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Academy of Engineering and Technology of the Developing World
(AETDEW)

Proposal for Virtual Belt & Road Civilization Museum
1.0 Global Civilization Initiative

Chinese President Xi Jinping proposed the Global Civilization Initiative when he delivered a
keynote speech at the opening ceremony of the Dialogue with World Political Parties High-Level
Meeting on 15 March 2023. This is the third major global initiative of President Xi after the
Global Development Initiative in 2021 and the Global Security Initiative in 2022. President Xi
called for respecting the diversity of civilizations, advocating the common values of humanity,
valuing the inheritance and innovation of civilizations, and strengthening international people-to-
people exchanges and cooperation. In spite of differences in histories, cultures, political systems
and development phases, countries around the world share the common aspiration for peace,
development, equity, justice, democracy and freedom. Countries and civilizations urgently need
to work together to deal with global challenges that affect the future and destiny of humankind.

The Global Civilization Initiative, Global Development Initiative and Global Security Initiative
are derived from of China's successful experiences of modernization. China's 5,000-year
civilization is the backbone of these great initiatives. China is willing to share them with the
world without reservation to achieve common development through mutual exchange and
learning.

2.0 The Belt and Road Initiative (BRI)

The consciousness in developing countries about the common values of different civilizations
was awakened by the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) that was pronounced by President Xi in
Kazakhstan in 2013. Spanning thousands of miles, the ancient Land and Maritime Silk Roads
embodied the spirit of cooperation, mutual learning and mutual benefit among the peoples of
China, the Indian Subcontinent, Central Asia, the Middle East and Europe in the Land Silk Road
and among the peoples of China, Southeast Asia, the Indian Ocean, the Arabian Sea and East
Africa through the Maritime Silk Road. The BRI has delivered fruitful outcomes and won
widespread support and participation in the developing world. It has created jobs, improved
infrastructure and promoted common development, social and economic uplift, especially in
developing countries. 2023 marks the 10th anniversary of BRI. The BRI has brought such
tangible benefits to peoples of participating countries and enhanced people-to-people exchange
and interaction that BRI has truly laid the foundation of the Global Development Initiative.

The outstanding example of the success of BRI has been China herself. In 2021, China
announced the spectacular achievement of lifting 800 million of her population out of poverty.
This is without parallel in human history! What is even more amazing is that the 800 million
people have joined China’s society of moderate prosperity (/) F #- ). China has thus been able
to take care of all the basic needs of her population like clothing, food, housing and transport (4
B 1147) as well as access to education, basic medical services, and gainful employment even in
her remotest rural regions. In the process, China has been improving her environment in turning
desert into forest and farmland, cleaning up her rivers and lakes, and conserving her wetland,
thus protecting its flora and fauna. China’s poverty eradication success has been anchored by the
building of physical and virtual infrastructure throughout the length and breadth of China. There
is an old Chinese saying often quoted by President Xi Jinping: “to get rich, build road first” (Z42
®Ju1zi%). As the Chinese people have become more prosperous, they have devoted their



resources on improving their quality of living as per Chinese saying (2 # 45 i) or “music, chess,
book, painting”. There has been a widespread nationwide learning, study and research of Chinese
civilization as a major contributing factor to China’s modernization success. The contributions of
other B&R civilizations to Chinese civilization through the ages are also being acknowledged in
China.

To assure the achievement of the Global Civilization Initiative, it is most important for children
and youth of all nations including China to appreciate the contributions of other civilizations to
their own and to realize that all civilizations and all peoples on earth share the common
aspiration for peace, development, equity, justice, democracy and freedom. There is no better
place to start than to know, understand and appreciate the civilizations in Belt and Road
countries.

3.0 Museums as Custodians of Civilizations

The purpose of museums is to collect, preserve, interpret, and display objects of artistic, cultural,
or scientific significance for the study and education of the public. An active museum
community can be seen as a gauge of the cultural and economic health of a nation. Museums are,
above all, storehouses of knowledge about civilizations. The International Council of Museums
defines a museum (adopted in 2022) thus: "A museum is a not-for-profit, permanent institution
in the service of society that researches, collects, conserves, interprets and exhibits tangible and
intangible heritage. Open to the public, accessible and inclusive, museums foster diversity and
sustainability. They operate and communicate ethically, professionally and with the participation
of communities, offering varied experiences for education, enjoyment, reflection and knowledge
sharing."

3.1 Role of Museums in Education in China

In China’s current national preoccupation with the learning, understanding and research into her
rich civilization which is the only uninterrupted civilization of more than 5000 years in the world,
the role of museums is very important for the education of children and youth. The Chinese
Ministry of Education and the National Cultural Heritage Administration co-released a
Guideline in October 2020 to illustrate better use of museum resources for schools. As the
Guideline states, schools are urged to design new activities related to history, natural science and
technology, based on collections in local museums. Syllabuses like Chinese language, history,
geography, fine arts, physics, chemistry, biology etc will include museum content. More
extracurricular activities are encouraged to feature museums. Not only guided tours to museums,
but also creative formats like lectures, role-play games, and comic books on museums, are
needed to increase student interest. Training programs for teachers will involve relevant content,
and better coordination concerning different departments of local governments will follow to
ensure financial support and proper evaluation of the educational activities related to museums.
Whilst the focus remains on how to help students study better at school, museum-related
activities can be more interactive, attractive and immersive.

The booming development of Chinese museums after the reform and opening up has been
amazing. According to the statistics of the National Cultural Heritage Administration, 5,535
museums had been registered on the Chinese mainland by the end of 2019. The actual total
number could be around 7,000 if it includes the museums affiliated to universities and other
institutions. 76 percent of China's county-level administrative regions had at least one museum.
According to Administration statistics, over the past five years, minors accounted for 260 million
visits annually to Chinese museums on average. The popularity of museums in China is due to
their displays being increasingly more interactive, attractive and immersive.
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3.2 Application of Digital Technologies in Museums in China

In recent years, major museums in China have accelerated their digital transformation.
Technology plays a massive role in the real-time management of artifacts. Sensors monitor
artifact warehouses for temperature, pressure, humidity, and other conditions that make it
possible to optimize the environmental conditions for each artifact or set of artifacts. museums
use RFID chips to tag artifacts and collect data, allowing the smart museum management
software to automatically create work orders for staff, optimizing their time and efforts. RFID
and sensors in the museum’s internet of things (IoT) ecosystem play a significant role in how the
museum manages the security of its artifacts as well. It is important to note that a majority of the
technologies currently in use at the museum, and those expected to be implemented in the near
future, are enabled by a robust 5G infrastructure.

The application of technologies in museums have brought high-definition, three-dimensional,
interactive and virtual experiences for people. For example, in 2019, an online campaign
“Treasure Hunt Relay: Global Museum Director’s Choice,” was initiated by the National
Museum of China in collaboration with another 15 museums from various countries. Attracting
about 200 million audiences worldwide, during the nine-day event the National Museum of
China offered audiences an immersive experience through 8K videos of its collections,
augmented reality (AR) technology, animation, and 5G-based live broadcast. Tianjin Museum
has launched a digital protection project for cultural relics in recent years and completed the
digital image of cultural relics. Some museums have also worked with internet companies in the
process of their digital development. A WeChat mini-program in 2019 offered online tours of
China’s Dunhuang Mogao Grottoes and recorded about 19 million visits. Hunan Museum has
partnered with China Mobile and Huawei to become China's first museum with complete
5G coverage. 4K high-definition livestreaming, VR tours, 5G holographic fashion shows... all of
these brand-new experiences can be found in this one museum here. In the Hubei Provincial
Museum in Wuhan, Huawei and China Mobile helped historians and museum administrators
breathe new life into a 2,400-year-old bronze chime using 5G and virtual reality (VR). Visitors
were able to strike the Zenghouyi chime-bells, a treasure of the museum dating back to the
Warring State Period (475-221 BC), in a virtual environment. The chime, after excavation in
1978, has only been physically struck three times — making this VR experience a massive
crowd pleaser and a major attraction for the museum. Panoramic cameras were also installed to
capture real-time videos of the chime, which were then transmitted via the 5G network to mobile
applications and screens at the museum. With its partners China Mobile and Huawei, Hubei
Museum has created a 5G smart museum. Over a period of two months, the museum completed
the 3D data collection of every artifact in its collection. Taking advantage of the key features of
5G — high bandwidth, low latency, and massive connections — as well as other advanced
technologies, Hubei Museum has catapulted itself into the 5G smart era. The sword of King
Goujian is one of China's most precious historical treasures, preserved since the Spring and
Autumn period, 2,500 or more years ago. It has witnessed centuries of history, and yet remains
keen and dangerous. A digital model of the legendary weapon was created and stored on the
cloud. Now with a VR handset and the right app, users can spin the sword this way and that, and
even zoom in and out.

Digitalisation started on the Palace Museum’s architecture and collections in the late 1990s,
helping the Palace Museum (The Forbidden City) to build a stronger connection with visitors
while minimizing harm to relics. The Palace Museum has signed a strategic partnership
agreement with Huawei to create a "Smart Forbidden City". The Palace Museum is willing to
work with others, especially those situated along the 21st Century Maritime Silk Road to promote
digitalization in museums and world heritage sites. The 1,500-year-old Yungang Grottoes is one
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of China’s biggest cultural attractions. The ancient Chinese Buddhist temple grottoes, sited about
16 kilometers west of the city of Datong are a distinguished example of Chinese stone carvings
from the 5th and 6th centuries. Previously, the only way to explore its mystery and enjoy its
beauty is to visit the grottoes in person, Now there is an intriguing exhibition that ran in Shanghai
in 2021. Thanks to 3D scanning and print technology, the Zhejiang University and the Yungang
Grottoes Research Institute collaborated over almost three years to replicate the ancient grotto
with a one-to-one scale model of Cave 12 of Yungang Grottoes. In order to make the original on-
site scene as real as possible, the team painstakingly recreated every detail inside the cave,
including the imperfections under the erosion of time, such as the missing hands, fading colors
and graffiti on the wall. A variety of art media, including installation, sculpture, video,
photography, performance, painting and calligraphy, give a new visual perspective toward the
ancient Buddhist site. When visitors get close up, the silent ancient figures seem to wake up from
their dream and begin to perform. Here, reality and future, legend and belief, material and
conscious unwittingly collide through a “concert” of their own melodies.

Of more relevance to my proposal of the Virtual Belt & Road Civilization Museum is a digital
immersive art exhibition “Into the Dunhuang Tales” of the China Arts and Entertainment Group
Ltd that is powered by digital technologies to introduce the mysterious history of the Dunhuang
Mogao Grottoes in Gansu Province to the public through multiple digital exhibits. The highlight
of the Dunhuang Art Exhibition - the very first multimedia grottoes show - is a miniature
replica of Cave No0.220, an early Tang Dynasty (618-907) cave that contains many masterpieces
full of color and artistry. Using various digital means, the Dunhuang Art Exhibition also
showcases music, song and dance depicted in the Cave that provides audiences with an
immersive visiting experience through high-definition digital images of the actual location inside
the cave displayed on a 63-meter-long 360 degree digital screen that surrounds visitors, who hold
lamps as they explore the digitized cave as if they were there for real. In 2023, the Dunhuang Art
Exhibition was shown simultaneously in four cities in China. Arrangements are being made for
holding the Dunhuang Art Exhibition in foreign countries.

3.3 Museums in Developing Countries

Most developing countries were colonies or semi-colonies of the West including Japan for
several centuries. In fact, the first industrial revolution of 1784 with the invention of steam
engine by James Watt led to the development and deployment of gunboats by the West to
colonize and exploit the native populations in all corners of the globe. In the process of
extracting their natural resources, the colonizing powers also robbed most of the most precious
relics of native civilizations to enrich their own museums.

When 1 first visited the Mogao Grottoes in Dunhuang, China, I was told by the Director of the
Mogao Grottoes Research Institute that the best places to study the culture and civilization
depicted by the statues and wall paintings of Mogao Grottoes are the British Museum London
and the Louvre Museum Paris! The search goes on for the missing heads of the 12 Chinese
zodiac looted from the Beijing Imperial Garden that was torched by English and French troop! It
is a fact that the priceless actefacts of the cultures and civilizations of most developing countries
are exhibited or stored in museums in the West. Though with independence form colonial rule
after the Second World War, every developing country government has been expanding exhibits
and displays of her own civilization and culture in her national museum. Due to shortage of fund
and lack of appreciation of the contributions of other civilizations and cultures to her own, few
exhibits of other civilizations and cultures other than those of her colonial masters are included
in exhibits in the national museum.



4.0 Virtual Belt & Road Civilization Museum

Media reports in China on the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) in China seems to be focused on
infrastructure projects being built and completed by Chinese construction corporations in Belt
and Road countries. The civilization, cultural and people-to-people aspects of BRI receive no
widespread publicity.

Chinese books on BRI that deal with the civilization and cultural aspects tends to focus on China
reaching out like that of Zhang Qian of the Han Dynasty and Xuanzang of the Tang Dynasty as
far as the Land Silk Road is concerned. In fact until the Mongol invasion of Eastern Europe in
the thirteenth century, no Chinese diplomats or merchants ventured beyond Central Asia. If not
for the commerce-savvy Sogdian people of Central Asia with Samarkand as their capital trading
between China and Europe, the Land Silk Road would not have been a reality. In the case of the
Maritime Silk Road, all attention is given to the seven epic voyages of Admiral Zheng He of the
Ming Dynasty without giving attention to the peoples of Southeast Asia and Arabia who made
their way to Guangdong and Fujian provinces that made two way exchanges in the Maritime Silk
Road a reality.

I would like to suggest that the Virtual Belt & Road Civilization Museum should be set up in
Chinese Museums to properly give importance to those Belt & Road civilizations that made and
continues to make significant contributions to Chinese civilization. As shown above, smart
museums in China should have little difficulty in achieving this task with their experiences in the
application of digital technologies and with the assistance of technology advanced multimedia
corporations and universities. Using the Chinese civilization and dynasties as chronological
reference, developments in Belt & Road civilizations can be documented digitally to complete
the canvas of the Virtual Belt & Road Civilization Museum.

Besides the civilizations in Central Asia and Southeast Asia, consideration should be given to 1)
the Indian Civilization, especially that of the Indus Valley Civilization in Pakistan and also of
Afghanistan which was the birth place of empire builders like that of the Mughal empire of India
and many empires in Central Asia; ii) In Africa, the Nubian civilization of Egypt and Sudan, the
Mali civilization of West Africa and that of South Africa as homo sapiens originated from the
region North West of Johannesburg; (iii) the Carthage civilization of Tunisia as it linked the
legend of Homer’s Iliad and Virgil’s Aeneid from ancient Greece and Troy to the birth of the
Romans. In one fell swoop, we would have connected the whole of the Mediterranean
civilizations of Greece, Troy, Tyre, North Africa and Rome, and the Maghreb was the conduit
for the infusion of Islamic civilization through Islamic Spain that sparked the European
Renaissance; (iv) the Mayan, Aztec and Incas civilizations of the Americas and (v) the
civilization of Pacific Islands.

I would like to further suggest that virtual digital displays of the above Belt & Road civilizations
can be built around relevant UNESCO World Heritage Sites as these have been properly
researched and authenticated.

The Virtual Belt & Road Museum can be offered by China to national museums in Belt & Road
countries as part of the Global Civilization Initiative. As demonstrated by the Dunhuang Digital
Art Exhibition, all that is required physically is a room or hall inside the national museum of a
Belt and Road country with a 360 degree digital screen that surrounds visitors,



5.0 The Academy of Engineering and Technology of the Developing World (AETDEW)

As the achievement of the inclusive 17 UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) would
require greater collaborative efforts by South countries through South-South Cooperation, In
2005, the Group of G77 +China held the 2nd Summit in Doha and urged UNESCO to enhance
engineering and technological human and institutional capacity in developing countries. As a
result, the UNESCO International Science, Technology and Innovation Centre for South-South
Cooperation (ISTIC) was launched in 2008 in Kuala Lumpur. ISTIC was hosted by the
Malaysian Government under the Ministry of Science, Technology and Innovation (MOSTI) as
her contribution to assist sustainable development of sister developing countries through science,
technology and innovation. ISTIC in 2015 proposed the formation of the Academy of
Engineering and Technology of the Developing World (AETDEW) to mobilize the engineering,
technological and scientific communities in government, industry, academia and civil societal
organizations of G77 nations to help them achieve the UN SDGs. AETDEW was registered in
Malaysia and launched in Kuala Lumpur in May 2017. Currently AEDTEW membership
includes 5 Honorary Fellows, some 200 Fellows. They are top executives and former office
bearers of international governmental organizations like UNESCO, the UN Office for South-
South Cooperation (UNOSSC) and ISTIC; regional governmental organizations like ASEAN and
ECO Science Foundation; international scientific and engineering organizations like the
InterAcademy Partnership (IAP), the ASEAN Academy of Engineering and Technology (AAET);
national governments, national academies, national institutions of engineers, national registration
boards and councils of engineers and major national enterprises.

AETDEW primary focus has been to enhance the indigenous engineering and technological
human and institutional capacities of G77 nations through the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) that
has been embraced by nearly the whole of the developing world. AETDEW Fellows in Belt &
Road countries will do their very best to assure the success and sustainability of the Virtual Belt
& Road Civilization Museum.

TN

Academician Dato Ir (Dr) Lee Yee Cheong, Malaysia
AETDEW President
30 June 2023 Kuala Lumpur
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