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Research on the “Soft Connectivity” of “Air Silk Road”

XU Yi-tong

(Institute of Politics and International Relations, Tongji University, Shanghai 200092, China)

Summary: Over the past decade, the “Air Silk Road” has played a crucial role in enhancing aviation connectivity
between China and countries along the Belt and Road. However, there is little research on the “Air Silk Road”, particularly
research on the characteristics, intrinsic value, and challenges of rules and standards “soft connectivity” of the construction
of the “Air Silk Road”. In this context, this paper summarizes the concept, proposing process, and practical characteristics
of rules and standards “soft connectivity” of the construction of the “Air Silk Road”. This study believes that the key
characteristics of rules and standards “soft connectivity” are “accelerating prior and fast connections, ensuring security
capabilities, deepening multilateral cooperation, participating or constructing platforms, enhancing top-level planning and
implementation, and highlighting the docking of rules and standards”. The study finds that the rules and standards “soft
connectivity” of the construction of the “Air Silk Road” is an important way for China to uphold fairness and justice in the
international aviation sector. It acts as a crucial means to enhance China’ s competitiveness in the international aviation
field. It is also a significant tool to expand China’ s international aviation market. Besides, it works as an important
instrument to support the construction of infrastructure of the “Air Silk Road” to fulfill “hard connectivity.” Moreover, it is
a crucial support to promote the high-quality development of China’s civil aviation sector.

This study also finds that in the specific advancement of the rules and standards “soft connectivity” of the
construction of the “Air Silk Road”, China’s civil aviation laws, regulations, and standards have some disparities compared
with international standards. China may face challenges while establishing connection of rules and standards with countries
along the “Air Silk Road”, which is due to the lack of trust and acceptability. What is more, China’ s relatively lower
international status in civil aviation and limited management experience may affect the quality of connection between China
and the countries along the “Air Silk Road”, and even result in doubt and criticism from some Western countries. There are
also challenges related to outdated institutional design, imbalanced advancement mechanisms, and subpar operational
quality of alignment platforms when China further develop the rules and standards “soft connectivity”.

To address the challenges in establishing the rules and standards “soft connectivity” of the construction of the “Air
Silk Road”, this paper proposes the following strategies. First, it is necessary to accelerate the improvement of the
capabilities to formulate domestic aviation rules and standards, and adapt to the alignment needs of countries along the
route. Second, it is necessary to accelerate the transformation and relocation of roles, and safeguard the legitimate rights of
countries along the route. Third, it is necessary to adapt to and grasp the development trends of international aviation, and
create new rules and standards for global civil aviation governance. Fourth, it is necessary to speed up the construction of
new institutional mechanisms to provide strong support for the rules and standards “soft connectivity”.

Key words: the Belt and Road ;rules and standards ; soft connectivity ; Air Silk Road ; global civil aviation governance
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