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China's growing political influence within the EU and on the global stage as well as its widespread efforts to promote 
authoritarian models of governance through economic statecraft, pervasive disinformation and most notably 
through the clampdown on pro-democracy forces in Hong Kong have increasingly been perceived in the EU as 
systemic competition between the norms and values of two fundamentally different political models and thus as a 
major challenge to the very foundations of Western democracies. Areas of convergence based on shared interests 
including global challenges such as climate change and pandemics are in decline, while areas of divergence based 
on political and ideological differences such as competitive neutrality and human rights are on the rise.  
In March 2021, the EU adopted sanctions against four Chinese individuals and one Chinese entity for their 
involvement in severe human rights violations against Uyghurs in China’s Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region. It 
was the first time the EU had imposed sanctions against China since the 1989 Tiananmen Square massacre. In May, 
following China's counter-sanctions targeting Members of the European Parliament, members of national 
Parliaments, the bodies of two EU institutions and also academics and think-tanks, for criticising serious human 
rights violations against Uyghurs in China, the European Parliament adopted a resolution listing conditions for giving 
its consent to the EU-China comprehensive agreement on investment (CAI), linking it to China's human rights record. 
The CAI was agreed in principle in December 2020 and has been at the heart of the EU's strategy to re-balance its 
economic relationship with China for years. Currently, however, the chances of its ratification look remote. 
 
EU-China Comprehensive Agreement on Investment – Levelling the playing field with China 
International Agreements in Progress, Gisela Grieger, March 2021 
The lack of reciprocity in access to the Chinese market and the absence of a level playing field for EU investors in 
China have posed major challenges for EU-China investment relations in recent years, with the EU considering the 
negotiation of a comprehensive agreement on investment (CAI) a key instrument to remedy the situation. The 
CAI negotiations were aimed at establishing a uniform legal framework for EU-China investment ties by replacing 
the 25 outdated bilateral investment treaties concluded by China and EU Member States prior to the entry into 
force of the Lisbon Treaty in 2009, when the EU gained competence for most investment issues. The CAI was 
intended to go far beyond traditional investment protection, to cover market access, investment-related 
sustainable development, and level playing field issues, such as transparency of subsidies, rules on state-owned 
enterprises, and forced technology transfer. On 30 December 2020, negotiators reached an agreement in principle 
that is now being vetted by lawyers. It has to be translated into all official EU languages – taking up to one year – 
before it is formally submitted to Council for approval and to the European Parliament for consent. 
 
Taiwan in 2020 and beyond 
'At a glance' note, by Gisela Grieger, February 2021 
The Taiwanese went to the polls in early 2020 and overwhelmingly elected President Tsai Ing-wen of the 
Democratic Progressive Party (DPP) for a second term, while navigating pervasive disinformation and influence 
operations and watching events in Hong Kong closely. The coronavirus pandemic has been an opportunity for 
Taiwan to leverage its robust virus containment policy for global outreach. The self-ruled democratic island 
somewhat reduced its economic over-reliance on mainland China through diversification and relocation 
strategies. It witnessed a spike in military incursions into its airspace and waters by mainland China's air and naval 
forces, however. Key issues to watch are the impact of the strategic rivalry between the US and China over Taiwan's 
economy and the future of US strategic ambiguity as a deterrent against a potential hostile invasion of the island. 
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China tightens its grip over the South China Sea 
'At a glance' note, by Gisela Grieger, February 2021 
Of all the disputed areas claimed by China, the South China Sea has been most prominent in recent years, as it 
involves the largest number of actors with overlapping claims to maritime features and waters, as well as non-
claimant countries, owing to its strategic importance as one of the world's busiest shipping lanes. In 2020, China 
stepped up its 'divide and rule' tactics to assert its sweeping 'historic' rights, while Malaysia, Indonesia, the 
Philippines, and Vietnam dismissed them in an alignment of positions supported by a 2016 landmark arbitration 
award under the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea. In 2020, the United States' previously neutral 
position on China's maritime claims shifted to dismissing them as unlawful. The EU remained attached to its 
position of not taking sides with either party's claims. Some EU Member States have however become more vocal 
in dismissing China's 'historic' rights and have increased their presence in the South China Sea. 
 
Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank: How lean, clean, and green is the AIIB? 
Briefing by Gisela Grieger, February 2021 
In 2013, China proposed to establish the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB) as a new source of 
infrastructure financing in Asia. Like the China-led Belt and Road Initiative, the AIIB reflects the emergence of 
China's new, much more assertive foreign policy posture. The AIIB opened for business in 2016 shortly after the 
signing of the Paris Agreement, with a pledge to be 'lean, clean and green'. The bank's strategy of attracting 
Western donors as members with limited voting rights, of recruiting senior staff from other multilateral 
development banks (MDBs) and of initially only co-financing projects with other MDBs, using their standards, has 
earned it credibility, 'triple A' credit ratings and easy access to capital markets, prerequisites for rapid expansion 
into sectors such as digital infrastructure. However, the AIIB has been criticised for its innovative governance 
features, the flexibility embedded in its strategies, selective convergence of its standards with those of traditional 
MDBs and the gap between its green rhetoric and the failure to green its fossil fuel-dominated lending portfolio.  
 
China's economic recovery and dual circulation model 
Briefing by Gisela Grieger, December 2020 
After a delayed response to the novel coronavirus outbreak in late 2019, China has expanded its sophisticated 
digital surveillance systems to the health sector, linking security and health. It has apparently been successful in 
containing the virus, while most other countries still face an uphill battle. China emerged first from lockdown, and 
its economy rapidly entered a V-shaped recovery. As in 2008, China is driving the global recovery and will derive 
strategic gains from this role. However, China's relations with advanced economies and some emerging markets 
have further deteriorated during the pandemic, as its aggressive foreign policy posture has triggered pushback. 
This has created a more hostile environment for China's economic development and has had a negative impact 
on China's hitherto almost unconstrained access to these economies. The need to make the Chinese economy 
more resilient against external shocks and the intention to tap into the unexploited potential of China's huge 
domestic market in order to realise the nation's ambitions of becoming a global leader in cutting-edge 
technologies have prompted the Chinese leadership to launch a new economic development paradigm for China.  
 
EU-China geographical indications agreement 
'At a glance' note, by Gisela Grieger, September 2020 
On 6 November 2019, the EU and China concluded negotiations on a standalone agreement on cooperation on, 
and protection of, geographical indications (GIs), i.e. labels attached to (mainly) agricultural products that have a 
given quality, reputation or other characteristics attributable to their specific geographic origin. GIs are a type of 
intellectual property right, protected at multilateral level under the Agreement on Trade-related Aspects of 
Intellectual Property Rights, and in the EU under a GI protection regime. The reciprocal EU-China agreement seeks 
to protect 100 EU GIs in China and 100 Chinese GIs in the EU against imitation and usurpation. Council endorsed 
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the agreement's signature on 20 July 2020. The agreement could boost EU exports of high-quality foodstuffs, 
wines and spirits to the EU's third-largest destination for agrifood exports, and also foster rural development. It 
should also expand global recognition of the EU's GI protection regime, a key EU trade policy objective. 
 
EU-China relations: Taking stock after the 2020 EU-China Summit 
Briefing, by Gisela Grieger, June 2020 
The 22nd EU-China Summit, originally scheduled for March 2020, was postponed because of the pandemic. While 
other summits were simply cancelled or postponed indefinitely, the EU and China decided to hold the summit by 
video-link, on 22 June 2020. This decision testifies to the importance both sides attach to taking their complex 
relationship forward in difficult times. The 2020 summit offered the opportunity to take stock of progress made 
on past commitments and to re-calibrate EU-China relations, against the backdrop of the wide-ranging fallout 
from the coronavirus pandemic, growing United States-China strategic rivalry, rapid geopolitical power shifts and 
the erosion of multilateralism. 
 
Hong Kong: A Beijing-imposed security law? 
'Plenary at a glance' note, by Gisela Grieger, June 2020 
On 28 May 2020, the National People's Congress of the People's Republic of China authorised its Standing 
Committee to adopt a national security law for Hong Kong, bypassing the city's Parliament, the Legislative Council. 
The law, expected to enter into force prior to Hong Kong's legislative elections scheduled for September 2020, is 
likely to be a turning point for the city's 'high degree of autonomy' and a premature phasing out of the 'One 
country, two systems' model that was planned to subsist for 50 years from 1997. 
 
2019 Sakharov Prize laureate: Ilham Tohti 
'Plenary at a glance' note, by Gisela Grieger, December 2019 
Space for freedom of thought is shrinking dramatically across the globe, as the geo-political and geo-economic 
clout of authoritarian regimes expands. The Sakharov Prize for Freedom of Thought is therefore more important 
than ever: it enables the European Parliament to draw attention to the plight of those who stand up against the 
repression of human rights and fundamental freedoms. The 2019 Sakharov Prize laureate was renowned Uyghur 
economics professor Ilham Tohti, a moderate advocate of the rights of the Uyghur minority and of dialogue with 
the Han majority in China. In 2014, he was sentenced to life imprisonment on separatism-related charges, against 
the backdrop of China's hardening policy of countering religious extremism, ethnic separatism and terrorism – 
one that now frames Uyghur identity as a major national security threat.  
 
China's growing role as a security actor in Africa 
Briefing, by Gisela Grieger, October 2019 
China has emerged as an important economic, political but also security actor in Africa as a result of its 'Going 
out' policy officially launched in 2001, and the massive roll-out of its signature connectivity strategy, the Belt and 
Road Initiative, since 2013. China has shifted from uncompromising non-involvement to selective and incremental 
engagement in bilateral, regional and international cooperation on peace and security by nuancing, on a case-
by-case basis, the narrow boundaries of its normative foreign policy framework, including the principle of non-
interference in the internal affairs of foreign countries, that had for decades made a previously inward-looking 
China a free-rider on global security, provided by the US in particular. As in other fields, China has pursued a two-
pronged approach to African security issues, to defend its economic and security interests and to expand its 
influence in Africa. On the one hand, it has contributed to existing multilateral structures and instruments to foster 
peace and security. On the other hand, it has expanded its military presence by engaging African countries 
bilaterally through joint drills, military training, and military infrastructure-building and multilaterally through the 
newly created China-Africa forum on security issues.  
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Further reading 
EU human rights sanctions. Towards a European Magnitsky Act 
Briefing by Martin Russell, December 2020 
 
Religion and the EU's external policies: Increasing engagement 
In-depth analysis by Philippe Perchoc et al.; case study on China by Gisela Grieger, February 2020 
 
What Think Tanks are thinking – China: Partner or rival? 
Briefing by Marcin Grajewski, June 2021 
 
What Think Tanks are Thinking – From partner to rival 
Briefing by Marcin Grajewski, October 2020 
 
More in the Globalstat Infographic: China: Economic Indicators and Trade with the EU 
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