their air freight facilities, Chengdu launched an
initiative in June to attract air freighters. According to
Cargo Facts, the drive offers freight carriers subsidies of up
to $44,000 for each route they open into the city, and up to
$1.4 million for airlines willing to establish a freight “hub”.
In addition, Chengdu will offer carriers subsidies for the
actual tonnage of cargo they move through its airports, as
well as subsidies for forwarders that bring cargo overland
within a 1,000 kilometre radius. n

A freight train set for Europe laden with Chinese goods

SINOPOLIS: CHENGDU

51

INFRASTRUCTURE

The European connection
Sinopolis speaks to the head of Value Added Services (VAS) China
at DHL Global Forwarding China, Zafer Engin, about the
company’s expanding business in Chengdu.

Moving the goods to and from China, faster via train: DHL
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How did DHL’s work with the Chengdu government begin?
DHL has long been interested in the possibility of connecting
China and Europe by railway and our group actually began
researching this route way back in 2008. That’s around when we
made our preliminary studies, where we were thinking about the
goals, challenges, customer requirements, capacity, connections,
and charges.
At the end of 2010, DHL Global Forwarding China decided to
move forward with shipping containers from China to Europe. We
had multiple customers interested in this service, but they wanted
to use only one or two containers rather than ship a full trainload.
So we tried to design the service to fit our customers’
expectations.
Between 2010 and 2012 we did more than 200 container
shipments as a trial. And the trials were successful. Then
Chongqing opened a train line in 2012 for HP, going to Duisburg.
This spurred the Chengdu government to contact us. They saw
that Chongqing was developing rail links and they wanted to do
the same. And that’s how we started to cooperate with them, at
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the end of 2012. So, we already had two years of experience
sending single containers, but managing a public train, on a
regular schedule, going all the way from Chengdu to Europe was
a different matter. We launched the service later in 2013,
running from Chengdu to Lodz [in Poland].
As the service became more popular each year, the
government wanted to expand the train’s services and
destinations, and we are continuously working to accommodate
them. At the beginning DHL signed an agreement to occupy half
of the train’s capacity, but now quite a big portion of DHL cargo
moves through the Chengdu hub and DHL deliveries take up
entire trains.

ANNA BERGKVIST
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What work does DHL do with Chengdu?
Well we are not only a cargo provider, we are also helping them
design a proper logistical system based on customer needs, and
of course based on logistical facts. So we have a strategic
partnership with the Chengdu government logistics team and we
are helping them to refine the logistics structure of the city,
preparing them for the future - 2020, 2025 - ensuring their
logistics system is sufficient and advising what needs to be done
in terms of developing international connections too.
So basically we are helping them to communicate with the
Zafer Engin
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A freight train on the ChengduBaoji Railway Bridge
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likes of Kazakh railway, Russia railway, Belarusian railway and
now Georgia and Turkey. We are helping design and maintain the
transportation systems, and working as a mediator for any issues
that might arise.
What impact has the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) had on
DHL’s work?
Actually when we started to talk with them in 2012, there was no
BRI. Then in 2013 when the Initiative was announced that
provided some extra acceleration to us. The BRI sparked a lot of
support from the central government as well, and that’s the
reason why the local government is now very ambitious in terms
of their targets for how many trains should be running between
Chengdu and Europe each year.
But in terms of funding – the local government, and the
government department that’s hiring DHL’s services, certainly
receive funding earmarked for the BRI. But as for DHL, we are just
a service provider and we are not funded by the BRI.
How much cargo is carried by train between China and
Europe annually?
In 2011 the total number of block trains between Chengdu and
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Europe was only 17, then the next year there were 42, then 80,
then 308, and last year there were 1,702. So we expect to see a
similar growth trend over the next two years. If you take the trend
as roughly doubling each year, that will mean around 14,000
trains for 2020.
What are the plans for the development of Chengdu’s
logistics industry?
What we are doing now is expanding Chengdu’s network of
connections. For example, the first connection point was Lodz,
then last year the service was expanded into Nuremburg and
Tilburg. And this year we are sending more trains to Moscow and
Almaty with plans for Turkey and Belarus trains; and we are also
expanding into more cities internationally.
We’re also talking with the local government about expanding
their domestic connections – lines such as Chengdu to Ningbo,
Chengdu to Shanghai, Chengdu to Shenzhen, Chengdu to
Kunming – to create a more connected system internally.
Generally we are seeing, especially for logistics agreements, the
government is pretty fast in terms of implementing decisions.
When this is done we will be able to transfer cargo between
ocean freight and the railway easily. So if the shipment due to
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Chengdu from Europe by rail and then charter delivery by air to
Japan or South Korea, Malaysia or Australia, and vice versa.

The destination: Lodz in Poland

Is there a cargo connection scheme with Chengdu’s
existing airport, or is DHL waiting for the second airport to
be completed?
Currently we are waiting for the completion of some studies to
determine the best course of action. We feel it would be more
productive to wait for the second airport to open because that,
of course, means there will be more capacity in place. So when
the second airport is open, more private sector companies will
enter the market and a more productive and more costeffective system will be in place in terms of connections
between Chengdu and Japan, South Korea and Asian cities.

leave from an east coast port is really urgent then they can
transfer the cargo to the railroad system instead and it can arrive
in Europe within two weeks.
Another development point is that the city is building its
second airport, and we’re discussing with the government about
how to connect the rail and air systems, and to transfer goods
between the two points. This way we can bring cargo into
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