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NEW HORIZONS IN EU-CHINA RELATIONS?
PRESIDENT XI’S TRIP TO EUROPE AND THE 2014 POLICY PAPER

David Scott

Introduction

This paper looks at how far two events in May-April 2014 indicated new horizons in EU-China relations. The first event was President XI Jinping’s visit at the end of March 2014 to the Netherlands, France, Germany, and Belgium. This was also the first visit by a Chinese President to the European institutions in Brussels –  Xi held talks with EU Council President van Rompuy, the EU Commission President José Manuel Barroso  and the EU Parliament President Martin Schulz. The second event came the day after Xi’s trip to Europe ended, when China published a formal Policy Paper on China-EU relations.
 This invites comparison between the content of the policy paper and President Xi’s message propounded during his trip to Europe in the preceding days. This also gives an opportunity to make a comparison with China’s first EU Policy Paper that had been published in 2003.
 The structure of this paper is two-fold: the examination of Xi’s message at various points of his European itinerary and the analysis of China’s 2014 EU Policy Paper. 
Xi’s Message

President Xi’s trip to Europe was a high profile public diplomacy event, if not for the European press, at least for the official Chinese media.
 Further indication of the importance for China of the President’s trip was the debate co-organised two months later, on 16 June, by the EU Committee of the Regions and the Madariaga–College of Europe Foundation, which was formally entitled Was Xi Jinping’s Message Received Loud and Clear.
 A Chinese delegation headed by GUO Yezhou, Vice-Minister of the International Department of the Chinese Communist Party (CPC), met with various European commentators to review European responses to President Xi’s trip.
This trip was a “charm offensive” by the President.
 One commentator dubbed the personal style of the visit “Operation Seduction ... a public diplomacy effort to showcase China's soft power”.
 Cuddly “panda diplomacy” was mixed with the President’s talk of his own personal admiration and love of aspects of French and German culture.
 His wife, the Chinese First Lady Peng Liyuan attracted headlines of “First Lady of Style” in the European visit.
 In the PRC press she has been considered a “soft power” asset, a photogenic face of modern China, in a way that had never been considered for previous Chinese Presidential spouses who had generally attracted little attention in overseas trips by Chinese leaders.
 
Undoubtedly, there were certain common themes contained in the various speeches and media pieces from President Xi. Particularly noticeable as a theme was the pursuit of “win-win economic cooperation”, which included advocacy of an Investment Partnership Agreement (IPA) and a Free Trade Agreement (FTA) between China and the EU. These matters represented a focus on practical economic cooperation reflected in, for instance, the deliberate definition of the China-Netherlands partnership as being a “pragmatic partnership”.

A softer edge  was apparent when President Xi addressed “inter-civilisation encounter and dialogue” in his speech at the UNESCO headquarters in Paris, where he emphasized cultural pluralism and, in particular, the diversity, equality and inclusiveness of cultures.
 However, in his Bruges speech, a harder edge was apparent when the President referred to ‘constitutional monarchy’, ‘parliamentarianism’, ‘multi-party system’ and ‘presidential government’ only to reject them by emphasising that “nothing really worked [for China]” and that “China cannot copy the political system (...) of other countries, because it would not fit [China]”.
 A suggestion of ‘federalism’ being a further political model that could be taken from Europe was similarly rejected as unsuitable at the subsequent debate titled Was Xi Jinping’s Message Received Loud and Clear?, held at the European Parliament on 16 June.
 The reason given was that within a federal system energy-rich western regions such as Xinjiang could perhaps deprive other eastern regions of China of such resources.

The international dimension of President Xi’s message was two-fold. On the one hand, China’s mantra of ‘peaceful development’ (‘heping jueqi’ in Chinese) was presented as China’s continuing path. Nevertheless, the President admitted that “pursuing peaceful development is China’s response to international concerns about the direction of China’s development”, an explanation that gives a somewhat tactical undertone to the adoption of such reassurance language.
 Moreover, well-established Chinese formulas were used: “the pursuit of peaceful development represent the peace-loving cultural tradition of the Chinese nation over the past several thousand years”, a statement that Xi then used to reiterate that in the future China “will never seek hegemony or expansion”.
 However, such well worn claims had the sting in the tail that “China will firmly uphold its sovereignty, security and development interests”.

President Xi’s European trip involved him using the terms ‘multipolarity’ and ‘multilateralism’.
 The terms are not identical since ‘multipolarity’ is a measurement of the distribution of power in the international system, whereas ‘multilateralism’ is about how foreign policy is conducted and indicates a diplomatic process whereby several countries work together. On the one hand, in his speech and newspaper article in France, Xi made a point of emphasising multipolarity rather than multilateralism, by stressing that “we need to (...) further promote multipolarity [sic]”.
 On the other hand, in his speech in the Netherlands and in the China-EU Joint Statement (“both sides emphasised multilateralism”), the term ‘multipolarity’ was absent while that of ‘multilateralism’ was employed several times.
 This might suggest that there was a normative use by China of the term ‘multipolarity’ to its French audience, but that there was a tactical use by China of the term ‘multilateralism’ to its Netherlands and EU audiences. This interpretation is supported by the emphasis given to ‘multipolarity’ in China’s 2014 EU Policy Paper. 
A final twist in the President’s trip was a renewed focus on the EU. In the previous few years, there had been signs of China perhaps sidelining the EU by moving into greater sub-EU engagement with East European sub-groupings, and with important ‘national’ actors like Germany. However, Xi made a point of being the first Chinese President to visit EU headquarters in Brussels. The reason for this renewed focus on the EU institutions may be that if China wants any EU-wide investment and free trade agreements, then it has to engage directly with the EU machinery in Brussels.
If we stand back from the details of President Xi’s varied speeches and media pieces, what seems apparent was a readiness for Xi to push China’s position in a stronger and more confident fashion. This explains Cohen’s two-fold comments on Xi’s European tour. On the one hand, Cohen argued, that “there has been little change in China’s ‘peaceful development’ messaging, which disavows military ambitions and participation in ‘great game’-style geopolitics in favour of ‘win-win cooperation’” with Europe. On the other hand, he stressed that “at the same time, Xi believes that China is ready to carve out a space of its own in which it can dictate the terms of its relationships”.

China’s 2014 EU Policy Paper
President Xi’s last speech on his European tour, delivered in Bruges on 1 April, referred to an imminent release of a new policy paper by China on China-EU relations. Consequently, the next day Beijing released its 2014 Policy Paper, subtitled Deepen the China-EU Comprehensive Strategic Partnership for Mutual Benefit and Win-Win Cooperation. The themes in that new policy paper can be compared to the themes expounded by Xi in his trip to Europe in March-April 2014. The 2014 Policy Paper can also be compared with its predecessor – the 2003 Policy Paper on China-EU relations, in terms of content and in terms of the “language politics” in play with how China’s public diplomacy language continues to be carefully crafted with regard to image-shaping soft power considerations.
 Elements of continuity, of continuity and change, and of change can be discerned when comparing the two Policy Papers.

Continuity vis-à-vis the 2003 Policy Paper was shown by the 2014 Policy Paper’s reiterated assertion of “no fundamental conflict of interests”, “win win cooperation” in the economic arena, “environmental-climate change cooperation”, and “counter-terrorism cooperation”.
 As in 2003, the 2014 Policy Paper also reiterated that “the EU should lift its arms embargo on China at an early date”, and that “China will continue to urge the EU to ease its restrictions on and facilitate high-tech product and technology export to China”.

Continuity but also change vis-à-vis the 2003 Policy Paper was shown in various areas by the 2014 Policy Paper, with regard to multipolarity, trade and finance, human rights and Tibet.

Whereas the 2003 Policy Paper mentioned multipolarity once, in terms of multipolarity being a structural change in the international system, the 2014 Policy Paper mentioned multipolarity four times, and referred to it both as a policy by China, and as a structural process in the international system. Hence, the assertions in the 2014 Policy Paper that “the EU is China's important strategic partner in China's efforts to pursue peaceful development and multipolarity [sic] of the world”, and that the EU and China “share important strategic consensus on building a multi-polar world”.
 The problem with this renewed emphasis by China on the importance of multipolarity in the EU-China partnership (which can imply counterbalancing US unipolarity) is that the EU has generally not seen the relationship in such balancing terms, and has stressed multilateralism instead.
With regard to economic and financial matters, the 2014 Policy Paper suggested immediate and longer term hopes. First, it expressed hope that the EU would “actively advance negotiations of an investment agreement between China and the EU and strive to achieve an agreement as soon as possible to facilitate two-way investment”.
 Second, it hoped that the two sides would “start as soon as possible joint feasibility study on a China-EU FTA”.

With regard to human rights, the 2003 Policy Paper talked rather blandly of how “the Chinese side appreciates the EU’s persistent position for dialogue and against confrontation and stands ready to continue dialogue, exchange and cooperation”.
 In contrast, there was a rather harder edge to the 2014 Policy Paper. The latter held that “the EU side should attach equal importance to all forms of human rights, including civil, political, economic, social and cultural rights and the right to development”, and should “view China's human rights situation in an objective and fair manner, stop using individual cases to interfere in China's judicial sovereignty and internal affairs”.
 The 2014 Policy Paper’s talk of “judicial reform” as an acceptable administrative area of cooperation with the EU can be interpreted as China’s signal for the EU not to push for unacceptable political reform, such as liberal democracy, in China.

With regard to Tibet, the calls in the 2003 Policy Paper for the EU to refrain from any official contacts were elaborated more fully and more forcefully in the 2014 Policy Paper. Four prescriptive demands on what the EU should and should not do were now laid down. First, “the EU side should properly handle Tibet-related issues based on the principle of respecting China's sovereignty, independence and territorial integrity and non-interference in China's internal affairs”. Second, the EU should “not allow leaders of the Dalai group to visit the EU or its member states under any capacity or pretext to engage in separatist activities”. Third, the EU should “not arrange any form of contact with officials of the EU or its member states”.
 Fourth, the EU should “not provide any facilitation or support for anti-China separatist activities for ‘Tibet independence’”.

Change vis-à-vis the 2003 Policy Paper was shown in the 2014 Policy Paper, through the appearance of new issues and areas for EU-China cooperation, such as “cyber-security”, the Arctic, “space science and civil navigation satellite systems”, or urbanisation.
 The first suggested area for cooperation – “cyber-security”, although aimed at cyber-crime, is perhaps questionable in the light of China’s own domestic restrictions on access to the internet, and in the light of European allegations of systematic Chinese cyber-hacking of European defence establishments. A second identified area – the Arctic, is a testimony to the ongoing effects of climate change in the Arctic, where global warming is causing the melting of glaciers and ice floes, and consequent opening of new shipping routes. The third identified area for cooperation was building on China’s earlier involvement with the EU’s Galileo satellite navigation system. A fourth identified area is the China-EU Urbanisation Partnership, which included a mention of “green buildings” and “smart transport”.
 Such city-to-city transnational links add a further dimension to the already multi-level nature of EU-China links.
Conclusion

This paper started by asking to what extent President Xi’s European trip and the 2014 Policy Paper on China-EU relations that immediately followed his trip, indicated new horizons in EU-China relations. It is clear that in some areas neither Xi’s trip nor the 2014 Policy Paper pointed to new horizons. It was noticeable that there was no mention of a China-EU Partnership and Cooperation Agreement (PCA), neither during Xi’s trip nor in the 2014 Policy Paper, despite the fact that PCA negotiations started in 2007. China continued to highlight multipolarity in Xi’s presentations to French audiences and in the 2014 Policy Paper. Nevertheless, there seem to be no signs of adoption by the EU of multipolar language. Reassurance rhetoric of win-win pragmatic cooperation continued to be emphasised by China. New horizons are suggested in some other areas as China pushes for deeper economic cooperation in the future through the signature of an Investment Partnership Agreement and a Free Trade Agreement. However, China would also seem to be now showing a greater confidence and assertiveness in dealing with European criticisms of Chinese politics. China’s unwillingness to go down the road of EU-fostered political changes in China’s system  is not new. What was new was China’s readiness to directly, explicitly and bluntly express this unwillingness, and challenge EU criticisms of China. President Xi did this by rejecting Western political systems in his speech in Bruges, while the 2014 Policy Paper did this in its prescriptive demands over what the EU should and should not do with regard to issues like Taiwan, Tibet and human rights. To conclude, China-EU relations may then be developing in greater pragmatically-driven economic, financial, and environmental directions, even while their political directions encounter problems given their divergence over human rights and  democratisation.
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