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Magnificent Rector Paulo Ferreira 

Ambassador Zhao Bentang 

Ambassador José Augusto Duarte 

Prof. José Alvaralhão 

In name of the New Silk Road Friends Association, it is my great pleasure 
and honor to welcome all the guest speakers, participants, and friends 
which come to the Conference Health and Wellbeing Silk Road held today 
in this Aveiro University auditorium and on the digital room. 

In particular I would like  

 To express our gratitude and appreciation to the co-organizers of this 
Conference the Aveiro University here highly represented by its Dean Prof. 
Paulo Ferreira as well as the Aveiro University Confucius Institute directed 
by Prof. Carlos Morais and Health School here represented by Prof. José 
Alvaralhão. 
 

Universities, research institutions and think tanks play an important role 

in identifying problems and advance innovative solutions and research 

topics.  Today the Aveiro University and New Silk Road Friends 

Association think tank are launching an important research theme.  

I also would like to give special greetings to the Ambassadors Zhao 
Bentang and José Augusto Duarte for their participation online on this 
Conference and for all the encouragement given to the New Silk Road 
Association projects. It is a great honor to have your digital presence.  

The New Silk Road Diplomacy is fundamental.  

Portugal was the first Western EU country to sigh a MOU on BRI 
cooperation with China, which shows the fantastic diplomatic work that 
has been done, we now need to pass to the stage of concretized projects. 
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I would also to express our gratitude to our sponsors, the FCT, the Jorge 
Álvares Foundation and the MHS group.  

To express our warm appreciation and gratitude to our guest speakers 
today, who willingly agreed to present their views on the topics proposed 
to them or to answer our questions. 

To my colleagues of the organizing team, goes my warm greetings and 
special thanks for your commitment to this project. 
 

The Belt and Road Initiative is first and foremost seen in the world as a 

“hard infrastructure initiative”. 

 Its announcement in 2013 emphasized infrastructure connectivity, and 

officially there are five major components of connectivity that the BRI 

seeks to advance: policy coordination, facility connectivity, unimpeded 

trade, financial integration and people-to-people exchanges. 

Geographically the “Belt” refers to the “Silk Road Economic Belt,” an 

overland road that connects East Asia and Europe through Central Asia. 

The “Road” refers to the “21st Century Maritime Silk Road,” which 

connects East Asia with Southeast Asia, South Asia, Middle East and 

Eastern Africa. Inspiration of these two roads comes from the ancient “Silk 

Roads” where trade and cultural exchanges flourished.  

Despite the central geographical scope of the BRI being Eurasia, the 

concept is elastic to expand beyond to Africa, Latin America, the polar 

region and Pacific countries. The Chinese government has never confined 

the concept within a specific geographical scope. 

The policy coordination and the people-to-people exchanges serve to 

provide the political and social foundation for the investment of hard 

infrastructure (usually by Chinese enterprises), such as rails, roads, ports 

and electricity. Infrastructure connectivity, in turn, will promote greater 

exchanges of goods, people and capital, between and among China and 

the participating countries in the BRI.  

But under the “people-to-people exchanges” also comes the soft 

infrastructures initiatives in education, cultural, arts, sport, health among 

others.   
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In fact, people may think that the Health Silk Road is a vision that arises 

because COVID19 Pandemic, but it comes before it. In 2015, Chinese 

health authorities unveiled a document titled “A Three-Year 

Implementation Plan for Advancing BRI Health Cooperation (2015–

2017).” 

 This document is a comprehensive policy document for international 

health cooperation, which became the basis of the concept of the Health 

Silk Road that emerged a year later, when in 2016 Xi Jinping mentioned it. 

The document began by pointing out the importance of health to the BRI. 

Increasing health infrastructure ensures socio-economic development. 

And as cross-border flows of people increase with the progress of the BRI, 

the risk of the spread of infectious diseases also increase.  

“Strengthening health cooperation between China and the BRI countries, 

and jointly working to encounter public health crises, will help protect the 

health security and social stability of China and BRI countries, which also 

protect the construction of the BRI,” the document claimed.  

The document laid out a three-stage strategy to promote the BRI from the 

healthcare sector.  

The short-term stage term was a 2015-17 plan, more turned to domestic 

health system issues,  

The medium stage term from 2017-2020 plan, was focused the 

preliminary network of health cooperation among the BRI countries, to 

launch several key health cooperation projects, and to increase China’s 

voices and influences in regional and global health governance 

mechanisms.   

And in long-term stage plan (2020–2030), the Health China 2030, China 

should be able to demonstrate to the world the advantages of health 

cooperation with China.  

China by then should also have increased both its capacity and status in 

regional and global health governance matters.  

The document also listed eight priority areas of BRI health cooperation.  
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First, the document emphasized the need for regular bilateral and 

regional/multilateral health-related meetings and mechanisms along 

governmental leaders and officials between China and the BRI countries.  

Second, the document emphasized the construction of mechanisms to 

control, tract, exchange information and coordinate regarding cases of 

infectious diseases, especially along the bordering countries. 

Third, the document suggested that China should launch short- medium-

and long-term training and educational programs for medical and health 

professionals from the BRI countries. Alliances of hospitals, research 

institutes and medical schools would be encouraged to form to encourage 

exchange of research and development.  

Fourth, the document emphasized the need for constructing a 

cooperative framework over public health crises among the BRI countries.  

Fifth, the document points out that traditional medicine in other countries 

should also be emphasized.  

Sixth, it called for cooperation and mutual learning over a wide range of 

issues related to healthcare system and policies, such as medical 

insurance coverage, healthcare system reform, laws and regulations, 

demography and family planning, and senior citizen care.  

Seventh, the document proposed that China institutionalize medical aid 

to BRI countries, especially among the poor countries, such as dispatching 

short-term and long-term medical aid teams, constructing basic medical 

infrastructure, donating drugs and other health equipment, and providing 

training projects.  

Eighth, it also discussed the potential of healthcare industry collaboration 

along the BRI countries. It mentioned medical tourism, crossborder health 

insurance, long-distance medical care, export of China’s medical 

equipment and pharmaceutical products, foreign investment of China’s 

health-related enterprises, and so forth.  

.  

But yes, the Health Silk Road has always stayed on the margin of the BRI, 

until the unexpected COVID-19 outbreak in 2019–2020.  
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The ongoing COVID-19 pandemic is going to fundamentally transform 

global politics and the foreign policy priorities of many countries. With the 

pandemic negatively affecting so many economies, and it is unlikely that 

the BRI could continue its costly and sometimes controversial 

infrastructure and overcapacity transfer mantle in its early phase.  

Hence, China is likely to redirect the Health Silk Road as a mainstay of the 

BRI, emphasizing the healthcare infrastructure foundation of the BRI 

countries, together with the already prominent “Digital Silk Road,” and 

“Green Silk Road” in the coming years. 

COVID-19 highlights the need for public health infrastructures for many 

countries, especially developing countries. The Health Silk Road provides 

the policy frame for China to strengthen and reform its foreign medical 

aid system, increase its influence in regional and global health 

governance, direct BRI investment to basic public health investment, and 

enlarge China’s role in the supplies of medical products and services. 

China is an essential country not only in the economic world system but 

also in others world global interconnected systems as the health one.  

The BRI was written into the Constitution of the Chinese Communist 

Party. It signals that the BRI is not a short-term vision or a fantasy of China 

but a long- term commitment.  

So, the question is how cooperation should be done for the benefit of all? 

Which concrete projects, between Portugal and China can be carried out?  

I do hope that this Conference can give us some highlights.  
 

May 27th 2021 

Fernanda Ilhéu 


