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State of play of EU-China relations 
SUMMARY 
EU-China relations are increasingly affected by growing Sino-United States strategic competition. 
The Trump Administration considers China a strategic competitor to confront, rather than a country 
with which to engage. The EU, on the contrary, refers to China as a strategic partner and, despite 
persistent and considerable differences in position in some areas, continues to engage. The United 
States’ current preference for bi- and unilateralism, and withdrawal from multilateral arrangements, 
which the EU considers vital elements of a rules-based international order, create openings for China 
to fill the gap. For the EU, this implies the need to seek issue-based alliances and to strengthen 
strategic cooperation with China on issues of common interest to reach and uphold multilateral 
solutions to global and regional challenges.  

Since 2013, the 2003 EU-China comprehensive strategic partnership has been broadened and 
deepened in line with the EU-China 2020 Strategic Agenda for Cooperation. This has led to a high 
degree of institutionalisation of EU-China ties, with an ever-growing number of dialogue formats 
that cover political, economic and people-to-people relations, but whose tangible results vary 
significantly.  

Notwithstanding the frequency of political exchanges and successful cooperation on key global 
challenges, such as the nuclear deal with Iran and climate change, the economic pillar has remained 
the core of the relationship. As China is rapidly climbing the value-added ladder, trade is an area of 
cooperation where complementarity is shifting fast towards competition. Friction is unavoidable as 
two fundamentally different economic systems interact, and each side has its own understanding 
of what 'free' trade, 'fair' trade, 'reciprocity' and a 'level playing field' means.  

Given the wide diversity of EU Member States' interests and perceptions, which third countries may 
easily exploit for their own gains, the EU has struggled to come forward with a unified response to 
China-led initiatives. 

The European Parliament resolution on the state of play of EU-China relations adopted in 
September 2018 includes a critical assessment of China's foreign and domestic policies, including 
human rights, as well as of progress on the implementation of the EU-China strategic partnership. 
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EU-China ties in a rapidly changing geopolitical context  
Since the European Parliament adopted its resolution on EU-China relations in 2015, the geopolitical 
context has become profoundly less conducive to EU core interests and preferences for multilateral 
governance and a rules-based international order.  

On the one hand, the implementation of the Trump Administration's realist foreign, security and 
trade policy, which has led the USA to withdraw from several multilateral arrangements that 
allegedly have not delivered, and to unilaterally impose aluminium and steel import tariffs on 
'national security' grounds against US allies, seriously impacting EU-US trade ties, has made the USA 
a less predictable partner for the EU. As a result, China has been able to portray itself as a vibrant 
advocate of multilateralism and 'free' trade, while pursuing a rather gradual and piecemeal 'reform 
and opening up' policy. Haunted by a trade war with the USA for global economic and technological 
supremacy, and faced with an emerging united front between the EU, Japan, and the USA at the 
WTO on issues such as forced technology transfer, China allegedly tried to capitalise on strained 
transatlantic relations by urging the EU to form an anti-US alliance, and to expose US protectionism in 
a joint declaration ahead of the 20th EU-China Summit, in July 2018. This, however, did not happen. 
The joint statement, including the Leaders' statement on climate change and clean energy, however 
contains strong EU and Chinese commitments to upholding multilateralism and deepening the EU-
China strategic partnership. With Sino-US strategic competition growing into a confrontation, the 
EU may find it difficult to navigate the EU-China-US triangle with 'middle of the road' positions, and 
may be forced to 'pick a lane'. US advice to allies to restrict or ban the purchase of IT equipment for 
5G networks from Chinese Huawei and ZTE, on national security grounds, is a case in point.  

On the other hand, China's ambitious domestic and foreign policy agenda for a 'new era' set out at 
the 19th Party Congress of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) in late 2017 present significant 
challenges to the EU, including the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), whose maritime dimension in 2017 
was extended to the Arctic in the EU's neighbourhood, as the 'Polar Silk Road'. With the BRI, China 
seeks to build geopolitical influence and shape third markets in line with China's interests and terms, 
which reveals a China-centric rather than multilateral approach to global governance as embraced 
by the EU. Moreover, the current Chinese leadership's bold rhetoric suggests that China considers 
its authoritarian and algorithmic governance model an attractive alternative to the Western liberal 
governance model and encourages its emulation by other countries. As China is increasingly 
assertive and outward-looking, seeking to expand its sphere of influence globally, it has also started 
to act as a normative power. China has stepped up its efforts on introducing ideological language 
and concepts endorsed by the CCP, such as the 'community of shared destiny' in UN Human Rights 
Council resolutions, extending its fight against Western values inside its borders to the wider world. 

Key elements of the EP resolution on the state of play of EU-China relations, drafted by rapporteur 
Bas Belder (ECR, the Netherlands) and adopted in September 2018, are summarised below. 

Principles of EU-China cooperation and human rights 
Against the backdrop that China's authoritarian political system differs significantly from EU liberal 
democracies, the resolution reiterates that – in line with the 2016 EU strategy for China – the EU's 
engagement with China should be 'principled, practical and pragmatic, staying true to its interests 
and values'. It also reasserts that the principles of reciprocity, a level playing field and fair 
competition must be strengthened across all areas of cooperation. It furthermore stresses that EU-
China cooperation must be grounded in the rule of law and the universality of human rights. A 
European Think-tank Network on China (ETNC) study of December 2018 focuses on how these 
political values play out in the China policy of 17 EU Member States. 

Given the EU-China Human Rights Dialogue's track record of modest deliverables, the resolution 
insists that cooperation must be results-oriented and pursued in a transparent manner based on 
clear benchmarks and with 'the involvement of independent Chinese voices'. In this context, the 

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?pubRef=-//EP//TEXT+TA+P8-TA-2015-0458+0+DOC+XML+V0//EN
https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2017/12/NSS-Final-12-18-2017-0905-2.pdf
https://ustr.gov/about-us/policy-offices/press-office/reports-and-publications/2018/2018-trade-policy-agenda-and-2017
https://www.state.gov/secretary/remarks/2018/12/287770.htm
https://www.cbp.gov/trade/programs-administration/entry-summary/232-tariffs-aluminum-and-steel
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/meetdocs/2014_2019/plmrep/COMMITTEES/INTA/DV/2019/01-23/Study_US_EN.pdf
http://press-files.anu.edu.au/downloads/press/p95681/html/ch01.xhtml?referer=134&page=6
http://www.china-briefing.com/news/the-us-china-trade-war-a-timeline/
https://www.ft.com/content/ee361e2e-b283-11e8-8d14-6f049d06439c
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-usa-trade-china-eu-exclusive/exclusive-china-presses-europe-for-anti-u-s-alliance-on-trade-idUSKBN1JT1KT?il=0
https://eeas.europa.eu/delegations/china_en/48424/Joint%20statement%20of%20the%2020th%20EU-China%20Summit
https://www.hudson.org/events/1610-vice-president-mike-pence-s-remarks-on-the-administration-s-policy-towards-china102018
https://www.csis.org/analysis/picking-lane
https://globalnews.ca/news/4691282/us-allies-huawei-equipment/
https://ecipe.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/TSSR-final.pdf
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/europe/huawei-germany-5g-network-security-china-us-canada-trade-secrets-stolen-meng-wanzhou-a8732661.html
https://www.scmp.com/tech/tech-leaders-and-founders/article/2177194/japan-decides-exclude-huawei-zte-government
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-eu-china-huawei/europe-should-be-afraid-of-huawei-eu-tech-official-says-idUSKBN1O611X
http://www.xinhuanet.com/english/download/Xi_Jinping's_report_at_19th_CPC_National_Congress.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document.html?reference=EPRS_BRI(2016)586608
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2018/614767/EPRS_BRI(2018)614767_EN.pdf
file:///E:%5CEU-China%5CAAG%5CChina%20has%20linked%20the%20achievement%20of%20its%20two%20domestic%20millennium%20goals%20of%202021%20(anniversary%20of%20the%20CCP)%20and%202049%20(anniversary%20of%20the%20foundation%20of%20the%20PRC)%20to%20its%202013%20Belt%20and%20Road%20Initiative%20(BRI),%20whose%20maritime%20dimension%20in%202017%20was%20significantly%20expanded%20among%20others%20to%20the%20Arctic%20as%20the
http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/china/19thcpcnationalcongress/2017-10/18/content_33398070.htm
https://www.sciencealert.com/china-s-dystopian-social-credit-system-science-fiction-black-mirror-mass-surveillance-digital-dictatorship
https://www.cairn.info/revue-monde-chinois-2018-2-page-110.htm
http://www.pism.pl/Publikacje/PISM-Policy-Paper-no-169
https://www.worldscientific.com/doi/pdf/10.1142/S2377740018500082
http://ap.ohchr.org/documents/dpage_e.aspx?si=A/HRC/34/L.2
http://ap.ohchr.org/documents/dpage_e.aspx?si=A/HRC/34/L.21
http://undocs.org/en/A/HRC/37/L.36
http://www.chinafile.com/document-9-chinafile-translation
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=TA&language=EN&reference=P8-TA-2018-0343
http://eeas.europa.eu/archives/docs/china/docs/joint_communication_to_the_european_parliament_and_the_council_-_elements_for_a_new_eu_strategy_on_china.pdf
https://www.ui.se/english/news/2018/new-report-political-values-in-europe-china-relations/
https://eeas.europa.eu/delegations/iran/48217/european-union-and-china-held-their-annual-human-rights-dialogue_en
http://bim.lbg.ac.at/sites/files/bim/attachments/deliverable-12.3.pdf
http://www.gppi.net/publications/human-rights/article/the-eus-human-rights-dialogue-with-china-quiet-diplomacy-and-its-limits/?L=424
https://heinonline.org/HOL/Page?collection=journals&handle=hein.journals/chnaquar2011&id=63
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resolution comments critically on the deteriorating human rights situation in China, notably in the 
autonomous provinces of Tibet and Xinjiang, as well as on political and legal developments in 
mainland China, Hong Kong, and in difficult cross-strait relations. It also provides recommendations 
in response to what has widely been referred to as China's foreign influence operations.  

Enhancing cooperation on global and regional challenges 
The EP resolution on the state of EU-China relations states that a broad array of global and regional 
challenges, including security and peace, non-proliferation, counter-terrorism, and climate change 
require a genuine EU-China partnership and that the potential of the EU-China Comprehensive 
Strategic Partnership should be further exploited and brought to bear in the international arena. It 
acknowledges that EU-China cooperation was crucial to securing the Iranian nuclear deal and that 
China's stance was key to creating space for negotiations with North Korea. It suggests that successful 
cooperation on peacekeeping and anti-piracy be extended to other areas of common interest.   

A unified EU response to China-led initiatives 
Against the backdrop of past instances where the EU took no unified position on China (e.g. South 
China Sea, human rights (lawyers), and the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI)), the resolution stresses that 
participation in the 16+1 cooperation format between China and 11 EU Member States in central 
and eastern Europe and 5 western Balkan countries must enable the EU to speak with one voice in 
its relationship with China. 

As for the BRI, the resolution spells out six major challenges: a bilateral rather than a multilateral 
approach to governance; little involvement of local labour, limited host country and third-country 
contractor participation; non-transparent procurement procedures (the lion's share of contracts for 
BRI projects is awarded to Chinese firms without public tenders), use of construction materials and 
equipment imported from China, and potential use of Chinese, rather than international, standards. 
The resolution welcomes that, thanks to the EU-China Connectivity Platform infrastructure projects 
both in the EU and in China have been identified. It insists that these must be implemented in line 
with EU legislation, in full transparency and in an economically, socially and environmentally 
sustainable manner and respect a geographical balance and a level playing field among investors 
and project promoters.  

Ahead of the October 2018 Asia-Europe Meeting (ASEM), the EU published its EU-Asia connectivity 
strategy. The strategy reasserts the principles of future EU cooperation with all Asian partners, such 
as sustainability and transparency as well as a level playing field for all actors involved. The EU has 
not portrayed it as a response to the BRI, but it has been perceived as such by most commentators.  

EU-China trade and investment ties: state of play  
Given that the EU ran a deficit of €176 billion in its trade in goods with China in 2017, which totalled 
€573 billion, and that EU firms face a significant number of trade and investment barriers in China, 
such as joint venture obligations, discriminatory technical requirements, including forced data 
localisation and source code disclosure, the resolution underscores the imbalanced nature and 
unfulfilled potential of EU-China trade ties.  

As China's investment push, driven by its state-led industrial strategy 'Made in China 2025' – curbed 
in 2017 due to domestic restrictions and host-country scepticism – has targeted EU high-tech firms 
and strategic energy and transport infrastructure, the resolution raises concerns about state-
orchestrated acquisitions that may be contrary to the EU's strategic interests and undermine its 
security or public order. A legislative file due to be finally adopted in February 2019 addresses 
related concerns.  

Since EU firms suffer from discrimination and lack of access to the Chinese public procurement 
market, which remains largely closed to foreign suppliers, the resolution calls on China to speed up 

https://www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/UPR/Pages/CNindex.aspx
https://www.hrw.org/report/2018/07/30/illegal-organizations/chinas-crackdown-tibetan-social-groups
https://www.cecc.gov/sites/chinacommission.house.gov/files/documents/2018AR_Xinjiang_1.pdf
https://www.merics.org/en/china-monitor/cosmological-communism
https://www.merics.org/en/blog/why-has-chinese-foreign-ngo-law-become-non-issue-europe
https://eeas.europa.eu/headquarters/headquarters-homepage/43401/hong-kong-special-administrative-region-annual-report-2017-joint-report-european-parliament_en
https://www.scmp.com/news/china/diplomacy/article/2181600/xi-jinpings-taiwan-reunification-push-hastening-us-china-clash
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/order-from-chaos/2019/01/07/beijings-goal-is-re-unification-with-taiwan-why-cant-it-get-there/
https://www.sbs.com.au/yourlanguage/mandarin/en/article/2019/01/09/taiwan-china-relations-over-40-years-policies-which-changed-landscape
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document.html?reference=EPRS_ATA(2018)621875
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2018/621897/EPRS_BRI(2018)621897_EN.pdf
http://www.eastasiaforum.org/2018/06/02/the-european-union-can-play-a-role-on-the-korean-peninsula/
https://cora.ucc.ie/bitstream/handle/10468/5448/out.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
https://www.clingendael.org/sites/default/files/2018-02/China%27s_Evolving_Role_in_Peacekeeping_and_African_Security.pdf
https://www.clingendael.org/sites/default/files/2018-04/PB_China_and_the_EU_in_the_Horn_of_Africa.pdf
https://eeas.europa.eu/headquarters/headquarters-homepage/40100/president-juncker-munich-security-conference-eu-become-more-capable-world-politics_en
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-southchinasea-ruling-eu-idUSKCN0ZV1TS
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-southchinasea-ruling-eu-idUSKCN0ZV1TS
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/jun/18/greece-eu-criticism-un-china-human-rights-record
https://www.politico.eu/article/china-europe-trade-why-the-west-treats-with-kid-gloves/
http://www.chinabankingnews.com/2018/04/18/eu-ambassadors-express-near-unanimous-opposition-belt-road/
https://www.scmp.com/news/china/diplomacy-defence/article/2142698/eu-presents-nearly-united-front-against-chinas-unfair
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2018/625173/EPRS_BRI(2018)625173_EN.pdf
https://www.ft.com/content/76b1be0c-0113-11e8-9650-9c0ad2d7c5b5
https://ec.europa.eu/transport/sites/transport/files/2018-07-13-chairs-meeting.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/transport/sites/transport/files/2018-07-13-european-transport-infrastructure-projects.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/international-summit/2018/10/18-19/
https://eeas.europa.eu/sites/eeas/files/joint_communication_-_connecting_europe_and_asia_-_building_blocks_for_an_eu_strategy_2018-09-19.pdf
https://eeas.europa.eu/sites/eeas/files/joint_communication_-_connecting_europe_and_asia_-_building_blocks_for_an_eu_strategy_2018-09-19.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2018/628265/EPRS_BRI(2018)628265_EN.pdf
https://eeas.europa.eu/headquarters/headquarters-Homepage/50736/remarks-hrvp-mogherini-press-conference-joint-communication-connecting-europe-and-asia-%E2%80%93_fr
https://thediplomat.com/2018/09/europes-answer-to-chinas-belt-and-road/
http://trade.ec.europa.eu/doclib/docs/2006/september/tradoc_113366.pdf
http://www.europeanchamber.com.cn/en/publications-position-paper
http://trade.ec.europa.eu/doclib/docs/2018/june/tradoc_156978.pdf
http://www.digitaleurope.org/DesktopModules/Bring2mind/DMX/Download.aspx?Command=Core_Download&entryID=988&language=en-US&PortalId=0&TabId=353
https://www.bloomberg.com/graphics/2018-china-business-in-europe/
https://www.merics.org/en/papers-on-china/chinese-investment-europe-record-flows-and-growing-imbalances
https://www.merics.org/sites/default/files/2017-09/MPOC_No.2_MadeinChina2025.pdf
https://www.merics.org/en/papers-on-china/chinese-fdi-in-europe
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2017/603941/EPRS_BRI(2017)603941_EN.pdf
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-germany-security-china/germany-risks-losing-key-technology-in-chinese-takeovers-spy-chief-idUSKBN1HI2IS
http://www.dahrendorf-forum.eu/wp-content/uploads/2017/01/Chinese-energy-investments-in-Europe.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2018/585907/IPOL_STU(2018)585907_EN.pdf
https://oeil.secure.europarl.europa.eu/oeil/popups/ficheprocedure.do?reference=2017/0224(COD)&l=en
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2018/614667/EPRS_BRI(2018)614667_EN.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document.html?reference=EPRS_ATA(2016)593571
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its accession to the WTO Agreement on Government Procurement (GPA), promised in 2001, so as to 
grant EU firms reciprocal market access. It calls on the EU and China to give new impetus to the 
slowly progressing negotiations on the comprehensive agreement on investment (CAI) launched in 
2013 and on an agreement on geographical indications (GIs) launched in 2010. 

EU-China sectoral cooperation: state of play 
As an example of deepening sectoral cooperation, the September 2018 EP resolution refers to EU-
China cooperation on water policy, which in 2017 saw the creation of the EU-China water policy 
dialogue. This adds to the China-Europe Water Platform (CEWP), which was established in 2012. 
Another example mentioned is the recently enhanced EU-China cooperation on China's nationwide 
emissions trading system (ETS), launched in 2017. Going forward, there is scope to further deepen 
cooperation on the reduction of greenhouse gas emissions in areas such as electric mobility, 
renewable energies and energy efficiency and the development of instruments for green finance, 
as well as in respect of the strategic partnership for the implementation of the 2015 Paris Agreement 
on climate change.  

While the EP resolution acknowledges the work of the EU-China Bilateral Coordination Mechanism 
(BCM) on forest law enforcement and governance (FLEG) to tackle illegal logging globally as another 
successful area of cooperation, it recommends that China adopt mandatory policy guidelines on 
responsible overseas forestry investment and investigate significant undocumented trade in timber 
between FLEGT countries and China.  

The resolution also welcomes the 2017 agreement to boost EU-China cooperation on research and 
innovation with flagship initiatives in areas such as food, agriculture, biotechnologies, environment 
and sustainable urbanisation, surface transport, safer and greener aviation and biotechnologies for 
environment and human health.  

Stating that there is room to intensify cooperation on building circular economies and on tackling 
antimicrobial resistance, and on more sustainable agro-food production and consumption systems, 
the EP resolution stresses that, since most of the supply of new psychoactive substances to Europe 
originate in China (according to the European drug report 2017), better law enforcement 
cooperation is required. A newly created annual EU-China dialogue on drugs, building on existing 
consultations on drug precursors, is a first step to tackling this challenge.  

Given China's track record of illegal fishing in foreign waters, the resolution asks China to double 
down on its law enforcement efforts. This topic will also be addressed within the EU-China Ocean 
Partnership, launched in July 2018, which sets out a comprehensive framework for cooperation and 
dialogue with China, including on illegal, unreported and unregulated (IUU) fishing. 
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