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China-EU@50:

Assessing the Ups and Downs of the Relationship

by Nicola Casarini

In Europe there co-exist concurrent, and often contradictory, images of China, which explains why Sino-
European economic relations continue to thrive notwithstanding the political coldness of the last years.
While the EU’s leadership views Xi Jinping’s China as a ‘systemic rival’ and the main enabler of Russia’s war
against Ukraine, Beijing continues to be seen also as an opportunity by EU companies, universities and
civil society groups. China’s dual image - that of a daunting challenge and a formidable opportunity — has
characterised the Sino-European relationship since the mid-1970s.
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Since their reciprocal diplomatic recognition in 1975, Europe - first
as European Economic Community (EEC) and then as European
Union - and the People’s Republic of China (PRC) have seen their
relationship grow dramatically. Today, the EU and China together
account for almost 30 per cent of global trade in goods and services
and for over a third of global GDP.X In 2024, EU-China total trade
exceeded 845 billion euros. It means that the two exchange more
than 2 billion euros a day in goods and services.

Chinais currently the EU’s second-largest trading partner in goods,
after the United States - but the third largest, after the United States
and the United Kingdom, if goods and services are combined, while
the EU is China’s top trading partner. Economic considerations have
traditionally been the backbone of the relationship and commercial
exchanges have steadily increased over the years. However, political
relations have gone through ups and downs, and the yearly EU-China
summit has become the thermometer for evaluating the health of
the relationship.

The peak was in 2003. At the EU-China summit in Brussels on 30-
31 October of that year, the two sides established a ‘comprehensive
strategic partnership), including plans to boost cooperation in
science, advanced technology and space, as well as support for

Council of the EU, EU-China Trade: Facts and Figures, last updated on 8 August 2025,
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/infographics/eu-china-trade.
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each other’s currencies: the euro and the renminbi. Moreover, EU
leaders promised their Chinese counterparts to open discussions on
lifting the arms embargo imposed on Beijing in the aftermath of the
Tiananmen’s crackdown on students on 4 June 1989. The first half of
the 2000s was the heyday of the relationship and coincided with one
of the worst transatlantic rifts in history, mainly due to divergences
over the United States’ war in Iraq and opposition to the George W.
Bush Administration’s unilateral attitude in world affairs.

Fast forward to 2025 and the relationship has plunged to one of
its lowest points. The EU-China summit in Beijing on 24 July was
shortened to just one day (instead of the usual two), and the annual
High-Level Economic and Trade Dialogue (TED), which traditionally
takes place before the summit, was scrapped altogether, due to
mutual misperceptions and lingering trade tensions. It did not help
either that the High Representative of the EU for Foreign Affairs
and Security Policy Kaja Kallas would repeatedly label China as a
“systemic rival”,2 or that European Commission President Ursula von
der Leyen declared, a few weeks before the summit, that “China is
de-facto enabling Russia’s war economy” - a clear indication that the
China-Russia “no limits” partnership, announced a few weeks before
the invasion of Ukraine in February 2022,* and reaffirmed by the two
sides in 2025 on the third anniversary of Russia’s aggression,® has
significantly contributed to worsening Europe’s view of China.

This study provides an assessment of the ups and downs of the
relationship over the last five decades, with the aim to provide
readers with a better understanding of why the EU-China relationship
has evolved the way it has. The focus is on perceptions, including
examination of when, and how, China’s image of Europe, and Europe’s
image of China, have changed, and their implications for policy.

It finds that Chinese leaders have perceived Europe, and
implemented policies towards it, in a more consistent way than EU
leaders. The non-democratic nature of the Chinese regime has made
it possible for the leadership of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP)
to pursue ties with Europe regardless of the views of Chinese citizens
and the private sector. European leaders have been more fleeting in

European External Action Service (EEAS), EUISS 2025 Annual Conference: Kaja Kallas
Keynote Speech, 3 September 2025, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6AKx00zcEwU.

European Commission, Speech by President von der Leyen at the EP Plenary
Joint Debate on EU-China Relations, Strasbourg, 8 July 2025, https://ec.europa.eu/
commission/presscorner/detail/en/speech_25_1764.

Russia and China, Joint Statement of the Russian Federation and the People’s Republic
of China on the International Relations Entering a New Era and the Global Sustainable
Development, Moscow, 4 February 2022, http://www.en.kremlin.ru/supplement/5770.

Slodkowski, Antoni and Laurie Chen, “China’s Xi Affirms ‘No Limits’ Partnership with
Putin in Call on Ukraine War Anniversary”, in Reuters, 24 February 2025, https://www.
reuters.com/world/xi-putin-hold-phone-call-ukraine-war-anniversary-state-media-
says-2025-02-24.
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their attitudes towards Beijing. This is in part, due to the democratic
nature of the EU and its member states, which makes it possible
for public opinion, business groups and civil society organisations
to influence the development of the EU’s China policy. But it is also
important to acknowledge the United States’ attempts at steering the
European allies’ China policyin a direction favourable to Washington’s
interests.

As aresult, Chinese leaders have not changed their view of Europe
much over the last five decades, continuing to look at Europe as an
important market and source of imported technology, as well as -
in their rhetoric, at least - a strategic partner with which to build
a multipolar world order and challenge the dominant position
of the United States. Instead, in Europe the image of China has
evolved significantly over time and has included the emergence of
a ‘China threat’ discourse in the last years. In its 2019 policy paper
on China, the European Commission described the Asian giant as
“a partner for cooperation, an economic competitor and a systemic
rival”¢ encapsulating both the opportunities and the challenges of
the Sino-European relationship. Quite a departure from the way
European leaders thought of Beijing in the 1990s and 2000s, but with
some similarities with the mid-1970s when they decided to officially
recognise the PRC, and severed ties with the Republic of China
(Taiwan).

EJ] THE BEGINNING

The PRC and the European Community established official diplomatic
relations on 15 September 1975, when Ambassador Li Lien-Pi, Head
of the PRC Diplomatic Mission to the EEC, presented his credentials
to the presidents of the Council of the European Communities
and the Commission.? Mutual recognition came at an important
historical moment for both sides. Beijing had entered an anti-Soviet
partnership with Washington in 1971-72. The six original members
of the EEC (Germany, France, Italy, the Netherlands, Belgium and
Luxembourg) had launched the European Political Cooperation (EPC)
process in 1970 - as the forebear for the future Common Foreign and
Security Policy. In 1973, the EEC enlarged to Denmark, Ireland and
the United Kingdom, while the European Parliament would have its
role bolstered with the first direct elections in 1979.

In 1974, EEC heads of state and government agreed henceforth

See EEAS, EU-China Relations Factsheet, December 2023, https://commission.
europa.eu/node/10895_en

European Communities, “The People’s Republic of China and the European
Community”, in Europe Information, No. 13/78 (September 1978), p. 3, https://aei.pitt.
edu/8243.
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to convene as the European Council, a de facto executive for dealing
with the most important matters and for setting the agenda of the
whole European integration process. Moreover, the EEC had been
authorised to collect its own revenues and advance into new areas
of cooperation such as common trade policies. In this context,
some scholars interpreted the establishment of diplomatic relations
between the EEC and the PRC as the acknowledgement of “[each]
other’s future international potential”.?

The view prevalent among European leaders was that China was
gradually changing for the better, after the disastrous era of the
‘cultural revolution’ which was launched by CCP chairman and PRC’s
longstanding ruler Mao Zedong in 1966 and lasted until his death in
1976. The introduction in 1975 of Prime Minister Zhou Enlai’s ‘four
modernisations’ led European policymakers to hope that an incipient
opening of the potential greatest market of the world was imminent.2
In turn, Chinese leaders expected Europe to contribute to the PRC’s
own economic and technological development.

Politically, China hoped that the European integration process
would have a major part to play in the emancipation of Central and
Eastern Europe from the Soviet Union.X In the early 1980s, China
would become an advocate of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization
(NATO) to ease Soviet pressure from the tense Sino-Soviet border.

In May 1985, China and the European Community signed a Trade
and Cooperation Agreement, providing their growing relationship
with a legal framework.!! In subsequent years, West European
countries would become important economic partners for Beijing,
allowing China to diversify from its dependence on Japan and the
United States for imported capital goods and technology. As Deng
Xiaoping, Mao’s successor as the de facto PRC’s leader, stated: “We
should lose no time in seeking their [West Europe] cooperation so
as to speed up our technological transformation. [...] It is a matter of
strategic importance.”’?

The 1980s thus witnessed a gradual and persistent grow of relations

Moller, Kdy, “Diplomatic Relations and Mutual Strategic Perceptions: China and the
European Union”,in The China Quarterly, No. 169 (March 2002), p. 10-32 at p. 11, D0110.1017/
$0009443902000037, https://library.fes.de/libalt/journals/swetsfulltext/13230830.pdf.

Scott, David, “China-EU Convergence 1957-2003: Towards a ‘Strategic Partnership”, in
Asia-Europe Journal, Vol. 5, No. 2 (June 2007), p. 217-233 at p. 218, DOI 10.1007/s10308-
007-0109-3.

Yahuda, Michael B., “China and Europe: The Significance of a Secondary Relationship”,
in Thomas W. Robinson and David Shambaugh (eds), Chinese Foreign Policy: Theory and
Practice, Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1994, p. 266-282.

EEC and China, Agreement on Trade and Economic Cooperation between the European
Economic Community and the People’s Republic of China, 21 May 1985, https://eur-lex.
europa.eu/legal-content/en/TXT/?uri=celex:21985A0919(01).

Deng, Xiaoping, “Use the Intellectual Resources of Other Countries and Open Wider
to the Outside World", 8 July 1983, in Selected Works of Deng Xiaoping. Vol 111 (1982-1992),
Beijing, Foreign Language Press, 1994, p. 43.
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between Beijing and West European countries, accompanied by an
improving image of China in the European public opinion. However,
the massacre in Tiananmen Square tarnished the image of the
country, dealing a temporary blow to the relationship. The People’s
Liberation Army (PLA)’s crackdown on students’ demonstrations in
June 1989 had a considerable impact on Sino-European relations. At
the European Community’s summit in Madrid on 26-27 June 1989,
European leaders agreed to impose punitive economic sanctions
individually and in the framework of the EEC, suspend all military
contacts and arms sales, withhold all ministerial-level official visits
to China and defer those already scheduled, freeze all government-
guaranteed loans, and issue a strong statement condemning the
massacre.t

While protests against the Chinese regime would be staged across
the old continent, already on 4 July 1989 the European Community
announced its intention to re-establish political contacts with China,
on the basis that it was necessary to continue engaging China in the
hope that this would accelerate political change. Several European
governments felt that the Tiananmen massacre, though deplorable,
should not sour bilateral relations for too long. On 22 October 1989,
EEC foreign ministers decided to gradually resume economic co-
operation and re-establish high-level contracts. Arms sales and
military contacts remained frozen, but ministerial and head of state
visits resumed. By Summer 1990, most of the European sanctions
would be lifted, except for the arms embargo.’* The normalisation
of relations with China after Tiananmen took place in a relatively
short time and amid profound changes in the international system
characterised by the fall of the Berlin Wall (November 1989) and the
demise of the Soviet Union (December 1991).

CHINA’S ECONOMIC RISE

In the post-Cold War period, the promotion of economic ties
became paramount. In 1994, an exchange of letters initiated a broad
political dialogue in recognition of the two sides’ emerging status
in international politics. During that period, the only explicit form
of pressure that survived the immediate reaction to the Tiananmen
Square massacre was the EU’s practice of tabling a resolution
criticising China’s human rights record in the annual meeting of the
United Nations Commission on Human Rights (UNCHR).

European Council, “Declaration on China", Annex 2 to Presidency Conclusions,
Madrid, 26-27 June 1989, https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/20589/1989_june_-_
madrid__eng_.pdf.

Shambaugh, David, “China and Europe: 1949-1995", in Contemporary China Institute
Research Notes and Studies, No. 11 (1996).
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The development of the EU’s China policy would be largely
influenced by Germany, which had succeeded in building good
relations with Beijing, a pragmatic approach that went back to
1955, when despite the Hallstein doctrine that denied diplomatic
recognition to all states that recognised East Germany, the German
Federal Republic established a trade office in China. This approach
would pay good dividends: by 1989, West Germany had become
China’s major European trading partner, and it was estimated that
almost 50 per cent of the foreign technology imported into China
came from it.t*

Sino-German commercial relations benefited from the German
government’s resolve to avoid raising issues that Beijing would
consider sensitive and to reaffirm the ‘one China’ policy on many
occasions. For instance, in January 1993 Chancellor Helmut Kohl
refused to approve the sale of ten submarines and ten frigates to
Taiwan not to upset relations with the PRC. Germany’s approach
to China would inspire the European Commission which, on 5 July
1995, released its Communication A Long-Term Policy for China-
Europe Relations declaring that relations with China “are bound
to be a cornerstone in Europe’s external relations, both with Asia
and globally”.2¢ The document put forward a positive image of
China’s rise and laid down a strategy of constructive engagement
for integrating China into the international community, reflecting a
liberal internationalist agenda based on the assumption that China’s
peaceful rise would be inextricably interlinked with - and helped by -
the country’s smooth integration into the world economy. The belief
was that a firm engagement policy from Europe would hopefully lead
China, over time, to greater political inclusion and the adoption of a
peaceful and cooperative foreign policy.

Brussels’ non-confrontational approach was manifest most visibly
in the decision of the EU to cease supporting a motion against China
at the UNCHR. Several states, including France, Germany, Italy
and Spain, argued that the exercise had become a farce - since the
resolution had never been passed - and while having no concrete
impact on human rights conditions in China, it was damaging
relations with Beijing to the detriment of European business
interests. In exchange, in 1998 the EU-China human rights dialogue
was established, under pressure from the Nordic members and the
United Kingdom.

Nesshover, Christoph, “Bonn et Paris face a Pékin (1989-1997) : vers une stratégie
commune ?” in Politique étrangére, Vol. 64, No. 1 (1999), p. 91-106, https://doi.
org/10.3406/polit.1999.4830.

European Commission, A Long-Term Policy for China-Europe Relations (COM/95/279), 5

July 1995, p. 1, https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/en/TXT/?uri=celex:51995DC0279.
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STRATEGIC PARTNERSHIP

At the beginning of the 2000s, EU political and corporate elites, but
also public opinion, held largely positive views of China. In this period,
EU-China relations were so good, and the absence of conflict issues
between the two so glaring, that commentators would use words
such as ‘love affair’ and ‘honeymoon’ for describing the state of the
relationship.t” China was perceived as a great economic opportunity
and potential strategic partner for challenging US unilateral attitudes
in world affairs.

On 30 October 2003, the EU and China established a comprehensive
strategic partnership. The same day, the two sides signed a political
agreement allowing China to participate in the joint development of
Galileo, the EU-led global navigation satellite system alternative to
the dominant American GPS, while Chinese leaders made several
declarations in favour of Europe’s integration process and the
European common currency - which had been launched a few years
before. The People’s Bank of China (PBOC) would eventually purchase
large quantities of the new currency, a move in stark contrast with
the Bush Administration which had reservations about the European
common currency,® which it viewed, along with other EU initiatives,
as a challenge to America’s primacy in world affairs.2

Closer EU-China relations across the board were thus facilitated
by two concurrent factors; (i) the Bush Administration’s wariness of
encouraging European autonomy? - which was instead supported
by Beijing as a way to split the Western allies; (ii) and transatlantic
divergences on the United States’ invasion of Iraq, which had soured
relations with France and Germany, the two countries that more
strongly advocated for EU-China cooperation in the areas of high
tech and satellite navigation and promote greater autonomy from
Washington in foreign and security affairs.2 In subsequent years,
Europe would become China’s most important source of scientific
expertise and advanced technology.

Islam, Shada, “Sino-European Relations: It's More than Love”, in Far Eastern Economic
Review, Vol. 167, No. 6 (12 February 2004), p. 26-29.

Calleo, David P, “Twenty-First Century Geopolitics and the Erosion of the Dollar
Order”, in Eric Helleiner and Jonathan Kirshner (eds), The Future of the Dollar, Ithaca/
London, Cornell University Press, 2009, p. 164-190. For earlier debates about US views of
the euro as a challenge to the dollar see: Walker, Martin, “The Euro: Why It's Bad for the
Dollar but Good for America”, in World Policy Journal, Vol. 15, No. 3 (Fall 1998), p. 1-12.

David, Charles-Philippe and Frédéric Ramel, “The Bush Administration’s Image of
Europe: From Ambivalence to Rigidity”, in The International Journal of Peace Studies,
Vol. 8, No. 1 (Spring/Summer 2003), https://www3.gmu.edu/programs/icar/ijps/
vol8_1/David%20and%20Ramel.htm.

Calleo, David P., America, Europe and the Twenty-First Century, 26 December 2022,
https://davidcalleo.com/talk/america-europe-and-the-twenty-first-century.

Casarini, Nicola, Remaking Global Order. The Evolution of Europe-China Relations and
its Implications for East Asia and the United States, Oxford, Oxford University Press,
2009.
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France and Germany, joined by other countries, including the
United Kingdom and Italy, also pushed forlifting the EU arms embargo
on China, a move that eventually failed. At the European Council
in June 2005, EU member states decided to officially postpone the
issue finding the timing inappropriate for the lifting, due to several
reasons: (i) the strong opposition from the United States and its Asian
allies; (ii) increasing uneasiness in many national parliaments and
within the European Parliament; (iii) China’s failure to provide clear
and specific evidence of improvement of its human rights record; (iv)
the passing of China’s Anti-Secession Law that did not exclude the use
of force to ensure territorial integrity in a clear reference to Taiwan;
(v) a new, and more pro-American, European Commission led by
Manuel Barroso; and (vi) the accession to the EU of ten new, mostly
Atlanticist members, notably from Central and Eastern Europe.

The shelving of the proposal on the arms embargo coincided with
a shift in perceptions of China, as evidenced in a 2006 survey by the
German Marshall Fund in 18 selected countries. The survey found
some significant differences between the two sides of the Atlantic:
while in the United States the largest percentage of respondents were
more concerned bythethreat posed by China’s growing military power
(35 per cent), in Europe, the largest percentage of respondents were
more concerned by the threat posed by China’s growing economy (37
per cent). Among Europeans, the highest perception of threat from
the Chinese economy was in France (53 per cent), Portugal (52 per
cent), and Italy (51 per cent).?

This deterioration of European public views of China was based
on the perception that the Asian giant had been invading European
markets with cheap products and was taking away jobs in the
manufacturing sectors. This view reflected Beijing’s active industrial
policy, which was turning the country into a low-cost competitor
in high-skill industries. The rapid growth of skill-intensive imports
from China would represent a serious challenge for certain European
industrial sectors considered sensitive.

Another factor contributing to the worsening of EU-China ties was
the Tibet question. In March 2008, following a heavy-handed Chinese
crackdown on riots erupted in Lhasa, Tibet’s main city, Hans-Gert
Pottering, the President of the European Parliament, invited the
Dalai Lama to address the EU legislature and called for EU leaders
to consider boycotting the opening ceremony of the Beijing Olympic
Games in August 2008. In the end, many EU leaders did not participate
in the opening ceremony.

In October 2008, the European Parliament further infuriated

German Marshall Fund, Perspectives on Trade and Poverty Reduction: A Survey of
Public Opinion, 2006, https://www.gmfus.org/sites/default/files/2007TPSurvey-FINAL.
pdf.
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Beijing by awarding the Sakharov Prize for Freedom of Thought to
Mr. Hu Jia, a well-known dissident jailed because of his activities
in denouncing the spread of HIV/AIDS in China and in defence of
freedom of expression. This led Chinese leaders to postpone the
yearly EU-China summit scheduled for 1-2 December 2008 in Lyon
(France).

Yet, a positive image of China continued to hold sway among
economic players, who looked at the Asian giant through the lenses
of its huge market and growing opportunities. Under pressure from
European companies and business associations, the EU established
a High Level Economic and Trade Dialogue with Beijing - along the
lines of the US-China Strategic Economic Dialogue - in April 2008.
Following the creation of the European External Action Service
(EEAS) in 2009, Brussels also upgraded political ties with Beijing by
setting up an annual EU-China High-Level Strategic Dialogue between
the High Representative of the Union for Foreign Affairs and Security
Policy and Commission Vice-President (HRVP) and the Chinese State
Councillor responsible for foreign affairs. Beginning in 2011 - and
lasting a few years - there was also a yearly meeting between the EU’s
HRVP and the Chinese Defence Minister, paralleled by a dialogue on
military affairs between the Chair of the EU Military Committee and
his counterpart in the PLA.

Some EU member states, including France, Germany, Italy and
Spain, set up a ‘strategic dialogue’ with Beijing, complemented by
the training of Chinese military officers and exchanges of high-level
visits. In October 2018, for the first time, EU military forces completed
a combined exercise with the People’s Liberation Army Navy (PLAN)
in the Gulf of Aden. While Sino-European political relations received
a boost in the first half of the 2010s, the ascent to power of a new and
assertive leader, CCP Chairman Xi Jinping, in 2012 would gradually
shift perceptions, leading Brussels to reassess its ties with Beijing
again.

XI JINPING AND THE EU

Xi’s first trip to Europe in November 2013 included a visit to the EU
institutions in Brussels - the first time that a Chinese president would
set foot inside the EU headquarters. The visit was perceived as a
recognition of the Union’s growing political importance for China,
while offering the Chinese president the opportunity to promote its
signature foreign policy initiative: the Belt and Road.2

When the One Belt One Road (OBOR) or new Silk Roads - later

Casarini, Nicola, “Xi Jinping and the EU", in EUISS Alert, No. 22 (April 2014), https://
www.iss.europa.eu/node/943.
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renamed Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) - was announced, there was
considerable enthusiasm in Europe for what was seen as an initiative
that would foster Sino-European connectivity and, more generally,
closer EU-China ties.? The old continent was chosen as the endpoint
of both the land and maritime routes. The early implementation
of the BRI in Europe focused on financing infrastructure projects,
in particular railways in Southeast Europe and ports in the
Mediterranean Sea. This was accompanied by a surge of Chinese
green-field investments, complemented by monetary linkages
between the PBOC and the European Central Bank (ECB) through
the establishment of currency swap agreements and renminbi
bank clearing whose aim was to lower transaction costs of Chinese
investments.

European countries welcomed the BRI, seen as a great opportunity
for some cash-strapped governments to obtain financial capital from
Beijing.2® In 2015, there came a massive flood of Chinese investments
in the old continent, with Italy as a main recipient, with a 36 per cent
rise in investment, as compared with the previous year,? also thanks
to the 7.1 billion euro acquisition by ChemChina, a state-owned
Chinese company, of a 16.89 per cent stake in Pirelli, the world’s fifth-
largest tire maker.Z

According to Rhodium Group, a New York based consultancy,
Chinese FDI in the EU increased by almost fifty times in only eight
years, from less than 840 million US dollars in 2008 to a record high
of 42 billion dollars (35 billion euros) in 2016. Although Chinese
investments in the EU were still comparatively low, they would
evolve rapidly and at unprecedented growth rates, particularly in
Southern Europe.2 Italy had become the recipient of a sudden flow of
calibrated investments by the People’s Bank of China, which acquired
2 per cent of several strategically important companies, including
the energy giant Eni, the electricity company Enel, carmaker Fiat-
Chrysler, telecommunication operator Telecom Italia, as well as
Generali (insurance) and Mediobanca (finance and banking).2 These

Casarini, Nicola, “When All Roads Lead to Beijing. Assessing China’s New Silk Road
and its Implications for Europe”, in The International Spectator, Vol. 51, No 4 (December
2016), p. 95-108, DOI 10.1080/03932729.2016.1224491.

Hellstrom, Jerker, China’s Acquisitions in Europe: European Perceptions of Chinese
Investments and Their Strategic Implications, Stockholm, Swedish Defence Research
Agency, December 2016, https://www.foi.se/en/foi/reports/report-summary.
html?reportNo=FOI-R--4384--sE.

Percy, Joseph, “Chinese FDI in the EU’s Top 4 Economies”, in China Briefing, 8 May
2019, https:/ /www.china-briefing.com/news/chinese-fdi-eu-top-4-economies.

“Silk Road Fund Joins ChemChina in Industrial Investment in Pirelli & C. SpA”, in
China Daily, 5 June 2015, https://www.chinadaily.com.cn/business/2015-06/05/
content_20923643.htm.

Hanemann, Thilo et al., “Chinese FDI in Europe: 2018 Trends and Impact of New
Screening Policies”, in MERICS Papers on China, 6 March 2019, https://merics.org/en/
node/160.

Moloney, Liam. “China Central Bank Buys Stakes in Eni, Enel”, in The Wall Street
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purchases would have a positive impact on Italian public perceptions
of China. Between spring 2014 and spring 2015, the Pew Research
Center registered a 14 per cent increase in favourable Italian public
views of China, much higher than in Germany (at +6 per cent) and
France (+3 per cent).®® In April 2015, Italy joined the China-led Asian
Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB) as a founding member, along
with the United Kingdom, Germany and France.

The rather positive image of China in Italy during the second half
of the 2010s would make politically it easier (though not easy) for
Giuseppe Conte, Italy’s then Prime Minister, to sign a Memorandum
of Understanding (MOU) on the Belt and Road Initiative during the
state visit of Chinese President Xi in March 2019, rising alarm bells in
Washington and uneasiness in Brussels, as it occurred on the same
day when the European Council was seeking to fashion a common
approach towards Beijing. While in Italy and in other parts of
Southern Europe the Belt and Road was enjoying a positive image, in
the rest of Europe the view of China, and of its flagship geo-economic
project, had become rather bleak.

B PUSHBACK

Beginningin 2016-17, a growing number of scholars and policymakers
begun to criticise China’s predatory investments in Europe, and to
argue in favour of more conditionality in EU-China relations, in
particular on economic and trade issues. In the same vein, the
European Parliament, a number of national Parliaments, and some
political forces within EU member states would step up criticism vis-
a-vis the Chinese regime and its trade practices.

The acquisition of Kuka, a listed German robotics manufacturer,
by the Midea Group, a Chinese-listed home appliances company, at
the end of 201622 - part of a larger trend characterised by the rapid
increase in Chinese takeovers of European companies - would fuel
concerns over the sale of national champions to China; links between
the Chinese Communist Party and the investing enterprises; and the
lack of reciprocity in terms of limited access for European investors

Journal, 27 March 2014, https://www.wsj.com/articles/SB10001424052702304688104579
465482022981014.

Wike, Richard et al., “Globally, More Name U.S. than China as World’s Leading
Economic Power”,in Pew Research Center Reports, 13 July 2017, https:/ /www.pewresearch.
org/?p=29047.

Oertel, Janka, “The New China Consensus: How Europe Is Growing Wary of Beijing”,
in ECFR Policy Briefs, 7 September 2020, https://ecfr.eu/publication/the_new_china_
consensus_how_europe_is_growing_wary_of_beijing.

Basu, Papiya, “Midea Completes Acquisition of German Robot Maker Kuka”, in SesP
Global Market Intelligence, 8 January 2017, https:/ /web.archive.org/web/20201013171318/
https://www.spglobal.com/marketintelligence/en/news-insights/trending/
GJozjWvrKhepx0)ql2SsHw?2.
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to the Chinese market, leading France, German, and Italy to ask
the European Commission, in February 2017, to rethink the rules
on foreign investment in the EU. The result was the adoption of a
screening mechanism framework intended to help the European
Commission and the EU member states to evaluate whether a foreign
investor is controlled by a third country government - a move clearly
aimed at Chinese state-backed enterprises.23

The first Trump Administration (2017-2021) also contributed
to Europe’s evolving position towards Beijing. While the Obama
Administration had not openly opposed Europe’s continued
engagement with Beijing, Trump would adopt a more assertive - and
at times conflictual - approach and expected the Europeans to abide
by his demands to adopt further restrictions on Chinese investments
in European high-tech companies, limiting China-EU cooperation in
security-related areas, and halting purchases of Huawei 5G services,
amongst others. Eventually, the Europeans would partially cave in
to US pressure and toughen their China policy - after all, it was in
2019 that the EU crafted its tripartite depiction of China that included
the “systemic rival” framing. This dynamic continued during the
Biden Administration when improved transatlantic ties led to the
establishment of a structured EU-US High-Level Dialogue on China
and the Indo-Pacific.

Another major setback to China’s image in Europe came with the
publication of two policy documents that would definitively put an
end to the enthusiasm vis-a-vis China and its Belt and Road Initiative
experienced in the early years. The first was issued in January 2019 by
the Federation of German Industries (BDI), which advocated a more
assertive position vis-a-vis Beijing on trade and investment.3* The
second was published by the EU in March 2019. In it, Brussels made a
shift towards a more assertive, and defensive, approach, calling China
an ‘economic competitor’ and a ‘systemic rival promoting alternative
models of governance’. In the same vein, the European Council of
21-22 March 2019 voiced harsh criticism on issues ranging from the
BRI and Chinese investments into the bloc, to the challenge posed
by Beijing state-backed companies to Europe’s competitiveness and
prosperity.

The pushback towards China and its Silk Roads has been nowhere
more evidentthan in Italy. The arrival of a right-wing, pro-US coalition
headed by Giorgia Meloni in September 2022 would accelerate the
process - initiated by the previous government led by technocrat

EuropeanCommission,ProposalforaRegulationEstablishingaFrameworkforScreening
of Foreign Direct Investments into the European Union (COM/2017/487), 13 September
2017, https:/ /eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/en/TXT/?uri=celex:52017PC0487.

Federation of German Industries, China - Partner and Systemic Competitor, Berlin,
January 2019, https://www.wita.org/?p=14071.
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Mario Draghi - of putting limits to BRI's projects and Chinese
acquisitions of industrial assets considered of strategic significance.
In June 2023, the Italian government used specific legislation to block
ChemcChina, Pirelli’s largest stakeholder, from taking control of the
tire making giant, while in December of the same year the Meloni
government did not renew the MOU on the BRI, thus effectively
exiting Xi’s project.

Italy is not the only European country that after the initial
enthusiasm has turned its back on China. Since 2021, anti-China
sentiment has also been growing in Central and Eastern European
(CEE) countries with which China had strengthened ties through its
Beltand Road Initiative. Some of these countries began changing their
stance toward Beijing, finding that the economic benefits coming
from China are not as great as they had expected. In August 2022,
Latvia and Estonia joined Lithuania in abandoning the so-called 16+1
grouping, a format between Beijing and CEE countries established
in 2012 as a platform for joint cooperation on infrastructure and
development projects.® China’s support for Russia’s war against
Ukraine has exacerbated tensions between China and various CEE
countries, which have been severely hit by the war in neighbouring
Ukraine.

[l HALF-HEARTED DE-RISKING

Amid growing tensions between the West and China, in 2023 the EU
leadership came up with the concept of ‘de-risking’ which ever since
has become a buzzword in European policy circles. The concept,
as described by European Commission President von der Leyen in
a speech in March 2023, aims to reduce critical dependencies on
China, avoid the decoupling debate, and find a common transatlantic
ground.*® The EU’s de-risking strategy is still evolving - but essentially
entails reducing ‘risky ties’ and vulnerabilities, including in EU supply
chains, rare earths and critical technologies such as semiconductors,
artificial intelligence (AI) and quantum computing, with the aim of
diversifying where necessary.? It stands as a clear indication that the
image of China among politicians and public opinion has continued

Seputyte, Milda and Ott Tammik, “Baltic States Abandon East European Cooperation
with China", in Bloomberg, 12 August 2022, https://www.bloomberg.com/news/
articles/2022-08-11/baltic-states-abandon-eastern-european-cooperation-with-china.

European Commission, Speech by President von der Leyen on EU-China Relations to the
Mercator Institute for China Studies and the European Policy Centre, Brussels, 30 March
2023, https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/speech_23_2063.

Brinza, Andreea et al., “EU-China Relations: De-risking or De-coupling - The Future
of the EU Strategy towards China”, in EPRS Studies, March 2024, https://www.europarl.
europa.eu/thinktank/en/document/EXPO_STU(2024)754446.
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to worsen in the last years.3#

Brussels’ efforts at de-risking from China has stirred resistance
from some EU member states, business groups and civil society
organisations, including universities. A number of actors seem keen
to tighten industrial ties with Beijing and attract Chinese investments
in clean technology. In December 2023, Chinese automaker BYD
announced plans to establish an electric-vehicle manufacturing
plant - the biggest in Europe with a production capacity of 200,000
vehicles per year - in the Hungarian city of Szeged. In April 2024,
the Spanish government announced a joint venture between Chinese
automaker Chery and Ebro-EV Motors to produce 150,000 cars by
2029 in a new plant in Catalonia.® In July 2024, Slovak media reported
that Chinese car manufacturer SAIC is eyeing Slovakia and Czechia as
potential location for its EU based plant® - a trend that has potential
to undermine the de-risking strategy of the European Commission,
as well as deepen the divide with the United States on this issue.

Quantum technology - where Washington is determined to
maintain global leadership - is another area in which some European
actors have begun collaboration with China.# For instance, Origin
Quantum, China’s leading quantum computing company, recently
announced the construction of a quantum computing centre in
the Spanish tech hub Malaga.® Giglio Group, an Italian firm active
in the design, implementation and management of AI platforms
has partnered with Shenzhen-based SpinQ Technology, a global
leader in the research and production of quantum computers, to
develop quantum computing services for academic institutions and
companies.® In January 2025, two Italian academic institutions,
the University of Perugia and the University of Salerno, announced
a partnership with SpinQ Technology which includes the Chinese
companies supplying quantum computers to the two universities.*

Andersson, Patrik and Frida Lindberg (eds), National Perspectives on Europe’s De-
risking from China, Stockholm/Brussels, European Think Tanks Network on China
(ETNC), June 2024, https://merics.org/en/node/2269.

“China’s Chery to Open Its First European Manufacturing Site in Spain”, in Reuters,
16 April 2024, https://www.reuters.com/business/autos-transportation/chinas-chery-
will-open-spain-its-first-european-manufacturing-site-2024-04-16.

“Chinese Car Manufacturer Eyes Slovakia While Some Envisage Problems”, in Radio
SlovakRia International, 25 July 2024, https://enrsi.stvr.sk/articles/news/371184/
chinese-car-manufacturer-eyes-slovakia-while-some-envisage-problems.

Junusova, Altynay, “China Starts Exporting Quantum Computers as Its Systems
Become More Competitive”, in MERICS Commentaries, 2 October 2025, https://merics.
org/en/node/2639.

Rogers, David, “Chinese Tech Firm Plans Europe’s Biggest Computing Centre in Malaga”,
in Global Construction Review, 28 March 2025, https://www.globalconstructionreview.
com/?p=69517.

Giglio Group, Giglio Group and Spinq Revolutionize the Future: From Their Cooperation
Is Born Omniaquantum..., 14 January 2025, https://www.giglio.org/wp-content/
uploads/2025/01/CSOmniaQuantum1i4ge25eng.pdf.

Idea-Re, Idea-Re Together with the Department of Physics and Geology of the
University of Perugia in Exploring the Potential of Quantum Computing, 2 September
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This kind of collaborations weaken EU efforts at limiting ‘risky’
ties with Beijing in critical technologies and is reminiscent of past
cooperation on 5G development between Huawei and various
European universities which was strongly criticised by Washington.

There are other European actors, namely banks, financial
institutions and some policymakers from the eurozone, who hold
the view that the Chinese renminbi can be an ‘ally’ to counter the
dominant position of the dollar.#® Such stance finds support in the
idea that Beijing has always backed Europe’s monetary ambitions and
unwearyingly supported the eurozone during the euro-crisis of 2010-
12. At the time, Chinese authorities made various declarations in
support of the European common currency and the People’s Bank of
China stepped in to buy eurozone bonds, including those of Greece,
Portugal, Spain and Italy, which were under speculative attacks from
Wall Street-based international banks and hedge funds.

Since 2012, China’s central bank has diversified its foreign exchange
reserves - the world’s largest - so that it now holds over one-third in
euros and slightly more than half in dollars.# In exchange, eurozone
countries unanimously backed the decision by the International
Monetary Fund in December 2015 - renewed in 2022 - to include the
renminbi in the basket of currencies making up the Special Drawing
Right (SDR), a synthetic reserve currency that includes the US dollar,
the euro, the British pound, and the Japanese yen.* In this context,
the use by European actors of the renminbi is growing. As of August
2025, of the 1,500-plus financial institutions connected to the China’s
Cross-Border Interbank Payment system (CIPs), an alternative to the
Western-dominated swift, 264 are based in Europe, including some
large banks such as BNP Paribas, Deutsche Bank, HSBC and Intesa
Sanpaolo.*

Many Europeans would share the same concern of Chinese leaders
regarding the increasing tendency by the United States to weaponise
the dollar.®2 Some European companies, including French bank BNP

2024, https:/ /www.idea-re.eu/?p=5678.

Tao, Alain, “Is France Backing China’s Currency Against the US Dollar?”, in The
Diplomat, 20 May 2023, https://thediplomat.com/2023/05/is-france-backing-chinas-
currency-against-the-us-dollar; see also: Amin, Haslinda and Alexis Crow, “The Euro
and the Yuan to Challenge Dollar Dominance?”, in Bloomberg Insights, 27 May 2025,
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/videos/2025-05-27/the-euro-and-the-yuan-to-
challenge-dollar-dominance-video.

Chinn, Menzie D. et al., “The Dollar versus the Euro as International Reserve
Currencies”, in Journal of International Money and Finance, Vol. 146, August 2024, Article
103123, https://doi.org/10.1016/].jimonfin.2024.103123.

Otero-Iglesias, Miguel and Agustin Gonzalez-Agote, “The Dollar, the Euro, and the
RMB: Power Relations in Monetary Affairs”, in Daniel S. Hamilton and Joe Renouard (eds),
The Transatlantic Community and China in the Age of Disruption. Partners, Competitors,
Rivals, London/New York, Routledge, 2024, p. 139-162.

CIPS Participants Announcement No. 112, 10 September 2025, https://www.cips.com.
cn/en/2025-09/10/article_2025091017235587485.html.

European Commission, Towards a Stronger International Role of the Euro
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Paribas - the largest banking group in Europe by assets - were fined
for not submitting to Washington’s extraterritorial rules imposed
to those entities that use the US currency, leading Francois Villeroy
de Galhau, Governor of the Bank of France, to advocate for closer
monetary ties with Beijing and other countries and for the euro “to
challenge” the dollar® - a position that has gained currency after
Doanld Trump’s return to the presidency of the United States.

CONCLUSION

In Europe there co-exist concurrent, and often contradictory, images
of China, a dynamic that explains why Sino-European economic
relations continue to be thriving, notwithstanding the political
coldness of the last years. While the EU’s leadership views Xi Jinping’s
China a ‘systemic rival’ and the main enabler of Russia’s war against
Ukraine, Beijing continues to be seen as an opportunity by many
European companies, universities and civil society groups, as well
as a potential monetary partner for challenging the dollar by some
eurozone actors. China’s dual image - that of a daunting challenge
and a formidable opportunity - has characterised Sino-European
relations since their beginning in the mid-1970s - and it is likely to
continue that way for the foreseeable future.

(COM/2018/796), 5 December 2018, https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/en/
TXT/?uri=celex:52018DC0796.

Arnold, Martin and Claire Jones, “France’s Central Banker Calls for Euro to Challenge
US Dollar”, in Financial Times, & June 2019, https:/ /www.ft.com/content/12beb4e6-86c7-
11€9-97ea-05ac2431f453.
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