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This is a review of the doctoral dissertation written by Mr. Yang Wan, entitled: "Implications
of High-Speed Rail Network Connectivity across the Eurasian Landbridge” and was written

under the supervision of prof. dr hab. Marek Wroblewski, Wroclaw 2024.

The research presented by Mr. Yang Wan is a multidisciplinary, interrelated well-developed
research dissertation, which lays concrete theoretical and practical grounds for a potential a
High-Speed Rail (HSR) network that will pass through Central Asia, connecting several
developing countries with different political orientations. As with all large-scale infrastructure
projects, which require substantial investment, the work of Keynes is introduced at an early
stage of the research, emphasising the role and responsibility of the state in contributing to a
nation’s economic progress in terms of growth, stability and technological advancement. The
author approaches the research fully knowledgeable that China’s comparatively higher levels
of economic growth and rapid development over time were built on the foundations of public
investment primarily into infrastructure and education. The development of China’s HSR is an
integrated component of this success, connecting towns and cities internally, while at the same
potentially serving as a useful means of transport diplomacy for the purpose of building links

of international political and economic cooperation.

Layout and approach to the work

The doctoral dissertation has a clear, comprehensive layout, it is well-structured and the
approach to the work is logical throughout. The formal part of the work consists of a title page,
an abstract that is presented in English and Polish, a table of contents, a list of abbreviations
and professional acknowledgments. The main substantive part of the dissertation includes an

introduction, six chapters and a conclusion, making up a total volume of 232 pages.



In the introduction, the author provides the main objectives of HSR as an efficient means of
easily accessible form of transportation, allowing passengers to avoid congestions on roads and
at airports. The competitive element of HSR rail transport as opposed to travel by motorcars
and aeroplanes is presented early. The work intelligently ties in classical theories of political
economy, linking the implementation of HSR, which necessitates decisions to be taken at a
political level, with an understanding of the potential effects on economic growth and
development. The author successfully presents his arguments for the development of a HSR
infrastructure across a group of selected countries on the Eurasian continent: Kazakhstan,
Kyrgyzstan, Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan. Given the location, economic structures, political
orientation, resources, terrain and climatic conditions of these former Post-Soviet States, this
is a challenging research project which the author intelligently approaches, analyses and makes
a case for. In support of this, the author draws on a range of sources to substantiate his

arguments. These will be highlighted in the context of the following evaluation.

Content and evaluation

Chapter one (pages 32 to 49) In this chapter the author identifies and presents the theoretical
arguments, supporting the potential development of HSR in Central Asia. Aware of the
potential economic benefits of investment into transport infrastructure, the author identifies the
symptoms on the ground across these countries, which include a high population growth rate,
lack of continued development progress and, resultingly, relatively poor living conditions. The
author further highlights the necessity of government in large scale projects by addressing post
second World War market failures in less-developed countries, as outlined by Rosenstein-
Roddan, Jordahl, Hirschman, Prebisch, Singh, Nax and Lewis, which prevented them from
achieving economic take off. Countries at this stage of development also lack the capacity of
capital-intensive countries whose development has been driven by savings, investment, growth
and capital accumulation. In contrast, the New Structural Economics approach, as discussed
by the author, focuses on upgrading industry and economic growth in developing nations. This
requires the role of a proactive government. The author addresses this, knowledgeable of the
transition experience of the Chinese economy from that of a more labour-intensive status to
that of a modern world economy, which was based on government priorities initially focusing
on investment into critical infrastructure, education and science. This also laid the foundations
for the creation of special economic zones in China, central to industrial development, import

of new technologies, export promotion. labour market expansion and the creation of incentives



for foreign investors. Mr Yang Wan discussed the above points, emphasising the role and
importance of transport infrastructure in promoting growth, urban development and the
formation of cities. This was interesting, well-presented and supported, referencing the works
of Polish urban scientist, Piotr Zalemba, and the point-axis progressive development theory as
well as the Growth Pole Theory by Francois Perroux. In sum, the arguments for HSR and the
development of its infrastructure is strongly highlighted as the force that promotes the

formation of cities, which, if of considerable scale or functions, could become a growth pole.

The author could have drawn attention to the “brain drain” effect in Central Asia which in part
was due to the labour market crisis. Low quality jobs offered in the region has meant that the
official participation rate has been low — also due to outflows of labour seeking work in the
west. However, inward migration has also led to unofficial employment, which also raises
questions concerning public revenue. Perhaps more discussion on the challenges experienced
by the governments of these countries, in respect of the labour market, could have reinforced
the author’s arguments for infrastructure (HSR) investment as a more meaningful strategy in
diversifying employment opportunities and providing better quality jobs.

Chapter two (pages 50 to 69).

In this chapter the author presents the role of HSR as a fast, convenient, safe and,
comparatively, ecologically more conscious means of transport that promotes national
development, regional economic and political integration. In terms of the potential economic
benefits of HSR, discussed in the work, the research could have benefitted from more
referencing and possibly some insights as to the anticipated contribution of HSR to GDP,
drawing on lessons from other countries. The author reinforces his arguments for HSR in
promoting, trade, competition and in driving development, but also reflects on how the
abundant natural resources of these countries will be more comprehensively and rationally
developed. Some elaboration on the latter could have benefitted the research. A further point
concerns the role of HSR in security, peace and stability. Given that HSR leads to a division of
labour, suggesting that they are less vulnerable to extremist forces and terrorism, does this
imply that there is an argument to first question the level of stability and security on the ground
in these countries ahead of any HSR investment?

Chapter three (pages 70 to 105)

In this chapter the author discusses the history, development and scale of HSR development in
Asia. Focusing on the history of the bullet train (Shinkansen) development in Japan, Yang Wan

first presents the objectives of connecting distant Japanese regions with Tokyo, consistent with



the theoretical propositions contained in chapter one. The chapter contains extensive technical
knowledge of HSR operations and capabilities. The author further provides an insight into
Japan’s climatic and geological environments (tsunami and earthquake events), highlighting
the experience developed over time in navigating infrastructure routes for HSR track. Due to
investments mainly by Japan and China, Asia accounts for more than 70% of HSR global
operations. The dense population of China can access HSR services across the country, which
makes it a competitor of Japan and a country that has the scale and technical capacity to support
other countries. The author then builds the geographical location of HSR in China, at the
Eastern edge of the Eurasian continent, with the longer-term vision of reconnecting east and
west via a network of trade routes, formerly know as the ancient Silk Road — dating back to the
1800s. This chapter was well sourced and well presented.

Chapter four (pages 106 to 144)

In this chapter the author focuses on the development of HSR in Europe, where research on
HSR commenced in France in 1954. The high-speed train of France and its technology (TGV)
became a standard of Europe and was also exported to Korea, Spain and Australia. The chapter
is well structured and discusses the connectivity of rail routes, such as the Nordic line and the
subsequent different points in time at which countries followed France in HSR development.
The author analyses passenger volume along the Paris-Brussels-London route and identifies
constraints to the success of the line. This is interesting research and very well put together as
it also identifies, among other issues, economic growth and ticket prices as constraints to
passenger volume. In terms of the latter, the author could have addressed the overall successful
development of “budget airlines” in Europe over the years, whose ticket prices are highly
competitive and a common means of transport for tourists and for those working in each other’s
countries. However, the author rightly points to the successful ongoing development of HSR
across Europe and draws attention to the Budapest-Piraeus line, which is partially under
construction with further potential heading south through the Balkans. The author could have
highlighted the importance of Hungary as a leading destination in Europe for Chinese FDI as
well as its investments into the port of Piracus. The obstacles to HSR are development are
discussed on page 130, highlighting economic growth and the slow, expensive and ineffective
patchwork as highlighted by the EU. As the author highlights, the challenges for HSR are in
Southern and Eastern Europe. Some consideration could also have been devoted to current
China-EU economic relations, especially in terms of the causes behind falling Chinese FDI in
Europe and the issues surrounding EU-China trade. Having said this. the author wrote what

could be best described as a very challenging chapter. It is rich in content and very well written.



Chapter five (pages 145 to 182)

In chapter five the author provides strong arguments for HSR in Eurasia, highlighting the
important fact that it is a vast geographical continent connected by land. The population size
and density, as it is in China and Japan, where there is a strong unity, represents a high potential
demand for HSR travel is a potential demand factor as well as the positive impact on output
and the labour market. The author reinforces his arguments, citing youth expansion and
unemployed people as the soil of populism, which can be addressed directly via the
construction and subsequent operation of HSR. The construction and/or modernisation of rail
track over long distances distributes the population, creates jobs and positively impacts growth.
The construction of the Sichuan-Qinghai railway in the region of western China (238km),
which took twelve years to construct, is a useful example of this. The author discusses the
driving factors for HSR in Central Asia, highlighting passenger convenience, efficiency and
speed while at the same time opening tourist markets and stimulating business travel, which
could provide, once constructed, the potential for passenger and business travel between China
and the EU. The latter, via the Eurasian transit corridor, is of key importance for the transport
of freight and the expansion of China-EU trade. Increased trade in goods, it should be
highlighted. from an EU perspective would be desirable especially in terms of exports to China.
Many Poles, for example, will be conscious of the freight route between Chendung and £odz
and the trade volumes which are transported in both directions. The author identifies with the
wider long-term picture and the potential for increased trade between China and the EU and
introduces the first special-purpose HSR rolling stock freight train and that of its freight
carrying capacity in contrast to that of a Boeing 737 and 747. He then turns his attention to the
Chingging-Xingjiang-Europe rail line, which connects western China with countries in the
European Union. His analysis of the logistics of these routes in terms of prices and transport
timetables is detailed and very well presented. Given the experience and impact of HSR
developments across China on economic and social life, the potential to transfer and project
such a highly efficient system of transport for passenger and freight purposes between China
and Europe is extremely interesting, even more so perhaps once we observe greater peace and
stability on Europe’s Eastern flank.

Chapter six (pages 183 to 220)

In the final chapter of this work the author provides a SWOT analysis for the Tran-Eurasian
HSR. His analysis identifies at the outset that the two largest areas in the world with HSR are
Northeast Asia and Western Europe. The main objective is to develop the Eurasian HSR with

a view to integrating the hinterland areas into a highly efficient railway network. While there



is no specific project as such, the level of interest is high in Central Asia, given the fact that
current network is fragmented. and it is difficult to traverse from one end to the other. The
countries of this core area were once fully integrated into global trade along the Silk Road.
These countries, despite being resource rich, are experiencing population growth and an
expansion of young people, which the author identifies as a destabilising force — especially,
under weak economic conditions. The role of government strategy is crucial in implementing
new policies while at the same time identifying opportunities that can create employment for
the youth and raise GDP. HSR investment, given the time that it takes to construct the
infrastructure, is a project that can greatly assist. China, given its HSR experience, can be of
support in helping the countries of Central Asia to grow and advance technologically. In turn
the construction of HSR across these countries provides a crucial transport link between itself
and the European Union, consistent with its Belt & Road initiative. This could be regarded as
a win-win situation from many perspectives. The practical realisation of such a large-scale HSR
infrastructure of this nature, while potentially economically beneficial in the long run, opens
other areas of important consideration. These would include skill-levels, experience and the
supply of labour in the construction of HSR. China has often supplied people from its own
labour force in the construction of infrastructure projects in other parts of the world, such as in
Africa and the Balkans. In this regard, it is important to take into account that China has a great
deal of excess capacity that it ideally needs to export. It has a highly educated and experienced
labour force, but also high youth unemployment. The implementation of construction projects
abroad also enables it to address its own labour market issues. This would also be worthy of

discussion in the context of HSR construction in Central Asia.

In conclusion, this was a very well presented and highly analytical piece of research. It was
extremely well thought out, well-structured and well written. This was a challenging project
and, without doubt, one that provides some interesting insights as well as a vision for the future.
I believe that the doctoral thesis written by Mr. Yang Wan meets the criteria for candidates
specified in art. 187 of the Act of 20 July 2018 - Law on Higher Education and Science. 1

therefore request that this doctoral student is admitted to further stages of the procedure.
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