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A S I A  S U P P L Y  C H A I N  I N S I G H T S 

SUSTAINABLE & SMART LOGISTICS
via a Multi-Modal Silk Road

Multimodal Silk Route
A multimodal road-rail 
overland service connecting 
Asia and Europe has recently 
been launched by DHL Global 
Forwarding, delivering a 
reliable service that offers a 
competitively priced alternative, 
which provides significant cost 
savings compared to air freight.  

The weekly China to Europe 
train service departs every 
Friday from Chengdu, 
travelling along China’s West 
Corridor rail line, through 
Kazakhstan and via DHL’s 
intermodal hub in 
Malaszewicze, Poland. 

The multi- modal service also 
promises delivery time 
reductions of between 10 and 
21 days compared to sea 
freight, depending on origin 

and destination. 
This new weekly service 

from Chengdu comes as an 
addition to DHL’s established 
daily service, departing from 
Shanghai and running along 
the trans-Siberian North 
Corridor, with a transit time 
difference of up to eight days. 
In turn, the new service also 
offers greater cost and CO2 
emission reductions. 

Ocean Alternative
Movement of goods from 
Asia to Europe are 
traditionally by container ship 
via the Suez Canal - through 
which about 19,000 ships 
transit each year.  

A north bound alternative 
route via the Artic is now 
providing an alternative water-

borne option, whereby the 
effects of global warming have 
been melting the sea ice such 
that this route is now 
navigable for about four 
months of the year, from 
around the end of July.

This Artic route, called the 
Northeast Passage trims about 
7,000 kilometres off the 
journey, thus reducing fuel 
consumption and therefore 
providing substantial 
reductions in cost and carbon 
emissions.  

In 2013 some forty-six ships 
used this Northeast Passage, 
compared with four in 2010 – 
demonstrating increased 
interest in this option.  

Although not a rival to the 
Suez Canal, during the right 
season, the Northeast Passage 

offers an alternative option, 
with obvious potential to grow 
in usage. 
Conclusion
Increasing bidirectional trade 
flows between Europe and Asia 
are generating huge 
opportunities, whilst also 
revealing some challenges, but 
organisations cannot go it 
alone. A collaborative is 
required, leveraging carefully 
selected business partners with 
deep understanding about the 
diverse markets across the 
Europe Asia trading blocs. 

Companies can also leverage 
external and independent 
expertise to help them navigate 
the complexities in order to 
benefit from the substantial 
trade and logistics opportunities 
across the continents.
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Businesses should therefore 
embrace the complexity, and 
actively engage the knowledge 
and networks to provide the 
insights required to overcome 
the challenges, implementing 
sustainable and smart logistics 
solutions, in order to capitalize 
on this exciting smorgasbord of  
new business opportunities.

Following dramatic increases 
in recent years, China-Europe 
trade now represents a 
significant proportion of global 
commerce, with China now 
being Europe’s second largest 
trading partner (after USA) and 
the EU’s fastest growing export 
market. 

EU exports to China reached 
a record EUR 148.1 billion 
(US $ 174.22 billion) in 2013, 
almost doubling in the past five 
years.  At the same time, China 
is the EU’s biggest supplier, 
with Europe importing EUR 
279.9 billion (US $ 329.26 
billion) worth of goods in 
2013, making the total EU-
China bilateral trade in goods 
worth a total of EUR 428 
billion (US $ 503.48 billion). 

With this expanding 
development of European 
market opportunities, 
companies are increasingly 
seeking alternative options for 
Asia Europe cargo flows, as 
additional options to the 
traditional long-haul ocean 
freight routes via the Straits of  
Malacca and through the Suez 
Canal.

Although the trade has been 
long dominated by ocean 
freight, Eurasia land-bridge 
options via road and rail, 

emulating the old traditional 
Silk Road trading routes, are 
now becoming viable 
alternative options for overland 
cargo transportation from Asia 
to Europe and vice versa.  
The latest developments of  
feasible and practical land links 
by road and rail provide traders 
with alternative transportation 
options that are faster than 
ocean-freight and cheaper than 
air-cargo, thus appealing to 
companies that are seeking to 
optimize their supply chains. 
However, there remain many 
areas for improvement, not 
least of which are cross border 
procedures and infrastructure 
developments.

Asia-Europe 
Transportation Op-
tions

Silk Road
To help stimulate regional 
trade and better connect their 
economies, China, Russia and 
Kazakhstan are counting on a 
new ground transportation 
corridor that stretches from 
eastern Chinas Jiangsu 
province to St. Petersburg in 
Russia.

After nine years of  
negotiations, the three 
countries have reached 
agreement on a construction 
plan for the Asia-Europe road, 
expected to be complete by 
2017. The length of this new 
transport corridor will be 8,445 
kilometers, with 2,233 km in 
Russia, 2,787 km in 

Kazakhstan and 3,425 km in 
China.  Once completed, the 
new highway is expected to 
help attract foreign investment 
into Russia and Central Asia, 
with the service sectors also 
benefiting along the route.

Silk Rail
As companies seek to reduce 
the time and cost of freight 
transport on the Asia to 
Europe route, the use of rail is 
becoming a viable option.  
Following consistent increases 
in labour cost in the coastal 
areas, a large amount of  
manufacturing now takes place 
in central China, from where 
goods have to be transported 
by road to the coastal port 
cities for onward transit via 
container ship to Europe, a 
journey that can take between 
40 to 60 days. 

However, since 2013, a new 
cross-border rail route is 
available that can transport 
made-in-China products from 
Zhengzhou in China to 
Hamburg in Germany. Called 
the ‘Iron Silk Road’, the 
journey takes only 15-18 days 
to cover the 10,214 kilometers, 
making it especially suitable for 
goods with relatively high 
added value or which need to 
be delivered within a short 
period of time.  Recently 
announced by a joint venture 
between Deutsche Bahn and 
Russian Railways are plans for 
another rail route, this one 
from Chongqing, China via 
Kazakhstan, Russia Belarus 
and Poland through to 
Duisburg in Germany.
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Although the trade has been long dominated by ocean freight, Eurasia land-
bridge options via road and rail, emulating the old traditional Silk Road trading 

routes, are now becoming viable alternative options for overland cargo 
transportation from Asia to Europe and vice versa.  
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