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AMBASSADOR’S PREFACE

Over the past several years, the cooperation between China and Central and Eastern 
European countries (CEEC) has dedicated to the commitment of peace, development 
and win-win cooperation, and deemed turning people’s yearnings for a better life into 
reality as its own duty. Guided by the principles of extensive consultation and joint 
contribution, pragmatism and balance, openness and inclusiveness, innovation and 
progress, China-CEEC cooperation enabled concepts of cooperation to mature, the 
areas of cooperation to expand, and the results of cooperation to enrich, boosted the 
economic and social development of both sides and improved the people’s well-being. 
Based on mutual respect and equality, and underpinned by traditional friendship, the 
China-CEEC cooperation has set a good example of solidarity in the fight against 
COVID-19 by helping each other during the pandemic. 

Last February, Chinese President Xi Jinping chaired the China-CEEC Leaders’ 
Summit which turned out to be a great success. All participants jointly adopted  
the Beijing action plan for China-CEEC cooperation 2021, focusing on economic 
investment, united effort in combating the pandemic, connectivity, environmental 
protection, cultural exchange, etc. The Summit has created new consensus and provided 
new impetus for China-CEEC cooperation under new circumstances and opened a 
new stage of upgrading China-CEEC cooperation. President Xi Jinping put forward 
a four-point proposal for the next step of China-CEEC cooperation: firstly, facing 
the challenges posed by the pandemic and strengthening confidence in cooperation to 
overcome difficulties; secondly, focusing on connectivity and unblocking the arteries 
of cooperation for interconnected development; thirdly, adhering to the pragmatic 
orientation, expand mutually beneficial cooperation outcomes; fourly, aiming for 
green development and foster future-oriented drivers for cooperation. The proposal 
has made the direction and path of the China-CEEC cooperation clearer for the next 
stage.

This year marks the 10th anniversary of the China-CEEC cooperation. The publication 
of Results and Challenges: 10 Years of China-CEEC Cooperation is timely. It could not 
have been possible without the great efforts of the Eurasia Center and the experts 
and scholars from central and eastern European countries who participated in writing 
the paper. Their ardent efforts should be highly appreciated. The symposia contains 
the precious research results, opinions and suggestions of experts and scholars from 
CEE countries. It not only expresses good wishes for the 10th anniversary of the 
establishment of the China-CEEC cooperation, but also serves as an important 
support for the steady and sustained development of China-CEEC cooperation. 
Cooperation between China and CEEC cannot be achieved without the concerted 
efforts of all parties. Looking ahead to the next decade of the China-CEEC 
cooperation, I sincerely hope that we can work together to make the mechanism focus 
on post-epidemic cooperation, meet the development needs of people in all countries, 
create new growth areas for cooperation, and deliver more benefits to central and 
eastern European countries and their people.

Budapest, March 2022 

 Qi Dayu
 Ambassador
 Embassy of the People’s Republic 
 of China in Hungary
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EDITORAL PREFACE

In June 2011, the Chinese Prime Minister, Wen Jiabao, during his visit to 
Budapest  attended the China-CEEC Economic and Trade Forum. As a result 
of this visit the Prime Ministers of the People’s Republic of China and 16 
Central and Eastern European countries (CEECs) met in Warsaw, Poland in 
2012 to establish Sino-CEEC Cooperation. Since then, the prime ministers of 
the 17 countries have met every year in one of the participating countries of 
this network. The new multilateral relationship has brought new opportunities 
for the participating countries in almost all areas, including trade, investment, 
agriculture, tourism, sport and culture.

In 2022, on the occasion of the 10th Anniversary of China-CEEC cooperation this 
volume had been compiled by the Eurasia Center inviting several international 
experts from the CEE region so that to present the development, challenges as well 
as achievements reached so far in the last ten years of multilateral cooperation and 
further possibilities ahead. 

Through the China-CEEC cooperation, the CEE countries have been able to deepen 
their ties with the world’s second largest economy in all sectors, giving all countries 
the opportunity to diversify its international political and economic relations and 
maintain good relations with the East, as an addition to the close Western cooperation 
established in the past.

Through Sino-CEEC cooperation, China has gained a new multilateral relationship 
through which it can rebuild economic and cultural ties with its old friends, e.g., the 
former socialist states. For China, this has opened up a vast region in Europe with 
which to develop peaceful, harmonious cooperation for mutual benefits.

China-CEEC cooperation, like other Chinese multilateral relations, has become an 
integral part of the Belt and Road Initiative, and therefore we have been processing 
the results and experiences of the last ten years of China-CEEC cooperation along 
topics that are in line with the five pillars of the BRI, namely the political relations, 
economic cooperation, connectivity, financial integrity, people to people.

We hope that the study volume is a worthy contribution to the 10th Anniversary of 
Sino-CEEC cooperation and that it will give the reader a comprehensive view on the 
decade of development of cooperation.

Budapest, March 2022
 

 Levente Horváth
 Director
 Eurasia Center
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The Significance of the CEE region in China’s 
Multipolar Relations
Péter Klemensits

Abstract

China’s external relations changed significantly after the launch of the “Reform and 
Opening” policy in 1978, with priority given to building economic relations with the 
outside world. To this end, the country has joined a number of multilateral cooperation 
agreements, but the partnership with the European region, and in particular the CEE 
region, has not been of great importance for a long time. However, the financial crisis 
of 2008 brought a change in this, with Beijing launching the 16+1 Cooperation in 
2012, a new forum for partnership between the countries of Central and Eastern 
Europe and China. 

The paper’s aim is to demonstrate the true significance of the CEE region in China’s 
multilateral relations, paying particular attention to the evolution of trade and foreign 
investment in the context of China’s geopolitical objectives. In the light of the data, the 
study argues that despite Western criticism, Chinese influence in the CEE region has 
not increased, while Beijing still values the western half of Europe more and cooperation 
is favoured by Europe’s major powers as well.

Keywords: China, Central and Eastern European Countries, multilateral cooperation, 
foreign policy, economic relations

1. Introduction

China’s external relations have undergone a significant transformation following 
the “Reform and Opening” policy announced in 1978, during which the building of 
economic cooperation with the countries of the world has been given a decisive role. 
To this end, the country has joined a number of multilateral cooperation agreements, 
but the partnership with the European region, and in particular the CEE region, has 

not been of great importance for a long time. The financial crisis of 2008 brought a 
change in this, however, with Beijing launching the 16+1 Cooperation, a new forum 
for partnership between the countries of Central and Eastern Europe and China, in 
2012. In 2013, President Xi Jinping’s speech during his visit to Kazakhstan introduced 
the One Belt One Road initiative (later to be known as Belt and Road Initiative – 
BRI) to the world, which has since given a new meaning to multilateral relations, not 
only with Eurasia. In recent years, China’s multilateral relations have expanded in 
almost every direction of the world – Central and Eastern Europe is no exception – 
while the intensification of the rivalry between the United States and China has also 
put in a new perspective Beijing’s multipolar ambition.

The present paper aims to demonstrate the true significance of the CEE region in 
China’s multilateral relations, paying particular attention to the evolution of trade 
and foreign investment in the context of China’s geopolitical objectives. In addition 
to economic cooperation, the study also focuses on the development of diplomatic 
relations, while drawing attention to the controversial position of Western Europe 
towards China’s regional expansion. Based on Chinese and Western sources as well, 
my research attempts to achieve an unbiased academic synthesis on the above-
mentioned topic.

2. The Development of China’s Multipolar Relations

2.1. The Real Significance of Multilateral Cooperations

Following the 1978 “Reform and Opening” policy, China’s external relations have 
undergone a major transformation. At the heart of Deng Xiaoping’s reforms was the 
creation of “Socialism with Chinese characteristics”, closely linked to the development 
of trade relations with the world. At the same time, he advocated a low-key foreign 
policy free from ideology, which sought to allay fears of China’s rise in the outside world, 
and accordingly focused on economic cooperation ( Jian, 2019). The development of 
foreign relations was temporarily set back by the Tiananmen Square incident of 1989, 
which led to a kind of diplomatic isolation, but this further encouraged the Chinese 
leadership to put China in a more favourable light on the international stage, and to 
this end, it decided to join multilateral conventions, where economic cooperation was 



Péter Klemensits

16

The Significance of the CEE region in China’s Multipolar Relations (14–31)

Results and Challenges: Ten Years of China-CEEC Cooperation | 17

given priority.1 In 1994 the ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF) was established and in 
1997 the partnership was taken to the next level with the formation of ASEAN+3, 
bringing closer cooperation between the Southeast Asian countries, China, South 
Korea and Japan (ASEAN-China Centre, 2020). In addition to the above, China has 
been keen to join other multilateral organisations: the Greater Mekong Subregion 
Cooperation was launched in 1992, and in 1996 Beijing joined the Shanghai Five, 
the predecessor of the later Shanghai Cooperation Organisation, became a regular 
participant in the Asia-Europe Meeting (ASEAM), while also becoming a member of 
the Central Asian Regional Economic Cooperation. An important step in expanding 
its international engagement was the establishment of the China-Africa Forum 
(FOCAC) in 2000, promoting China’s economic penetration of the Black Continent 
(Africa-China Think Tank, 2021). From 2004, the country also forged closer ties with 
the Arab states, culminating in the China-Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) Strategic 
Dialogue in 2010 (Qian & Fulton, 2017). In 2009, the BRIC was established, which 
a year later became the BRICS, having Brazil, Russia, India, China, and South Africa 
as its members. The East Asia Summit, of which China is also a member, has been in 
operation since 2005, strengthening ASEAN’s central role.

The Asian financial crisis of 1997 greatly helped to improve China’s international 
standing, as it offered its partners a more effective alternative to the US-led 
international institutions. This led, for example, to the creation of The Chiang Mai 
Initiative (CMI) which is a multilateral currency swap arrangement among the ten 
members of the ASEAN, China Japan, and South Korea, but also to the birth of 
ASEAN+3, as well as the creation of the ASEAN-China Free Trade Area in 2002 
(Mahbubani-Sng, 2017, p. 99).

The announcement of the One Belt One Road initiative in 2013 can also be seen as 
the culmination of earlier multilateral efforts, which took cooperation between China 
and the countries of the world to a new level. Beijing thus committed itself to building 
and modernising transport networks in the footsteps of the caravan routes that once 
linked Europe and Asia, while boosting the economies of the regions concerned as 
well. Basically, we can speak of a long-term international development programme 
led (financed) by China, which in turn also satisfies Beijing’s geostrategic goals by 
connecting remote regions to the main trade routes (Klemensits, 2018, p. 122).  

1  Chinese leaders understood that joining multilateral cooperation would also give China greater room for ma-
neuver on the international stage, while successfully averting the risk of isolation.

Morgan Stanley estimates that China’s BRI-related costs could reach USD  1.2-
1.3 trillion by 2027 (Morgan Stanley, 2018). The One Belt, One Road initiative comprises 
two megaprojects: the Silk Road Economic Belt and the 21st Century Maritime Silk 
Road. The first connects China with Central Asia, the Middle East and Europe by land, 
while the second links the major maritime trade routes of Africa, Europe and Oceania 
alongside South and South-East Asia. Zhao Jianglin believes that the BRI is a global 
strategy whose main objective is to stabilise and ensure the prosperity of countries 
neighbouring China by operating an economic system that guarantees lasting peace 
and a secure environment for all parties concerned ( Jianglin, 2020). According to Wang 
Yuzhou, in order to achieve economic prosperity, relations between China and the other 
parties need to be put on a new footing, and the BRI aims to implement precisely this 
new type of regional cooperation strategy (Yuzhou, 2020).

For China, Eurasia has taken on a new meaning, and the geopolitical unification of 
the supercontinent under Beijing’s leadership has emerged as a realistic alternative. 
The revitalisation of trade relations and promises of infrastructure development 
have been well received worldwide, and it is not surprising that 142 countries and 
more than 30 international organisations have now joined (Nedopil, 2021). China’s 
establishment of the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB) in 2016 also fits 
into the BRI’s perspective.2

In parallel, it is also worth noting that multilateral relations in more distant regions 
have started to be developed, the creation of the China-Community of Latin 
American and Caribbean States (CELAC) Forum in 2014 means an important step 
in this direction. China highly values multilateral institutions within the frameworks 
of the UN, WTO, and the Group of Twenty (G20), especially after 2016, when the 
United States has basically started to opt for the primacy of bilateral relations.

As can be seen from the above, multilateral relations have become more valued for China 
in the 21st century, which is underlined not only by the Chinese leadership’s statements 
but also by its achievements. But for understanding what exactly multilateralism means 
for the country’s leaders it is worth quoting Fu Ying, the Chair of Center for International 
Security and Strategy (CISS) at Tsinghua University and the former Vice Foreign 
Minister of China. “Multilateralism, as we in China understand it, is about seeking 
2   The planned investments are financed by the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank and the Maritime Silk 

Road Bank. China has provided half of the USD 100 billion initial capital for the former, and the latter is the 
only country to have provided USD 16 billion. In addition, the Chinese government has also deposited USD 
40 billion in the Silk Road Fund.
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consensus through consultation and manage common affairs through cooperation for 
shared benefits and win-win results… Multilateralism is now commonly viewed as the 
right direction for the progress of mankind – that is, it strives to address the interests 
and concerns of all parties as much as possible through dialogue and consultation, based 
on principles of equality, mutual benefits, and openness. Opposing exclusiveness and 
discrimination, multilateralism encourages global and regional multilateral frameworks 
and mechanisms to play their role in promoting world peace and development in a 
rule-based manner... Multilateralism, if regarded as a belief, should not be one based on 
a particular political system, but on universally shared common values, such as peace, 
development, fairness, justice, democracy, and freedom, which underpin a bright future 
of humankind.” (Ying, 2021).

2.2. Evolution of Relations with the CEE Region

Despite the fact that China had already made considerable progress in building 
multilateral relations during the years of the 1980s and 1990s, Central Eastern Europe 
was not considered an important region in Chinese foreign political thinking for a 
long time. The turning point came much later, essentially after the economic crisis 
of 2008, when the region became more important from the perspective of Chinese 
interests. Regional Chinese investments then accelerated, and the CEE countries 
began looking for alternative opportunities for economic recovery. 
The strengthening of relations with the CEE region dates back to the first half of the 
2010s, when in 2011 Chinese Premier Wen Jiabao participated for the first time in 
the Economic and Trade Forum on China and Central European Countries, followed 
by the establishment of the China-CEEC 16+1 Cooperation with 16 Central and 
Eastern European countries. The 16+1 cooperation framework means China and 16 
CEE nations: 11 EU states (Bulgaria, Croatia, Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, 
Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Romania, Slovakia, and Slovenia) and five Western Balkan 
countries (Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Macedonia, Montenegro, and Serbia)3. 
The first summit at prime ministerial level was held in Warsaw in 2012, it is held 
since then ion an annual basis. The 16+1 “focuses mainly on bilateral and multilateral 
initiatives on trade, investment, and transportation networks” while the countries 
concerned also play an important role in the BRI, as well (Turai, 2018).

3  In April 2019, Greece joined the regional forum at the Dubrovnik summit, when it was renamed 17+1, but in 
March 2021 Lithuania withdrew from the organisation, so today it is once again known as 16+1.

China’s growing presence in the region also means that a new competitor has emerged 
for the Western powers and Russia, which is clearly damaging US interests. At the 
same time, however, it should not be forgotten that though the 16+1 is part of BRI, 
it is not part of China’s strategy, and therefore it can be considered as more like an 
attempt to represent Chinese economic interests in the region (Maurice, 2017).

The US desire to portray the Chinese presence in a negative light is not surprising, but 
it is interesting to note that many European researchers and media representatives, 
especially from the western part of the continent, have repeatedly expressed the view 
that the countries of the region are acting as a “Trojan horse” to reinforce excessive 
Chinese influence in the region, and that the countries concerned should take 
action against this (Turcsányi, 2014). In order to examine the reality of “excessive 
Chinese influence”, it is worth looking at China’s economic presence in relation 
to other multilateral partnerships and Western Europe, and then comparing the 
relevant data.

3.  The Importance of China-CEEC Cooperation in the Context of 
Other Chinese Multilateral Partnerships

3.1. Chinese Economic Presence in the World

As the 2019 McKinsey report points out, in purchasing power parity terms, China 
became the world’s second largest economy by 2014, while in nominal terms China’s 
GDP was 66% that of the United States in 2018, making it the second largest economy 
in the world (Woetzel et al., 2019). In 2019, prior to the coronavirus epidemic, China 
accounted for 17.31% of global GDP, a figure that could approach 20% by 2025 
(Textor, 2021). In terms of trade, since 2009, China has consistently been the world’s 
largest exporter as “the factory of the world”, reaching USD 2.641 trillion in 2019 
( Jahn, 2021). In 2019, China’s major tradingpartners in terms of exports were the 
US, Hong Kong, Japan, South Korea and Germany, while in terms of imports, the 
top partners were South Korea, Japan, Australia, Germany and the US (OEC, 2019). 
In 2016, Chinese investment in the world reached USD  196.2  trillion, although 
the trend has since been downwards, representing USD  117.1  trillion in 2019  
(EY Greater China, 2020).
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If we look at the importance of major multilateral organisations and individual 
regions, we see that Asia, Africa, Central Asia and Latin America are important 
target areas for Chinese foreign and economic policy for different reasons. 
Perhaps the most important partner is the  655  million-strong ASEAN, where 
China has retained its position as the organisation’s largest trading partner 
since 2009. Trade between ASEAN and China has more than doubled since 
2010, from USD  235.5  billion to USD  507.9  billion in 2019 and ASEAN’s 
exports to China grew at an average annual rate of 10.4% from 2010 to 2019 as 
compared to 12.5% for ASEAN’s imports from China during the same period 
(ASEAN, 2020). China’s investment in ASEAN reached USD 112.3 billion while  
ASEAN’s investment in China amounted to USD 124.61 billion. 2019 was the 
second year that ASEAN was the second largest recipient of Chinese foreign 
investment while at the same time ASEAN is the third largest investment source 
in China (Zoltai & Klemensits, 2020, p. 9). In addition to the economic figures, it 
should not be forgotten that Southeast Asia is the most important region for the 
BRI and is a priority in China’s geostrategic plans (Klemensits, 2021, p. 297).

The China-Africa trade flows have continuously increased since 2000 and the value 
of China-Africa trade in 2019 reached USD 192 billion. Let’s not forget that China 
is also Africa’s biggest source of foreign direct investment, as Chinese FDI to the 
continent surged from USD 75 million in 2003 to USD 4.2 billion in 2020 (Smith, 
2021). Cooperation with developing countries in Africa offers significant benefits for 
China, if we only think of the 1.3 billion population of the African emerging market. 

In the case of the Shanghai Cooperation Organization, we are talking about a 
population of more than 1.7 billion, and Central Asia is not only an economic but 
also a security priority for China, which also plays a key role in the BRI. The close 
cooperation with Russia, the ambivalent relationship with India and the partnership 
with Pakistan all add to the geopolitical value of the region, on which Beijing is forced 
to focus.

For the Arab states, which cover more than 13 million square kilometres, the raw 
material base is of the utmost importance, as the Arab League have become China’s 
largest supplier of crude oil and representing China’s seventh biggest trading partner. 
The region’s geostrategic importance is unlikely to diminish in the future as China’s 
oil hungry economy continues to grow.

As for Latin America and the Caribbean, it is once again a region of nearly 21 million 
square kilometres and 646  million people, where Beijing’s influence has been 
strengthened through investment and aid, while positioning itself in what is seen as 
the US backyard could also promote China’s global role (Berg & de Aragao, 2021). 
In the light of the above, let us now take a closer look at the importance of the CEE 
region in China’s political and economic plans.

3.2.  The CEE Region in the Light of Chinese Trade and Investment

In his excellent study published in the CCPS journal in 2020, Levente Horváth 
also compared the multilateral cooperation mentioned above, using Chinese data to 
determine the Chinese FDI rate and the FDI/capita and FDI/area ratios in relation 
to the China-CEEC framework data (Horváth, 2020, p. 630). In tabular form, this 
translates into the following: 

Table 1: Chinese investment in the context of multilateral cooperation

Chinese FDI  
(billion USD)

FDI/ capita relative  
to Chinese FDI

FDI/ area relative  
to Chinese FDI

China-ASEAN Dialogue 102,854 8.15 13.14

China-Africa Forum 46,103 1.84 0.89

Shanghai Cooperation 
Organization 37,483 1.1 0.87

China Arab States  
Cooperation Forum 18,313 2.9 0.79

China-CEEC Cooperation 2,267 1 1

China-Latin America and 
Caribbean Forum 406,771 32.37 11.27

Source: author’s compilation based on data from Horváth, 2020

Based on the above, the author concludes that in terms of population and territory, 
the region is less dominant in China’s ambitions than the rest of the world, a fact that 
is also borne out by investment trends, as the region lags far behind the other parts 
of the world in terms of FDI/capita. This is also reflected in the stock of Chinese 
FDI. Alongside Africa, Latin America and, above all, Asia, there has been much 
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less Chinese investment in the CEE region in recent years. This suggests that, 
although the region is strategically important for China in the context of the BRI, 
it is far from being one of the most important regions for China in economic terms 
(Horváth, 2020, p. 631). 

If the above is supplemented with other foreign, mainly Western, sources, there may 
be differences between the individual figures, but the trend is broadly similar. Based on 
ASEAN data, FDI flows from China to ASEAN reached USD 9.1 billion in 2019, 
“which placed China as the fourth largest source of FDI among ASEAN’s Dialogue 
Partners” (ASEAN, 2020). For Africa, Chinese FDI flows decreased in 2019 compared 
to the previous year, but still reached USD 2.7 billion (Fu, 2021). By 2019, the total 
Chinese investments in the Arab region were numbered at USD 177 billion, while 
in the CEE region this figure was EUR  14.072  billion (USD  15.9  billion) (Khan, 
2021; Matura, 2021, p. 14). Latin America is also witnessing an increase in Chinese 
investment, with Chinese companies investing USD 12.8 billion in the region in 2019 
(Nugent & Campbell, 2021). Although the exact figures for 2019 are not known, the 
proportions are well illustrated by the fact that between 2000 and 2019 the CEE region 
received USD 10 billion worth of Chinese investment (Harper, 2021). 

Trade statistics show a similar disproportion in the individual multilateral cooperation 
(see chart 1). Based on the data by Chinese Ministry of Commerce, bilateral trade 
between ASEAN and China reached USD  641.46  billion in 2019, an increase 
of 9.2% compared to 2018 (Zoltai & Klemensits 2020, p. 9). ASEAN data cite a 
value of USD 507.9 billion, while acknowledging that trade flows almost doubled 
from USD  235.5  billion in 2010 to USD  235.5  billion in 2019 (ASEAN, 2020). 
In the years immediately preceding the coronavirus epidemic, China-Africa trade 
expanded steadily, with the value of China-Africa trade in 2019 being USD  192 
billion up from USD 185 billion in 2018 (China Africa Think Tank, 2021). However, 
according to a Chinese government report, though China has been Africa’s largest 
trading partner for 12 years, bilateral trade declined 10.5% to USD 187 billion in 
2019 (IISD, 2021). According to the Chinese Ministry of Commerce, China’s trade 
with the other members of the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation reached a record 
USD 258.8 billion in 2019 (China-SCO economic, 2020). For Arab states, China 
is now the largest trading partner, with trade flows in 2020 – including COVID-19 
– between China and Arab states at USD  239.8  billion (Xi calls for enhanced, 
2021). And the US Congressional Research Service puts the emphasis on continued 

expansion in China-Latin America trade, “reaching almost USD 316 billion in 2019” 
(Congressional Research Service, 2021). Finally, let’s look at how the figures for the 
CEE region are shaping up: our region has performed less well than others, because 
bilateral trade reached USD 94.76 billion in 2019 (China secured bumper, 2021).

Chart 1: China’s foreign trade in 2019 regarding the multilateral organizations  
(billion USD)

Source: author’s compilation based on Western and Chinese sources

After all, it is not difficult to see that Beijing is not a priority partner for the region in 
trade either, as is evident from its investment activity. In his study, Levente Horváth 
rightly points out that the volume of trade with Central and Eastern Europe is the 
smallest compared to other regions, as China imports a significant amount of goods 
into these countries, but is much less active in terms of exports. In contrast, exports 
and imports from other regions show similar ratios. This is basically due to the fact 
that the region does not have a significant raw material base, which China needs, 
and is therefore not as geopolitically important as, for example, the Middle East 
(oil). In terms of trade value per capita, the situation is somewhat more favourable, 
as the CEE region is considered the third strongest economic partner after the 
Arab countries and ASEAN, although the market is just under 100 million people, 
which basically limits the opportunities (Horváth, 2020, p. 631-633).
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3.3.  The Importance of the CEE Region by Chinese Diplomatic Activity

The importance of the CEE region for China in multilateral cooperation cannot be 
judged solely on the basis of economic data, but the activity of Chinese diplomacy, and 
more specifically the trips of its leaders abroad, also have a very significant informational 
value. The inauguration of President Xi Jinping has brought about a change in China’s 
foreign policy, with China taking a more active role on the international stage than 
before. This is why the direction of current Chinese diplomacy is fundamentally 
determined by “Xi Jinping Thought on Diplomacy”, the essence of which is described 
by Foreign Minister Wang Ji as “the fundamental guideline for China’s diplomatic 
work is an epoch-making milestone in the diplomatic theory of New China” (Bishop, 
2019). At the heart of this stays the activity of Chinese President Xi Jinping, making 
his foreign trips of particular significance. Taking into account the official trips of the 
head of state, it is clear that while Xi is a regular annual participant in the Shanghai 
Cooperation Organization Forum and visits African and Latin American countries 
almost every year, in addition to ASEAN, he only visited Central and Eastern Europe 
in 2016, although Europe as a whole is also among the most important destinations 
for the president (Tiezzi, 2016). To get a more complete picture, it is also worth 
taking into account the trips of Premier Li Keqiang and Foreign Minister Wang Yi, 
but in fact we arrive at a similar conclusion: while the world’s geopolitically dominant 
regions are visited almost annually by foreign affairs leaders, the CEE region is visited 
much less frequently. 

4.  China’s Presence in Western Europe Compared  
to the CEE Region

China’s economic presence in Western Europe deserves attention for several reasons. 
On the one hand, it sheds light on the importance China attaches to the CEE region 
compared to the western half of the continent, and on the other hand, it offers an 
answer to the question of the reality of western arguments that speak of an “excessive 
Chinese presence” in the CEE region.

In Western Europe, in the second half of the 2010s, the opening up of the Central 
Eastern European countries to China and the rise of Chinese investment were often 
criticised as a threat to the EU’s political and economic interests. In fact, in terms of 

the organisation’s political stance, the CEE countries have in several cases prevented 
the adoption of positions condemning China, thus disrupting political unity. After 
2016, the US and Western European press in particular proliferated articles on the 
subject, reflecting the common argument that “China intends to tie the region to 
itself and use it as a medium to influence the EU from within, primarily to force 
through favourable policies toward China. For that purpose, Beijing relies on a set 
of hard and soft power tools, among which the most important is the infusion of 
cash into the region” (Pavlicevic, 2016). However, the narrative suggests that the 
EU recognised the threat in time and took the necessary defensive measures against 
Chinese plans. The CEE countries, on the other hand, do not see the point of the 
EU strategy and are only concerned with their own interests, thus contributing to 
the division of the organisation. This kind of thinking is essentially equivalent to 
theories of the “Trojan horse” (Turcsányi, 2014).

On the basis of the facts, it must be acknowledged that the occasional political 
positions of certain CEE countries such as Hungary and Greece have indeed divided 
the EU, and that in addition, a number of strategic ideas favouring political-economic 
openness towards China have been formulated in government circles in the region 
(Denyer, 2017).

The Western European states keep saying that China can gain significant geopolitical 
influence in the CEE region, but at the same time China’s economic expansion in 
Western Europe is not mentioned, as if there is no reason to fear it in that region. In 
2019, Chinese FDI in Europe decreased compared to the previous year, amounting 
to EUR 12 billion – the share of the “Big Three” economies, i.e., Germany, the UK 
and France, decreased – while the importance of Northern Europe increased, with 
53% of Chinese investment coming to the region (Kratz et al. 2020). In contrast, 
Merics reports that the CEE region received only 2.6% of Chinese capital in 2019. 
If we look at the statistics for the years 2010 to 2019, the proportions are similar: 
45% of Chinese investment concentrated to the “Big Three” economies, 26% went 
to Northern Europe and only 1.5% to Central Eastern Europe (Kratz et al. 2020). 
According to Chinese sources, the evolution of Chinese FDI stock in Europe in 2018 
shows a similar picture, with stock FDI in the UK and the Netherlands approaching 
USD 20,000 million, but also well above USD 10,000 million in Luxembourg, Russia 
and Germany, while the exact figure for the CEE region is only USD 2,271 million 
(Horváth, 2020, p. 620). For this, the China Observers in Central and Eastern Europe 
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2020 report aptly compares China’s Central and Eastern European footprint to an 
“empty shell no more” (Karásková et al., 2020).

So, if we have a closer look at the evolution of Chinese investment in Western 
and Eastern Europe, we realize that there has been much less Chinese capital in 
the CEE region than in Western Europe, where the rise of China may indeed raise 
some concerns. In the context of the BRI, in recent years China has shown increased 
interest in Western European ports, among others, in addition to the construction 
of roads and railways through Eastern Europe – for example, in 2017 “COSCO 
finalized the takeover of the terminal in Zeebrugge, Belgium’s second-biggest port” – 
but despite geopolitical concerns, Western governments have not stood in the way of 
these arrangements ( Johnson, 2018).

On trade, in 2019, “China was the third largest partner for EU exports of goods 
and largest for EU imports of goods”. As the EU imports much more from China 
than it exports, it accumulated a trade deficit of USD 164.7 billion by the end of 
the year (Eurostat, 2020).4 Bilateral trade is dominated by machinery, aircrafts and 
vehicles, chemicals and other manufactured goods (footwear, clothes). In terms of 
volume of trade, China is the EU’s second most important partner after the United 
States, while the EU is China’s largest trading partner. Germany is China’s most 
important partner among the EU member states, but the CEE region to Germany 
is second only, meaning that in terms of trade, most Western European countries lag 
behind Central and Eastern Europe. However, it should also not be overlooked that 
while Germany’s trade with China is more than double that of the CEE countries, 
with Germany’s population of 83 million, the CEE region represents a market of 
117.5 million for China (Horváth, 2020, p. 639).

All this proves that Western fears regarding China has gained significant economic 
influence in the CEE region are unfounded, since, as we have seen, Western European 
countries have built much deeper relations with China despite various geopolitical 
concerns. The concept of the “Trojan horse” is not tenable, especially if we consider that 
China does not seek to divide the EU, as this would not serve its long-term interests, 
and would make it difficult to build a balanced, durable and workable partnership with 
the EU especially in the context of the US–China rivalry (Le Corre, 2019).

4  The exports were worth EUR 363 billion (USD 410.2 billion), while imports were EUR 198.3 billion  
(USD 224.08 billion).

5. Conclusion

Since the 1990s, China has placed great emphasis on the development of its multilateral 
relations, and the CEE-China 16+1 framework, which has been operational since 
2012, fits into this effort. Opinions on the effectiveness of the network are varied, 
as it is heterogeneous both economically and culturally, and the states of the region 
compete with each other for the benefits of bilateral relations with Beijing. Western 
Europe, which is concerned about its own interests, does not have a favorable opinion 
of the development of these relations and has generally criticized the CEE countries 
on the grounds of the dangers of Chinese expansion, while China’s economic 
influence in the western half of the continent is much greater, than in the East in 
terms of trade and, above all, investment. The CEE region has also been given a major 
role in the Belt and Road Initiative through the development of land-based economic 
corridors, although the development of the 21st Century Maritime Silk Road is now 
progressing more smoothly with the active participation of Western European ports. 
While the CEE region is of great importance to China, it is not comparable to other 
regions of the world that are also considered geopolitically dominant. Contrary some 
Western consumptions, it is not in China’s interest to divide Europe, as it wants to 
build a strong and united partnership with the EU, so a harmonious cooperation 
between China and the CEE region – in the shadow of the COVID-19 and the US-
China trade war – is of common European interest.
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Abstract

Since 2012, rising cooperation between China and Central and Eastern European 
countries has induced both enthusiasm among participating countries and worry in 
the West about its economic, geopolitical and normative implications. Particularly 
over the last half-decade, China-CEEC projects have faced intensive monitoring, 
increasing criticism and attempts at derailment. These projects have been depicted 
as a “concrete threat” to Western liberal democracy, as being “non-transparent”, 
“undermining EU regulations” and supporting “illiberal regimes in Eastern Europe”. 

How is the obstructive narrative on China-CEEC cooperation crafted? The paper 
analyses critical think-tank, media and policymaking reports focused on China-
CEEC cooperation in order to discern frames and to map the resulting contending 
narratives. Furthermore, the analysis extends to the methods used to construct the 
narratives and their ramifications. It draws from research on strategic communication, 
framing and narratives, referring also to securitization and the concepts of hybrid 
threats and resilience.

The results show that the construction of the obstructive narrative is based on frames 
exploiting the crafted imagery of China’s “systemic ills” and “geopolitical ambitions” 
and their projection to China-CEEC cooperation and projects.

Our findings could enrich understanding of the current and potential future dynamics 
of the China-CEEC cooperation network, as well as of the external influencers and 
their tactics. From the point of view of China-CEEC, these results can serve both as a 
lesson and an insight into the way towards better monitoring, evaluation and crafting 
of strategic communication response.

Keywords: China, Central and Eastern Europe, Belt and Road Initiative, China-U.S. 
relations, strategic communication, strategic narrative

1. Narrative Roadblocks on the New Silk Road

Since 2012, the expansion of China-Central and Eastern European Countries 
(CEEC) cooperation has attracted widespread interest in Western policy circles, 
enlisting reactions from awe to distrust. While the China-CEEC platform provided 
considerable results and brought forward unprecedented levels and channels of 
cooperation, its perception and portrayal in Western media and think-tank reports, 
policy papers and debates has turned incrementally negative, in line with the overall 
depiction of the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). 

As implementation of BRI grew both in Asia and Europe, Western European and 
U.S. media, think-tanks and officials, in fact, started using a negative critical discourse 
on the initiative. Several frames could be distinguished in these assessments (Mitić, 
2017). First, that the BRI is “illiberal” and “authoritarian” or promoting “illiberal” 
international order and values. Second, that the BRI is “disruptive” – disrupting and 
changing global structure of “value chain”, and thus impacting on the world economy. 
The third set painted the BRI as “divisive” or stirring division among countries vying 
for Chinese investment. The fourth set of frames depicted BRI as “geopolitical” or 
aiming to increase influence in regions such as Central Asia and the CEE. Finally, 
the fifth depicted BRI as “ineffective”, either arguing about a lack of concrete 
implementation results or predicting a dark future for the project.

Such portrayal has been at full odds with China’s own BRI strategic narrative, as 
envisaged by its president Xi Jinping since he revealed the initiative in Almaty and 
Jakarta in 2013. China has framed the initiative as “win-win”, “mutually-beneficial 
cooperation”, “sharing the fruits of development”, with the objective of building a 
“community of shared future for mankind” (Xi, 2014, 2017). This vision, in the words 
of Xi Jinping, encompasses “cooperative, collective and common security”, respect 
for multilateralism and the complexities of multipolarity, the central role of the UN, 
and calls for respect of “territorial integrity”, “sovereignty” and “non-interference in 
internal affairs”. Furthermore, it rules against “Cold-War mentality”, “zero-sum-
games”, “winner-takes-all”, “unilateralism” and “law of the jungle”.

The Belt and Road Initiative is, indeed, a complex narrative which can be seen as a system 
narrative (as it presents an alternative vision to the existing world order), an identity 
narrative (about the projection of China’s values and power) and an issue narrative 
(about specific infrastructure and investments objectives envisioned by the BRI).
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In practice, cooperation with CEE countries mirrored China’s efforts in other BRI 
regions. At the same time, it raised enthusiasm among participating countries and 
worry in the West about its economic, geopolitical and normative implications. 
Indeed, over the last half-decade, China-CEEC BRI-related projects have faced 
intensive monitoring, increasing criticism and attempts at derailment.

Based on observation and analysis of BRI framing by critical Western media, 
non-governmental and policy circles, we can distinguish several phases in the 
projection of this negative strategic narrative. These phases have evolved from the 
(1) original identification and early monitoring of the initiative, towards (2) the 
questioning of its strategic intent, (3) the expression of worry about its effect, (4) 
warning about the “BRI threat” and, finally, (5) the call to action against BRI-
related projects. While the phases of identification and questioning were more 
present in the first three years of the project, since 2016 we are witnessing a shift 
towards worry, warning and call to action against BRI projects. The BRI-related 
projects are depicted as a “concrete threat” to Western liberal democracy, as 
being “non-transparent”, “undermining EU regulations” and supporting “illiberal 
regimes in Eastern Europe”. 

The construction of threat frames to form obstructive narratives has been particularly 
active and damaging in relation to BRI-related initiatives in CEE countries. Appeals 
have been made to apply stricter regulations of Chinese investments or altogether 
avoid them, with the prospect of reconsidering participation in the network. In 
Berlin, German analysts warned that “China’s rapidly increasing political influencing 
efforts in Europe and the self-confident promotion of its authoritarian ideals pose 
a significant challenge to liberal democracy as well as Europe’s values and interests” 
(Benner et al., 2018). In Washington, China was labelled, along with Russia, a 
“sharp power” – one that “that pierces, penetrates, or perforates the political and 
information environments in the targeted countries” (National Endowment for 
Democracy, 2017). In Brussels, then European Union Commissioner Johannes 
Hahn warned that Beijing could turn countries in the region into “Trojan horses” 
that would one day be European Union members (Politico, 2018). In the context of 
EU membership or candidacy of CEE countries, such framing puts a considerable 
strain on cooperation with China (Zakić & Šekarić, 2021; Vučić, 2020). 

How is the obstructive narrative on China-CEEC cooperation crafted? The intention 
of this paper is to analyse the frames and map the resulting contending narratives 
on China-CEEC cooperation which are present in the discourse of Western think-
tanks, research institutes, media, NGO and policymaking circles. Furthermore, the 
analysis will extend to the methods used and the implications of narratives. Strategic 
frames will be sought within a dozen think-tank, policy and media reports focusing 
on China-CEEC cooperation.

2. (De)constructing Strategic Narratives

We live in an era of geopolitical disruption. True, the world order has not arrived at 
a critical juncture, but the dependence paths are not anymore solely leading through 
the post-World War II Western liberal norms, even less through the rapport-de-force 
of the post-Cold War American-led US world order. Consensus is growing about 
the end of the “American century” and about the end of the “old order”. Yet, despite 
China’s rise, Russia’s awakening, the EU’s identity crisis and the US decline, we are 
equally away from the transformation of the “old order” into a new one, albeit likely 
a multipolar one. In the CEE region, and particularly in the Western Balkans, major 
geopolitical players aim to extend their influence and garner local support. In such 
context, it is understandable that various players wish to legitimize their international 
status and leverage through political, military, economic or cultural might – and 
project it to the world public through strategic communication.

Strategic communication, a concept of organized persuasion, represents a „system of 
coordinated communication activities implemented by organizations in order to advance 
their missions, by allowing for the understanding of target groups, finding channels 
and methods of communication with the public, developing and implementing ideas 
and attitudes which, through these channels and methods, promote a certain type 
of behavior or opinion”. (Mitić, 2016, p. 9). To achieve legitimacy through strategic 
communication, organizations need trust, social capital and networks to project their 
discourse, narrative and power (Mitić & Atlagić, 2017). They do so through framing 
processes, which are „critical to the two fundamental aims of strategic political 
communication” – campaigning and governing (Kiousis & Strömbäck, 2015, p. 391).
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“Framing” – as “selection and salience” in order “to promote a particular problem 
definition, causal interpretation, moral evaluation, and/or treatment recommendation” 
(Entman, 1993, p. 52) is a rational rhetorical strategy used by politicians to “angle” 
arguments presented to the general public (Leimbigler & Lammert, 2016) as frames 
have the capacity to provoke different reactions of the public depending on the 
element of reality they are accentuating or hiding.

Hallahan argues that “strategic framing involves the purposeful use of this 
technique by rhetors, social advocates, and communications professionals” which 
goals are “to telegraph meaning and to focus audience attention on particular 
portions of a message or aspects of a topic in order to gain a favorable response” 
(Hallahan, 2008, p.  4855). Strategic framing is an integral part of strategic 
communication campaigns which seek to “use message frames to create salience 
for certain elements of a topic by including and focusing attention on them while 
excluding other aspects” (Hallahan, 2008, p. 4856). Selectively punctuating some 
elements and hiding others points to the importance of strategic action in framing 
and to the potential conflict that might arise among different actors promoting 
their frames (Fiss & Zajac, 2006, p. 1174).

Yet frames cannot be fully understood without narratives, just as narratives cannot 
function without frames. In the process of strategic communication, organizations 
thus use frames and discourse to shape strategic narratives – “a means for political 
actors to construct a shared meaning of the past, present, and future of international 
relations in order to shape the opinions and behavior of actors at home and overseas” 
(Miskimmon et al., 2013, p. 248). These narratives are a “tool for political actors to 
extend their influence, manage expectations and change the discursive environment 
in which they operate” (Miskimmon et al., 2013, p. 3). Strategic narratives, however, 
also face limitations: from the formation of the strategic narrative, to its projection 
and reception. This is particularly true in international environments, in which great 
powers must face not only a complex international environment but also a complex 
media ecology as well as frequent or even permanent contestation by other actors.

Frames are largely used as either “opportunity” or “threat”. In the case of BRI 
and China-CEEC cooperation, while the intention of Beijing has been to frame 
cooperation as an opportunity, it has largely been defined as a “threat” by Western 
policy and media circles. This is in line with the constructivist theory of securitization, 
which implies a “securitizing actor” who mobilizes “an articulated assemblage of 

practices whereby heuristic artefacts (metaphors, policy tools, image repertoires, 
analogies, stereotypes, emotions, etc.)” in order to “prompt an audience to build a 
coherent network of implications (feelings, sensations, thoughts, and intuitions) about 
the critical vulnerability of a referent object” (Balzacq, 2011, p. 3). The actor presents 
it with “such an aura of unprecedented threatening complexion that a customized 
policy must be undertaken immediately to block its development”. (Balzacq, 2011, 
p. 3). Through the perception created in the process, the “securitarian actors could 
find the legitimacy to address an issue through the tools they present as adequate” 
(Balzacq et al., 2016). Thus, as Roselle argues, “a potential threat, such as the rise of 
China, is only seen as a threat when the audience believes it to be so and accepts this 
interpretation” (Roselle et al., 2014, p. 79).

In this context, two further concepts are of importance, as they are prominently 
used in relation to China’s and Russia’s influence – “hybrid threats” and 
“resilience”. The Helsinki-based European Center for Excellence for Countering 
Hybrid Threats, supported by EU and NATO member countries, argues hybrid 
threats are “coordinated and synchronised action, that deliberately targets 
democratic states’ and institutions systemic vulnerabilities” – which are created 
by “historical memory, legislation, old practices, geostrategic factors, strong 
polarisation of society, technological disadvantages or ideological differences” 
(The European Center of Excellence for Countering Hybrid Threats, 2017). The 
aim is to “influence different forms of decision making at the local (regional), 
state, or institutional level to favour and/or gain the agent’s strategic goals while 
undermining and/or hurting the target” (The European Center of Excellence for 
Countering Hybrid Threats, 2017).

In order to fight these hybrid threats, EU/NATO political and security mechanisms 
point to the importance of “resilience” – an “ability of an individual, a household, a 
community, a country or a region to withstand, to adapt, and to quickly recover from 
stresses and shocks” (European Commission, 2012, p. 5).
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3.  Mapping the Obstructive Narratives  
on China-CEEC Cooperation

The results of our analysis show that obstructive frames used to describe  
China-CEEC cooperation fall largely into two categories – crafted imageries of 
Beijing’s “systemic ills” and “geopolitical ambition”. They also allow to distinguish 
some of the key methods used to construct the narratives, as well as their 
ramifications.

3.1. “Systemic ills”

The “systemic ills” grouping includes representations of flaws which are perceived by 
the authors of critical frames as endemic to China’s political and economic structure, 
values, rules, norms and practices, and considered as inherent and embedded in 
BRI-related projects. In this grouping, we can identify several strategic frames.

3.1.1.  “China identifies weak states where it can foster (pre-existent) elite capture”

According to this frame, particularly vulnerable to Chinese influence are states which 
have “weak state institutions” (Brattberg et al., 2021, p. 1), where China can “exacerbate 
governance shortfalls, undermine political and economic stability” (Brattberg et al, 
2021, p. 5). These are countries which feature “elite capture” (Brattberg et al., 2021, 
p. 1), where “business deals are mostly negotiated with political and economic elites” 
(Smith & Juola, 2020, p. 9) which are thus rewarded. According to this frame, “elite 
capture” and “Chinese influence” are mutual “facilitators”: “chronic crony capitalism, 
where elites have embraced China for personal or financial gain, has facilitated 
Chinese political influence” (Brattberg et al., 2021, p.  13), but also “the ease with 
which Beijing has facilitated elite capture plays an important part in China’s ability 
to cultivate key decision-makers” (Brattberg et al., 2021, p. 27). Indeed, the framing 
argues, “Chinese leaders have capitalised on a political affinity with elites in captured 
states” (Shopov, 2021, p. 2).

3.1.2. “China encourages the illiberal and authoritarian practices of the elites”

According to this frame, state elites in “vulnerable countries” seek “political ties” with 
the “leaders of authoritarian regimes” (Smith & Juola, 2020, p. 13). Thus, according to 
this frame, “in his search for partners in advancing his illiberal model of governance at 
home” (Brattberg et al., 2021, p. 27) and as “Hungary slides toward authoritarianism, 
the government of PM Viktor Orban has embraced Beijing” (Brattberg et al., 2021, 
p. 12), which he views as “an alternative to the West, where his counterparts have been 
highly critical of Hungary’s democratic backsliding”, while “he and other Hungarians 
speak warmly of China’s economic development model” (Brattberg et al., 2021, p. 27). 
In Serbia, relations with China are “bound to have serious political consequences, 
especially for democracy, media freedom and other liberties”, as “China will not call 
out (Serbian President Aleksandar) Vucic’s increasingly autocratic regime” (Hartwell, 
2021, p.  15). Indeed, China’s influence “has facilitated Serbia’s tilt toward soft 
authoritarianism by bolstering the fortunes of illiberal Serbian leaders” (Shullman, 
2019, p. 29). Thus, China is “potentially able to severely disrupt political and civic 
systems in the region” (Hajdu et al., 2021, p. 16), and “Beijing’s support for illiberal 
actors, the presentation of its model as a superior catalyst of industrial development, 
and its export of authoritarian tools and practices have the undeniable effect of 
eroding democratic norms in many countries” (Shullman, 2019, p.  7). China’s “no 
strings attached finance makes no distinction between authoritarian and democratic 
governments, and does not condition aid on reform and compliance with Western 
development practices” (Mardell, 2019). As a result, “Beijing’s footprint is a normative 
challenge to EU influence (…) it does provide an alternate model of non-conditional 
development that many in the region find appealing” (Mardell, 2019).

3.1.3. “China profits from non-transparency which corrupts the elites”

According to this frame, “China’s business model thrives in environments where local 
institutions and regulatory frameworks are weak” (Brattberg et al., 2021, p. 6), where 
it is “hard to vet or monitor Chinese economic and political activities” (Brattberg 
et al., 2021, p.  13). Thus, ‘there is a lack of public scrutiny and transparency that 
often accompanies Chinese investments” (Brattberg et al., 2021, p. 6), such as poor 
investment screening mechanisms, weak regulatory, law enforcement, anti-corruption 
or judicial agencies (Brattberg et al., 2021, p. 13), no regard to environmental impact 



Aleksandar Mitič
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assessments or to engagement with local communities (Prelec, 2021, p.  6). China 
takes advantage of these processes (Brattberg et al., 2021, p. 10), which, in turns, “fuels 
local corruption and kleptocracy” (Brattberg et al., p. 6). As a result, it has “corrosive 
effects” (Shullman, 2019, p. 44).

These “deals (…) contradict the EU’s standards of transparency” (Smith & Juola, 2020, 
p. 9). “China’s economic practices (…) fail to meet European standards, threaten to 
undermine EU conditionality and regulatory standards” (Mardell, 2019) and increase 
“the region’s overall susceptibility to corruption” (Hänsel & Feyerabend, 2018, p. 6).

Both Beijing and the elite’s profit. Of particular concern, according to the framing, 
are China’s key investments, such as the Port of Piraeus and the Budapest-Belgrade 
railway. Indeed, countries such as Hungary have even “resisted tightening investment 
screening or abiding by EU requirements on public tenders for fear of turning off 
Chinese investments” (Brattberg, 2021, p. 62).

The “opacity” of projects leads to “inflated costs” and “risky debt”, undermines 
“sustainable development”, “nourishes kleptocracy” and “threatens the independence 
of countries that have welcomed Chinese investment and either turned a blind eye 
to malign interference or remain unaware of its consequences” (Shullman, 2019, 
p. 71).

Furthermore, “it does squeeze EU business interests and fuel practices that are at 
variance with efforts to combat corruption and promote EU standards in the region” 
(Mardell, 2019).

3.1.4.  “China funds activities which lack regulation and endanger societies, such as 
problematic energy/ecological investments”

According to the frame, the Chinese investments are not respecting national and 
EU legal requirements and obligations. In Serbia, several towns “affected by high 
levels of pollution have one thing in common: their plants have been taken over by 
Chinese investors over the past half-decade” (Prelec, 2021, p. 4). These investments 
have led to “manifest increase in pollution levels, sparking great concerns among 
local populations and turning many citizens into environmental activists” (Prelec, 
2021, p. 3). Beijing “is good at funding projects that other have turned up their 
noses at. Coal plants, for instance” (Mardell, 2019) – its “loans have financed coal-

fired power plants in Serbia and Bosnia and Herzegovina that have been criticized 
by the EU for worsening the region’s air pollution” (Foreign Affairs Committee 
Republicans, 2021).

3.1.5. “China shuts down critical voices and exploits low levels of resilience”

This frame argues that China’s activities are affecting pluralistic, economic, 
technological and cyber-security resilience. Beijing exploits “weak civil society”, 
“oligarchic influence and control over media and nongovernmental organizations” 
(Brattberg, 2021, p.  6). Furthermore, in these societies, “underfunded research 
institutions that accept Chinese funding provide Beijing-friendly voices and help 
justify questionable business arrangements” (Brattberg, 2021, p.  13). As a result, 
Beijing “has been able to steer public and elite discourse in favour of China’s goals” 
(Shullman, 2019, p. 39). There is a lack of discussion, public scrutiny and understanding 
of China, its motives and tactics. These include “pervasive official propaganda, funding 
of research and academic institutions, and use of seemingly innocuous cultural and 
other soft power institutions to cultivate foreign partners and squelch anti-China 
narratives” (Shullman, 2019, p. 5).

Ways through which China seeks to control the “China narrative” include a variety of 
“official propaganda”, research funding and “soft power institutions” (Shullman, 2019, 
p.°5). These include Confucius centres, the Belt and Road centers, the 17+1 network, 
funding of think-tanks such as Asiaskop in Prague, creation of the China-CEEC 
Institute in Budapest, ownership of media, such as the Empresa group in the Czech 
Republic, as well as attempts at academic influence at Charles University in Prague.

Furthermore, attempts are made to exploit technological vulnerability, with the 
Huawei 5G network (Hajdu et al., 2021, p. 82) and the potential role of Chinese 
technology firms in Serbia’s surveillance ecosystem, “which presents another avenue 
of potential CCP influence in the country”. (Shullman, 2019, p. 28). In turn, this 
“undermines governance, prosperity and open discourse, encouraging democratic 
backsliding” (Shullman, 2019. p. 6).
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3.1.6. The “systemic ills” strategic narrative

These strategic frames, thus, form a strategic narrative on China’s cooperation in 
the CEE. According to this narrative, China (1) first identifies weak states where 
it can foster elite capture, (2) then promotes the illiberal and authoritarian practices 
of the elites (3) profits from non-transparency which corrupts the elites, (4) funds 
activities which lack regulation and endanger societies, such as problematic energy/
ecological investments, and then (5) shuts down critical voices (weak civil society, 
media, academia) and exploits low levels of resilience.

Graph 1: “Systemic ills” strategic narrative
Source: author’s compilation

Edited by: Alexandra Érsek-Csanádi

3.2. “Geopolitical ambition”

The “geopolitical ambition” grouping includes representations which are considered as 
part of China’s geostrategic objectives in its rise to global leadership. Several strategic 
frames could be identified.

3.2.1.  “China is sowing division within the EU and in the transatlantic relationship”

According to this frame, China “aims to assert its political influence – not just in 
individual states but on the geopolitical stage – by stoking problems and complicating 
consensus in the West on policy issues of importance to Beijing” (Brattberg et al., 
2021, p. 69). It seeks to leverage “political influence to have a wider regional impact 
such as indirectly influencing European consensus and transatlantic alignment on 
particular issues of concern to Beijing such as human rights and the situations in 
the South China Sea, Hong Kong, Xinjiang, or Taiwan” (Brattberg et al., 2021, p. 6). 
Thus, Hungary and Greece several times blocked critical EU statements on China. 

3.2.2.  “China is using malign influence to either distract EU candidate states from  
EU integration or to prepare them for Trojan horse roles”

According to this frame, “China expects some Western Balkan states to join 
the EU in the foreseeable future. Today’s investments mean that more ‘friends 
of China’ will be sitting around the negotiating table in Brussels and defusing 
problematic issues for China, such as human rights” (Beckmann-Dierkes, 2018, 
p. 34) On the other side, “some observers express concern that deeper cooperation 
of a dubious nature with China could, in the medium to long term, threaten 
Serbia’s prospects for EU integration” (Hartwell, 2021, p. 15). Serbia is “one of 
the only countries in Central and Eastern Europe that defends China on highly 
controversial political matters, especially human rights” (Hartwell, 2021, p. 14).

3.2.3. “China is encouraging debt traps”

According to this frame, China seeks to profit from debts owed by its partners, 
particularly in the cases of infrastructure projects, such as highways and railways. 
Hungary’s “growing debt burden to Beijing will be left for some future leader to deal 
with” (Brattberg et al., 2021, p. 37). Montenegro has become a “textbook example of 
debt-trap diplomacy, with its debts amounting to an excruciatingly high 80 per cent 
of GDP” (Shopov, 2021, p. 10). This will lead to “financial dependence on China” 
(Beckmann-Dierkes, 2018, p. 37).
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3.2.4.  “China is exploiting the pandemic to yield influence through vaccine diplomacy”

According to this frame, “China quickly sought to take advantage of the (COVID-19) 
pandemic to promote its influence abroad” by sending medical supplies and teams around 
the world (Is China’s COVID-19, 2021). A “Chinese Medical Diplomacy Index” by the 
Washington D.C. Center for Strategic and International Studies, measuring the success 
of China’s efforts, indicated that Serbia ranked first in the world, with Hungary being 
third and the Czech Republic seventh, while the “Chinese Vaccine Diplomacy Index” 
had Hungary at the eighth place (Is China’s COVID-19, 2021).

3.2.5.  “China is adopting an aggressive anti-Western ‘wolf warrior’ discourse through 
propaganda and disinformation”

According to this frame, during the COVID-19 pandemic, China’s “propaganda 
(…) gained an offensive edge, spreading disinformation over the origin of the virus, 
engaging in ‘wolf warrior’ diplomacy including attacking other countries’ responses and 
fighting social media ‘battles’ with representatives of foreign governments” (Karaskova 
et al, 2020, p.  7). “Wolf warrior diplomacy” is “the most aggressive form of high-
profile diplomacy carried out by Chinese state actors (…) held in a confrontational 
manner and does not avoid aggressive rhetoric and direct or indirect threats (…) 
a specific case of coercive diplomacy employed by the Chinese Communist Party 
(CCP)” (Urbancova, 2021, p. 4). These methods have been used in the CEE primarily 
against those engaged in “challenging the One-China policy”, calling for “exclusion 
of Huawei from 5G networks” and “support of the pro-democratic movement in 
Hong Kong”, “reporting the PRC’s abuse of human rights” and criticizing “the PRC’s 
role in the COVID-19 pandemic” (Urbancova, 2021, p. 6-13).

3.2.6.  The “geopolitical ambition” Strategic Narrative

These strategic frames, thus, form the following strategic narrative: China is (1) 
sowing division within the EU and the transatlantic community in order to obtain 
policy favours; (2) using malign influence to either distract candidate states from 
EU integration or to prepare them for Trojan horse roles if they adhere to the 
Union; (3) entangling partners with debt traps, and/or (4) medical and vaccine 
diplomacy; and (5) in case of non-cooperation, adopting an aggressive anti-
Western “wolf warrior” discourse through propaganda and disinformation.

Graph 2: “Geopolitical ambition” strategic narrative
Source: author’s compilation

Edited by: Alexandra Érsek-Csanádi

3.3. Methods of Fostering the Obstructive Narrative on China-CEEC Cooperation 

The analysis can help point to the methods used to foster the obstructive narrative on 
China-CEEC cooperation.

3.3.1. Creating “China watchdog” Networks

A number of frames point to the necessity to create internal, bottom-up and 
transnational networks of “China watchdogs”: “fostering a cross-national network 
of influencers who will continue to compare notes, learn across national boundaries, 
and spur a genuinely regional conversation about China’s rise and its far-reaching 
implications” (Brattberg et al., 2021, p.  2). In order to fight China’s influence, 
there is a need to strengthen civil society capacity – “labor unions, environmental 
groups, robust media, vocal opposition parties and local communities” – to ensure 
“accountability” (Brattberg et al., 2021, p. 71). Since, in Serbia for example, “all but 
one of the ‘China experts’ appear to parrot the rhetoric of Chinese Communist 
Party officials (…) an effective step Brussels could take to counter potentially 
pernicious effects of Chinese influence is to simply fund more research on China” 
(Mardell, 2019). Furthermore, “the U.S. and its partners should raise awareness of 
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46

Mapping the Obstructive Narratives on China-CEEC Cooperation (32–58)

Results and Challenges: Ten Years of China-CEEC Cooperation | 47

CCP influence tactics within private enterprise, academia, and government, and 
bolster the capacity of civil society, political parties, and independent media to 
expose and counter such tactics” (Shullman, 2021, p. 9). The first response for EU 
and NATO should be to “map out” China’s activities (…) through “regular, well-
structured and comprehensive monitoring and analysis” (Shopov, 2021, p. 21). The 
CEE countries should “support the expansion of the East StratCom Task Force” 
– an EU-based network of “disinformation watchers” – “to vigorously counter 
Chinese propaganda”. (Karaskova, 2021).

3.3.2. Fostering Counter-narratives on China-BRI Activity

Frames point to the necessity to foster counter-narratives on China and BRI activity 
in the CEE. Some of these include “countering China’s claims about its economic 
benevolence by pointing out that long-term economic cooperation with China has 
generated few tangible results”, and “enhancing awareness that Beijing’s mask and 
vaccine diplomacy was largely conducted on a commercial –not humanitarian –basis” 
(Brattberg et al., 2021, p.  73). Furthermore, China’s “assertiveness” is painted as a 
“wolf warrior type of Chinese diplomacy” (Shopov, 2021, p. 47).

3.3.3. Dismissing Cooperation as “toxic”

Cooperative countries and leaders in the CEE are dismissed as “authoritarian” 
and willing to work with the “alike authoritarian” authorities in Beijing. They are 
being criticized for being flawed, with weak institutions, fragile civil societies and 
elite capture, with “clientelistic” and “kleptocratic” practices (Prelec, 2021, p.  3). 
Concrete projects and proposals are labelled dangerous and inappropriate – such as 
cooperation with Huawei on 5G or “smart city” systems: “In contrast to the United 
States, Europe only fully woke up to the dangers of Chinese technology during the 
COVID-19 crisis (…) in short, Chinese tech suppliers cannot be trusted because 
of the illiberal nature of the People’s Republic” (Larsen, 2020).

3.3.4. Escalating Diplomatic Confrontation

The critical discourse on cooperation with China escalated in several CEE countries. 
Streets are being renamed after a variety of political opponents to the Beijing 
authorities, thus raising “city-level” politics “to become an official state-level diplomatic 

issue” (Shopov, 2021, p.  24). Abandonment of the China-CEEC cooperation is 
encouraged, and there are calls for increased anti-China sanctions on grounds of 
human rights and values: “national dignity and values in policy, which should not 
be sacrificed to business (Shopov, 2021, p. 24)”. In some countries, such as Poland, 
parliamentarians and officials have prepared resolutions and published op-eds in 
international media targeting China-related projects. There is an increase of political 
contacts with “the Dalai Lama, Tibetan exile representatives and Chinese dissidents” 
(Dams et al., 2021, p. 21) (…) stirring up of “China-unfriendly public environment 
and rising wave of anti-communism” in the Czech Republic (Dams et al., 2021, 
p. 23); officials from Baltic countries, such as Estonia, are meeting with authorities 
in Taipei, in challenge to the “One China” policy (Tammik, 2021). Lithuania has 
given a green light to a “Taiwan representative office” in Vilnius (Agence France-
Presse, 2021). All these events are provoking the ire of Beijing and leading to China’s 
retaliation, such as cancelling city cooperation or lowering diplomatic relations – as in 
the case of Lithuania – thus contributing to the worsening of bilateral relations and 
the weakening of the China-CEEC cooperation network.

3.3.5. Raising International Pressure Coalitions

Calls are made to raise international coalitions – at the EU and transatlantic level 
– against China’s influence: “If the Biden administration is serious about tackling 
global corruption and kleptocracy (…) pressure must continue at a sustained 
pace.” (Prelec, 2021, p. 8). “The Biden’s upcoming Democracy Summit provides an 
opportunity” in this sense (Brattberg et al., 2021, p. 71). Successful examples of U.S. 
involvement is hailed: “increased pressure on regional European governments to 
reduce their dependence on Beijing and toe the line on issues such as 5G, Chinese 
ownership of ports and other strategic infrastructure, and investment screening” 
(Brattberg et al., 2021, p. 11); Romanian President Klaus Iohannis “consulted closely 
with the previous U.S. ambassador to Romania, Trump political appointee Adrian 
Zuckerman, who apparently lobbied heavily against Chinese influence” (Brattberg 
et al., 2021, p. 47). Furthermore, “United States should not shy away from pushing 
the EU and key member states (especially Germany, which is Hungary’s most 
important trading partner) to impose greater pressure on Orbán” (Brattberg et al., 
2021, p. 72) , while “Taiwan and the CEE countries can work together to counter 
Chinese influence operations (…) further establish regular interactions, such as 
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exchange scholar programs, co-hosting conferences, and research projects to provide 
advanced information on related issues for policymakers and the general public”  
(Bachulska & Pu, 2021). At the European Parliament level, cross-party coalitions 
have been particularly encouraged by Members of the European Parliament, who 
have raised on two occasions in 2021 the problem of environmental and worker 
rights related to Chinese investments in Serbia (Prelec, 2021, p.  8). There is even 
an encouragement to turnaround the China-CEEC framework into “platforms for 
countering, limiting or even curbing China’s heft (…) offensive instruments for 
targeting China with their specific demands” (Karaskova, 2020).

3.3.6. Providing Alternative Networks

Alternatives to the BRI-related China-CEEC cooperation are encouraged. In order 
to cope with China’s influence “efforts such as the U.S.-led Three Seas Initiative are 
particularly relevant and should be scaled up and expanded in scope jointly with 
the EU and wealthy member states like Germany” (…) and “there is a need to 
bolster investment in the regional infrastructure projects through the European 
Investment Bank, the World Bank, the International Monetary Fund, and the new 
U.S. International Development Finance Corporation (Brattberg et al, 2021, p. 72). 
For non-members, membership in international organizations, such as EU and 
NATO, should provide “greater resilience from the perspective of common policy 
solutions, centers of excellence and collective defense” (Hajdu et al., 2021, p. 16). 
Indeed, during 2021, two vast alternatives to the BRI have been presented – the 
“Build Back Better World” by the U.S. at the G7 Summit in June and the “Global 
Gateway” by the EU in December. Although geared at regions outside of Europe, 
both projects underline the line of BRI being a competitor and the necessity to 
challenge it.

3.3.7. The Methods of Fostering Obstructive Narratives on China-CEEC

Thus, the following methods of countering Chinese influence in CEE countries 
could be identified in the analysis: (1) creating “China watchdog” networks, which 
can monitor, identify soft spots and amplify threats, leading to the (2) “fostering of 
counter-narratives on China-BRI activity, (3) “dismissing cooperation as toxic”, and 
thus providing incentives for (4) “escalating diplomatic confrontation”, (5) “raising 
international pressure coalitions” and (6) “providing alternative networks”.

Graph 3: Methods of fostering obstructive narratives on China-CEEC cooperation
Source: author’s compilation

Edited by: Alexandra Érsek-Csanádi

3.4.   Consequences of the Obstructive Narrative on China-CEEC cooperation

Consequences of the obstructive narrative in the CEEC have been different. Several 
countries have publicly boasted their disillusionment with Chinese investments, 
some have bowed to U.S. pressure over the 5G network cooperation with Huawei. 
Lithuania has withdrawn from the China-CEEC cooperation network. The Prague 
city authorities have encouraged a series of actions supporting China critics, thus 
attracting the ire of Beijing. On the other side, despite pressure and criticism, countries 
like Hungary and Serbia continue to boost cooperation with China bilaterally, but 
also trilaterally in the case of the construction of the Belgrade-Budapest high-speed 
railway.

In our analysis we have identified several frames regarding the consequences to the 
obstruction of the China-CEEC cooperation.
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3.4.1  “Growing disappointment with China-CEEC cooperation in CEE countries”

According to this frame, CEE countries have “gradually become disillusioned with 
Beijing’s ability to deliver on its promises or the specific terms of certain investment 
deals” (Brattberg et al., 2021, p. 7). “Frustration and discontent are mounting” over 
cooperation, which has “disappointed all sides” and “turned out to be an empty 
diplomatic shell” (Brattberg et al., p. 10). Romania, meanwhile, is revising its agreement 
with state-owned China General Nuclear for the construction of two nuclear reactors 
on security consideration grounds. Similarly, in Estonia plans to build an underwater 
tunnel connecting Tallinn and Helsinki have been halted over security concerns about 
the involvement of Chinese SOEs (Stec, 2020).

3.4.2. “China is increasingly seen as a threat”
There is a rising perception of Chinese activities being perceiving as “a geopolitical 
expansion that poses a challenge to the Western democratic system and its security” 
(Dams et al., 2021, p. 21,), while coverage of China-related projects in some countries is 
“worsening because of the China’s rising global assertiveness” (Dams et al., 2021, p. 70).

3.4.3.  “Bottom-up and activist backlash rises against China-related projects”.

Municipal authorities, non-governmental groups and activists are increasingly 
against Chinese projects, adding pressure on national government to reverse 
cooperation. Chinese projects have been “rejected”, “cancelled”, “interrupted” or 
“reversed” by “bottom-up approaches”, “pushbacks from local and subnational actors 
such as trade unions or municipal politicians” (Brattberg et al., 2021, pp.  7-66). 
There has been a push to reverse cooperation at the city level, with the Prague-
Beijing rift being the most exposed and demonstrating that “even local cooperation 
is not insulated from political tensions” (Hajdu et al., 2021, p. 33). Labor unions 
and other stakeholders protested against COSCO plans at the Port of Piraeus, 
suspicions were expressed over the Budapest-Belgrade railway, ecological groups 
have manifested against key Chinese investments in the energy sector in Serbia, 
“environmental concerns” have been expressed over the highway construction in 
Montenegro (Shopov, 2021, p. 17).

3.4.4.  “Relations with China are gradually becoming an internal political matter”

According to this frame, the political shifts in some CEE countries have “replaced 
more China-friendly parties with governments that are more sceptical of China 
and keener on reaffirming ties with the United States and the EU” (Brattberg et al., 
2021, p. 7). In Prague, “Czech public opinion now stands against China in almost 
all aspects, even including the economic perspectives” (Dams et al, 2021, p. 21). In 
Slovakia, the new government and current Slovak President Zuzana Čaputova “have 
already shown that they are willing to stand up against China and criticize it” (Dams 
et al., 2021, p. 90). In Hungary and Serbia, where cooperation with Beijing is deemed 
very intense, there has been a growing criticism by opposition parties on China-
related matters and projects.

3.4.5. “The China-CEEC cooperation network is shrinking”

In several CEE capitals, renaming streets with political figures and connotations, 
as well as boosting cooperation with Taipei, has been used to provoke the ire of 
Beijing. Relations between China and the Czech Republic took a considerable 
blow in the process. According to some analysts, a “shift in alignment is certainly 
making waves”, signaled by Lithuania’s decision first to withdraw from the China-
CEEC cooperation network and then to allow Taiwan Island’s authority to set up 
a representative office in Vilnius, thus violating the principle of One China and 
leading to the downgrading of diplomatic relations (Koleszar, 2021).

3.4.6.  “Pressure from Washington D.C. and Brussels is winning over Beijing’s soft power”

According to this frame, “several (though not all) of the countries in the region have 
pivoted away from China and back toward the United States and the EU in recent 
years, due to existing security partnerships and pressure from Washington and 
Brussels” (Brattberg et al., 2021, p. 10). Some of these countries have “tightened 
up their investment screening frameworks in recent years after being urged to do 
so by the EU and the United States” and “growing pressure from Brussels and 
Washington has also influenced decisions to grant Chinese companies major 
tenders and contracts involving critical sectors or assets” (Brattberg et al., 2021, 
p. 66). “Lobbying pressure from the United States, a staunch and traditional ally of 
Albania, may have had something to do” with the cancelling of a deal to construct 
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the Albanian Arber highway “using a loan facility from Exim”, while “it is possible 
that a lot of concern about China in the Western Balkans stems from the lobbying 
efforts of Austrian and German construction companies that are worried about 
losing ground to newcomers from China” (Mardell, 2019). A number of CEE 
countries signed with the US the 5G memorandum cutting off Huawei, even 
drafting, like Poland, “some of the harshest regulations on 5G, proposing excluding 
infrastructure providers from countries with poor human rights record” (Stec, 2020). 
On the other side, “China’s soft power efforts appear to have had fairly little impact 
on improving China’s image in the region” – possibly due to “China’s inability to 
deliver on its economic promises, the growing international criticism of Beijing’s 
domestic and foreign policies, and China’s perceived role in the pandemic have 
all reduced the effectiveness of its public diplomacy” (Brattberg et al., 2021, p. 7). 
Even the considerable efforts by China during the COVID-19 pandemic have been 
interpreted in some countries as “propaganda hidden behind mask diplomacy”, and 
some have criticized China for “spreading the virus and its propaganda” (Dams et 
al, 2021, p. 86).

3.4.7. The Narrative on the Ramifications of Obstruction

The following strategic narrative is being constructed: (1) There is a growing 
disappointment with China-CEEC cooperation in CEE countries, where (2) China 
is increasingly seen as a threat, which leads to (3) an increasing bottom-up and activist 
backlash against China-related projects, while (4) relations with China are gradually 
becoming an internal political matter, resulting in (5) the China-CEEC cooperation 
network shrinking, which means that (6) pressure from Washington D.C. and 
Brussels is winning over Beijing’s soft power”. 

Graph 4: The narrative of the consequences of obstruction
Source: author’s compilation

Edited by: Alexandra Érsek-Csanádi

4. Concluding Remarks

In the era of increased geopolitical and ideological competition, organizations, 
countries – and particularly major powers – strive for international legitimacy in order 
to strengthen their influence capabilities. Competition between strategic narratives is 
even more amplified in the current international communication environment largely 
scented by online media and social networks. Such an ecosystem is marked by both 
vast opportunities for spreading messages and, at times, even more powerful threats of 
counter-operations of information obstruction, distraction and manipulation. Strategic 
communication thus plays a crucial role in today’s international affairs. Analysis of actors’ 
strategic communication, in particular of strategic frames which form the narratives, 
thus gives a considerable insight into dominant perceptions, but also potential methods 
of coping with arising challenges. 
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The aim of this paper was to synthesize the critical argumentation used against 
China/BRI-related projects in the CEEC. We analysed contending strategic frames 
present in think-tank, policy and media reports and statements focused on China-
CEEC cooperation. The results show that – stemming from strategic frames – the 
construction of the obstructive narrative is based on the exploitation of the crafted 
imagery of China’s “systemic ills” and “geopolitical ambitions” and their projection 
to China-CEEC cooperation and BRI-related projects. We have explored the key 
elements of these representations and outlined a resulting narrative.

The argument is that the obstructive narrative fosters negative sentiment and views 
China-CEEC cooperation as toxic, undesirable and dangerous for the CEE countries. 
Such narrative encourages repulsion of cooperation, fosters disappointment, facilitates 
crippling criticism and smooths the way towards backlash against cooperation and 
concrete projects. We furthermore analysed the methods which are being used to 
craft such frames and narratives, as well as the impact on China-CEEC cooperation 
stemming from these activities. The analysis identifies a comprehensive, systematic 
and active approach aimed at obstruction. 

Our findings could enrich understanding of the current and potential future dynamics 
of the China-CEEC cooperation network, as well as of the external influencers and 
their tactics. From the point of view of China-CEEC, these results can serve both 
as a lesson and an insight into the way towards better monitoring, evaluation and 
crafting of strategic communication response. The issue of strategic communication 
of the China-CEEC cooperation will have to be addressed at the highest political 
level. The response is not the sole responsibility of Beijing – the CEE countries are 
an undeniable factor for the communication resilience of the network. Nevertheless, 
it is China which faces the key dilemma on how to find right the approach. The 
analysis shows a concerted attempt to corner Beijing. Yet, a purely defensive approach 
in strategic communication is unsustainable. The dilemma is how to find the right 
compromise between the objective challenges and limitations – demonstrated by 
our analysis – with the need to find the right tone, argumentation and dynamic in 
the battle of narratives. That will require necessary diplomatic readjustments and 
addressing of weaknesses and grievances. The latter process should not be under-
estimated. Aligning words and deeds is of prime importance for successful strategic 
communication and the first barrier to obstruction, no matter how powerful the 
actors on either side.
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Abstract

In 2012, after the signing of the Agreement of the China-Central and Easter 
European Countries (CEEC) mechanism in Warsaw, ambitions for a platform that 
would intensify cooperation were at the highest levels. Almost a decade later, there 
can be conducted a “reality-check” and achievements and shortcomings can be placed 
into a clearer perspective. This paper analyzes the role and position of Albania into the 
“16+1” cooperation in a political context. Albania is one of the founding members of 
the China-CEEC cooperation, yet, throughout the years Albania’s role in it has been 
quite marginal. Little is known in the country about the platform, and many have 
argued that there is plenty of untapped potential, particularly from the Albanian side. 
The initial enthusiasm of the Albanian political establishment on the platform and the 
several signed Memorandums of Understanding (MoU) has been slowly transformed 
into a more subtle and noninvolvement role, especially in the past 4 years.

Inexplicably, the current Chinese economic and political importance on the world 
stage is not properly perceived or portrayed in Albania, thus the actions and 
reactions of Albanian political establishments (pervious and present) appear hesitant 
when dealing with People’s Republic of China (PRC) as a whole, or with regards 
to Chinese initiatives in the region. By observing the behavior and declarations of 
Albanian politicians there can be individualized some patterns that fit the events. 
There are identified three main features of this Albanian demeanor in the China-
CEEC mechanism: symptomatic, sui generis, and suggestive (3S). 

Keywords: China-CEEC, China-Albania relations, “3S”, political developments

1. Introduction

In the China-CEEC platform, some countries are performing better and are 
benefiting to a greater degree than others are – and Albania is somehow lagging 
behind. From a small country perspective and from a developing country perspective, 
what the China-CEEC platform has to offer should be alluring for policymakers, and 
if it this is not the case, then it means that politics dictates a different trend. 

Small countries face some deep dilemmas in their behavior in international relations, 
especially if there is present a great powers rivalry. The main dilemma is the one of 
being forced to take sides, especially if there is present a great power rivalry. Keohane 
(1969, p.  296) suggests the following definition with the caveat that in all cases 
statesmen’s attitudes must have considerable basis in reality:

“A Great Power is a state whose leaders consider that it can, alone, exercise a large, 
perhaps decisive, impact on the international system; a secondary power is a state 
whose leaders consider that alone it can exercise some impact, although never in 
itself decisive, on that system; a middle power is a state whose leaders consider that 
it cannot act alone effectively but may be able to have a systemic impact in a small 
group or through an international institution; a small power is a state whose leaders 
consider that it can never, acting alone or in a small group, make a significant impact 
on the system… The small and middle powers’ leaders realize that although they may 
be able to do little together, they can do virtually nothing separate.” 

He argues that in analyzing the attitude of a given power (be this great, middle or 
small power) there cannot be relied only on purely objective criteria, the psychological 
dimension must be added for the sake of clarity as well as in recognition of the fact 
that “objective reality” does not determine statesmen’s behavior directly. 

The statesmen of Albania have a very intense history when dealing with Great 
Powers, and this attitude is perpetuating also in current times. The need of Albania 
to be under the good graces of any Great Power has been justified by local political 
elites as the absolute need of a small country to be in a given sphere of influence for 
security, political and economic stability, as well as international support. The most 
used phrase by any Albanian politician since 1991 is “Euro-Atlantic orientation”. 
In a fluid international system, however, the small state must still maneuver in order 
to prosper, if not to survive. Maneuvering involves making alliances or finding an 
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appropriate alternative policy (Keohane 1969, p. 300). Nevertheless, Albania is not 
maneuvering in the 21st century, even though it has been in the waiting list of the 
European Union membership, for at least 20 years.

2.  Albania, PRC and the China-CEEC Cooperation Mechanism

China and Albania share a long and unique history in cooperation and bilateral 
relations. The political and ideological common backgrounds of China and Albania 
set the very start of their close relations in the mid-50s. The origin and further 
strengthening of political relations between China and Albania are to be found in 
the common interests and understanding of the two ruling parties in the respective 
countries at the heights of the Cold War. In almost two decades, China prioritized 
Albania as a recipient of foreign aid, and no other country in times of peace received 
from China such economic and military assistance, proportionate to population 
(Marku, 2017, p. 4). After the 1990s, Albania had difficulties re-adjusting the social, 
economic and political structures. Concerning PRC, the only reminiscences Albanian 
people had been the “tales” of the elderly about the Chinese support. Albanian officials 
and specialists who visited China during the “Golden Age” of the Sino-Albanian 
relations could now speak freely and share their experience. 

At the beginning of the 21st century, perception and attitude started to shift especially 
from the business circles. For the first time in decades, Albanians were traveling again 
to China, this time for business opportunities and in the majority of cases, the trip 
to China entailed purchase of locally produced merchandise. From 2001 to 2010, 
Albania witnessed an ever-growing presence of Chinese commodities in its markets, 
and this is the decade when China made some headlines in the local media, however, 
these were isolated cases and did not have any considerable impact on the people’s 
perception of PRC (Musabelliu, 2019, p. 3).

In 2013, the Socialist Party led by Edi Rama won the election of by substituting the 
Right-wing Democratic Party in power since 2005 becoming so the Prime Minister 
(PM). In Albania the “16+1” is linked in every aspect of commentaries and opinions 
to PM Edi Rama. In fact, for Albanian media and politicians, the China-CEEC 
summits are the occasion where PM Rama and some of his cabinet, meet their 
Chinese counterparts and discuss potential cooperation (Kryeministria, 2019).

Being the Albanian Prime Minister a very polarizing figure for the public opinion, his 
actions and behavior are scrutinized based on his political persona and not based on 
the deeds of the day. However, if we try to separate the policymaker from the person, 
the results are the same – there is plenty of untapped potential in this Sino-Albanian 
relation. When analyzing the timeframe and official declarations of both parties it 
can be implied that if in the first four Summits (2012, 2013, 2014, and 2015) there 
was still some possibility of concrete cooperation especially in large scale project, 
from 2016 onwards there is mainly bilateral talks on general protocols and potential 
areas of cooperation in the future. It is our argument that starting from the Riga 
Summit in 2016 the situation is different. The Albanian PM appears less positive in 
his declarations, and he does not mention any of the projects exposed in years prior 
(Arbri Road or the Blue Corridor).

Most importantly, as of 2021, Edi Rama is the only Albanian leader since 1991 that 
has not had a one-on-one meeting with a Chinese leader and no official state visit  
in PRC.

3. A Symptomatic Behavior

The attitude of the Albanian political establishment towards PRC and the China-
CEEC mechanism is symptomatic of deeper developments in the internal political 
scene. In the Albanian public discourse, when concerning foreign nations, the 
characters of public domain are in the overwhelming majority politicians. Be they 
in position of power or opposition, current or previous, known or relatively unknown 
to the public, they are the first to comment and analyze and to a certain extent, they 
are the ones who shape public perception via their actions, reactions and declarations. 
The country’s political scene might be polarized internally, however when the relation 
with major powers is under scrutiny, the Albanian political class is all united in on 
the Euro-Atlantic front. This attitude has deepened a “Cold War Mentality” or the 
presentation in Albania of the West versus East narrative, where they encompass 
values, political direction, or strategic alliances. This line of approach is visibly strong 
and persistent: the either/or, with/against, which does not fit a multipolar world and 
especially a political rigidity which could lead to enormous missed opportunities in 
the framework of the China-CEEC mechanism.
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During 2014 and 2015, Edi Rama visited PRC on three different occasions: first in 
Tianjin for the occasion of the annual Summer Davos Forum (MFAPRC, 2014) next 
in Suzhou for the China-CEEC High-Level meeting (SCPRC, 2015). However, 
what the media reported extensively was an exhibition of his paintings during a visit 
in Hong Kong (Koha, 2015). These were also the times when it was made public by 
the Albanian Government that one of the most important arteries of the country’s 
routs would be built by a Chinese company. “Arbri Road”, part of the old Egnatia 
Road and now an important segment of Pan European Corridor VIII, is considered 
one of the most important investments to modernize the country’s road infrastructure 
(RTSH, 2019). Labeled in Albania as a political saga, the run for the construction 
of this highway was one of the major electoral promises of Edi Rama and in 2015, 
the Albanian government that he led, approved a special law offering China State 
Construction Engineering Corporation (CSCEC) the competences for completion 
of the Arbri Road under a concession deal. China EXIM Bank would provide the 
financing of the project (Erebara, 2015).

In signing the Memorandum of Understanding with Exim Bank, PM Edi Rama would 
note in his online social platform: “The Memorandum of Understanding with Chinese 
Exim Bank for the opening of a Chinese-funded project site in Albania was signed last 
night. The first project to open a new era of cooperation between Albania and China  
will be the Arbri Road, which will launch next year.” The title of the posting was 
an auspicabile “the first fruits of a new era” (Musabelliu, 2019, p.  7). However,  
two years later, the winner of the tender for the construction of this road was 
“Gjoka Konstruksion” – an Albanian-run company was the apparent winner of the 
late October 2017 tender, facing no rivalry from two other Albanian companies 
disqualified for not submitting financial bids, according to the Public Procurement 
Agency (Contract negotiations to, 2017).

The political controversy around this sour deal was trivial; the former leader of the 
opposition was blaming the government for corruptive practices, which ultimately 
made the Chinese company abandon the project, and claiming that the Chinese 
Government had started an investigation on the issue. Rama initially stated that what 
his government wanted was a Private Public Partnership (PPP) and not a loan type 
of involvement. Ultimately, from other experts it was declared it was not feasible 
financially for the Chinese company since they expected a return on investment 
for 12 year (15,000 vehicles per day) which is not possible for a small country like 

Albania. The other major deal that initiated but did not go through between China 
and Albania was the project for the construction of the Blue Corridor motorway. This 
project is projected to connect the entire eastern shore of the Adriatic and Ionian – 
from Trieste in Italy to Greece via Croatia, Montenegro and Albania. In the Suzhou 
High-Level meeting in 2015, Albania (and Montenegro) signed a Memorandum of 
Understanding (MoU) with China Pacific Construction Group for the construction 
of this motorway (Garaca, 2015). There are two major projects, backed by two MoU 
that never materialized into actual deeds. From 2016 and onwards there is always less 
information and discussions on Chinese investments and/or Chinese backed projects 
in Albania.

The COVID-19 pandemic put a hold to all exchanges, however, in many separate 
occasions medical supplies arrived in Albania during the lockdown period and beyond 
(China donates medical, 2020).

This help during the outburst of the pandemic did not stop Albanian politics to be 
again quite antagonistic towards PRC, especially by the end of the year. 

The political turmoil of 2020 was an escalation of events besides the pandemic. On 
October 2, 2020, Albanian PM received a letter from the President of the United 
States (US), Donald Trump. It was not difficult to understand the clear note sent 
by the White House and there was no necessity of reading between the lines, the 
message was loud and clear and by all considerations, the final target of it was China 
and its initiatives in Albania. The letter started by commending Rama’s leadership role 
for the Balkan region and throughout Europe in exposing China’s influence in the 
region. The letter continued: “Your outspoken support for secure telecommunications 
networks is setting a strong example…that paves the way for others in the Balkans 
to do the same. I am also pleased by Albania’s strong role in the Three Seas Initiative 
– as a fair alternative to China’s 17+1 format, which I urge you to exit.” (ATA, 2020).

Feng, Chen & Xu (2019) argue that the US is “back” to Central and Eastern Europe 
(CEE) and with the theme of competition between great powers returning to a 
geopolitical center, China has become a “major player” in CEE. In 2018, Wess Mitchell, 
an Assistant Secretary from the U.S. Department of State, declared that the US would 
intensify its efforts in Central and Eastern Europe in 2019. He further argued that 
part of the reason why “their (US) rivals are gaining ground in Central and Eastern 
Europe is that for too long the West did not take competition seriously there.”  



Marsela Musabelliu

66

Albania’s Demeanor in the China-CEEC Cooperation: Overcoming the “3S” Dilemma (60–79)

Results and Challenges: Ten Years of China-CEEC Cooperation | 67

And so it happened, in 2019 the US Secretary of State Mike Pompeo visited Hungary, 
Slovakia and Poland and in 2020 again in Czech Republic, Slovenia, and Poland. As he 
urged Eastern European countries to reject Huawei, he also made sure to warn that China 
is in “some ways worse” than their former Soviet Union rulers – emphasizing so another 
trait of the Cold War mentality. Chen (2019, p. 3) argues that the US puts its emphasis 
on CEE to curb Huawei, because small and medium-sized countries in CEE are much 
easier to “deal with” than developed Western European countries. This quotation has 
proved to be accurate, apparently for the Trump administration, Albania is easier to 
“deal with” and especially to especially to start handling a previously not expressed idea, 
the one of direct opposition to the China-CEEC mechanism. Nevertheless, this letter 
did not stand alone and without actions; by trying to reinforce the message the US 
Under-Secretary for Economic Growth, Energy and the Environment Keith Krach, 
visited Albania the day after the letter was sent to Rama. If the message from Trump 
was not clear enough, the narrative of Krach was ever more pungent. While his official 
visit to Tirana was with the aim of financing one of the major Albanian hydropower 
plants (Skavica), the headlines in the press were mainly on the revamping Albania and 
the US economic cooperation, yet, there was no single declaration of the US Under-
Secretary that did not target China. The discourse consisted in words such as “urgent 
threat to democracies”, “intensified its aggression”, “China challenge” “deception 
strategy” and so on (US Embassy in Albania, 2020). Immediately after this statement 
the Chinese Embassy in Albania, reacted by clarifying: “We noted that Keith Krach, 
the Undersecretary of State of the United States of America, has made malicious and 
baseless attacks and slanders against the Communist Party of China, the Chinese 
Government and Chinese companies, deliberately provoking China-Albania relations, 
during his visit in Albania. To those words, we express strong opposition. China’s 
contribution to world peace and development is visible and seeable to all. China adheres 
to the principle of mutual respect, mutual interests and mutual benefits in relations 
with different countries of the world, and never interferes in the internal affairs of other 
countries. Relations between China and Albania are also based on these principles, and 
stem from the long-standing friendship between our two peoples that is worth being 
proud of ” (PRC Embassy to Albania, 2020).

Another step that properly displays the symptomatic nature of this Albanian relation 
with China is the singing of the “Joint Statement on the Human Rights Situation 
in Xinjiang and the Recent Developments in Hong Kong” delivered by Germany on 

Behalf of 39 countries, and Albania was one of those countries. However, in a group 
of 39 countries, for the same resolution there were 10 members of the China-CEEC 
cooperation (Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Bulgaria, Croatia, Estonia, Latvia, 
North Macedonia, Poland, Slovakia, and Slovenia). Apparently, Albania was not 
isolated in this endeavor; however, the Albanian political establishment made it very 
clear, immediately where they stand. Moldicz (2020, p. 13) confirms that in the first 
half of 2020, the American foreign policy messages called out for a stronger stance on 
China, and apparently most of the members of the China-CEEC did respond to this 
call, and Albania did so very zealously.

4. A Sui Generis Case

The Albanian demeanor in this cooperation is sui generis due to a series of factors, 
but the most influential of all is the taking sides in the bigger China-US rivalry. The 
local media is fueling this discourse. In the era of “fake news”, the pursue of truth 
and fiction is a chase against time. It is noted that the media is more interested in 
creating heat than shading light – and most of the time in Albania the media is 
following or explicitly translating the Western Media outlets. In Albania, it is of 
common knowledge that exists a particular kind of pro-Americanism. The roots of 
this behavior are historic as well as recent, and all Albanian political forces of the 
present regard the US as the highest strategic partner of the country. From NATO 
membership to EU accession talks, the US is an intrinsic part of every decision-
making process of Albania. In many cases, the conditionality is a knowledge of public 
domain. From conditionality to explicit warnings, the US presence in Albania is 
omnipresent. This decade can be also denominated the “American momentum” in 
Albania. The US has always been present since 1991, first as an ideal, afterwards as 
a partner, and finally as the Albanian PM Rama would say at every chance possible, 
the most important and strategic of friends”. On 16th September 2021, the Minister 
for Europe and Foreign Affairs (MEPJ, 2021) presented to the Parliament the program 
for foreign policy where she stated: “The consolidation of Albania will continue as a 
key factor for peace and stability in the region, while emphasizing that the relationship 
with the US remains a cornerstone in Albanian foreign policy.”  The strengthening of 
relations with the strategic partner the United States of America – this was the most 
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highlighted sentence from the Albanian press after the speech of the Minister. Needless 
to argue that the US presence in Albania is ubiquitous. From the Justice Reform, to 
every aspect of both major political parties, the US dictates almost every considerable 
political decision in the country. 

On the other hand, China appears to be a polarizing topic – this is mainly due 
to the fact that what is known about PRC in Albania, remains in the margins 
of one-day-news as well as the majority of the controversial writings are a mere 
copy-paste of foreign media. Indeed, these are well-known buzzwords especially 
in Europe, such as China “invading” the Balkans with infrastructure, debt-trap 
diplomacy, national security concerns, etc., and these are headlines and declarations 
coming from the Left and the Right-wing commentators. And these headlines are 
present in country where there is no infrastructure (or other large scale) project 
from Chinese enterprises; a country that has never, from the establishment of the 
Credit Line for CEECs, requested a loan, and a country that declared that is not 
willing to use Huawei for 5G services (Musabelliu, 2029, p. 17).

The China-US relations is the most important and consequential great power relation 
of the 21st century. Kuik (2021, p. 161) calls the current state of affairs the emergence 
of the “twin chessboards” of US-China rivalry. He argues that it has long-term 
implications for both big-power contestation and small-state interactions with them. 
The greater the US-China rivalry appears – he argues – the stronger should be the 
inclination of smaller states to avoid being entrapped by unnecessary, premature, and 
self-fulfilling polarization. Nevertheless, what Kuik is trying to warn to small states, 
is already taking shape in Albania.

The key words with regards to small countries in relations to China, including 
Albania appear to be: over-dependency, internal alienation, external entrapment, 
security dilemma, increased influence, and so on. These words however are placed 
into a future, potential scenario, and the most used words are China could/might/be 
capable of/possibly/etc.

In terms of relations with Great Powers, Albanians are conscious that some of the 
best and some of the worst decisions ever made to seal the nations fate, were made 
by Great Powers. Therefore, it is normal that in popular culture, this gratitude and 
acknowledgment sometimes borderlines servility, and antagonism borderlines 
fanaticism. However, it is noted that many times the Albanian political elite takes this 

reverence or animosity for a Great Power a step too far. Be this for personal interests 
or political dogmatism, deep approval or disapproval for a given power is never in a 
small nation’s interest. As mentioned above, small states should avoid being entrapped 
by unnecessary, premature, and self-fulfilling polarization.

The immediate ramification of the high polarizing of the East vs. West topic has 
created a fertile environment for the so-called “Cold War mentality” in Albania. In 
this line, while analyzing the Western Balkans, Vangeli (2020, p. 17) argues that the 
quest for defining the region and positioning it in the West or the East (or in between 
them) – driven by both the internal debates on identity, belonging, and orientation 
as well as the external agendas of European, Euro-Atlantic, or Eurasian integration – 
has been the central historical force that has (re)shaped the region.

Yet, in Albania, it appears that there is an escalation, from Cold War mentality to Cold 
War paranoia. All states pursue security, prosperity, and autonomy, but they cannot 
have them all at the same time, regardless of which policy option they prioritize. The 
first pillar boosts weaker states’ capacity to maximize security, but complete reliance 
on the US umbrella runs the risks of eroding autonomy and foregoing prosperity that 
can be gained from China (Kuik, 2020, p. 169).

5. Suggestive Behavior of the Past 

Albania’s demeanor in one decade of China-CEEC cooperation is also suggestive of 
how Albania might react in the next decade, or at least until 2025 when the next general 
elections will be held. To understand the dialogue on a political level, this section 
analyzes the participation, declarations, commitments and commentaries concerning 
the yearly High-Level Summit of the China-CEEC mechanism. The presence of 
Albanian PM in the High-Level Meetings of the “16+1” involved considerable media 
attention, especially his one-on-one meetings with Premier Li Keqiang; however, 
these meetings remained in the ranks of one-day-news, no further analyses of 
outcomes, declarations or commitments were present in the public discourse. Since 
2013, Albania has had the same ruling party, and with the past elections, it is sealed 
another four years, thus, there are the same politicians since the very beginning of the 
platform. Indeed, their predecessors signed the participation in this cooperation with 
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China, but the new ruling party went in the same line, at least initially. In Albania 
the “16+1” is linked in every aspect of commentaries and opinions to PM Edi Rama. 
In fact, for the Albanian media and politicians, the China-CEEC summits are the 
occasion where Rama meets the other leaders and discusses potential cooperation.

5.1. Warsaw 2012

Starting from 2012 in Warsaw, the then Prime Minister of Albania did not participate; 
sources indicate that there was present the Deputy-Prime Minister of Albania (Prime 
ministers’ summit, 2012). Deputy PM, Edmond Haxhinasto as well as Minister of 
Foreign Affairs is a political figure linked to the Socialist Movement for Integration 
(LSI), the third political force of Albania, which in 2012 was in the governing coalition 
in with the Right and one year after was in the governing Left. From the same political 
party, it noticed the presence of Selim Belortaja, the first Coordinator for Albania in 
the China-CEEC cooperation and as of 2019, Ambassador of Albania in PRC. 

5.2. Bucharest 2013

In the occasion of the Second High-Level Summit, held in Romania, Rama had 
one-on-one time with Premier Li Keqiang. During this meeting, while recognizing 
the profound traditional friendship of the two countries Premier Li expressed China’s 
readiness into: “[…] strengthen cooperation with Albania in the fields of transport 
infrastructure, agriculture and resources and to encourage Chinese businesses to 
join in the reconstruction of national railway network as well as the construction of 
roads, power stations and ports in Albania, so as to turn traditional friendship into 
more cooperation outcomes and to better serve their respective development.” From 
his side Rama declared: “Albania agrees China’s cooperation proposals and is ready 
to work with China to tap potentials to the full, to leverage Albania’s geographical 
advantages.” It appears that this was the occurrence, where expectations were high 
and the optimism from the Albanian side was visible. It was widely publicized in 
the media as a meeting where potential deals in transport and energy sectors were 
discussed (MFAPRC, 2013).

5.3. Belgrade 2014

For China-Albania relations 2014 seemed the year of great hopes, new ties and 
potential deals seemed closer than ever. As the Third High-Level Summit of China-
CEEC was being held in Serbia, Premier Li and PM Rama meet once again and 
held one-on-one talks. The focus this time in the words of Premier Li, besides 
the pillars mentioned one year earlier was targeted on finding ways for expanding 
bilateral financial approach and encouraging Chinese companies to invest in Albania 
with focus on mining, tourism and cement plants. From his side, Rama was quite 
enthusiastic on the initiative by claiming that this event was an opportunity for 
all countries in the region because it is a concrete initiative and concrete projects 
(MFAPRC, 2014). He stated, “I believe and hope to finalize a 1-year effort that has 
led us to a new innovative formula for financing the Arbri Road.” 

5.4. Suzhou 2015

For Rama the Fourth High-Level Symposium, besides the multilateral platform held 
in Suzhou, was also the chance to have a one-on-one meeting with Premier Li at the 
Great Hall of People in Beijing. It is noted that during this visit Premier Li stresses 
on tangible results of cooperation and expresses his hopes for the start of works in 
Arbri Road. The focus was also placed in the possibilities of construction of power 
grids and industrial parks. From his side Rama expressed that Albania welcomes China 
to participate in its infrastructure construction and expand agricultural product trade 
and tourism cooperation. When speaking for Albanian media, Rama declared that in 
his view the main purpose of this initiative is economic cooperation and continuity 
of political dialogue. He stated further (Dita, 2015): “Relations between China and 
Albania are very positive now and I am pleased to note that they are strengthening 
in other directions; the “16+1” initiative and the Belt and Road projects are two other 
platforms that strengthen our relationships. The connection of Shantou City, where the 
Silk Road to China begins, with the city of Durres, our second largest city, will pave the 
way for the development of the Durres port.” Furthermore, he was also more direct in 
his expectations when stating: “Together with the government of Montenegro, as well 
as with Bosnia and Herzegovina and Croatia, we look forward to funding the Adriatic-
Ionian Motorway which we otherwise call the ‘Blue Corridor’.” It can be observed from 
the words of the Prime Minister that at this point in time optimism was prevailing and 
likelihoods for intensifying bilateral and multilateral economic projects were high.
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5.5. Riga 2016

The fifth Summit of China-CEEC held in Latvia was an important one for the “16+1” 
platform, however for Albania, there were no high expectations and the reluctance 
to engage in further talks was clear.” The one-on-one meeting this year between Li 
and Rama was held in a hotel (MFAPRC, 2016) and the main inscription was: “It 
is hoped that the two countries could continuously strengthen cooperation under 
the “16+1 cooperation” framework to better achieve mutual benefit and win-win 
results.” However, even if there was a stagnation in big scale projects, 2016 marked 
the conclusions of two major brownfield investments (mergers and acquisitions) by 
Chinese State-Owned Enterprises: China Everbrite Limited (CEL), which acquired 
TIA, and manages Rinas Airport and Geo-Jade Petroleum Corporation that has 
taken over Bankers Petroleum. Rama thanked Premier Li for the encouragement the 
Chinese Government gives to state-owned and private companies to invest in Albania.

5.6. Budapest 2017

In the sixth Summit held in Hungary, Rama did not participate. Instead, Deputy 
Prime Minister Senida Mesi was the one attending. In the final declaration emitted 
after this summit the only lines referring Albania was: “The Participants …welcome 
Croatian and Slovenian progress on Mediterranean railway corridor from Port of 
Rijeka and Port of Koper towards CEECs and seek to investigate, on the basis of 
feasibility studies, the possibility of extending the railway line Belgrade-Budapest 
through ports of Montenegro and Albania.” In this stance, Deputy PM emphasized 
Albania’s readiness to continue engaging with concrete national and inter-regional 
projects in road and rail infrastructure, energy, tourism or agriculture, things that 
will further improve the quality and effectiveness of this partnership. During the 
summit, two cooperation agreements were signed with China, one in the field 
of customs and one in the field of energy, which would contribute to the further 
development of relations between the countries (MFAPRC, 2017). 

5.7. Sofia 2018

In Bulgaria, after the multilateral Summit a bilateral meeting was held as well. This 
time Rama was present as well as group of his closest councilors where discussion was 
held on the cooperation programs and concrete projects in agriculture, tourism, water 

and port infrastructure and culture (MFAPRC, 2018). From his side Premier Li hailed 
the good development momentum in the relations and practical cooperation between 
China and Albania and expressed that China is ready to deepen practical cooperation 
on the basis of mutual respect and equality, and import more quality and specialty 
agricultural products. He added that China would work with Albania to build an 
agricultural mechanization cooperation demonstration center in the European country, 
and enhance cooperation in water resources utilization and disaster prevention.

5.8. Dubrovnik 2019

The High-Level Summit of China-CEEC held in Croatia had two major 
implications, first that a new member was added to the group: Greece is the first 
addition to this platform, thus since April 2019 it is “17+1” and also because the 
same year marked the 70th anniversary of the establishment of diplomatic relations 
between China and Albania (as well as all other members of the platform). The 
highlights on the bilateral level meetings in this stance were agricultural products, 
bilateral visa exemption process (MFAPRC, 2019), as well as for the first time 
Albania was appointing as the host country for a secretariat of this mechanism. 
The text of the final document promulgated after the Summit notes in point 5.3: 
“Participants support Albania establishing the China-CEEC Youth Development 
Center and are encouraged to participate in related activities organized by the 
Center to enhance mutual understanding between youths of China and CEECs.” 
However, the most important achievement of this Summit was the visa exemption 
for all Chinese citizens traveling to Albania. 

5.9. Beijing [Virtual] 2021

As the year 2020 put a halt to all activities, the High-Level Summit of the China-
CEEC cooperation was postponed and was held online in February 2021. On this 
occasion, Chinese President Xi Jinping chaired the China-CEEC Summit and 
delivered a keynote speech via video link in Beijing. The theme of the Summit was 
to promote the sustainable and steady development of the cooperation. PM Rama 
attended the meeting online; however, there is no portraying of his presence in the 
local media and no official press release from his attendance in this event. This month 
was one of the harshest Albania has faced in fighting and containing the COVID-19 
pandemic. 
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5.10. The Turmoil of the Procuring the Vaccines 

Since the beginning 2021, the Albanian PM Edi Rama could realize that the European 
Union (EU) would not help the Western Balkans, thus his country, in providing the 
COVID-19 vaccines. The disappointment was visible in his words when he labeled 
the EU’s actions as “morally and politically unjustified” – while accusing the union 
of only thinking of themselves. Yet, with the virus ravaging the country the Albanian 
government stated that they will not receive from China and Russia as long as the EU 
has rejected them (Musabelliu, 2021). In the beginning of March, when the situation 
was still critical, there were some hints of future possibilities on acquiring the Chinese 
vaccine. 

On February 12, during the China-CEEC High-Level Meeting, it was the best 
opportunity for Albania to actually ask China for the vaccines. However, it did not 
happen (at least for as far as the public knows). Some weeks later Rama stated that 
he asked the Turkish government for help and his needs were met, with Chinese 
vaccines procured via Turkey. 

By the end of March 2021, members of the press asked Rama on why the government 
did not ask China for vaccines, comparing the situation with Serbia. He stated that 
Albania is ranking second in the Balkans after Serbia in being able to procure this 
amount of vaccines. Furthermore, he added: “Serbia succeeded because they have 
another type of (geopolitical) conjuncture. They praised China and they got the 
vaccines directly…we do not have those kind relations with China, and we do not 
have any problems about this state of affairs…” (Musabelliu, 2021). This phrase alone 
can tell plenty on where the Albanian PM and consequently his government, stands 
in relation to PRC. Essentially, even in times of acute need, in a true matter of life and 
death, dogmatism prevailed. It is acceptable to ask Turkey, but not China. Apparently, 
this is not only an Albanian isolated case. Long (2020) argues that undoubtedly, the 
pandemic has intensified major power competition, and Kavalski (2021, p. 50), while 
analyzing the Chinese presence in the CEEC argues that COVID-19 outbreak has 
made conspicuous how divisive China’s presence has become in the region. 

6. Conclusion

Once again, as decades ago, China is dealing with a rigid Albanian leadership. In 
observing behavior of the Albanian political establishment, some patterns are obvious; 
there is dogmatism in the ways of handling the relations and detachment in the general 
political attitude of Albania towards China. Most probably, the Albanian political 
establishment is being a proxy for the interest and inclination of the other major 
players, but this could entail many missed opportunities for deepening cooperation in 
the framework of the China-CEEC cooperation and beyond. 

Overcoming the “3S” dilemma for a better understanding of the two countries is not an 
easy task, yet, it has to be faced, sooner rather than later. The situation in the past decade 
is symptomatic of deeper, underlying issues that need proper and timely response. The 
cooperation in the past decade does not have to be indicative or suggestive for the 
future. It is our argument that if there is a political will to intensify cooperation in the 
future, there will be found a practical way. The Albanian sui generis attitude – in terms 
of Cold War mentality – might be a more arduous burden to remove. Since Albania 
changed its political system in 1991, there has been three decades of persuasion from 
media, academia, elites and so on, into the West versus East narrative, thus overcoming 
this impediment will need time and patience. 

This bilateral relation might stand in a crossroad of unknowns but there will not 
be any reverse course, neither in the two countries relations, nor in the China-
CEEC mechanism. China and Albania share a long and unique history of intense 
cooperation. Albanians’ collective memory has enshrined China as a helping friend in 
times of need, independently of what the ruling force of the moment might impose 
as narrative.
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Abstract
The 16+1 framework was established ten years ago, and the anniversary provides all the 
parties involved an opportunity to evaluate the results of the cooperation, reconsider its 
future, and make the amendments necessary to ensure the success of the project. The 
framework, from the Chinese side, was part of a series of creating multilateral forums of 
cooperation throughout the globe, while for the side of Central and Eastern European 
countries it meant an opportunity to diversify their economic relations after the 2008 
global economic crisis. Business and economy were the focus of the initiative from both 
sides. In the first phase of the cooperation (2012-2013) the institutional structure of the 
cooperation was created. In the second phase (2014-2018), the framework was started 
to be filled with contents and was linked to the Belt and Road Initiative. In the third 
phase, a serious setback took place. The problems leading to the setback were caused by 
unfounded expectations, structural factors, cultural differences, the narrow economic 
focus of the cooperation, outside pressure, the politicization of China relations in the 
Central and Eastern European countries, and the COVID-19 pandemic. Despite all 
these problems, the framework should be maintained, as it has provided and will further 
provide advantages for all sides in the fields of politics and diplomacy, business and 
economics, as well as people-to-people relations. For operating the 16+1 mechanism 
successfully in the future, certain modifications are suggested. The EU should be more 
involved in 16+1 projects, China should apply a sub-regional approach to diversify its 
policies, Central and Eastern European states ought to cooperate more with each other, 
the whole framework must be made more transparent, issues related to China should 
be depoliticized, some multilateral flagships projects should be launched to promote the 
advantages of the cooperation, and more attention must be paid to soft power. With 
these changes, a new phase of the 16+1 cooperation can be started, one that is adapted 
more to the challenges and opportunities of the new era.

Keywords: China, Central and Eastern European states, 16+1 framework, challenges, 
opportunities

1. Introduction 

The 16+1 cooperation framework was established ten years ago, when the 1st Summit 
of China and Central and Eastern European Countries was held in Warsaw, Poland 
in 2012.1 China and 16 Central and Eastern European (CEE) states jointly issued 
the Press Communiqué of the Meeting between the Prime Ministers of China 
and Central and Eastern European Countries, and China put forward its Twelve 
Measures for Promoting Friendly Cooperation with Central and Eastern European 
Countries. It was decided that a Secretariat for cooperation between China and the 
CEE countries would be set up in the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs, and 
summits of the heads of government of the participant countries will be held every 
year. Many similar documents, guidelines, and communiqués have been published 
ever since (Goreczky, 2017, p. 5). The 16+1 framework thus established contributed 
greatly to the development of the relations between China and the CEE countries. 

From a historic point of view, ten years is a very short term, but the anniversary brings 
all the parties involved an opportunity to evaluate the results of the cooperation, 
reconsider its future, and make the amendments necessary to ensure the success 
of the project. In the present paper, I examine the context and history of the 16+1 
framework, assess the challenges it is facing, and make some suggestions about its 
future development.

2.  The Context and Background of the Formation of the 16+1

Ten years ago, in 2012, the first summit of China and CEE countries was held 
in Warsaw, and the 16+1 cooperation framework was established. The idea of 
the cooperation first came up one year before, at the CEE-China Economic and 
Trade Cooperation Forum held in Budapest in June 2011 with the participation of 
Chinese prime minister Wen Jiabao (Dimitrijević & Jokanović, 2020, p. 317-318). 
The context and the timing of the initiative explain many of its characteristics.

1  For the sake of simplicity, I will use ‘16+1’ throughout this paper, though it was called ‘17+1’ between 2019 
and 2021.
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2.1. 16+1 in China’s Global Strategy

From the Chinese side, the 16+1 was far from being a new type of cooperation 
framework. China, a great country with a global outlook, started to form transregional 
cooperation mechanisms more than a decade ago for enhancing its communication with 
the outside world, streamlining its diplomatic activities, and developing its international 
relations. A series of mechanisms were created in which China partnered with a group 
of countries from a certain region. The Forum on China-Africa Cooperation (FOCAC) 
was established in 2000, the China-Arab States Cooperation Forum (CASCF) in 
2004, and the Forum of China and the Community of Latin American and Caribbean 
States (China-CELAC Forum) in 2014 (Horváth, 2020, p.  630). Formal dialogue 
with ASEAN and the EU was started even earlier. This means that the formation 
of the China-CEEC Cooperation Framework was just one step in a series aiming at 
facilitating China’s cooperation with different regions of the world. These mechanisms 
make it possible for China to deal with whole regions, not with small countries one 
by one, and follow a more strategic approach to different parts of the world, avoiding 
problems of coordination in its network of almost two hundred bilateral relations. The 
establishment of the 16+1 caused some misunderstanding in the CEE region, as some 
leaders and the public interpreted it as a sign of China treating its relations with the 
CEE region as a priority, while it was just a logical part of the process of the formation 
of China’s new global diplomatic mechanisms.

For China, the focus of the 16+1 cooperation is economic relations. While the CEE 
region with its population of more than 120 million and its relatively underdeveloped 
economy is not of primary significance for China, its huge growth potential, and its 
need for investment and infrastructure development make it a region worth upgrading 
contacts with, not to mention the fact that most of the CEE countries are EU members. 
Critics of the cooperation emphasize the geopolitical nature of the framework, but there 
are no proofs that China has any serious geopolitical interests or intents in the CEE 
region. No Chinese investment in any strategic sector has been made in the region, and 
CEE does not play an important role in China’s global grand strategy. If we compare 
Chinese trade and investment data in Western European and CEE countries, we can 
conclude that even ten years after the formation of the 16+1 Chinese presence in the 
CEE region is marginal, as several small and medium-size Western European countries 
receive more Chinese investment and trade more with China than the whole CEE 
region combined (Horváth, 2020, p. 635-640; Karásková et al., 2020, p. 35-47).

2.2. The Impact of the 2008 Crisis

From the side of Central and Eastern Europe, the timing of the establishment of 
the 16+1 framework is of utmost importance. In the 1990s and the 2000s, most 
countries in the CEE region have been preoccupied with either nation-building or 
Euro-Atlantic integration. The majority of the 16 CEE states succeeded in joining 
the EU and NATO by the first decade of the new millennium. The region has grown 
to be heavily dependent on its Western partners and has become a semi-periphery 
of the traditional West. This brought about great economic opportunities but also a 
certain level of vulnerability. The 2008 global financial crisis led to the realization of 
this overdependency on the West. The crisis caused a serious economic downturn in 
the CEE region, and its main export markets and sources of investment, Western 
Europe and the United States also struggled with problems. GDP levels fell and 
unemployment rose in the whole region, and leaders strove to find alternative export 
markets and investment sources. As China was not as heavily impacted by the crisis 
and maintained a healthy growth level, its weight and prestige grew significantly. It 
was reasonable that in the years following 2008 CEE countries turned to the main 
engine of global growth when trying to diversify their economic relations. China 
was not only a logical choice because of its economic performance, but certain CEE 
leaders considered developing their relations with China as a way to gain more room 
for maneuver and ease their dependence on the West. Thus, when China initiated the 
16+1 framework, CEE countries joined it with great enthusiasm.

The huge role the 2008 crisis played in the CEE countries’ decision to welcome 
China’s overtures underlines the fact that the CEE countries also consider the 16+1 
framework mostly an economic opportunity, so similarly to China, the 16 European 
states focus on the economic contents of the framework as well. It should have been, 
however, clear from the outset that China cannot and will not substitute the West in 
the relations of the CEE countries. It can only play a subsidiary role as a source of 
investment and export market for some niche products. Most CEE countries are so 
deeply integrated into the Western ecosystem that China is not a real alternative for 
them.
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3. Phases of Development of the 16+1 Framework

China’s efforts to create regional mechanisms of ‘bilateral multilateralism’, and its 
increasingly global outlook on one hand, and the CEE’s countries’ ambitions to 
diversify their economic and, to some degree, political relations, find new business 
opportunities, FDI sources, and export markets, on the other, provided the context of 
the formation of the 16+1 cooperation. While the mechanism achieved considerable 
success, such as the development of trade, investment, educational, cultural, and 
scientific cooperation, the short history of the 16+1 framework is not that of 
continuous linear development. After the idea of the framework first came up in 
2011, and 16+1 was formally established in 2012, the cooperation went through three 
different phases of development.

3.1. 2012-2013

In the first years following the 2012 Warsaw Summit, in the first phase of the evolution 
of the cooperation, the institutional structure of the cooperation was created. The 
participant countries, the format, and the main areas were agreed upon, and it was 
decided that summits of the heads of government would be held every year. The Twelve 
Measures put forward by Wen Jiabao set the direction and content of the 16+1. The 
2013 Bucharest summit issued the first joint document, and the participants established 
the Secretariat for cooperation between China and CEE in the Chinese Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs, the system of national coordinators, the system of regular meetings, 
and the system of sectoral coordination centers. 16+1 became a flexible mechanism but 
has not turned into an international institution or legal entity (Richet, 2018; Liu, 2020, 
p. 30-31; Dimitrijević & Jokanović, 2020, p. 318-319).

3.2. 2014-2019

In the second phase of the cooperation from the 2014 Belgrade summit to the 2018 
Sofia summit, the 16+1 framework began to be filled with content. The cooperation 
was linked with China’s Belt and Road Initiative (Goreczky, 2017, p.  6-7), the 
sectoral coordination centers were finalized, and some concrete projects, such as the 
reconstruction of the Budapest-Belgrade railway were launched or agreed upon (Zhu, 
2017). To answer critiques about the possible division of the European Union, in 

this phase it was frequently emphasized that participants will try to integrate the 
16+1 cooperation more closely into the framework of China’s relations with the EU 
and increase the synergy between 16+1 and other Eurasian connectivity projects 
(Dimitrijević & Jokanović, 2020, p. 320-325).

3.3. 2019-Present

The third phase, starting around the 2019 Dubrovnik summit, brought about a 
setback in the cooperation, and a need for a comprehensive recalibration surfaced 
(Kavalski, 2021; Jing, 2020). The intensification of the US-China rivalry since 
2018, its impact on EU-China relations, the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
the general disappointment in the framework in the CEE region, and some other 
factors had a negative effect on the 16+1 framework. As a result, while Greece joined 
the mechanism in 2019, founding member Lithuania left it in 2021, and six CEE 
countries (Bulgaria, Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Romania, and Slovenia) decided 
to send ministers instead of their heads of state or government to the 2021 virtual 
summit, signaling its relative unimportance to them (Sharma, 2021). 

16+1 was established with a high level of expectations and enthusiasm, its institutions 
and mechanisms, necessary for its functioning, were created, and some projects were 
started, but its development lost its momentum even before the COVID-19 pandemic 
made international cooperation difficult. In the following sections, I attempt to 
identify the reasons for the slowing down of the development of the framework and 
put forward some suggestions to readjust it to ensure its future success.

4. Hurdles and Challenges in the 16+1 Cooperation

The setback of the 16+1 can be explained by several factors. The most important are 
the following:

 ■ structural factors;
 ■ cultural differences;
 ■ economic focus;
 ■ outside pressure;
 ■ and the COVID-19 pandemic.



Gergely Salát

86

Opportunities and Challenges for the Further Development of the 16+1 Framework (80–99)

Results and Challenges: Ten Years of China-CEEC Cooperation | 87

4.1. Structural Factors

Expectations on both sides were unrealistic from the outset, as fundamental structural 
factors impede economic cooperation between China and Central and Eastern 
Europe. The latter has neither the natural resources nor the developed technology 
sought after by China, so export opportunities of CEE countries to China are limited 
due to the lack of demand on the Chinese side. The greatest part of CEE export to 
China is taken by Western multinational companies operating in the region, and their 
access to the Chinese market is not influenced by the 16+1 framework. Dismantling 
trade barriers leads to the increase of trade imbalance and China’s surplus. Both 
China and the CEE are rich in cheap labor force capable of conducting medium-level 
assembly work, and on the international market, they are competing with, instead of 
complementing each other. A similar economic structure explains why Chinese FDI 
in the CEE countries is limited. On the other hand, the infrastructure development 
needs of the CEE countries do not fit China’s expectations. The majority of the 
16 states are EU-members, have a relatively developed infrastructure network, and 
have easy access to cheap EU funds to finance constructions. As a result, they do 
not show great interest in China-financed infrastructure projects. Only a few non-
EU countries provide opportunities to Chinese companies (Karásková et al., 2020, 
p. 50; Sharma, 2021). Beijing has offered development packages to CEE countries 
(infrastructure projects financed by Chinese development banks and implemented 
by Chinese companies on market prices) similar to those applied successfully in 
developing countries in Africa and other parts of the world, without customizing 
them to local needs, which was not very appealing to most CEE partners.

4.2. Cultural Differences

Apart from the geographical distance, cultural disparities and the lack of information 
have led to several misunderstandings in China-CEEC relations. CEE leaders did not 
take into account the communication differences between Chinese and European people, 
tended to take usual Chinese courtesies and politeness as signs of deep commitment 
and promises, and overestimated the importance of the region to China. The Chinese 
side underestimated the huge differences between the 16+1 countries and tried to 
treat Central and Eastern Europe as a unified region, failing to consider their social, 
economic, political, and cultural disparities as well as their traditional rivalries. These 
all created too high expectations on both sides that inevitably led to disappointment.

4.3. Economic Focus

Because all parties, especially the European ones focused on the economic aspect of 
the cooperation, the lack of successful investment projects and the only moderate 
growth of CEE exports have overshadowed all other areas of 16+1. While fields of 
cooperation like student exchange, scientific and cultural projects, political contacts 
as well as tourism showed great development, the media and the public in the CEE 
countries focused solely on Chinese investment in the region and export to China. 
The lack of spectacular growth in these fields created the false impression that the 
whole 16+1 was not working and was thus not worth the efforts. The long-term 
effects of such developments as the exponential growth of students studying in each 
other’s country or the formation of networks of sectoral cooperation have not been 
taken into account, as media only dealt with short-term gains or lack thereof. 

4.4. Outside Pressure

The international environment has changed significantly since the time of the 
formation of 16+1. Most of the participant European countries are members of the 
EU, and ever since the inception of the 16+1, the cooperation was treated with some 
mistrust and suspicions ( Jing, 2020, p. 174-175; Liu, 2020, p. 37-39). As mechanisms 
like the 16+1 are alien from the EU, the intents of the participants were misunderstood, 
and the initiative was portrayed by some Western European politicians and media 
as an attempt by China to ‘divide and rule’ the European Union (Karásková et al., 
2020, p.  11; Sharma, 2021). European suspicions were mitigated after some years 
when it turned out that the mechanism was not a game-changer in China’s European 
policy, the overwhelming majority of Chinese FDI still went to Western Europe, and 
the CEE region was not flooded by Chinese infrastructure projects. However, at the 
same time relations between the United States and China have become tenser, and 
starting around 2018, it has become part of US strategy to put pressure on its allies to 
scale back their ties with China. This included encouraging CEE countries to exclude 
Huawei and other Chinese companies from the building of their 5G network, stop 
construction projects that involve Chinese companies and reduce the intensity and 
level of political relations ( Jing, 2020, p. 175-176; Liu, 2020, p. 39-40).

In great power competition, small countries can choose between bandwagoning and 
balancing, and the CEE region provides examples for both, moreover, the choice of 
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countries may change with the change of governments. The American efforts were 
successful in many cases, several countries joined the Clean Network Initiative, and 
Romania canceled the building of a nuclear block by a Chinese company. The practice 
of sending ministerial-level representatives to the 16+1 summits instead of heads 
of government can also be partially attributed to American pressure. The Russia 
card is used extensively. Countries that consider Russia a serious security threat and 
rely heavily on the US in their national security, tend to submit easily to American 
pressure in their China relations that are economically unimportant anyway. Baltic 
countries are the most spectacular cases ( Jing, 2020, p. 175-176). At the same time, 
for non-EU member CEE countries China has become an important partner, and 
many projects have been completed in the Western Balkans with the participation of 
Chinese companies. This created a division in the 16 CEE countries as regards their 
China policies. 

The US also put pressure on Western European states, and some actors in traditional 
EU countries started to treat China and Chinese initiatives like the Belt and Road 
and 16+1 as threats. China was labeled a ‘systemic rival’ in an official EU document, 
and a screening mechanism on Chinese investments in the EU was established. 
The governments of major European economies pushed through an agreement in 
principle on the Comprehensive Agreement on Investment (CAI) with China at the 
end of 2020, but the ratification of the agreement has been blocked by the European 
Parliament and postponed indefinitely. Relations with China are now a subject of 
debate in the EU, and while Western European decision-makers do not want their 
companies to stop conducting highly profitable business with China, many of them 
want to realign their political ties. This also increases the pressure on CEE countries to 
avoid establishing close cooperation with China. Maintaining good Chinese relations 
by some CEE countries is frequently portrayed as a betrayal of European values or 
acting as ‘Trojan horses’ of malign Chinese forces (Kavalski, 2021, p. 35).

The pervasive influence of American opinions is reflected in the narratives in the 
European press coverage on China. While most politicians, especially those in 
government positions tend to be realistic, the media, including those in the CEE 
region, adopt the general anti-China stance characteristic of mainstream American 
publications and usually portrays China in a negative light. Chinese ‘malign influence’, 
‘debt-trap diplomacy’, ‘cyber threat’, ‘wolf warrior diplomacy’, etc. have become stock 
phrases used repeatedly in reports on Chinese presence in the region. This has led 

to the increase of negative perceptions of China in the public as reflected in opinion 
polls and studies (Dams, 2021).

4.5. Politicization of China Relations

Not independently of foreign influence, issues related to China have become topics 
of domestic political debates and election campaigns. China relations hadn’t played 
any part in political discourse before, but in recent years Chinese investments, 
infrastructure projects, trade, political and diplomatic actions served as the subject or 
pretense of political struggles, a phenomenon in which national interest sometimes 
became secondary in the competition for votes (Kavalski, 2021, p. 36-40). Typically, 
opposition parties criticize ruling politicians for maintaining too good relations with 
China, and some concrete projects are attacked as well. Such projects are, for example, 
the ill-fated highway project in Montenegro, frequently pictured as a case of China’s 
‘debt-trap diplomacy’, the reconstruction of the Budapest-Belgrad railway and the 
planned establishment of a campus of Fudan University in Hungary, the activities 
of a shady Chinese company named CEFC in Czechia, etc. The frequent changes in 
government in the CEE countries are also a challenge for cooperation with China, 
as the change of the governing party frequently brings about a change in the China 
policy of these countries (Liu, 2020, p. 36-37). 

The question of Chinese influence itself, invariably portrayed as malign, is also a topic 
of debate, and in some cases, scandals broke out concerning Chinese-financed projects 
in academia. These have led to a growing awareness of public sensitivity towards 
Chinese ties on the part of the decision-makers and scaling back Chinese relations 
to win voters has become the choice of several CEE politicians. There are, however, 
differences in this regard in the 16 CEE states, notably the Serbian and Hungarian 
governments remained committed to the further development of Chinese relations; 
for example, in Europe only they used Chinese COVID-19 vaccines.

4.6. COVID-19 Pandemic

The COVID-19 pandemic harmed both China’s prestige and reputation and China-
CEEC ties. China is the country where the virus was first identified, and the dominant 
narrative in Western media is that the mishandling of the situation by Chinese 
authorities in Wuhan is the main cause of the global pandemic. Conspiracy theories 
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about the origin of the virus also appeared. Chinese efforts to counter the impact of 
the pandemic on the country’s reputation had little effect, and the international ‘blame 
game’ about the virus continues until this day (Kavalski, 2021, p. 46-49). Chinese 
vaccines are heavily criticized for being less effective than American ones. Polls show 
that opinions about China have turned to the worse in the whole Western world, 
including Central and Eastern Europe (Silver, 2020; Dams, 2021), and this pushes 
many decision-makers to try to distance themselves from China. The pandemic has 
made people-to-people relations almost impossible, projects were halted, personal 
negotiations were postponed, student exchange programs were scaled back, and 
international tourism collapsed, so the positive effects of the 16+1 cooperation and its 
concrete results became almost invisible. The annual 16+1 summit was first postponed, 
then held online with less publicity and impact ( Jing, 2020).

All these factors led to a visible setback in the evolution of the 16+1 framework, 
manifested in the low-level representation of six CEE countries on the 2021 virtual 
summit, Lithuania’s decision to leave the cooperation altogether, and open criticism 
of the framework by some previously pro-China CEE leaders.

Thus the 16+1 framework faces many challenges, but these challenges can be 
overcome, and the cooperation can gain new momentum. It is important to recognize 
the advantages and achievements of the cooperation, as well as the opportunities it 
brings to all participants.

5. Advantages and Results of the 16+1 Framework

The 16+1 cooperation framework, despite all problems and criticisms, has been 
successful so far and will provide good opportunities for the participants in the future. 
There is one country, Lithuania, that considered these opportunities not worth the 
cost of staying in the framework, but Vilnius is in a special position because of the 
proximity of Russia and the tangibility of the Russian threat. This is understandable 
in the case of a nation that spent most of the 20th century under Soviet occupation. 
China, of course, has nothing to do with the historical vulnerability of Lithuania, 
but as the security of the country relies heavily on the United States, it is prone 
to succumb to American pressure in questions that are not of strategic importance, 
and relations with China belong to this category. It is hard to prove, but one can 

suspect that the US played a crucial role in Lithuania’s decision to leave 16+1. As the 
two other Baltic states are in a similar position, they may sooner or later follow the 
example of Lithuania or become more passive in their China relations. This, however, 
is more related to European geopolitics than the 16+1 cooperation framework itself.

In politics and diplomacy, the 16+1 platform makes it possible for Central and Eastern 
European countries to access the government of a major power directly, establish 
links on the highest level, get first-hand information on the plans, undertakings, and 
motivations of China, and form political ties that may facilitate cooperation on other 
areas such as investment, trade, and people-to-people relations. The framework also 
makes it possible for CEE countries to coordinate policies and concrete measures 
with China on such global issues as climate change and pandemic control. 

While the participants frequently emphasize that CEE countries were among the first 
to recognize and establish diplomatic relations with the People’s Republic of China 
right after its founding, contacts between the region and China have traditionally been 
weak in the past 70 years. Economic relations were underdeveloped, high-level visits 
were sporadic, policy coordination was almost non-existent, and people-to-people 
relations were minimal. CEE countries are simply too small to have fruitful relations 
with China on a bilateral basis. Thanks to the 16+1 framework, dialogue on many 
levels and in many sectors became institutionalized, and CEE leaders and officials 
gained the opportunity to exchange views and information on various topics with 
their Chinese counterparts. Without the 16+1 framework, CEE states would have 
much less room to maneuver, as their Western dependency would not be moderated 
by their direct links with one of the most important centers of our multipolar world. 
On the other hand, China created an opportunity to promote its interests in the 
CEE region, take part in meaningful cooperation with countries here, and enhance 
its presence in the European Union through the EU members of the region. Chinese 
decision-makers now have more information on this part of the word, something 
important for a major power with a global outlook. While the 16+1 cooperation did 
not replace bilateral relations, the former complements the latter and gives a new 
impetus for their development. 

In the field of business and economy, while the development of relations has not 
met expectations so far, significant development did happen (Liu, 2020, p. 24–27). 
For example, when the 16+1 was established, one of the aims was to reach a trading 
volume of USD 100 billion by 2015; this did not happen in time, but the 100 billion 
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threshold was finally reached in 2020, and China-CEEC trade growth has averaged 
8% annually since 2012 (China secured bumper, 2021). This is a substantial increase. 
Chinese FDI in the region has grown somewhat, and infrastructure projects in the 
Western Balkans played an important role in the development of those countries 
(Zhu, 2017, p. 99–100). Business forums and sectoral dialogues connected to the 
16+1 made it possible for companies to establish direct contacts, CEE countries 
took part in events like the China International Import Expo, and interregional 
tourism flourished before the COVID-19 pandemic. These developments would 
probably be less significant without the 16+1 cooperation. The linking of the 16+1 
and the Belt and Road Initiative will create synergies, and these may strengthen 
their effectiveness and provide more opportunities to develop ties.

The most important development happened in people-to-people and cultural 
relations, including student exchange programs (Zhu, 2017, p. 102–103; Jing, 2020, 
p. 167–168; Liu, 2020, p. 27–28). These do not create immediate gains and are hard 
to measure but are crucial in laying the foundation for the long-term improvement of 
China-CEEC relations. Apart from the geographical distance, the greatest hindrance 
in the relations is the lack of information and understanding between the parties. 
The intensification of educational, cultural, and other direct ties is the only way to 
overcome these problems. Efforts in these fields will only pay off in the long run, 
but they will surely have a positive effect on the China-CEEC ties. CEE students 
who study in China today will work on relations between their country and China 
tomorrow, and this is also true for Chinese students studying in the CEE region.

6. Suggestions

Because of the opportunities the 16+1 framework provides for the development of 
political, economic, cultural, and other ties between China and the CEE region, the 
maintaining of the cooperation would be beneficial for all participants. However, 
some changes should be made to increase its effectiveness and recognition, and the 
framework should be adapted to the new global and regional situation. The platform 
needs some readjustments, and a reboot may be necessary with modified content, 
methods, and aims after the pandemic. Working together in the past decade has 
provided the countries with enough experience and understanding to recalibrate 

their cooperation to serve their needs and national interests better. Hereby some 
suggestions are made about the changes necessary for the further development of the 
16+1 cooperation. 

6.1. More Involvement of the EU

As we have seen, one of the main hurdles of the 16+1 cooperation is that it is treated with 
suspicion by many EU and Western European leaders. Naturally, Western European 
companies do not welcome a fearsome competitor, China on a market considered 
their dominion, and their antipathy is reflected in their political representatives’ stance. 
Political and ideological differences between China and the West are also significant. 
However, suspicions could abate to some degree if EU institutions were involved in 
16+1 projects and discussions. China-CEEC cooperation should be treated as a part 
of China-EU cooperation in which EU leaders should have a say. Though some CEE 
countries are not members, the EU has huge stakes in them, and what happens in 
the Balkans is of strategic importance for Brussels. Therefore, the participation of EU 
representatives in the 16+1 events should be institutionalized, and projects should be 
open to third parties. The cooperation of Chinese, Western European, and Central 
or Eastern European companies in infrastructure and other projects would make any 
‘divide and rule’ accusation baseless and untenable. Such multilateral projects should be 
encouraged. 

6.2. Subregional Approach

Another problem with the 16+1 cooperation is that while China treats Central and 
Eastern Europe as a unified region, in reality, it is deeply divided, and does not have a 
common identity. Most participants are members of the European Union, while others 
are not, and these two groups of states have different aims and room for maneuver. 
EU members are part of a larger system of policy coordination, and their sovereignty 
is limited in many areas, including those that may serve as fields of coordination with 
China. Non-EU members are freer, and, at the same time, more vulnerable. Countries 
neighboring Russia and having negative historical experiences with it are more 
prone to follow American recommendations on China to strengthen Washington’s 
commitment regarding their security. Other countries tend to be more independent in 
their choices. CEE countries also differ in their size, level of economic development, 
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history, religious background, cultural and political traditions (Goreczky, 2017, p. 6.). 
In the past decade, it has turned out that the 16 CEE countries could not act in a 
unified way, and due to their different conditions China’s approach to them should be 
diversified and customized. While the 16+1 format should be maintained, it would 
be more efficient to divide the CEE region into subregions in concrete projects. These 
could be the Baltic States, the Visegrad Four (V4) countries, the Western Balkan, and 
the Eastern Balkan states. Countries in these subregions have a lot of similarities, and 
the chance to complete projects with them successfully is larger.

6.3. CEE Cooperation

From the European side, the CEE countries should have more cooperation with 
each other, and their China policies should be harmonized, at least on a subregional 
base. It would be useful for all sides if CEE countries negotiated a common stance 
before 16+1 summits, initiated common projects, and were more proactive in the 
development of their China ties. The initiation of at least three-sided projects 
(China and two CEE countries) should be encouraged. The reconstruction of the 
Budapest-Belgrade railway is a good example in this regard, but more such projects 
are needed. While East-West connectivity projects, fitting for the present center-
semi-periphery status of Western end Eastern Europe, are extensively funded by 
the EU, North-South projects, essential for CEE intraregional cooperation, are 
supported to a much lesser extent. The involvement of Chinese companies and 
financial institutions in such projects could contribute to the development of the 
ties between the different CEE countries, as well as between China and the CEE 
states, and could complement EU-sponsored projects.

6.4. Transparency

The 16+1 framework is frequently criticized for not being transparent enough, and 
finding reliable information on it is indeed a difficult task. As the framework is a 
rather flexible one, no founding document or charter has ever been issued, and the 
structure has evolved gradually with continuous modifications. A full description 
of the present structure of the framework is missing from the webpage maintained 
by the Secretariat (www.china-CEEC.org), and documents of the summits, a list 
of the national coordinators, and various news related to China-CEEC relations 

are presented without context. The centers for sectoral coordination are not even 
mentioned. In most news coverage, bilateral and 16+1 events are not differentiated, 
and it is impossible to find a complete list of 16+1 projects. In both official documents 
and media reports, finished projects, projects under construction, projects already 
agreed upon, and planned projects are not treated separately, and it is quite hard to 
tell which project is finished, and which is only talked about. For those working in the 
cooperation, its structure and mechanisms are simple, but for outsiders, the system 
of different Dialogues, Forums, Mechanism, Meetings, and Symposiums is hard to 
unravel. Too much emphasis is put on formal reports of official events, and the real 
content of the cooperation frequently remains hidden. Putting forward concrete aims 
and projects is greatly needed, as the content of the cooperation in several areas is 
somewhat unclear. The cooperation is not branded well, and communication on it 
is not unified. Information on the 16+1 framework should be presented in a much 
more standardized, simplified, up-to-date, and comprehensible way, and public 
relations experts should be consulted to develop a more professional communication 
strategy. This strategy should take into account the customs, cultural background, and 
expectations of the CEE countries.

6.5. Depoliticization

As Chinese relations are becoming more and more politicized in the CEE countries, 
just as in the whole world, efforts should be made to depoliticize them. China and the 
CEE region do not have any kind of strategic rivalry, political dispute, or ideological 
conflict ( Jing, 2020, p. 180), and none of the parties can win anything by burdening 
the relations with political issues. Participants can afford to maintain a pragmatic 
relation profitable for all and can refrain from linking the relations with their political 
agenda. For this, self-restraint is needed from all sides. CEE political parties should 
not make Chinese relations part of their campaigns, and it is advisable that China does 
not respond to all provocations. While depoliticization is a difficult task, developing 
relations between China and all political actors, including opposition ones, might 
contribute to it.
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6.6. A Flagship Project

16+1 relations could be greatly enhanced if there were at least one successful 
flagship project that may serve as a model for other projects and as a reference for 
the public. This project should include more than one CEE country in the EU, be 
widely publicized, and clearly serve the public good. Financing must be transparent, 
and China’s achievements in high-tech should be put on display by the project. This 
flagship project should be one in which short-term company interests and profits 
are secondary, and the public relations gains are fully recognized and taken into 
account when calculating the liabilities and assets related to the project.

6.7. More Focus on Soft Power

The knowledge of China in the CEE region and understanding of the CEE region 
in China is rather superficial, and misunderstandings are common (Zhu, 2017, 
p. 107). The soft power of China is low in the CEE countries, and CEE soft power is 
practically non-existent in China. This is a great hindrance to China-CEEC relations, 
as only mutual understanding and recognition can serve as the foundation of common 
projects and cooperation more sophisticated than simple transactions. States should 
invest in cultural diplomacy, student exchange, scientific cooperation, and similar 
fields. However, the most important would be the encouragement and support of 
individuals and institutions to form direct ties with each other. At present, most 
soft power initiatives are launched by official actors, such as embassies and national 
cultural and educational institutes, but their effectiveness is questionable. Official 
institutions represent the official culture that has limited effects, while popular culture 
is not promoted by them, even though it may make a much larger impact. Thus, 
the establishment of direct contacts between schools, universities, museums, festivals, 
cultural and music agencies, theatres, artists, and musicians should be encouraged, and 
official control must be minimal. An example of South Korea may be followed where 
cultural export is supported by the government, but its contents are left to those who 
create it. The most important would be the further expansion of student exchange 
programs, as these create an ever-growing community of people who have a stake in 
developing the relations and can be its agents in different fields of life.

7. Conclusion

The institutional structure and the mechanisms of the 16+1 cooperation framework 
have been established in the past ten years. Substantial development has been 
achieved in the field of trade, investment, people-to-people relations, and political 
cooperation. The importance of China has grown significantly since the formation of 
the 16+1 and is expected to grow further, and China’s Belt and Road Initiative created 
opportunities for all countries along its corridors. Global challenges appeared, such 
as the acceleration of climate change and the pandemic, which makes international 
cooperation essential. While the international situation is getting more complicated, 
mostly because of the tensions between China and the United States, the cooperation 
of CEE countries and China can be maintained and developed further.
The 16+1 cooperation is a flexible framework that can be easily adjusted to the 
changes of the global and regional situation and is suitable for the management of 
the relations between China and Central and Eastern Europe. Some modifications 
should be made, and a comprehensive reboot may be necessary after the pandemic, to 
ensure the long-term success of the framework. As an interregional and intercultural 
platform, the 16+1 cooperation can contribute to the stability of the world order, 
ease international tensions, and help create prosperity for all participants. Our world 
faces problems that cannot be solved by individual countries, and 16+1 can be one 
of the international mechanisms that play a substantial role in ensuring peaceful and 
sustainable development for all mankind.
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Scramble for the Western Balkans: On Why the 
Chinese are Interested in Enhancing Connectivity 
in the Region and What it Means for the EU
Zoltán Vörös

Abstract

The study focuses on the Chinese infrastructure projects in the Western Balkans, 
located in the central and southern parts of the Balkan Peninsula in Southeast Europe. 
The importance of the region comes from its strategic location, from political and 
security factors and raw material reserves – and there are countries who are trying to 
compete with the EU for influence. China is among these countries through the BRI: 
the paper focuses on infrastructure projects financed by Chinese loans and in many 
cases, built by Chinese contractors, underlining the motivations for such initiatives as 
well as their potential future repercussions. The Chinese infrastructure projects have 
broader implications for the EU as well: while local politicians, interested in lifting 
tensions or the media often exaggarate the importance or relevance of such external 
actors in the Western Balkans, the competition can harm European interests as well, 
however, Beijing’s presence is not only linked to challenges and threats, it can also 
open up possibilities and opportunities as well and can push for a rethinking of EU 
policies towards the Western Balkans.

Keywords: China, Western Balkans, EU, railway, infrastructure

1. Introduction

Western Balkans, a political-geopolitical phrase, and not a geographical terminology 
reflecting basically on the territory of Albania and former Yugoslavia, excluding 
Slovenia and lately Croatia as well. The phrase is intimately associated with EU foreign 
policy, and it refers to Albania, Serbia, North Macedonia, Montenegro, Kosovo and 
Bosnia and Herzegovina – the candidate and potential candidate countries recently 
of the Community. The geographical and more accurate term is Southeast Europe, 

but since on the level of different policies Western Balkans is still in use, the official 
communication from external powers continues to refer to these countries in this 
manner, and the ultimate goal of these countries is also similar, Western Balkans is still 
the dominant term to reflect on the region. Their ambition, as it was for all other CEE 
nations following system reforms, is to join the euroatlantic organizations, NATO 
and the EU – the latter being a more bureaucratic and time-consuming process. We 
should note that, in addition to the EU’s outreach, other external powers are active 
in the region. Turkey is “geographically, historically, religiously and socially linked” 
to the region, according to Lechner (2019, p. 28), but due to the religious ties, Gulf 
States, most notably Saudi Arabia and Qatar, are also engaged, focusing on Wahhabi 
muslim populations.

The Russian presence is linked to the Cold War era as well as current security concerns. 
Despite the fact that Moscow does not normally oppose the EU’s membership in the 
region, the country’s criticism of NATO has led it to regard NATO’s growth in the 
region as a danger. These worries about the security organization had already been 
raised by Boris Yeltsin, the first President of the Russian Federation, and were brought 
to light again in 1999 as a result of the NATO bombs in Afghanistan. As a result 
of the increase of military-security cooperation, as well as “the growing hostility of 
Russian-EU relations”, as Orosz put it, “has led Russia to slow down the enlargement 
process with the help of ’confusion’” (Orosz, 2018, p. 6).

Infrastructure and energy investments in the region, where EU funding are limited 
or non-applicable, and which are critical for the Western Balkans countries, are at 
the heart of the Chinese activities. The paper and subsequent chapters will examine 
the Chinese presence, particularly those dealing with the connectivity of the region. 
Although these above mentioned foreign actors are geographically separated, as a 
result of the repercussions, these external actors are not that far apart from one another.

2. In the Centre of the Chinese Attention

The Belt and Road Initiative has identified five cooperation goals, one of which is 
„Facilities Connectivity”, which includes enhancing and developing infrastructure 
building. China’s foreign policy vision, unveiled in 2013 by Chinese President Xi 
Jinping, aims to promote economic integration between Asia and Europe, improve 
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infrastructure, trade, and investment, making it a cooperation of 17+1 countries.1 The 
lack of infrastructure, for example, is more visible in the Western Balkans, where 
countries have low levels of motorway density and rank last in railway density 
statistics (Holzner & Schwarzhappel, 2018, p. 6). BRI emphasized the significance of 
this region, and China appeared with investments in infrastructure and energy. The 
position of these countries allows them to become a hub; the lack of infrastructure 

1  Here it is important to highlight, that the scheme will be used as a 16+1 cooperation, since Lithuania had 
already left the cooperation by the end of 2021.

Figure 1. Countries in the 16+1 scheme in 2021

Source: author’s compilation
Edited by: Alexandra Érsek-Csanádi

relations with Africa, and strengthen interregional cooperation within Asia. “China 
will actively promote international co-operation through the Belt and Road Initiative 
(BRI).” – said Xi Jinping. “In doing so, we hope to achieve policy, infrastructure, 
trade, financial, and people-to-people connectivity and thus build a new platform for 
international co-operation to create new drivers of shared development” (Xi, 2017, 
p.  61). Though difficult to grasp, the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) is the vision 
that will shape the future of Eurasia – one way or another. Corridors, orientations, 
and projects all have a common goal: to improve connectivity. The vision is primarily 
focused on Asia and the adjacent regions of China, but it also has a reach into Europe 
and Africa, among other places.

While the initiative has the potential (and the intention) to benefit China’s economic 
needs by exporting enterprises, expertise, and technologies outside of China, it is 
responding to a global need: infrastructure. According to a 2017 Asian Development 
Bank report, Asian countries “will need to invest USD 26 trillion from 2016 to 2030, or 
USD 1.7 trillion per year, if the region is to maintain its growth momentum, eradicate 
poverty, and respond to climate change” (ADB, 2017, p. vii). However, the investment 
deficit is a global phenomenon, as summarized in an OECD report, with “annual 
investment needs range between USD 2.9 trillion and USD 6.3 trillion” according to 
various sources. (OECD, 2018, p. 5). Within that report, the OECD highlights, in 
light of the BRI’s objectives, that there is a global underinvestment in transportation 
and infrastructure (Ibid., p. 6), providing a starting point and opportunity for those 
entities willing to finance such projects.

Accordingly, focusing on the BRI’s outreach to Europe rather than its worldwide 
reach, the region in-between: those Central and Eastern European countries (CEE) 
that are integrating China (and Asia) with Western Europe, becomes relevant. (See 
Fig. 1.) According to the figure, this region can  serve  as a trading hub for goods 
moving between the two continents, which is a trait that these countries could 
capitalize on in the future.

The CEE region is Europe’s periphery, comprising countries with EU membership 
(acquired in 2004, 2007, and 2013) as well as candidacy or potential candidacy status. 
Aside from economic outputs, the region is defined by a less developed or missing 
infrastructure: the China-CEEC Initiative, launched in 2012 and labeled as 16+1, 
was to deepen China’s relationship with eleven EU member states and five Western 
Balkan Non-EU member countries, later joined by Greece, focusing on transportation 
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allows China to sneak into the region and appear not only as a contractor, but also 
as a financial contributor; and the periphery of these states makes them interested 
in such options.2 According to Bastian, „prices for acquisitions are lower, while 
demand for preferential lending conditions is higher” (Bastian, 2017, p. 4), making 
the region an appealing destination.

When we consider the context of China’s connectivity projects and infrastructure 
investments in the Western Balkans, the picture becomes more complicated. First and 
foremost, the agreements are made on a bilateral basis. They do not have a regional 
platform specifically for these countries. If there is one area of cooperation worth 
mentioning, it is the 16+1 (17+1) scheme through which they deal with the Western 
Balkans. It is worth noting that, of the six Western Balkans countries, Kosovo is not a 
part of the scheme due to China’s non-recognition. When looking at Europe, the vast 
majority of Chinese infrastructure projects are located within this region, which adds to 
its complexity and relevance in comparison to the EU. “While the majority of Chinese 
outward FDI flows to core EU countries, infrastructure projects are implemented rather 
in European peripheries such as CEE. Similarly, within the CEE region, EU member 
CEE countries host relatively more Chinese outward FDI while already implemented 
or ongoing infrastructure projects are more common in the non-EU CEE states.” 
(Szunomár, 2020). So, Beijing’s presence here resembles its foreign policies with 
developing countries, though we should remember that the proximity of the EU defines 
China’s interest in the region for two reasons: (1) the EU is China’s main export market, 
and (2) China would like to see its companies competing for infrastructure projects 
financed by European funds within the EU as well.

We could see why and how CEE’s position was important in connecting East to West; 
the Western Balkans’ importance stems from connecting CEE and the Mediterranean 
Sea, or, as Conley et al. put it, providing access from the sea to Europe’s “inner core” 
(Conley et al., 2020, p. 3). Since COSCO took control of the Greek Piraeus port in 
2009, it has been developing it into the largest Mediterranean Sea port, with further 
improvements planned. According to Lloyd’s List, Piraeus is the 26th largest port by 
2020 (Lloyd’s List, 2020) – the port was 93rd in 2012 (Zakić & Radišić, 2019, p. 59). 
The port is linked to European networks via Budapest via a railway crossing the 
Western Balkans, explaining China’s interest in railway development.
2  „The role of Chinese capital in Central and Eastern Europe, compared with all the invested capital is still very 

small, but in the last few years this capital inflow accelerated significantly. [..] There is a growing demand for 
attracting Chinese companies in the last two to five years.” (Éltető & Szunomár, 2016, p. 33).

The region is home to China’s infrastructure projects in Europe, but the process has 
been met with criticism, particularly from Western Europe. What makes this criticism 
salient is that the room for manoeuvre for China has opened up as a result of the EU’s 
inactivity and passivity in the region: „Over the past decade, Beijing has successfully 
taken advantage of the passiveness of the EU and gained both economic and political 
influence with loans and major projects across the region” (Đorđević, 2021), otherwise 
the gaps in development may open up further and further windows for China in the 
coming years, or even decades as well (Shopov, 2021, p. 10).

So, in summarizing the region’s importance and relevance, we must emphasize that 

 ■  the region’s location, in this case, linking the Mediterranean Sea with Central 
Europe; 

 ■  the region’s relatively underdeveloped or missing infrastructure; 
 ■  a lack of funds; and 
 ■  the region’s proximity to the EU 

all played and continue to play an important role in attracting Chinese interests.

3.  The Flagship and Further Projects of China Within the Region

The Belgrade-Budapest railway is the region’s flagship project, and it is one of the BRI’s 
official projects. On the Serbian side, a 343-kilometer rail line from Serbia’s capital 
to Hungary’s capital is being built and is expected to be completed well before the 
Hungarian section, which will not begin until the end of 2021. The railway would be the 
final section of the proposed railway link from Piraeus port, and it is not a traditional 
FDI project because local governments are supporting the project with Chinese loans.

The project was officially launched at a meeting of the 16+1 cooperation in Budapest. 
According to official media reports, the line has the potential to become the primary 
transport route for Chinese (and Asian) goods arriving by sea at the Chinese-owned 
Greek port of Piraeus and heading into (Central Eastern) Europe. While it can be an 
important link, two things must be stressed: first, it will not be able to realize its full 
potential without the rest of the railway sections all the way down to Piraeus. Second, 
it is important to note that it is only one of many possible transport options and trade 
corridors for Chinese trade. We can discuss other ports in the northern Adriatic Sea, 
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such as Trieste in Italy, Koper in Slovenia, and Rijeka in Croatia. Southeast Europe 
is also accessible by rail from China, via Turkey and the other entry point, Poland, 
which has the largest chunk of block trains from China via Russia and Central Asia. 
Beyond the region, China has interests in Western European ports such as Valencia, 
Zeebrugge, Antwerp, and Rotterdam (Zweers et al., 2020, p. 10-11).

The Belgrade-Budapest railway, as a flagship project, attracts media attention as 
well, and Chinese needs are frequently highlighted3, but can we say that it is only 
3  For example, in the case of Hungary, which is located outside of the Western Balkans, there are always ques-

tions about whether the Belgrade-Budapest railway will benefit Hungary or only China. While the numbers 
do not indicate a profitable investment, Hungarian interest can only be understood through a complex ap-
proach: Serbia and the Western Balkans region are important not only because of the expansion of Mol and 
OTP, but also because of small and medium-sized enterprises. We must not overlook the Hungarian minority 
in Serbia, as well as the region’s interest in joining the EU, how the Hungarian Commissioner for Enlarge-
ment can assist in this process, and the fact that Hungary took over the largest NATO mission in Kosovo in 
late 2021. The ongoing migration and refugee crisis complicates Hungarian foreign policy toward the region.

Figure 2. The Budapest-Belgrade railway and the future link between  
Budapest and Piraeus port

Source: author’s compilation
Edited by: Alexandra Érsek-Csanádii

about serving Beijing’s interests? China is only putting its money where it has a 
direct interest? Apart from the railway, Chinese companies and loans have stakes in 
various sectors of the motorways within Corridors 10 and 11. A Chinese company 
is also building a section of the Bar-Boljare motorway in Montenegro, a project that 
will be discussed in greater detail later. Two motorways in North Macedonia, the 
Miladinovci-Shtip and the Kichevo-Ohrid, are also under construction, and sections 
of the Adriatic-Ionian motorway in Albania and Montenegro may be funded by 
China, according to an MoU signed in 2015.

What are the characteristics of these projects in common? None of these have 
been completed, and they serve no direct Chinese interests. “The only completed 
infrastructure construction project in the Western Balkans is the Pupin bridge 
in Serbia since 2016.” (Zweers et al., 2020, p.  16-17). That is, we cannot see the 
outcomes of such projects, whether they will be profitable or not, and we can also 
learn that when President Xi spoke about international cooperation and people-to-
people connectivity, he was not just referring to the main trade corridors, and China 
is willing to collaborate with Western Balkans countries to boost their economies 
through infrastructure projects.

4. Possible Threats and Consequences

First and foremost, among the possible threats and consequences, we must 
concentrate on the most critical aspect of the Chinese presence, whether it is the 
16+1 or their projects in the Western Balkans: how it alters power relations within 
the region, how it affects the EU’s control over these countries, and how realistic it 
is to talk about a divided EU as a result of Beijing’s actions (see: Turcsányi, 2014;  
 
Heilmann et al., 2014). We learned from the most recent meeting of the 17+1 
scheme in 2021 that, while disappointments in EU policies can drive countries 
in the region towards China, it is not a one-way street, and China must suffer 
setbacks as well if they do not deliver according to regional expectations: the 17+1 
scheme was reduced to 16+1 after Lithuania decided to leave the cooperation, 
citing concerns about the unity of the Community, the EU, but also many countries 
were represented by lower level politicians, not heads of states and governments. 
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Citing Eszterhai, he pointed out that while Beijing’s language about the scheme is 
upbeat, emphasizing the need of cooperation, the parties were unable to achieve the 
anticipated enhanced level of commerce that was predicted (Eszterhai, 2017). We 
should also keep in mind that Serbia is the primary target in the region, which has 
caused some consternation and dissatisfaction in a number of countries. (Holzner 
& Schwarzhappel, 2018, p. 17; Conley et al., 2020).
While ongoing concerns in Western European countries, possibly about the 
leverage and limited conditionality Beijing can offer to Central and Eastern 
European countries, should be addressed later, there is a threat that is more tangible 
and alarming in the Western Balkans, as Zweers et al. and Eszterhai have already 
highlighted: China could derail countries from their path towards the European 
Union. “China’s mere presence in the [Western Balkans] obstructs EU norm 
diffusion in political, economic and security terms. The legal approximation of the 
[Western Balkans] with the EU, as required in their path towards EU membership, 
requires the full adoption and implementation of EU standards on good governance, 
macro-economic stability, environmental protection, public procurement 
(transparency), corruption, human rights, privacy and data protection. In all these 
fields, engagements between China and the [Western Balkans] have frequently 
caused the latter to drift away from EU-intended reforms. As well as confronting 
the [Western Balkans] with deviating standards, China’s increased role in the 
Western Balkans has furthermore undermined the mechanisms of socialisation and 
conditionality through which the EU has sought to draw the region closer.” (Zweers 
et al., 2020, p. 3). It was also stated by Eszterhai that infrastructure investments are 
not transparent, and as a result, they violate EU norms, standards, and laws. This 
is also the reason why the Hungarian segment of the Belgrade-Budapest railway 
is currently under investigation, according to EU officials (Eszterhai, 2017). As a 
result, the states wishing to join the EU should be aware of this potential threat, 
and EU officials should be aware of this possibility as well: the longer the accession 
talks are delayed, the more citizens in these countries will be pessimistic or critical 
about the accession process in general.

In connection with this, we must state unequivocally that local politicians and the 
media are interested in exaggerating the influence of such outsider actors, like China. 
Matura points out that “one of the most important findings [..] is that national 
governments tend to offer an inflated picture of China’s presence in their respective 

countries. Figures presented by governments tend to include investment plans 
previously proposed but otherwise never implemented by the Chinese side. [..] It 
must be emphasised that infrastructure projects financed by Chinese loans do not fit 
into the category of Chinese foreign direct investment, rather they are investments 
made by the host country and merely financed by a loan that happens to come from 
China” (Matura, 2021, p. 7).

Aside from overstated significance, the real picture in the Western Balkans is less 
China-dominated; in terms of FDI, it is difficult to conceal the EU’s dominance, 
and the situation in trade is quite similar. In terms of FDI, the EU “accounts for 
an average 60% of the total FDI stock across the six” (Holzner & Schwarzhappel, 
2018, p. 15) Western Balkan countries and their trade situation are very similar. As 
shown in Table 1, the EU outweighs its partners, with China, for example, playing 
less important or minor roles.

Table 1. Western Balkans’ trade in goods with the EU and China,  
as percentage of the total trade, 2019

EU China
Imports Exports Imports Exports

Albania 58% 76% 9% 2%

Bosnia and 
Herzegovina 61% 72% 7% –

Kosovo 49% 33% 10% –

Montenegro 47% 37% 8% 4%

North Macedonia 50% 79% 6% 2%

Serbia 59% 68% 9% 2%

Source: Zweers et al., 2020.

Whether overstated or not, there is another issue that is frequently cited as an obstacle 
to China’s global influence (Xhambazi, 2021; Alloussi et al., 2020; Shopov, 2021, 
p. 11), and that is the so-called debt-trap diplomacy. While the concept is not new, 
as Eszterhai noted (Eszterhai, 2021, p. 4), Chellaney was the first to apply it to China 
and the financial underpinnings of BRI projects (Chellaney, 2017). The term refers 
to Beijing’s (or any other country’s) “supporting infrastructure projects in strategically 
located developing countries, often by extending huge loans to their governments.  
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As a result, countries are becoming ensnared in a debt trap that leaves them vulnerable 
to China’s influence, [since] [..] the projects that China is supporting are often intended 
not to support the local economy, but to facilitate Chinese access to natural resources, 
or to open the market for its low-cost and shoddy export goods” (Ibid.). Chellaney also 
cites the Hambantota port in Sri Lanka as an example, possibly the most well-known, 
although Eszterhai refutes this perspective, claiming that the project was initiated by 
the Sri Lankan government, not China, and that the country’s debt crisis was a result of 
a failing economic policy (Eszterhai, 2021, p. 5-9). The Montenegrin highway project, 
which received such labels in the Western Balkans, was portrayed as an example of 
debt-trap diplomacy. The project will connect the country’s Serbian border with the 
Adriatic port of Bar, but only a 41  kilometer-long  (25  miles), although the most 
difficult section is under construction between Smokovac and Mateševo, with a total of 
42 tunnels and 92 bridges. The motorway, dubbed “the road to nowhere” (Paszak, 2020), 
is financed by loans (85%) and government funds (15%): the government borrowed 
USD  944 billion from the Chinese Exim Bank, but the project has yet to be completed, 
and the debt has risen to 103% of GDP – also due to this loan. (Stojkovski et al., 2021). 
The government successfully repaid the first installment in the summer of 2021, but 
concerns remained about the fact that the motorway must still be completed in order 
to earn the revenues anticipated, and this section will also not open until 2022. Due to 
the high percentages of debt and reports regarding the Chinese interest in the port of 
Bar in the event of a renegotiation, the debt-trap diplomacy is widely utilized. However, 
the reality is a little more complicated: the project was initiated by the government, and 
the country’s politicians were responsible for concealing and classifying reports about 
the section’s expected (lower) costs (Kajosevic, 2021), as well as the fact that “the terms 
of the loan allegedly do not give China the right to seize territory or business interests 
in Montenegro in case of a loan default.” (Montenegro ponders how, 2021) Internal 
political arguments also contribute to the criticism, given the current government was 
in opposition when the deals were struck.

The key lessons learned are as follows: first, corruption is likely the most 
challenging feature of the region, and the arrival of the Chinese may exacerbate 
the situation4; second, the EU should be more active in infrastructure projects 

4  „In all [the] cases of China-financed infrastructural projects, Chinese companies have been awarded the con-
tracts directly by the governments rather than through a competitive bidding process. Often countries had to 
legislate ad hoc for Chinese projects to meet Beijing’s demands that contracts be awarded directly to Chinese 
contractors. This creates loopholes and exceptions in the legal system and delays the region’s convergence with 
EU norms.” (Makocki & Nechev, 2017, p. 1-2.)

outside of its borders, in potential future member states, to assist their economic 
needs while also maintaining stricter financial controls; and, most importantly, to 
assist and accelerate the progress of these countries towards EU integration. The 
second lesson is important since it appears that the EU is willing to take it into 
consideration. And this gets us to the first of the potentially beneficial effects of 
the Chinese invasion: the awareness of mistakes. We might examine the Chinese 
presence not only through critical and worrying lenses, but also as a wake-up call: 
the region is in desperate need of infrastructure, which has the potential to impact 
the future of these countries if not provided. However, while EU funding were 
not accessible for infrastructure development outside of the EU in candidate and 
potential candidate nations, that policy or concept should be reconsidered. Ursula 
von der Leyen, President of the European Commission, announced that the EU is 
prepared to support construction of a railway line connecting Belgrade, Serbia, and 
Preevo, North Macedonia in two sections: from Belgrade to Niš and from there to 
Preševo. “According to the Serbian President, the European Union would provide 
a financial support covering between 35 and 50% of the project costs, resulting in 
a EUR  600 million funding. The project is expected to be also supported by the 
European Investment Bank (EIB) and the European Bank for Reconstruction and 
Development (EBRD)” (RailwayPro, 2021). The project and the support become 
even more meaningful when we consider that this railway is another section of the 
planned Budapest-Piraeus connection, dispelling the myth that only Chinese needs 
are being addressed while also highlighting and acknowledging the needs of the 
local and regional communities.

We must also emphasize that Chinese SOEs and companies can use the Western 
Balkans as a study room in order to prepare for future projects within the  
EU and to gain the necessary experience, resulting in an increase in the number 
of Chinese companies capable of competing for tenders and projects in the future. 
While it is not a significant threat, because European citizens can simply benefit 
from a competition for projects, it can undoubtedly benefit Chinese corporations in 
the long run. For example, according to Musabelliu, “Chinese scholars call it a policy 
of ‘hitching a ride’, to draw in support from international assistance to push forward 
the economic development” (Musabelliu, 2017, p.  48)  whereby these companies 
can function with the assistance of EU funds, for example. As an example, the 
Covec Group (China Overseas Engineering Group) joined the European market 
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with the construction of the A2 road in Poland, which connects Warsaw with the 
German border. The result was disastrous: Covec abandoned the project a year later, 
leaving behind an unfinished project. In the end, they failed to establish a foothold 
in the European market because they were unable to complete the motorway for 
the contracted price, “the idea of importing construction equipment and building 
materials was a blunder: China is too far away, and the machines are not certified for 
use in the EU. The Chinese parent corporation did not supply funding as planned, 
and Covec was forced to wait for payment from the GDDKiK [General Directorate 
for National Roads and Highways] before it could move forward. Worse still, the 
Chinese had not factored in the impact of rising fuel prices” (Grzeszak, 2011), 
making it clear that the European market is different from the relationships they are 
accustomed to in China, as well as with projects in Africa and Asia.

However, there have been or are currently three intra-EU projects in which Chinese 
companies are or were involved in the construction of infrastructure: in Croatia, the 
Peljesac Bridge was constructed by China Road and Bridge Corporation, a subsidiary 
of China Communications Construction Company. This was the first time a Chinese 
company has been awarded a contract for a project sponsored by the European Union. 
In addition, two projects in Poland are currently under construction: the Expressway 
S14, which will bypass Lodz, is being built by Stecol, and the Polish segment of the 
Rail Baltica, which will run from Czyzew to Bialystok, is being built by Sinohydro 
and Stecol (and a polish company). More EU infrastructure projects may be awarded 
to Chinese companies in the future, if they have the necessary experience and skills.5

5. Conclusion

At first, I would cite the words of Szunomár, which we can apply for the Chinese 
presence in the Western Balkans: “China, like any other actor, creates both challenges 
and opportunities” (Szunomár, 2020). In Europe, two regions that are part of the Chinese 
16+1 scheme might be linked by connectivity projects: the Visegrad countries, where 
Poland has a dominant position with the China-Europe block trains, and the Western 
Balkans, which would link the Piraeus port with their export markets. Concentrating 

5  „According to the Rzeczpospolita newspaper Rzeczpospolita, only in the second half of 2019, Chinese contrac-
tors submitted bids in 10 out of 23 proceedings.” (Paszak, 2020).

on the last region, we can see that the fact that these nations are not members of the 
EU can facilitate Chinese arrival and that infrastructure investments are concentrated 
in this region. Recently, their presence has been criticized, primarily due of political 
and geopolitical objectives; nevertheless, in addition to the obstacles, the potential 
should be underlined, and the requirements of the Western Balkans countries, rather 
than merely EU interests, should be discussed. This context reveals that the region is 
underdeveloped, lacking infrastructure investments (which are consistent with global 
trends), and that the EU has been reluctant to finance such projects and has refused to 
provide a clear roadmap for membership, resulting in frustration and skepticism in the 
region, providing a fertile ground for Chinese maneuver.

As final conclusion, while addressing both challenges and opportunities we may 
emphasize and repeat, that

 ■  Contrary to popular belief, China is not in control of the Western Balkans, nor 
is it dominating the region through foreign direct investment or trade relations; 
rather, politicians and the media are interested in exaggerating the significance 
of China’s presence;

 ■  Infrastructure projects within the Western Balkans, financed and constructed 
by China, are not solely for Chinese interests – on the contrary, they are often 
beneficial to national and regional connectivity goals;

 ■  here is no evidence to support the notion that the 16+1 scheme would cause the 
EU to fragment – in fact, the cooperation recently lost a member from Central 
and Eastern Europe when Lithuania withdrew its membership in protest against 
Chinese policies around the world, but particularly in their immediate 
neighborhood. Other countries from the region were also dissatisfied with 
China’s presence in 2021; they were represented by lower-level politicians rather 
than heads of state and government;

 ■  China remains attractive because to the limited conditionality that may be offered 
by the Chinese government, as well as the fact that Chinese cash, investments, 
and loans can be used as leverage – against the EU. However, there is a danger 
associated with this presence, particularly in the area under consideration. 
Because these projects are in violation of EU legal standards and corruption is 
not being addressed in the manner that is required, China has the potential to 
derail countries’ progress towards membership in the EU;
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 ■  Similarly, corruption is the key word in the case of the Montenegrin motorway 
project as well  – not debt-trap diplomacy, which is more commonly used to 
describe what is actually taking place – despite the fact that the Chinese 
Exim Bank is responsible for the country’s massive debts and that the project 
is unquestionably doomed to failure. We should keep an eye on the situation 
going forward, but this case also underscores the necessity for the EU to be more 
active in the region in terms of infrastructure development projects. Increased 
activity within candidate and potential candidate countries, as well as financial 
contributions, can assist in meeting the economic needs of these countries 
while also ensuring that the financial details are kept under stricter control. 
More importantly, increased activity within candidate and potential candidate 
countries can assist in and accelerate the progress of these countries towards EU 
integration;

 ■  As this aspect points out, China’s presence in the region can be viewed as an 
opportunity to learn from past mistakes and reconsider policies: particularly in 
the Western Balkans region, where there is a pressing need for infrastructure 
that can and will shape the future of these countries, rather than just serving the 
interests of China. Motorways and railways have the potential to promote local 
and regional economies in addition to offering links for China;

 ■  Chinese companies and state-owned enterprises (SOEs) are on their way to 
gaining the necessary experience to be more active in submitting bids within the 
EU as well; the Western Balkans can provide them with an excellent opportunity 
to do so – though it must be stressed that this approach is not connected to the 
Belt and Road Initiative or China’s connectivity goals; it is only about the global 
presence and competition of Chinese companies constructing infrastructure 
projects that are not related to the Belt and Road Initiative.
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Abstract

The heart of Europe, Hungary is increasingly becoming a major logistic hub in Europe. 
Situated on the border of the European Union, as the continuation of shipping routes 
rail freight from the Asian continent is regularly routed through Hungary, which 
makes it as an important transport hub within the EU and within the Cooperation 
between China and Central and Eastern European Countries (16+1 Cooperation). 
This paper attempts to depict what roles the 21st Maritime Silk Road with The Port 
of Piraeus, the Polar Silk Road with The Port of Rotterdam under the Belt and Road 
Initiative (BRI) can play to help Hungary becoming an important logistic hub for the 
16+1 Cooperation.

Keywords: 21st century Maritime Silk Road, Hungary, Polar Silk Road, The Port of 
Piraeus, The Port of Rotterdam

1. Introduction

In September and October 2013, when Chinese President Xi Jinping visited 
Kazakhstan and Indonesia, two major initiatives has been announced: the “Silk 
Road Economic Belt” and the “21st Century Maritime Silk Road”. The Chinese 
government summarized these initiatives as the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). Since 
then, the Chinese government has adopted a series of policy measures to promote 
the BRI. These policies include: the establishment of the Silk Road Fund in 2014, 
the establishment of the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB) in 2015, and 
the joint release of “Visions and Actions for Promoting the Joint Construction of 
the Silk Road Economic Belt and the 21st Century Maritime Silk Road” by multiple 
ministries and commissions in March 2015. In June 2017, the National Development 
and Reform Commission and the State Oceanic Administration jointly issued the 

BRI Maritime Cooperation Plan. In May 2017, the Belt and Road International 
Cooperation Summit Forum was held in Beijing, where more than 130 countries 
and more than 70 international organizations participated. After the meeting, the 
“Belt and Road International Cooperation Summit Forum Roundtable Summit 
Joint Communiqué” and “ List of Outcomes of the Belt and Road International 
Cooperation Summit Forum” were published (He, Zhu & Zhang, 2018). Along with 
the Chinese narrative, the BRI is a road of mutual respect and trust, a road of win-
win cooperation, and a road of mutual learning among civilizations. China promotes 
that as long as the countries along the route work together, they will be able to write a 
new chapter in the construction of the Silk Road Economic Belt and the 21st Century 
Maritime Silk Road, so people of the countries along the route can share the results of 
the BRI joint construction (The People’s Republic of China, 2015). In 2018 the BRI 
was expanded with the Artic region when the so called “Polar Silk Road” has been 
officially launched.

This paper concentrates to the 21st Century Maritime Silk Road and Polar Silk 
Road and their influences on and roles to Hungary under the Cooperation between 
China and Central and Eastern European Countries (16+1 Cooperation). The 16+1 
Cooperation mechanism is a cross-regional cooperation platform jointly established 
by China and 16 Central and Eastern European countries in April 2012. In the past 
five years, especially since President Xi Jinping put forward the BRI in 2013, China 
and Central and Eastern European countries have been adhering to the principles 
of “equal consultation, mutual benefit, openness and inclusiveness, and pragmatic 
innovation”, and have actively promoted cooperation in the construction of the 
BRI and have achieved a lot of results. With the joint efforts of both parties, 16+1 
Cooperation has become a useful supplement to the cooperation between China and 
the EU and has become a unique landscape for China and the EU to jointly build 
the BRI. Premier Li Keqiang highly praised the 16+1 cooperation as a “pioneering 
initiative of China-EU friendly cooperation” (Yao, 2017).

The People’s Republic of China has always been considered as a unique strategic 
partner by Hungary, to this end, Hungary and China have implemented a series of 
projects and initiatives. The multi-field and in-depth cooperation between the two 
countries has achieved remarkable results. In 2010, the Hungarian government 
began to implement the “Opening to the East” policy. In 2015, Hungary signed a 
memorandum of understanding on the joint construction of the “Belt and Road” 
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initiative with China so becoming the first EU country to sign the agreement. In 
2017, Hungary and China upgraded their bilateral relations to a comprehensive 
strategic partnership. The “16+1” mechanism between China and Central and Eastern 
European countries also provides a valuable platform for the two countries to deepen 
bilateral cooperation in important areas (Palkovics, 2021). This paper attempts to 
depict what roles the 21st Maritime Silk Road with The Port of Piraeus, the Polar 
Silk Road with The Port of Rotterdam under the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) can 
play to help Hungary becoming an important logistic hub for the 16+1 Cooperation.

2. Maritime Silk Road in the 21th Century

The 21st Century Maritime Silk Road is an important part of the new pattern of China’s 
openingup strategy, moreover it is in line with the common needs of China, Southeast 
Asia, South Asia and Africa (He, Zhu & Zhang, 2018). The 21st Century Maritime 
Silk Road is a route, based on China’s coastal ports passing through the South China 
Sea, then the Bay of Bengal, Arabian Sea, Persian Gulf, Red Sea, Mediterranean, and 
West Coast countries of the Indian Ocean. It will greatly promote China’s economic 
and trade cooperation with Asian, European, and African countries. Through the 
strategic positioning and development goals of the 21st Century Maritime Silk Road, 
the two logics behind it can be clearly seen. The first: to expand the development 
space of China’s geopolitics and geoeconomic interests, and the countries along the 
route must rely on each other to realize their goals. The second is to ensure unimpeded 
commercial roads and safe trade channels, develop port-based industries, goods trade, 
ocean transportation, etc., and fully realize economic and trade cooperation between 
countries and companies from countries along the route (Promoting Research on, 
2016).

In the past 30 years, a post-war international division of labor system dominated 
by the U.S. dollar has gradually formed. The product has been transformed from a 
“manufacturing process completed in a national economy” to a “multinational company 
has established a wide-ranging production network in all corners of the world”, and 
resources, human resources, capital, and technology are accelerating worldwide, while 
the world is increasingly connected. Many countries along the Maritime Silk Road 
are emerging economies that have emerged under this change, with huge economic 

potential. Although there is a large gap between these countries in terms of economic 
size, population size, and industrial structure, some typical facts can be sorted out. 
These typical facts include: good economic growth, great potential for economic 
development, and relative infrastructure construction. (He, Zhu & Zhang, 2018).

Xi Jinping’s large-scale maritime strategy, the 21st Century Maritime Silk Road’s key 
direction is from China’s coastal ports across the South China Sea to the Indian 
Ocean and extending to Europe (The People’s Republic of China, 2015). This mega 
project aims to revolutionize deep-sea trade from Southeast Asia through Africa to 
Europe, meanwhile to put the participating countries on the track of the economic 
development with the help of the infrastructural developments along the coastline 
(Klemensits, 2018). The 21st Century Maritime Silk Road starts in China crosses 
Southeast Asia and India, after having passed the eastern coast of Africa, arrives 
in Europe via the Red Sea. The Mediterranean Sea is also a focal point for China 
because its main economic partner is the European Union (Eurostat, 2021). In this 
case, one of China’s utmost importance is to be able to reach the European continent 
and thus the European Union member states by sea. This is how The Port of Piraeus 
came into play which port means a gateway for China to Europe.

3. The Port of Piraeus

Greece was on the brink of bankruptcy over a decade ago, that time Piraeus was 
just a decaying port. In these difficult times the Chinese Ocean Shipping Company, 
also known as COSCO saw the potential in Piraeus and began managing the port’s 
container terminals. Under COSCO’s management the port has been expanded, 
modernized, and linked to rail networks, and began to regain its old vitality. In 
September 2021, COSCO and Greece agreed to amend their 2016 agreement and 
COSCO received an additional 16% stake and raise its total share to 67% in the port 
of Piraeus (Zoltai, 2021).

COSCO was founded in 1961 as the first freight company of the People’s Republic of 
China (China COSCO Shipping Corporation Limited, 2021). COSCO as a state-
owned shipping company has always followed China’s foreign policy aspirations, in 
1978 when China adopted the reform and opening up policy the Chinese freight 
company had gradually globalized and modernized its operations and management. 
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Then a few years later was actively involved in the “Go Global” strategy as well with 
the establishment of China Shipping (HK) Holdings Co., Ltd., which was a key 
step towards the overseas market. Following this line, when required by the Chinese 
Communist Party’s strategic interest, COSCO purchased Piraeus port in Greece.

The first contract was signed in the presence of the then-China’s President Hu Jintao 
in 2008, in which Greece transferred the right to operate exact part of the port of 
Piraeus to COSCO, but it had not yet gotten ownership at that time. COSCO 
acquired the operating license of Pier II for a period of 30 years, which later expanded 
to 35 years, in concert with the permission to build another pier, Pier III (Cosco signs 
deal, 2008). On October 1, 2010, one of COSCO’s subsidiaries, Piraeus Container 
Terminal (PCT), officially began operating the port’s container terminals, putting 
the then-struggling port on an upward trajectory, while giving a major boost to the 
Greek economy (Port, pride and promise, 2020). China’s involvement in the Port of 
Piraeus has cost USD 532 million, but COSCO has succeeded in transforming its 
part of the port into a successful business, contrasting considerably with the Greek 
labor unions led pier, which is underutilized, obsolete and doesn’t handle much traffic 
(Smoltczyk, 2015).

Subsequently, under a 2016 privatization deal, COSCO purchased a 51% stake in 
the Piraeus Port Authority (PPA) and an additional 16% stake has been promised 
for COSCO if it commits itself to 5 years, during which period have to make a 
mandatory investment worth around EUR 294 million in the port (Glass, 2021). This 
new agreement was signed on April 8, 2016 between Stergios Pitsiorlas, President of 
the Hellenic Republic Asset Development Fund and Feng Jinhua COSCO’s financial 
executive, in the presence of Alexis Tsipras the Prime Minister of Greece and Xu 
Lirong, the President of COSCO (China COSCO buys, 2016). Under the agreement 
China would thus gain 67% of the shares of the Greek state-owned company PPA 
in 2021.

The continuation of the agreement negotiations started about the 16% stake has 
begun in August 2021, in the circumstances that COSCO had not come closer to 
its investment commitment, while the company’s leaders were blaming on local 
opposition and slow bureaucracy. Piraeus is the epicenter of the Greek shipping 
industry, in this case COSCO’s plans to build a new terminal in the port are not 
popular with everyone. The costly terminal project was trapped in litigation and 
came to a halt shortly after it began. However, recently COSCO has successfully 

renegotiated its contract with the Greek state to order to get up another five years to 
meet its investment commitment in the port of Piraeus. The request was approved 
by the Greece’s Court of Auditors in August and ratified by the Greece’s Parliament 
in September, giving COSCO with a total 67% stake in the port. However, the 
new agreement stipulates, if COSCO is unable to reach the investment target 
within the new deadline, it must return the 16% stake to the Greek government  
(Greek Parliament Hands, 2021).

Since 2009, when COSCO started managing the port’s container terminals – II. and 
III. Piers – and then acquired a 51% stake in PPA in 2016, Piraeus has grown into 
a major transshipment hub for goods destined for Center and Eastern European 
countries and has become one of Europe’s largest container ports. As of August 
31, 2021, COSCO Shipping had a total fleet of 1,371 vessels with a capacity of  
113.7 million DWT, ranking it the No.1 in the world, with a container fleet capacity 
of 3.08 million TEU, ranking it the third largest in the world (China COSCO 
Shipping, 2021).

The port’s container traffic was 880,000 TEUs in 2010 which reached 3.36 million TEUs 
in 2015, while its global ranking increased significantly, from 93rd to 39th place (The 
Port of Piraeus, 2016). 2019 Xi Jinping visited the Piraeus Port and said that what he 
had seen at the port showed him that the BRI is no longer just a slogan or a tale, but 
a successful practice and a brilliant reality (Xi Jinping, 2019). The Chinese president 
also said China will further strengthen its economic ties with Greece and make the 
country’s largest port the “dragon’s head”, which will play a key role in connecting 
China and Europe (Piraeus Port, 2021). The port of Piraeus had already handled a 
total of 5.65 million TEUs by that time, making it the most important port in the 
Mediterranean and one of the fastest growing container terminals in the world, able 
to achieve 70% growth since 2015 (Port, pride and Promise, 2020). After another 
5 years later, in 2020, this figure was 5.43  million  TEUs despite the COVID-19 
epidemic (Spiliopoulou & Yu, 2021). The port of Piraeus global ranking in terms of 
traffic in European container ports jumped to No. 4 in 2020 from No. 17 in 2007 
with an increase of 296% in 2020 compared to 2007 (The port of Piraeus, 2021). 
Furthermore, COSCO plans to expand the port for adding a new pier (IV.). 

The port of Piraeus has become the largest transit port and important logistics center 
in the Mediterranean over the years, and at the same time has grown into the southern 
gateway to Central and Eastern Europe through sea and land transport. COSCO 



Alexandra Zoltai Maritime and Polar Silk Road: From the Sea to the Heart of Europe (120–137)

126 Results and Challenges: Ten Years of China-CEEC Cooperation | 127

carried out massive developments and revitalize the port of Piraeus. The port is also 
having a great importance for Hungary, because from the port of Piraeus only takes 
3-4 days for seaborne goods to be transported by rail to Hungary, and it can also play 
an important role to transform Hungary as a transport hub with the construction of 
the Budapest-Belgrade railway line. The port of Piraeus is the largest port in Greece 
and is regarded as the “Southern Gate” of Europe. With Piraeus Port as its hub, the 
Silk Road Economic Belt and the 21st Century Maritime Silk Road have achieved a 
perfect connection in Europe in the form of sea-rail combined transport.

4. The Polar Silk Road

As an area rich in unexplored resources, the Arctic is assuming an increasingly 
important geoeconomic and geopolitical role among Arctic and non-Arctic states. The 
Arctic is the epicenter of the fight to preserve the planet from the effects of climate 
change. The Arctic Ocean, which covers the Arctic Circle, forms a link between Asia, 
Europe and North America, the continents between close to 90% of international 
trade occurs. However, as a result of climate change new maritime routes can be 
opened up in the Arctic in the foreseeable future, which saves energy and time as a 
considerable security and geopolitical aspect, but in order to ensure efficient trade 
on these newly opened routes, there will be a need for major improvements to the 
proper development of transport corridors, which will require large infrastructure 
investments (Gudjonsson – Nielsson, 2017). There are currently three routes in the 
Arctic: the Northwest Passage, which links the Atlantic and Pacific oceans along the 
northern coast of Canada, through the Arctic Ocean; the Northeast Passage, which 
runs along the coasts of Russia and contains the Northern Sea Route (Humpert 
– Raspotnik, 2012, p. 285); and finally the Transpolar Sea Route that opened last 
and passes through the middle of the Arctic, and which is projected to be safe for 
navigation in 2020s (Wishnick, 2017, p. 8).

The Arctic has an important strategic position such as rich natural resources and 
navigation channels, China has been actively working on building its regional 
ambitions for several years China successfully became an official observer country of 
the Arctic Council in 2013 (Chen, 2021). In 2018, China released its Arctic Policy, 
according to which the country would like to integrate this region into the New Silk 

Road Project, too (Zoltai, 2021). This white paper confirming China’s geographical 
significance as a “near-Arctic country” and “important stakeholder”, launched the 
“Polar Silk Road” project, and even cited the “United Nations Convention on the 
Law of the Sea” and other treaties to fight for the right to freedom of navigation in 
polar waterways, and defend the legality of participating in the polar regions from the 
level of policy discourse and international law (Chen, 2021).

The Polar Silk Road is an international cooperation between China and relevant polar 
countries to realize the common governance and common development of the Arctic 
region by accumulating knowledge; it is the role of all parties involved in coping with 
global challenges, such as climate change and relying on the interconnection of polar 
waterways. Compared with the cooperation of other countries along the BRI, the 
Polar Silk Road should be carried out in a fragile natural environment, where the 
main partners of cooperation are developed countries so the Chinese government and 
enterprises face more prominent geopolitical interference. Therefore, China puts more 
emphasis on strategic docking and policy coordination with relevant countries and 
attaches importance to science and technology advancement and green technology 
development (Chen, 2021). China’s Polar Silk Road was gradually developed in 
the course of the practice of the BRI. It first appeared in the Chinese government’s 
document on the concept of international cooperation on the Maritime Silk Road 
and was formally proposed by President Xi Jinping during a meeting with leaders 
of Arctic countries. The Polar Silk Road is an international cooperation between 
China and relevant polar countries to realize the common governance and common 
development of the Arctic region by accumulating knowledge; it is a pivotal way for 
all parties to respond to global challenges such as climate change and relying on polar 
waterways (Yang, 2018).

The primary and perhaps most important goal of China is to secure access to new 
commercial routes in the North. The Arctic’s navigability would benefit China in 
many ways, not only for strategic reasons, but also in terms of time, cost and security. 
While the journey takes 35 days from Asia to Europe through the Strait of Malacca 
and the Suez Canal, it takes only 22 days through the Arctic, saving time and cost. In 
2015, COSCO’s cargo ship Yong Sheng sailed from the port of Dalian to Rotterdam 
through the Northeast Passage, and back to the Chinese port of Tianjin in 55 days 
(Zoltai, 2021).
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5. The Port of Rotterdam

I chose the Port of Rotterdam in the case of the Polar Silk Road and Hungary and 
not The Port of Hamburg because The Port of Rotterdam is the busiest container 
port in Europe (The port of Piraeus, 2021), – with 14.3 million TEUs in 2020 – and 
most of the recently published maps about the Polar Silk Road mark it as an end of 
the Arctic maritime route, moreover it has direct shuttle train to Budapest, Hungary 
(Leijen, 2018).

The Port of Rotterdam is the largest port in Europe and is known as the “gateway 
to Europe”. The Port of Rotterdam is one of the starting points and destinations of 
the Asia-Europe shipping routes and the China-Europe freight railway, and has a 
modern water, land, and air transportation network (Yu, 2020). It has connection 
with more than 1,000 ports around the world and it can be said that the Port of 
Rotterdam is one of the most iconic and important port on the BRI where land and 
sea connect, and it is now the end point of the Polar Silk Road (Xu, 2020). The Port 
of Rotterdam has very important strategic position, with this unique geographical 
location the traditional logistics industry has become a dominant industry and pillar 
industry in the Netherlands (Yu, 2020). 

COSCO also plays important role at the Port of Rotterdam. In 2016, COSCO Pacific 
Ltd, a subsidiary of China COSCO Shipping Corp, has signed a share sale and 
purchase agreement to buy 35% of Euromax Terminal in Rotterdam (Zhong, 2016). 
The Port of Rotterdam has been the base port of COSCO Shipping in northwestern 
Europe for more than a decade. It is located at the junction of the land-based Silk 
Road Economic Belt and ocean-going Polar Silk Road. (Zhong, 2016). The Port of 
Rotterdam has been the base port of COSCO Shipping in northwestern Europe for 
more than a decade and it means a gateway to Asia for the European mainland.

At present, the Port of Rotterdam has 7 port areas, the port mainly handles liquid 
bulk and containers. Its terminal throughput capacity is 215 million tons per year, 
and its container throughput capacity is 17 million TEU per year (Xu, 2020). The 
port of Rotterdam was chosen as the first port of call for the deep-water cargo 
route (Yu, 2020). In recent years, as the cooperation between Chinese and Dutch 
enterprises under the framework of the BRI has continuously achieved new results, 
the Dutch business community has paid more and more attention to exploring new 

opportunities brought by the new land-sea silk road connection. As an important hub 
for China-Europe facility connectivity, an important bridge for unimpeded trade, and 
an important channel for financial communication, Netherland is enthusiastically 
embracing the BRI. The Dutch realized that the BRI has huge growth potential and 
thinks that joining the New Silk Road means gaining more connectivity and more 
possibilities.

For the Port of Rotterdam, which is located at the intersection of the Land Silk Road 
and the Maritime Silk Road, the extension of the facility connectivity network means 
the expansion of development space. The official website of the Port of Rotterdam 
Authority stated that the Belt and Road Initiative provides broad interconnection 
opportunities and helps the world achieve unprecedented close ties (Port of 
Rotterdam, 2021). In addition to the continuous growth of traditional shipping 
business from Asia, the sea and land intermodal branch of Rotterdam, the largest 
port in Europe, has been connected to the arteries of the China-Europe special line 
in Tilburg, the Netherlands and Duisburg, Germany. In 2018 the Port of Rotterdam 
has been connected to Central Europe, within that to Hungary and the first direct 
shuttle train between the Port of Rotterdam and the Hungarian capital of Budapest 
was launched (Leijen, 2018). The positive progress of the New Silk Road is in line 
with the sustainable development goals of the Port of Rotterdam, and the port could 
inevitably benefit from it (Liu, 2018).

6. Hungary as a Transport Hub

As we can see China’s BRI is an ambitious plan to promote international infrastructure 
and trade facilitation, so it is not surprising that Hungary wants to strive to become 
one of its hubs. After all, the country’s geographical location is excellent enough to 
become an important hub for East-West land freight, and a distribution center for 
Central, Eastern and Western Europe with the support provided by the maritime silk 
roads. As the BRI should bring huge trade volume and create economic benefits for 
Hungary’s 10 million population, the government of Hungary actively cooperates and 
vigorously promotes the advantages of the local land transportation network and the 
status of the air cargo distribution hub. In the past few years, China-Hungary relations 
have achieved many milestones. China has risen to become Hungary’s largest trade 
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and investment partner outside the EU. Thanks to this close cooperation between 
China and Hungary in the past few decades, Hungary has become a hot spot for 
Chinese enterprises to invest and start their businesses, and also an important transit 
point for entering the European market (Palkovics, 2021). Recently, Hungary has 
made many new developments in railway and air transportation resources, striving 
to occupy an important position in the new era of East-West trade cooperation  
(Balázs, 2019).

Due to its central location, Hungary has an extensive railway network, its rail 
transport carries more than 20% of total freight, which is well above the EU average 
(EUGO, 2021). The China-Europe Express is a flagship project built on the BRI 
and it is also an innovative new cooperation model. Hungarian companies aim to 
provide Chinese companies with modern and efficient logistics and trade services as 
well as one-stop services for the entire industry chain of international warehousing 
and inventory, help Chinese companies build digital supply chains, promote new 
business formats internationally, and strengthen facility connectivity for China and 
Hungary. Promoting the comprehensive cooperation between the two countries 
in the fields of modern trade, logistics, e-commerce, etc. is the main goal of the 
Hungarian government, which further highlights Hungary’s role as a transportation 
hub for the China-Europe Express and European inland railway network. The 
Hungarian government puts the construction of modern and well-operated railway 
transportation as its priority and Hungary believes that the cornerstone of domestic 
transportation development is railways. Therefore, the government must ensure the 
safety, reliability, innovation, sustainability and flexibility of railway operations, which 
requires continuous modernization of railway infrastructure and railway rolling stock 
(Palkovics, 2021). The tightened bilateral economic and political relation between 
China and Hungary in recent years led to a growing presence of the China factor 
in the Hungarian transportation and logistics sector. From 2012 to 2020, according 
to the Chinese Investment Tracker of the American Enterprise Institute, Hungary 
is the fourth-largest recipient of Chinese investment in this sector and the largest 
recipient in the rail sector among the 16+1 countries (China Global Investment, 
2021). In 2020, China, for the very first time, became Hungary’s largest foreign 
investor (Shenzhen is investing, 2020).

The main train lines between China and Europe have passed through Hungary but 
in this paper focuses on European inland railway network, which connects Hungary 

to maritime silk roads’ end ports. In terms of maritime silk roads Hungary has 
direct intermodal connections with the significant harbors and terminals of Europe 
like The Port of Piraeus and The Port of Rotterdam. The Land Sea Express using 
The Port of Piraeus as its base, and travels through Greece, North Macedonia and 
Serbia, to reach Hungary and from there it goes to Slovakia, Austria and the Czech 
Republic (Papatolios, 2021). It transports imported cargo from China and other Far 
East countries. On its return from Central Europe, the train transports European 
products, which are then loaded on feeder vessels towards to China. In 2019, the 
railway operator of the Land Sea Express, Ocean Rail bought a stake of 15% in 
Rail Cargo Terminal – Budapest Intermodal Logistics Centre Zrt. (BILK) offering 
transshipment facilities for road and rail and from there a lot of connections lead 
to the East, for example to other 16+1 countries –, a member of Rail Cargo Group 
(RCG) in Budapest. Besides the potential to be a new gateway for China-Europe 
rail freight, Hungary also serves a critical part in China’s flagship Europe-Asia 
intermodal project: China-Europe Land-Sea Express. It offers a shortcut to central 
Europe via an ocean-rail connection from the Port of Piraeus. The goods are shipped 
by short sea from the Greek port to the port of Rijeka/Trieste and then by block 
trains to Budapest, for a total transit time of 28-35 days from China to Budapest. 
With the Hungary-Serbia Railway, Hungary will provide the most convenient and 
fastest transportation route for Chinese goods from Greek ports to Europe, because 
it is also Hungary’s national interest to enter and exit the customs from Hungary 
at the fastest speed and reach the European market (China has made, 2020). The 
Budapest-Belgrade Railway that is currently under construction will reinforce 
Hungary’s potential as a regional intermodal transit hub.

2018 was the year when the first direct shuttle train between the Port of Rotterdam 
and the Hungarian capital of Budapest was launched (Leijen, 2018). With the new 
rail connection, which is operated by Rail Cargo Operator (RCO), containers from the 
Port of Rotterdam reach the Central-European hub within 30 hours. It does not stop 
at any other city than the destination, giving customers a significant time advantage. 
This direct connection reduces the lead time from Budapest to Rotterdam and offers 
an alternative for tankers and trailers, as well as for the transport of containers. The 
train can transport 80 TEUs at a time.

The Hungarian government plans to increase its efforts to improve railway 
infrastructure in the future, further highlighting Hungary’s status as a logistics hub 
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in Central Europe. In 2019, Hungary invested in the Ukraine-Hungarian railway 
corridor in Zahony under the framework of the BRI, which provided a solid 
guarantee for the passage of freight trains between China and Hungary. Through the 
development of the Hungary-Serbia Railway in the south and the industrial park on 
the eastern border between Hungary and the European Union, the Hungary hopes 
to play a more important role in the regional logistics field and make the most of its 
own advantages and resource endowments.

European investors also see the potential in the rail and intermodal shipping in 
Hungary. For instance, in 2021, the intermodal company Metrans invested in a new 
rail terminal at Zalaegerszeg, Hungary to enhance the connection with Southern 
and South-Eastern Europe – the Adriatic ports of Trieste (Italy), Koper (Slovenia) 
and Rijeka (Croatia) – and to make Hungary one of the most efficient logistical 
hubs in Europe. With the financial support of the Hungarian government, Metrans 
invested about EUR 40 million (about RMB 305 million) for the project. It could 
become a transport service hub along the Adriatic Corridor and towards Southern 
and Southeast Europe. The station is expected to usher in the first batch of trains in 
2023. With this further development in Hungary the transportation service radius 
can be expanded to the Adriatic Sea and southern and southeastern Europe which 
will strengthen Hungary’s status as a European logistics center. In recent years, 
Hungary’s railway container transport volume has continued to grow. (Leijen, 2021). 
Furthermore, Hungary hopes that by 2030, the high-speed rail line passing through 
Budapest can connect the capitals of the four Visegrad Group countries: Warsaw, 
Prague, Bratislava, and Budapest. In addition to rail and road connections.

7. Conclusion

The cooperation projects carried out by China and Hungary under the framework 
of the BRI is to use Hungary as a transit point to connect the most important trade 
route between China and Europe. The mutually beneficial cooperation between 
China and Hungary in various fields can not only bring more job opportunities, 
but also enhance the confidence of Chinese companies to do business in Hungary. 
Now, Hungary has become an important transportation hub and a logistics center 
radiating the European market. It is also an ideal place for Chinese companies 

to invest and start businesses. This benefits from the strong support of the two 
governments and the comprehensive strategic partnership established between the 
two countries.

Hungary serves a critical part in China’s flagship Europe-Asia intermodal project: 
China-Europe Land-Sea Express. The direct intermodal connections with the 
significant harbors and terminals of Europe makes Hungary a major logistic hub in 
the CEE region, and consequently Hungary works as a bridge between sea and land 
routes in the heart of Europe. Asia-Europe logistics will have more choices, which is 
equivalent to gaining more connectivity, and thus will have greater benefits.
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Abstract

Tourism is one of the most successful fields of cooperation between China and the 
CEE countries in the past ten years. From 2012 to 2019 the tourism between China 
and the CEE region had been increasing rapidly, also thanks to that tourism is one of 
the fastest developing economic sector of the People’s Republic of China. This study 
introduces the growth of the Chinese outbound tourism and the past ten years of the 
tourism development between China and the CEECs, paying particular attention to 
the five biggest winners of these trends, namely Hungary, Czechia, Poland, Croatia 
and Serbia. 

From 2020, the tourism has been suffering huge damages due to the COVID-19, and 
tourism couldn’t recover and get back to the pre-pandemic level not even in 2021. 
The paper also makes some points on the effects of pandemic to the China-CEEC 
tourism cooperation. Hopefully, 2022 will bring back the life of tourism to how it 
was before the pandemic, thus the China-CEEC cooperation on tourism can also be 
further developed, the more it could become one of the success stories of the China-
CEEC cooperation.

Keywords: China-CEEC, tourism, Hungary, Czechia, Poland, Croatia, Serbia, 
COVID-19

1. Introduction

Tourism is one of the fastest developing economic sector of the People’s Republic 
of China. According to “The Travel & Tourism Competitiveness Report 2019” of 
the World Economic Forum (WEF), the ranking of tourism industry in China 
improved from the 71st in 2007 to 13th in 2019 in the global tourism competitiveness. 

China has become a significant actor within the field of world tourism. While in 
2003 the UNWTO forecasted for China to have 100  million outbound travelers 
and become the fourth largest point of departure of outbound travel in the world 
by 2020 (WTO, 2003), 10 years later, in 2012 China actually became the world 
largest outbound tourism market, even preceding Germany and the United States of 
America. The very same year, in 2012, Chinese tourists have overtaken the Germans 
as the world’s highest-spending travelers. From 2012 onwards, China rules the largest 
outbound tourism market reaching a new record in every year. While in 2012 China 
had 83 million outbound tourists, in 2019 the number of Chinese outbound tourists 
reached 155 million. Europe is the second popular destination of Chinese tourists, 
while in 2012 5.9 million Chinese tourist visited EU, in 2018 more than 14 million 
Chinese tourists arrived to EU member countries (“Arrivals of tourists”, 2020).

As highlighted above, China became the largest outbound tourism market by 2012, in 
the very same year the cooperation network of China and Central Eastern European 
Countries came into live. Within the China-CEEC cooperation the participating 
countries established interactions concerning many sectors including tourism.

In my study I do research on the development of the China and the CEE countries 
tourism cooperation in the past 10 years, as well as seek how the China-CEEC 
cooperation supported tourism between China and the region.

2. Outbound Tourism of China

After the People’s Republic of China was formally established in 1949, the 
development of Chinese tourism industry, covering the past 70 years, can be divided 
into 4 periods (Liu, 1999):

 ■  From 1949 to 1983, leaving the country was not allowed to its inhabitants, only 
diplomats and members of government could travel abroad to deal with other 
country’s diplomacy.

 ■  From 1983, Chinese government opened the border for Chinese citizens who 
had relatives in Hong Kong or Macao. In 1987, the Chinese government 
approved the „border tourism”.
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 ■  Between 1988-1997, the Chinese were allowed to travel abroad for visiting 
relatives, which meant the beginning of the outbound tourism of Chinese people.

 ■  In 1997 the Chinese government announced a new act on managing the Chinese 
citizen’s outbound tourism. The Chinese government announce every year a new 
list of the Approved Destination Status (ADS) countries. In 2004 already 63 
countries were listed on ADS, and also the outbound tourism became more and 
more easy and convenient for the Chinese citizens, so from 2004 onwards the 
Chinese outbound tourism boom started (Chart 1.) (Zhang & Lai, 2009).

Chart 1. The number of Chinese outbound tourist between 2000-2019

Source: edited by the author, based on the Chinese Tourism Reports

In 2018, during the 13th session of the National People’s Congress the Chinese 
government the merger of the Tourism Bureau with the Ministry of Culture was 
announced, and as a result the Ministry of Culture and Tourism of the People’s 
Republic of China (“13th session”, 2018) was created. Inbound and outbound tourism 
became an increasingly important industry in China. Nowadays, China is the largest 
country in the ranking of the points of departure of outbound tourists (Ctrip and 
China Tourism Academy, 2017).

With the “Belt and Road”, “515 Strategy”, “Tourism+”, “All-for-one Tourism” and 
other tourism cooperation strategies successively introduced and implemented, the 
tourism industry has gradually ushered in the policy bonus period of entrepreneurship 
and innovation in China. In addition, further policy measures also contributed to the 
development of China’s tourism industry. For example, introducing the Regulation 
on Public Holidays for National Annual Festivals and Memorial Days and the 
Announcement of the State Council on the Regulations of Paid Annual Leave 
of Employees were played a great additional role in contributing to the growth of 
tourism demand; while the initiative of the Ministry of Culture, namely the “Guiding 
Opinions Concerning Accelerating Cultural Industry Development” was to announce 
to promote the development of cultural tourism. Consequently, it can be seen that the 
development of tourism industry is inseparable from a good policy environment in 
China (Zhao & Liu, 2020).

3. Chinese Tourists in the CEE Region 

Europe is the 2nd popular destination for Chinese after Asia, every year 5-6 million 
Chinese are travelling to Europe. This is underlined by the following figures, before 
the pandemic era, there were more than 600 return flight between Europe and China 
every week, also more than 3,700 European travel products were available, specially 
provided for Chinese tourists. 

At the same time, mainly Western European countries were visited by the Chinese 
tourists. Besides Russia the most popular destinations in Europe were Italy, United 
Kingdom, Germany, France, Spain, Greece, the Czech Republic (the only one CEE 
country), Switzerland and Portugal. However, this trend is about to change. Also, 
thanks to the fact that Chinese tourists have already seen the Western part of Europe, 
therefore lately they have started to discover the Central and Eastern European 
countries (Horváth, 2018). This trend is a big chance for the CEE countries to grab 
the opportunity to attract more Chinese tourists into their region. In 2018, Eastern 
Europe (36.3%) preceded Western Europe (32.8%) in the number of Chinese tourists 
attracted a year (Chen, 2019).

The Visegrád countries (Hungary, the Czech Republic, Poland, Slovakia) are among 
the most popular destinations for Chinese tourists within the CEE region. Since 
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Chinese travel agencies provide travel packages for tourist groups from China, 
typically covering the destinations of the V4 countries, the majority of Chinese 
tourist visit at least three – if not all – countries of the V4 during one visit. Travelling 
to Budapest is usually combined with a journey to the Czech Republic and Austria, 
while Poland, Croatia and Slovenia are mostly included in a different package. Thanks 
to these direct flights between Beijing and major V4 cities, such as Budapest, Prague 
and Warsaw were established. In average, Chinese tourists spend approx. 12 days in 
Europe during one visit.

3.1. China-CEEC Tourism Cooperation

In 2011, Prime Minister Wen Jiabao with Hungarian Prime Minister Viktor Orbán 
announced the establishment of the Cooperation between China and the Central 
and Eastern European Countries. These countries’ leaders held their first Summit in 
Warsaw, in 2012. The launch of the 16+1 cooperation in 2011 and the organization 
of the first summit of the network in Warsaw in 2012 created new pathways for 
cooperation in the China-CEEC relation, also in the field of tourism. In the document 
„China’s Twelve Measures for Promoting Friendly Cooperation with Central and Eastern 
European Countries” China highlighted the tourism, as one of most important field 
of cooperation, and later on, at the annual summit the cooperation network has 
emphasized the significance of tourism cooperation (Table 1).

2012, Poland

China’s Twelve Measures for Promoting Friendly 
Cooperation with Central and Eastern European 
Countries

2013, Romania

The Bucharest Guidelines for Cooperation 
between China and Central and Eastern 
European Countries

2014, Serbia

The Belgrade Guidelines for Cooperation between 
China and Central and Eastern European Countries

Propose to establish a tourism promotion alliance between 
China and Central and Eastern European countries, which will 
be coordinated by China Tourism Administration and open to 
participation by civil aviation authorities, travel agencies and airline 
companies of the two sides. The purpose is to enhance mutual 
business promotion and joint tourist destination development 
and explore the possibility of opening more direct flights between 
China and the 16 Central and Eastern European countries. China 
Tourism Administration plans to co-organize a tourism products 
promotion for China and Central and Eastern European countries 
during the China International Tourism Mart to be held in Shanghai 
this (2012) autumn.

Support the establishment of a China-CEEC association of 
tourism promotion agencies and businesses and welcome 
Chinese and CEEC tourism promotion agencies and businesses 
to join on a voluntary basis. Promotion events of Chinese and 
CEEC tourism products will continue to be held at the China 
International Travel Mart.

2015, China

The Suzhou Guidelines for Cooperation between 
China and Central and Eastern European Countries

Welcome and support the establishment of China-CEEC 
Association of Tourism Promotion Agencies and Businesses in 
Hungary. The Association will organize promotion events, open a 
bilingual (Mandarin and English) website on China-CEEC tourism 
cooperation and develop more quality travel routes catered to 
the needs of Chinese and CEEC tourists. Designate 2015 as Year 
of Promotion of China-CEEC Tourism Cooperation. Organize under 
this framework the 2nd China-CEEC High Level Conference on 
Tourism Cooperation in Slovenia, a promotion event of Chinese 
tourism products, trips to CEECs by 1,000 Chinese travellers, a 
„China tourism day” event and other events and build platforms for 
exchanges and cooperation between Chinese and CEEC tourism 
sectors. Invite media organizations and tourism businesses from 
both China and CEECs to look at each other’s tourism products 
and routes and organize promotion events. The Chinese side will 
continue to invite heads of CEEC tourism authorities to participate 
in the China International Travel Mart in Kunming, Yunnan Province, 
in October 2015.

The Participants welcome and support the organization of an 
economic forum focused on infrastructure, tourism and industrial 
capacity cooperation between China and CEECs, to be held in 
Sarajevo, Bosnia and Herzegovina, in the first half of 2016.
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2015, China

The Suzhou Guidelines for Cooperation between  
China and Central and Eastern European Countries

2016, Latvia

The Riga Guidelines for Cooperation between 
China and Central and Eastern European 
Countries

2017, Hungary

The Budapest Guidelines for Cooperation 
between China and Central and Eastern 
European Countries

The Participants welcome the organization of the Travel 2016 
expo and the related professional conference in March 2016 in 
Budapest. China will participate in the expo as the Country of 
Honor. The Participants support the opening of the regional center 
of the China National Tourism Administration in Budapest. The 3rd 
China-CEEC High-Level Conference on Tourism Cooperation will be 
held in Croatia in 2016.

The Participants recognize the important significance of China and 
CEEC’s cooperation in tourism and support further transnational 
cooperation through various means, such as exchange of tourism 
experiences, promotion of mutual tourist visits and development of 
regional tourism products. Support China and CEECs in taking more 
measures to facilitate mobility of people between China and CEECs. 
The 4th China-CEEC High-Level Conference on Tourism Cooperation 
will be held in Sarajevo, Bosnia and Herzegovina, in 2017.

2018, Belgrade

The Sofia Guidelines for Cooperation between 
China and Central and Eastern European Countries

The Participants recognize the significant potential in tourism 
between China and CEECs and support measures to give further 
impetus for growth in this sector, including regular exchanges of 
experience, sharing best practices, joint research, promotional 
activities, networking between the agencies of China and 
CEECs and the development of regional tourism products. The 
Participants pledge to continue to facilitate movement of people.
The 4th China-CEEC High-Level Conference on Tourism Cooperation 
will be held in 2018 in Dubrovnik, Croatia. The Participants 
encourage CEE countries to establish closer cooperation with 
Chinese partners. The Participants appreciate the continuous 
efforts of the China-CEEC Tourism Coordination Center (TCC) 
in branding CEE countries in China and encourage relevant 
authorities of CEECs to further support strengthening the CEE 
tourism brand. The Participants support the TCC in holding the 3rd 
China Information Day Conference in 2018 in Budapest.

The Participants support continuing to expand tourism 
cooperation with CEECs within the framework of 16+1 cooperation. 
The Participants support continuing to expand the scale of and 
further facilitate two-way tourism and exchanges, work for the 
implementation of more convenient traveling procedures and 
encourage more direct flight connections. 

2018, Belgrade

The Sofia Guidelines for Cooperation between 
China and Central and Eastern European Countries

2019, Croatia

The Dubrovnik Guidelines for Cooperation bet- 
ween China and Central and Eastern European 
Countries

2021, Online

Cooperation between China and Central and East-
ern European Countries Beijing List of Activities

The Participants support the tangible development of tourism 
cooperation platforms and strengthening cooperation between 
local governments and agencies. The 5th China-CEEC High-Level 
Conference on Tourism Cooperation will be held in 2019 in Riga, 
Latvia.

The Participants support continued expansion of cultural and 
tourism cooperation within the framework of 16+1 Cooperation, 
and will enhance inter-connectivity and facilitation of mobility, 
strengthen cooperation among tourism market entities, as well 
as foster professional cooperation in public institutions in cultural 
and tourism industries. The Participants support the holding of the 
6th China-CEEC High-level Conference on Tourism Cooperation in 
CEECs, the 3rd China-CEEC Art Cooperation Forum in Serbia, the 
3rd China-CEEC Expert Forum on Intangible Cultural Heritage 
Protection in CEECs and the 2nd China-CEEC Library Union Forum 
in CEECs in 2020. The Participants attach importance to the 
cooperation in the field of creative industries. Slovenia will host 
the 5th China-CEEC Cultural and Creative Industries Forum in 2020.

The Participants support the strengthening of cooperation in 
various fields of tourism within the framework of 16+1 Cooperation 
to enhance collaboration and promote tourism. The Participants 
welcome the establishment of the Tourism Award Marco Polo 
within the framework of 16+1 Cooperation at the 4th China-CEEC 
High-level Conference on Tourism Cooperation in Croatia. The 
Participants support diversified and all-round development 
of tourism in China and CEECs. The Participants support and 
welcome China and CEECs signing more bilateral Memorandums 
of Understanding on tourism cooperation as well as investments 
in related facilities.

The Participants support holding the 6th China-CEEC High-level 
Conference on Tourism Cooperation in the Hellenic Republic.

Source: The Guidelines for Cooperation between China and Central and Eastern European Countries
Edited by: Alexandra Érsek-Csanádi
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Beside the High-Level Summit, they held China-CEEC High-Level Conference on 
Tourism Cooperation and the China-Central Eastern European Countries Tourism 
Cooperation and Exchange Conference to discuss the possibilities of cooperation. 

Also, at the November 2013 forum in Bucharest, Hungary offered to host a 
cooperation platform in the field of tourism, in 16+1 format, as a result of the 
official opening of the China-CEEC Tourism Coordination Center (TCC) took 
place in Budapest, in May 2014. The establishment of the Center realized the first 
ever regional cooperation between China and CEE countries. In March 2015, 
the inaugural ceremony of the Year of Promotion of China-CEEC Tourism  
Cooperation was held in Budapest, Hungary. In March 2016, the regional center of the 
China National Tourism Administration was also established in Budapest, Hungary. 
There are several factors, that played a role in the launch of TCC at the 16+1 level, 
among them the most important are: (1) China became the most significant importer 
of tourism services at international level, a transformation that is started in 2013, and 
the Chinese travel market has a significant growth potential, considering that today 
only 10% of Chinese citizens owns a passport, and less than 10% of the population 
travels outside China; (2) China has a continuously growing shares in world tourism 
investments; (3) China shows a growing support to large scale tourism partnerships , 
e.g. in September 2017 China launched the World Tourism Alliance (WTA) with 89 
founding members, amongst them several national tourism associations, agencies and 
tourism organizations and renowned scholars of the US, France, Germany, Australia, the 
Republic of South Africa, Japan and Brazil (China National Tourism Administration, 
2017); (4) The high potential of the CEE countries regarding tourism development with 
tourist destinations having a long tradition in tourism; (5) The still moderate level of the 
Chinese tourists’ entries into the CEE region, though a notable success can be seen as 
regards the countries of the Visegrád Group; (6) The possibility of the presentation of 
the CEE countries as a compact destination, which would give them a greater visibility 
in China and could boost Chinese tourists arrivals in CEE (Popescu et al., 2018).

In addition, in 2014 the inaugural conference of the China-CEEC Association of 
Tourism Promotion Agencies and Businesses was held in Budapest, Hungary, as 
well as a promotion event of Chinese and CEEC tourism products at the China 
International Travel Mart in Shanghai, China. These events could not only contribute 
to increasing the number of tourists, but it is also improving political relations, as 
well as facilitates trade and investment and the cultural exchanges. These programs 

also let the CEE countries to announce new tourism policies to attract more Chinese 
tourists, such as visa-free traveling, joint police patrols in CEE countries, Tourist 
Offices in China, film tourism etc.

As a result of the China-CEEC cooperation, we can realize that in the past 10 year 
there is a huge increase in the number of the Chinese tourists entering the CEE 
region, and a fast development of the tourism cooperation between China and the 
CEE countries. In 2011 there were 500 thousand Chinese tourists arriving in the 
CEE region, the number was tripled by 2019, altogether 1.5 million Chinese tourists 
visited the CEE countries. As what refers to the Visegrád 4 (V4: Hungary attracted 
277,000, the Czech Republic 612,000, Slovakia 70,000 and Poland 137,000 Chinese 
tourists respectively) and Serbia (145,000) reached the highest visitors’ number of 
Chinese in 2019. 

Concerning the China-CEEC cooperation, several direct flights were opened, 
that is supporting the tourism between China and the CEE region. From the 
V4 countries there are direct flights not only to Beijing, the capital city of China, 
but also to Shanghai, Chongqing, Chengdu etc. Among the ten countries in the 
Balkans, only Greece has a direct flight connection to China (between Athens 
and Beijing), operated by Air China since 2017. In addition to this already  
existing connection, another direct flight between Athens and Shanghai are to be 
opened in June 2020, operated by the Shanghai-based Juneyao Airlines. Chinese 
airlines are also considering launching a direct flight between Zagreb and Beijing, 
while there are further countries of the region, including Macedonia, Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, Slovenia and Montenegro, that would like to increase the number 
of Chinese tourists visiting their tourist destinations via establishing a direct air 
connection. Even if a direct flight connection is not a reality for most of the Balkan 
countries to increase the number of Chinese tourists, they have other measures 
introduced to attract Chinese tourists, just as abolishing visa requirements or granting 
visas free of charge. A mutual visa exemption exists between China and Bosnia 
and Herzegovina from 2018, resulting in a growing number of tourists. Bulgaria, 
Macedonia, and Montenegro don’t have any preferential visa policy towards Chinese 
citizens, consequently the number of Chinese tourists arriving is not that significant, 
either. Romania is having the same, no preferential visa system, however, they have 
simplified the visa regime for Chinese citizens in 2017. As of today, Croatia and 
Slovenia do not have any preferential visa treatment for the Chinese, either, still in both 
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countries the number of tourists has been increasing. In 2018, the number of Chinese 
tourists arriving was estimated at about 235,000 in Croatia, while in Slovenia their 
number has increased by 300% since 2015, when it was amounted to only 50,000. In 
order to support and boost consumption by Chinese tourists while visiting, Slovenia 
has installed Alipay terminals for the Chinese mobile application. Around 200,000 
Chinese nationals visit Greece each year, at present. Greece introduced a golden 
visa program, in the framework of which five-year residency rights are given for all 
investors who make strategic investments in Greece (over 250,000 EUR) or buy real 
estate, it also includes the possibility to renew the residency permit if the investment 
remains in Greece. Even the application for citizenship is open after seven years of 
uninterrupted residency. More than 65% of the golden visa holders are now Chinese. 
In 2019, the Estonian Tourist Board at Enterprise Estonia opened a tender seeking 
a partner in China that would more actively promote the tourist destinations of the 
Baltic country. In 2017, 20,000 Chinese tourists entered to Estonia – which is a 
500% growth compared to the figure of 2016. The neighboring Latvia had about a 
bit more 22,000 Chinese visitors, but their number declined by 0.2% a year after. In 
Lithuania, in 2018, tourist arriving from distant markets increased significantly, with 
20.6% more from China than a year earlier. Actually, Finland, gaining a growing 
popularity in China, played a significant role in that the possibility of attracting 
a growing number of Chinese tourists, who spend more and stay longer, opened 
before the Baltic countries. More and more operators on the tourism market, e.g., 
the Tallink Grupp, the Estonia-based cruise ship operator decided to set up WeChat 
Pay, Alipay or UnionPay so that to facilitate the consumption of Chinese. In 2017, 
the Latvian Investment and Development Agency signed an agreement on long 
term tourism cooperation with the Alibaba Group on China’s largest travel website 
Alitrip (Karindi et. al., 2020).

3.2. Hungary

In 2010, Hungary has announced its “Open to the East” policy. After that, the country 
was visited by Wen Jiabao Chinese prime minister in 2011, who also participated in 
the Central and Eastern European Countries Economic and Trade Forum. At this 
forum the participating partners decided to continue the China-CEEC cooperation, 
and consequently established the 16+1 China-CEEC cooperation in 2012. Every year 
since then Hungary was representing itself at the highest level in the China-CEEC 

Summits, at the same time Hungary was the first European country signing the Belt 
and Road initiative with China. As also mentioned earlier, Hungary offered to host 
a cooperation platform in the field of tourism, in 16+1 format, and the operation 
of the China-CEEC Tourism Coordination Center (TCC) started in Budapest, in 
May 2014. Hungary could welcome an increasing number of Chinese tourists, the 
growth was not a result only of the direct flights established (from Beijing, Shanghai, 
Chengdu, Xian and recently also from Chongqing) but also due to customized 
services introduced, such as the opening of 14 Hungarian visa offices in China or the 
quick – within 48 hours – issuance of accepted visa applications. At the same time, 
Hungary still has only one tourist consulate in China, while other CEE countries 
have already opened tourist offices in various Chinese cities.

In the past few years, Hungary has also promoted the Hungarian tourism in the 
Chinese market by introducing new and innovative tourism products, such as the film 
tourism. Chinese TV programmes and movies had been shooting in Hungary, such as 
the Huayang Nantuan (花样男团) of the Shanghai Media Group and a TV series (人
间至味是清欢) with Chinese movie stars. Also, the Hungarian Tourism Agency has 
signed a cooperation agreement with one of the biggest Chinese tourist companies, 
the Ctrip. Unfortunately, due to the pandemic the direct flights between Budapest 
and China have been cancelled, so the Chinese tourists has basically disappeared 
from the streets of Budapest.

3.3. The Czech Republic

China and the Czech Republic have a rather wavy connection. Miloš Zeman, who 
served as Prime Minister of the Czech Republic from 1998 to 2002 and since 2013 
serves as the President, tried to have close ties to China. Based on the invitation of 
President Zeman, President Xi Jinping visited the Czech Republic on 28-30 March 
2016. It was the very first visit by the President of the People’s Republic of China to 
the Czech Republic, undelaying the improving relations between the two countries. 
Even a strategic partnership agreement has been signed by the two Presidents. In 2019, 
however, the mayor of Prague cancelled the twin-city relation between the capitals and 
declared its support for Tibet. Another distancing act happened in 2020, when the 
Speaker of the Czech Senate violated the one China policy by his speech delivered 
in the Taiwanese parliament. As a respond, during his trip to Germany, Chinese 



Levente Horváth China-CEEC Tourism Development in the Past 10 Years (140–158)

152 Results and Challenges: Ten Years of China-CEEC Cooperation | 153

Foreign Minister Wang Yi warned that Beijing would not sit back after the “public 
provocation” by Miloš Vystrčil, the speaker Czech Senate and threatened to make 
him “pay a heavy price” for the visit to Taiwan (Zhou, 2020). “If the number [of 
Chinese visitors to Prague] dropped from 620,000 per year to zero, it would mean 
that tourism would return to the level of 2017”, Zdenek Hrib, the mayor of Prague 
said. “Which is not a big tragedy as… we are actually dealing with problems of over-
tourism right now” (Shotter, 2020).

The above case highlights that the relations between China and the Czech Republic 
is not so clear, still it is the Czech Republic that has the highest number of Chinese 
tourists in the CEE region. This is mainly due to the direct flights opened in the last 
few years between China and Prague: the Czech capital has 12 flight connections 
a week with China, operated by three Chinese airlines. Hainan Airlines has been 
operating in Beijing since 2015, a year later Sichuan Airlines began flying to 
Chengdu, and in 2017 China Eastern Airlines launched a flight to Shanghai, with a 
stopover in Xi’an. In addition to that the Czech Republic is operating two Tourism 
Agency offices in Beijing and Shanghai, and they have promoted the Czech tourism 
in several famous Chinese TV series. Though the above mentioned diplomatic clashes 
can easily have an effect on the number of Chinese tourists arriving to the Czech 
Republic. The pandemic situation caused the cancellation of direct flights also in the 
Czech Republic, just as in every CEE country.

3.4. Poland

In 2016, when the Polish President, Andrzej Duda met with China’s leader and the 
General Secretary of the Communist Party of China, Xi Jinping, Duda and Xi signed 
a declaration on strategic partnership, in which they highlighted that Poland and 
China viewed each other as long-term strategic partners.

Poland usually takes its place in the EU mainstream when it comes to China policy. This 
means that Poland is striving to keep connections alive with China, in the hope that 
the expanding exports to China and connectivity (revenues from cargo trains between 
China and Europe that pass Poland) would bring economic benefits for the country. 
While in recent years Warsaw’s attitude towards Beijing shows a rather cautious 
approach, since the ally between Poland and the U.S. are needed – and due to Russia’s 
attitude towards the Ukraine even more increasingly – as security guarantees against 

Russia. Therefore, Poland had the U.S.-Poland declaration on 5G, while assuring that 
they will not exclude Chinese companies from developing the country’s 5G network. 
At the same time, the Act on the National Cybersecurity System to be issued will 
introduce a ban – though not referring to China, by defining requirements that could 
not be met by Chinese companies (Kuo, 2021). In addition, in January 2019, Poland 
arrested Wang Weijing, a Huawei employee charging him with spying for China.

As indicated above, the diplomatic relations are not the smoothest between the two 
countries, though despite of that tourism relations are developing encouragingly. For 
several years, there has been promotional campaigns running by the Polish Tourism 
Organization on the Asian market. In particularly focusing on promoting Poland 
in China. These campaigns addressed local tour operators, media, bloggers and the 
residents of large cities in the age group above 30, while using all available marketing 
measures from TV, Internet to print media (incl.: press, large format advertising) 
and other forms of advertising (e.g.: workshops, fam trips, etc.). Polish Tourism 
Organization opened its International Centre in Beijing in November 2015, parallel 
to which China has become the number one in Poland, as regards the number of 
visitors from Asia entering the country. In 2018, Poland was even chosen – as the 
only European country – by China Travel Agency magazine as the „New Holiday 
Destination of the Year”.

3.5. Croatia

Since the establishment of diplomatic relations in 1992, bilateral relations between 
Croatia and China have been developing well accompanied by fruitful exchanges in 
fields of political, economic, cultural, educational, scientific as well as technological 
cooperation. An improved level of cooperation between the countries was highlighted 
by establishing a comprehensive cooperative partnership in 2005. In 2018, the Chinese 
Prime Minister, Li Keqiang visited Croatia and together with Prime Minister 
Plenkovic participated at the opening ceremony of the Year of Tourism between 
China and Croatia. In 2021 a top diplomat of China, Yang Jiechi, went to Croatia 
that contributed to the strengthening of the relationships of the two countries.

Though Croatia is an EU-member country, it is not part of the Schengen Agreement 
Still it enjoys certain benefits of the EU membership, such as relaxed visa policies 
and warm government relations with China. It seems that the Southern European 
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country can be considered as a place to be discovered by the Chinese tourists, since 
in 2018 the country registered 234,118 Chinese arrivals and 345,293 overnight 
stays. These figures represent a 46% year-on-year increase.

In 2018, six uniformed Chinese police officers started joint patrol with their Croatian 
counterparts in Dubrovnik so to assist security cases where Chinese citizens might 
be involved, and visit local Chinese communities during the mission. In 2019, their 
number was increased to eight. 

3.6. Serbia

The free visa together with the low prices compared to Western Europe inspires 
the Chinese to visit Serbia. The landlocked Balkan state is today one of the fastest-
growing destinations in Europe for the Chinese. 

The country, headed by President Aleksandar Vučić has sought for a closer cooperation 
with China. In 2017, Serbia launched a direct flight between Belgrade with Beijing, 
operated by the Chinese Hainan Airlines, however, due to less profitability after one 
year of operation the route was closed down in November 2018. The flight has its 
historic predecessor that was operated by the JAT Yugoslav Airlines from 1979 until 
late 2000.

As indicated before, Serbia has a bilateral free visa arrangement policy with China 
since 2017. Serbia also ensures that Chinese police officers are available on the streets 
of Belgrade in the summer to assist their travelers, a programme that was launched in 
other European cities.

Serbian President Aleksandar Vučić itself is part of a promotion campaign aiming 
at attracting Chinese tourists to Serbia. Posters with his own image photo invites 
Chinese people to visit Serbia, for he “enjoys great popularity in China”, thanks to 
the fact that during his leadership, Serbia became one of the closest allies of China in 
Europe. In September 2019, the Tourist Organization of Serbia contracted Alibaba 
to promote the Balkan country on all of Alibaba’s platforms and on social networks 
like WeChat and Weibo.

4. The COVID-19 Pandemic

The present pandemic COVID-19 has resulted in global challenges, economic and 
healthcare crises, and posed spillover impacts on the global industries, including 
tourism and the major contributors to the service industry worldwide. The tourism 
and leisure industry were hit the hardest by the impacts of the COVID-19 and 
suffered the greatest damages of all global industries. On a global scale the leisure and 
internal tourism shows a steep decline, that is amounting to 2.86 trillion US dollars, 
which is a more than 50% estimated revenue loss.

Tourism across EU member states suffered a 77% decline compared to pre-pandemic 
levels, while those dependent on long-haul markets or islands are the most affected. 
According to the European Travel Council (ETC) data, international tourist arrivals 
to Europe are expected to drop by 60% by the end of 2021. While the demand 
for travel to the EU has slightly recovered, experts do not expect to reach the pre-
pandemic levels until 2024. A significant decline of Chinese travelers was experienced 
and had its impact on all tourist destinations of EU member state, whereas a decline 
over 90% compared to 2019 (“ETC: Tourism”, 2021) were registered.

Though the pandemic has left its mark on relations between China and the Europe 
there are signs of hope to be observed. According to the Report on Europe-bound 
Travels of Chinese Tourists published by the China Tourism Academy we can 
see that Chinese citizens show strong demands for Europe-bound travels, around 
90% of the Chinese tourists expressed their willingness to travel to Europe in the 
coming three years. Hungary, Romania, Bulgaria, the Czech Republic and Croatia, 
these 5 CEE countries are on the wish list of Chinese tourists planning to visit 
Europe, however – according to the figures of the report– they are still significantly 
more interested in the Western European countries. Compared to the Western 
destinations, which is planned to be visited by 14% of Chinese tourist only 8% are 
interested in the Central Eastern destinations. Though there is still a significant 
amount of Chinese travelers who are not planning to travel to Europe because for 
safety reason (China Tourism Academy, 2021).
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5. Summary

In the past 10 years, tourism ties between China and the CEE countries became more 
solid and stronger, what’s more both sides have realized a number of benefits from 
tourism developing. The China-CEEC Cooperation ensured a huge support for the 
coordinated development of tourism between the two regions. Thanks to the China-
CEEC cooperation, the CEE countries also had the opportunity to open new flight 
routes, to welcome new Chinese companies and to promote their own countries on 
the Chinese market, that also included a chance to extend their tourism products 
innovately. With the assistance of the 16+1 platform, CEE countries gained a unique 
opportunity to promote their countries culture, history, tourism resources as well 
as their products, which not only contributed to facilitate tourism relation, but also 
deepened the cooperation in the fields of trade and investments. It can be found that 
the 16+1 cooperation has led to better promotion of all 16 CEE countries in China, 
which has resulted in an increasing number of Chinese tourists in several countries 
of the region.

According to the results of the research, the Chinese sentence 天时地利人和 (right 
time, right place, and in harmony with the participants – tianshi, dili, renhe) fits for the 
China-CEEC relations. In 2012, when the China-CEEC cooperation had started, 
the Chinese tourists were already travelled around in Western Europe, so they started 
to look at Eastern Europe, as well. The China-CEEC cooperation built up a lot of 
opportunity and convenience for Chinese tourists to visit the CEE countries, such as 
the direct flights, the visa policies etc.

Unfortunately, the years of 2020 and 2021 are significantly influenced by the pandemic 
having a backlashing effect on tourism. Hopefully, in 2022 the life of tourism will get 
back to how it was before the pandemic and also the China-CEEC cooperation on 
tourism can be continued, the more it can become one of the success stories of the 
China-CEEC cooperation.
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Macro Trends and Hungarian Experiences
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Abstract

The goal of this paper is to analyse the dynamics of CEE-China trade in the light 
of the trends started or amplified by the COVID-crisis. From a methodological 
perspective, the paper relies on primary and secondary research including interviews 
with trade promotion experts, the review of relevant publications and data analysis. 
The main conclusions are that CEE-China trade has proved to be relatively resilient 
to the crisis in 2020 and this could be the dimension of economic relations in which 
China had better chances to reapproach the region with new offerings. The crisis 
has accelerated the emergence of rail freight as an alternative transportation mode; 
however, its potential was yet to be realised. China is still a challenging market for 
Hungarian SMEs partly due to their own shortcomings and partly due to market 
entry barriers in the Asian country. Identifying niche markets faster could be a 
good approach to ensure success in the future. It is encouraging that Hungarian 
companies with well-established partnerships in China could maintain or develop 
business relations despite the COVID-lockdowns. Main values of this study are the 
conducted primary research and the topic itself, as it is highly relevant regarding 
Hungary’s external economic strategy.

Keywords: China, Central and Eastern Europe, trade, Hungarian export

1. Introduction

Trade relationship between the Central and Eastern European countries and China 
has been mostly ambiguous in recent years. When launching the 16+11 cooperation 
the countries of the region had high hopes for that participating in the formation 
would bring the opportunity to decrease trade deficit with China. On the other hand, 
the size of the Chinese consumer market itself holds a great promise for the region’s 
exporters to find new business opportunities. Since launching the cooperation 
mechanism this perspective has been downplayed by the fact that the 16 CEE 
members had seen ups and downs in their Chinese export and the hoped reduction 
of trade deficit had not been realised. Besides, economic relations with China have 
been increasingly influenced by geopolitical aspects and security concerns.

These developments in the CEE-China trade relationship were interrupted by the 
COVID-19 pandemic outbreak in 2020 that resulted in a 5.3% contraction of global 
merchandise trade in the same year, according to WTO statistics. With lifting the 
first lockdowns the global circulation of goods rebooted, however, as a consequence 
of the crisis the turbulences of supply chains and the international logistics system 
continued to prevail. Scarcity of raw materials, port congestions, container shortage 
and hiking transportation rates all hinder cross-border freight transport and the 
business activity of exporters.

The goal of this paper is to analyse the dynamics of CEE-China trade in the light of 
the trends started or amplified by the COVID-crisis. Within that the study basically 
focuses on the following questions:

 ■  How did the COVID-crisis affect the dynamics in EU-China and CEE-China 
trade?

 ■  What are the major trends in transportation between the EU and China and 
what are the main implications for the CEE region?

 ■  What are the main opportunities and limitations of Hungarian SME export to 
China?

 ■  How could Hungarian exporters maintain business relations with Chinese 
partners amid the COVID-19 lockdowns? 

1  The paper refers to the formation as ‘16+1’ since Lithuania pulled out of the bloc in 2021.
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As a starting point of the analysis, Part 2 provides a brief summary of the trade aspects 
of CEE-China relations before the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic in early 
2020 also touching the changes of general attitude towards China in the region. Part 
3 focuses on trends in the trade relationship since the beginning of the crisis with a 
focus on the emergence and limitations of rail freight between CEE and China. From 
a methodological perspective, Part 2 and 3 builds on secondary research including the 
review of relevant publications and data analysis. The experiences and challenges of 
Hungarian small and medium sized enterprise (SME) export to China is presented 
in Part 4. Findings of this section rely on primary research based on interviews with 
trade promotion experts of the Hungarian Export Promotion Agency (HEPA) and 
the Hungarian Chamber of Commerce and Industry (HCCI).

2.  Trends in CEE-China trade prior to the COVID-crisis

A common feature of trade between CEE countries and China is the substantial deficit, 
that has been growing steadily during the past fifteen years. Within the region trade 
volume of the Visegrad countries (Hungary, Poland, Slovakia and the Czech Republic) 
increased the most, followed by Romania, Slovenia, Serbia and Bulgaria. However, the 
growth of trade flows had started in the early 2000s, well before launching the 16+1 
cooperation, which showed that the EU accession of these countries had boosted the 
increase of trade (Karásková et al., 2020, p. 35). Statistics reflect that the level of trade 
flows and foreign direct investments from China are determined by the size of the 
given country, the EU membership or candidacy, the quality of political relations and 
consistency between China’s interests in infrastructure projects and the national or EU 
level infrastructure development strategy of the region. The latter is expected to become 
increasingly decisive in the coming period ( Jaklic-Svetlicic, 2019, p. 97).

Dynamics of V4-China trade changed only slightly in the past fifteen years. As for 
structural aspects, the high-tech merchandise export was showing substantive growth 
which increased the technology-intensity of trade between the V4 countries and China. 
Hungary managed to achieve the largest volume of high-tech exports in this period 
(Karásková et al., 2020, p. 38). At the same time the trade relation of the two countries 
is largely dominated by Hungarian affiliates of Western European multinational 
companies, e.g., Audi, that exports automotive engines from its Hungarian site to 

China. Regarding import relations, Hungary purchases mainly mobile phones and other 
electric appliances and consumer goods from China (Brattberg et al., 2021, p. 32-33). 
It also applies to the other Visegrad countries that most of the trade flows are driven 
by certain products and multinational companies. Besides, when comparing to partners 
like Germany or other EU member states, trade with China is still relatively minor. As 
a consequence, changing business strategy or market environment of the multinational 
company may alter drastically the Chinese export of a given country (Karásková et al., 
2020, p. 38).

When compared to the V4 countries, the trade volume between the Western Balkans 
and China is even lower. Data reflect that it is the country’s size that matters, Serbia 
e.g., has a more developed trade relation with China than North Macedonia, Albania 
or Montenegro ( Jaklic & Svetlicic, 2019, p. 88).

As for transportation modes of Europe – China trade, notable dynamics started already 
before the outbreak of the COVID-crisis. Statistics reflect that by 2019 the maritime 
export of the EU to China increased by 71.4% compared to 2010. At the same time 
export through other transportation modes grew at an even higher rate. The export 
of EU countries by air thrived by 154.4% from 2010 to 2019 and reflected a stable 
growth trend. However, the largest growth was recorded in railway transportation, as 
the value of goods exported increased from EUR 1 billion to EUR 6.6 billion in the 
above-mentioned period (Nekhoroshkov, Aroshidze & Nekhoroshkov, 2021).

Regarding the share of each transportation modes in total value of EU export to 
China, the rate of maritime transport decreased from 63.9% to 55.2% between 2010 
and 2019. Nevertheless, this form of sending goods can be still considered as the 
most popular. This is reflected well in the tonnage structure of exported goods as 
maritime transportation could increase its share by 2.2% in this comparison and 
totalled at 96.8% in 2019. When talking about the value of export, the second place 
is traditionally captured by air transport, the 35.7% share in 2019 is 7.9% higher than 
in 2010. Since 2016 the share of railway within the total export has been exceeding 
that of road transportation and amounted to 2.9% in 2019 reflecting a growth of 
2.1%. At the same time road transport accounted for 1.8% of total export from the 
EU to China, which is a 1.7% drop compared to 2010 (Nekhoroshkov, Aroshidze & 
Nekhoroshkov, 2021).
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As for trade related aspects of the 16+1 cooperation, enhancing Chinese export 
was one of the main motivations for CEE countries to participate in the formation. 
However, between 2012 and 2020 for most countries of the region this platform of 
cooperation contributed to very few tangible trade benefits. The 16 CEE members 
had seen ups and downs in their Chinese export and the lack of expected economic 
benefits like the reduction of trade deficit resulted in the disengagement of some 
countries from China (e.g., Poland). Moreover, rising tensions with the USA also 
affected the region as Washington has put increasing pressure on CEE countries to 
take a side in the rivalry (Sarek, 2019). As a consequence, most countries in the region 
are re-assessing the political consequences of engagement with China and the risk of 
disagreement with allies in those terms. When evaluating cooperation with China the 
focus is increasingly shifting from economic opportunities to political and security 
risks. This tendency is reflected not only in the technology sector but also in the field 
of infrastructure development. The case of Romania highlights that as it stopped its 
joint venture with a Chinese company to build a nuclear power plant in the country 
(Varno, 2020).

3.  Remarkable dynamics since the pandemic outbreak

3.1. Trade flows show relative resilience

2020 was the first year when China became the largest trade partner of the EU in 
value terms. Trade relation with the Asian country proved to be the most resilient to 
supply chain disruptions that affected drastically the bilateral merchandise trade with 
major traditional partners of the EU (Zhang Y., 2021). In April 2020 the import 
from the five largest trade partners of the EU decreased equally, with the exception 
of China, in case of which import actually increased by 12% compared to January. 
Regarding the five largest trade partners, the EU export also dropped, in case of the 
United Kingdom with 40% for example, however, the smallest decrease (6%) was 
recorded with China (Eurostat, 2020). As for the CEE region, China’s trade with 
countries of the 16+1 cooperation thrived by 8% reflecting an almost three-times 
higher increase than the overall rate of growth of China’s foreign trade. Total trade 
volume exceeded USD  100 billion for the first time (Kapitonenko, 2021). At the 
same time, it would be hard to note that joining the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) 

directly contributes to increase of trade volumes as every CEE country participates 
in the project yet only half of them saw an increase of Chinese export in the first two 
months of 2020 (Zhang G., 2020).

Regarding manufacturing industries, the investments of Western European 
companies also contributed to hiking imports from China. Poland is one of the EU’s 
major manufacturers of home appliances, and this is also the sector that contributed 
most to Chinese imports in the first two months of 2020. Being an automotive 
manufacturing hub, the Slovakian export to China way mainly driven by vehicles and 
car parts (Zhang G., 2020a).

It is noteworthy, that in case of Lithuania and Bulgaria the hiking Chinese export is 
mainly due to moving trade barriers. The import growth of maize from Bulgaria and 
wheat from Lithuania is a result of China abolishing trade restrictions on cereal import 
from these countries. Related agreements were signed during the 16+1 summit in 
2019 and as a result Chinese import thrived substantially from August 2019 while the 
two countries emerged to become the first and second largest cereal supplier of China 
in that year. That is the increase of Chinese import from Bulgaria and Lithuania in 
2020 can be considered as continuation of this trend (Zhang G., 2020a).

Trade issues were also high on the agenda of the latest annual 16+1 summit. 
After being postponed due to the COVID-19 pandemic, the latest summit was 
organised online in February 2021. As a sign of dropping enthusiasm towards the 
formation, Slovenia, Romania, Latvia, Lithuania, Bulgaria, and Estonia were sending 
delegations only at ministry level. The Chinese president received several questions 
from European participants, some of them touching trade related issues like why the 
opening of the Chinese market to agricultural products from CEE had been taking 
so long. As a respond, the Chinese president promised to expand logistic capabilities 
and to increase imports of agricultural products from the region to USD 170 billion 
(Kapitonenko, 2021).

3.2.  Transportation: the emergence and the limitations of rail freight

Regarding the modes of transport from CEE to China some sort of shift can be 
observed from maritime transport to faster logistics options like road, railway and 
air freight (Zhang G., 2020a). Although container ships are still the most preferred 
and matured mode of transport, railway is emerging as an increasingly popular 
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alternative for some market segments. The emergence of railroad transportation also 
supports the trade development of landlocked provinces (Zhang G., 2021). Chinese 
import through railway expanded even in 2020 when the volume of maritime trade 
contracted due to the crisis (Zhang Y., 2021).

Available statistics for 2020 differ substantially, however they equally reflect that the 
COVID-crisis accelerated the increase of rail freight in the EU-China trade. Based 
on a report of the China State Railway Group quoted by the Global Times, a total of 
2,213 freight trains were dispatched between cities in China and Europe altogether in 
January and February 2020, which is a 96% growth year-on-year, and the amount of 
goods delivered showed an increase of 106% year-on-year. The report also underlines 
that while shipping freight rates had largely increased due to a container shortage 
created by a backlog at foreign ports, the transport time and fees of the train remained 
relatively stable (China-Europe freight trains, 2021). China Daily referred to statistics 
from one of the country’s leading railway operators and reported in March 2020 a 
year-on-year growth of 30% in cargo trips between Europe and China. In terms of 
volume this means a total of 73,000 containers which is referred to as a monthly high 
in the report (Wang, 2020). Xinhua also referred to data from the China State Railway 
Group highlighting that the China-Europe freight-train service had handled 7,377 
trips in the first half of 2020, a 43% increase compared to the same period of 2020 
(China-Europe freight-train, 2021).

As for trade with CEE, Zhang G. refers to statistics from Chinese customs authorities 
and highlights that Chinese import value of agricultural products from CEE countries 
via rail freight increased by 157.7% in 2020. At the same time, despite the spectacular 
growth, only 3% of all Chinese agricultural imports from CEE arrived through rail 
freight in 2020 (Zhang G., 2021). According to trade data from IHS Markit, in 
the CEE region the Czech Republic and Poland received the most shipments from 
China by train in terms of volume. Besides, Hungary also imported notable volumes 
via railroad in 2020 and Romania was among the top destinations of rail freight in the 
region as well. (Zhang Y., 2021).

Table 1. Import volume in 2020 by rail from China

Country Import volume  
in tonnes

Ireland 2,284

Spain 19,951

France 63,356

Sweden 74,985

Finland 45,066

Germany 707,016

Italy 33,136

Austria 47,851

Czech Republic 600,444

Poland 464,371

Hungary 101,621

Romania 22,215

Bulgaria 834

Greece 16

Latvia 2,116

Lithuania 10,645

Source: IHS Markit Global Trade Atlas

The Chinese Government seems to be determined to boost trade flows further via 
China-Europe Railway. As Zhang G. pointed out, in April 2020 the Chinese Ministry 
of Commerce announced the decision to make the China-Europe railway the pillar of 
Chinese foreign trade. The instruction mainly targets the improvement of refrigerated 
container shipments which is required for food imports from Europe (Zhang G., 
2020a). Zhang G. also emphasises that the disruption of maritime shipping routes 
not only increased the volume of China-Europe rail freight but also created a rare 
opportunity for a shift from a policy-oriented to a market-driven service. This could 
be amplified by the gradual removal of state subsidy provided for rail transport rates 
(Zhang G., 2020b).
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All these statistics and publications highlight the growing importance of railroad 
transport between the EU (and CEE within) and China which was further amplified 
by the COVID-crisis. However, Chinese sources rarely describe the limitations of 
this emerging transportation opportunity. Therefore, it makes sense to also include the 
perspective of an analyst from the US-based Center for Strategic and International 
Studies on the topic. The report from Hillman points out that the China-Europe 
railway network links several Chinese and European cities, offering faster, cheaper 
and more frequent services. Freight trains carry not only a larger volume but also a 
greater variety of goods. On the other hand, China-Europe railway present a relatively 
new alternative that has not yet grown from specialty to mainstream. According to 
Hillman, future growth is limited by trade imbalances, the comparative advantages of 
maritime shipping, and infrastructure constraints. None of these challenges is likely 
to vanish in the near future. At the same time, these services will depend on Chinese 
subsidies, and the risk of delays will rise as they handle more cargo (Hillman, 2018).

The report emphasises that rail will need to compete with air and maritime alternatives. 
The former is the fastest and the latter is the cheapest and it is hard to predict the 
number of companies that will select the middle option offered by railway. Despite 
subsidies for rail transport, maritime shipping still costs roughly one third. According 
to a survey, companies are willing to bear an extra cost of USD 200  for a 10-day 
improvement in shipping time. Yet the major challenges are the development of rail 
terminals and change-of-gauge stations and also the upgrading of the rail network 
in Europe. Constant imbalance of China-Europe trade generates less demand for 
backhaul trains and the displacement of empty containers creates additional costs. 
The opening of new airports in Asia may also influence the competitiveness of rail 
freight in the coming years (Hillman, 2018).

Regarding the concerns of filling eastbound trains with goods due to trade 
imbalances, statistics from HIS Markit show that the EU’s export to China via 
railway reflects a steady upward trend since 2016. The year of the COVID-19 
pandemic outbreak saw a sharp increase in eastbound trade via train and Chinese 
import from the EU by railroad totalled at 1 million tonnes and at USD 10 billion 
in value terms (Zhang Y., 2021).

Nevertheless, the crisis resulted in congestions and container shortage also along the 
Asia-Europe trade route which negatively affected rail freight as well (Zhang, G. 
2020c). Due to imbalances of trade between Europe and China many containers were 

sitting idle in European ports and logistic terminals. Railway and maritime freight 
operators are equally facing this challenge which is expected to cause turbulences in 
2022 as well (Shi, 2020).

4. Hungarian SMEs in the Chinese market2

4.1. Characteristics of Hungarian SME-export to China

Due to the lack of exact statistical breakdown, there are only estimations regarding 
the share of Hungarian owned small and medium sized enterprises (SMEs) in the 
national export. It is a widely accepted estimation that the SME sector accounts for 
20% of total Hungarian merchandise exports. Within the company category, medium 
sized enterprises play a more important role, accounting for 15% of total merchandise 
export. In services SMEs also contribute with 20% to the total export performance. 
These ratios are mostly considered to be valid also in case of export to China. Despite 
the relatively minor share of Hungarian SMEs in trade flows, there are a handful of 
success stories in food and healthcare industry and in the services sector.

Notwithstanding the positive trend of the last couple of years, China is still a 
challenging destination for Hungarian exporters. On the one hand, in most cases 
Hungarian SMEs are unprepared and try to enter the Chinese market through ad 
hoc sales. On the other hand, they lack the well-established international product 
brands which may be the largest internal barrier for Hungary to be more successful in 
a huge and competitive market like China. At the same time Hungarian companies 
can profit from the country’s EU membership, as the European Union is a brand 
itself. For consumers in Asia in many cases European origin is a trademark, ensuring 
safety and high quality of the product.

From the perspective of foreign importers, large cities in Eastern China are more 
accessible and have more purchasing power. However, these locations are already 
considered as hot spots in terms of competition, as companies from Germany, France, 
USA, New Zealand or Australia already have well-established market presence 
there. Being competitive in such an environment requires the ability to supply huge 

2  This chapter is based on online and written interviews with the Hungarian Chamber of Industry and 
Commerce (on 12 October 2021) and the Hungarian Export Promotion Agency (in November 2021)
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quantities of products or to provide premium quality goods. Chinese distributors 
generally prefer purchasing the given product from one selected foreign manufacturer. 
In terms of providing the required quantity, Hungarian SMEs face one of their main 
limitations.

At the same time in the developing markets of inland China there is a booming demand 
for import products. Provinces like Sichuan, Hubei or Hunan offer better opportunities 
for Hungarian exporters than the largest coastal economic hubs. French or German 
products are also available in these regions, however there is still room for Hungarian 
exporters in the market. Besides, SMEs should consider China as an export market on 
the city level as being a supplier of an entire province would be still challenging in terms 
of quantity. Concentration of export promotion efforts on Tier 2 cities in Western and 
Central China can be rewarding in the future.

As for the competitive landscape, Hungarian SME export should be analysed on a 
regional scale. In those terms, Poland can be identified as the main competitor, but 
other Visegrad countries are also very active in the Chinese market.

From the perspective of Hungarian agricultural companies, it is an important feature 
that in China a growing lack of trust can be perceived towards locally produced 
foodstuff. As a result, there is a booming demand for “bio” and “eco” food. This is a 
point where Hungarian SMEs may have a competitive advantage since the country’s 
legislation supports GMO-free agriculture, even the Constitution prohibits the 
growing of genetically modified plants. Nevertheless, foreign companies have to face 
challenging administrative burdens due to the regulation from Chinese authorities 
who require compliance with strict standards.

Logistics is also a bottleneck for exporting to China due to the geographic distance of 
the two countries. In the pre-COVID era, maritime transport was the most preferred 
way of sending goods to China from Hungary, due to its relatively low cost. However, 
the sea route takes 40-45 days, which has been further extended by crisis-related 
turbulences of logistics, meaning that the local distributor has to calculate with minus 
two months in terms of shelf life at least. In case of “bio” food companies it is a serious 
drawback as these products are typically characterized by shorter shelf life. Generally, 
European products with a shelf life of minimum one year have the chance to enter 
markets successfully in the Far East. Consequently, the product portfolio is a key 
determinative factor for Hungarian SMEs when talking about export opportunities in 

China and several enterprises are not completely aware of this fact. Anyway, logistics 
is developing fast and rail transport was already an emerging alternative before the 
COVID-19 outbreak as delivery to China by railway usually takes only 15-20 days. 

Cultural differences, language difficulties and lack of information are still substantial 
challenges for Hungarian SMEs, especially for those companies that do not have 
any experience in doing business at an international level. In general, only a few 
Hungarian SMEs are willing to finance the hiring of a dedicated colleague who has 
experience in Chinese culture and business life. Chinese language skills are especially 
required in building long-term business relations. Those Hungarian companies that 
have been successful in exporting to China, had invested substantial amount of time 
and money to overcome these challenges. Altogether, there is a great demand for 
the services of national agencies and institutions that can assist SMEs to tackle the 
above-mentioned difficulties.

Besides these limitations, Chinese administrative barriers also hinder the expansion 
of Hungarian SME export. These restrictions are usually manifested in sanitary 
regulations and import, or logistics licenses required for market access. However, these 
regulations are not limited to China, other Asian nations also frequently use such 
barriers to protect their home markets from the competition of European exporters.

In case of Hungarian companies, these barriers concern mostly the exporters of 
agricultural and healthcare products and cosmetics. In China the import of all these 
product groups is characterized by strict registration. Experiences of Hungarian 
companies prove that permitting procedures are delayed many times based on 
national economic interest. In case of agricultural products, first an agreement called 
“country permission” has to be signed between the two states. This is preceded by 
diplomatic negotiations through which Hungary – or any other exporter country 
– has to express its intention to export the given product to China. As a result, the 
Chinese administration decides whether to authorize the import of the given product 
to China. In case of the pharma industry and medical technology, licensing takes an 
extremely long time – according to experiences it can take no less than eight years – 
which limits market opportunities for Hungarian companies drastically.

Another factor that hinders Hungarian agricultural export is the ban on pork import 
in China due to the African swine fever. This measure has been affecting Hungarian 
export since 9 May 2018. 
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4.2. Business relations in the wake of the pandemic

While global merchandise trade in 2020 contracted by 5.3%, trade flows in both 
directions between Hungary and China increased by more than 20% despite the 
COVID-crisis. Hungary purchased Chinese healthcare products in a value of more 
than EUR  1  billion that contributed substantially to the rise of import in 2020. 
Export growth was mainly driven by shipments of multinationals based in Hungary. 
Besides, there is an increasing number of Chinese firms operating in Hungary and 
their shipments also contributed to the growth in trade volume.

Following the outbreak of the pandemic in early 2020, Hungarian exporters also 
experienced the temporary halt of custom clearance procedures and port congestions 
in China. In the early phase of the pandemic road, rail and air transport to China 
could not function at all. For a temporary period even parcels from Hungary were 
not permitted to enter China due to the strict lockdown. With the rebooting of 
the logistics system the flow of goods had recovered slowly, however, difficulties 
in transportation have not disappeared entirely. Unprecedented rise of container 
prices still affects the flow of goods between Hungary and China. Besides rising 
costs, the doubling of transportation time can be also seen as a substantial headwind 
for sending goods between Hungary and China. The faltering of transportation 
particularly affects exporters of Hungarian premium or ‘bio’ food stuff as these 
products are typically characterized by shorter shelf life. As discussed above, this 
segment has been identified earlier as a potential market niche for Hungarian 
exporters. Air transportation is still a fast mode of delivering products however 
it comes with an even higher price tag than containers currently. Despite all the 
difficulties and the price boom of containers, maritime transportation remained the 
most popular choice for Hungarian export to China.

Railway could be an option to address at least partly the effects of port congestions 
and the container price boom, however, the already mentioned challenge of filling 
backhaul trains persists in case of Hungary as well. Therefore, the Hungarian 
Chamber of Commerce actively promotes railway for Hungarian companies as a 
choice of transportation. However, this new transportation line still needs upgrading 
to serve the needs of Hungarian agricultural exporters. Some elements of the logistics 
line, like cold chain solutions have to be developed in the future.

According to experiences of Hungarian export promotion, wine export is the segment 
that was least affected by the COVID-crisis. However, it is still a challenge to compete 
with products of other major wine exporting nations. 

As experienced by the Hungarian Chamber of Industry and Commerce, despite the 
COVID-crisis there is still demand for Hungarian speciality products in China. This 
perspective was confirmed by the Hungarian Export Promotion Agency (HEPA) 
as well. They underlined that those niche products and especially services could 
successfully enter the Chinese market, that combined exclusivity, special knowledge 
and innovation. A good example for that is Herendi Porcelain Manufactory. Following 
the participation at the ‘Design Shanghai’ trade show in June 2021, the Hungarian 
porcelain manufacturer plans to open in cooperation with its Chinese partner a brand 
shop in the city. The same applies to IT solutions and software products like the 
smart parking system technology provided by a Hungarian company to its Chinese 
partner. As such products differ from traditional export goods, the consequences of 
the pandemic like travel and transportation restrictions have not affected business 
that much.

On the other hand, the export of water treatment technology does not show an 
increase as it is the case in other Far Eastern markets. The reasons for this are mainly 
the lack of adequate capacity and the caution due to the level of intellectual property 
protection in China, which is still a challenge for technology exporters.

Trust is crucial when doing business with Chinese partners that can be achieved 
through personal contacts. Unfortunately, Hungarian SMEs usually do not have 
sufficient time and resources for that. To some extent, HEPA can provide assistance 
in those terms, however travelling to China and personal meetings are indispensable 
beyond a certain point of negotiations. The COVID-19 lockdowns disrupted well-
established forms of handling business opportunities. According to the experiences of 
HEPA, the shift to online forms of doing business required approximately six months. 
The main task was to identify the most suitable IT platforms and to overcome distrust 
of keeping contact online. According to experiences in Hungarian trade promotion, 
those handful of Hungarian companies that have well-established partnerships in 
China could maintain or develop business relations despite the travel restrictions. 
Today it seems, that the pandemic slowly transforms the mechanism based on 
personal meetings and Chinese partners are more willing to make initial business 
contacts through online channels. As the possibility for personal participation on 
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meetings, conferences and trade shows slowly returns, currently a hybrid model 
of doing business is the most common in the relation of Hungarian and Chinese 
companies. 

5. Conclusions

The COVID-crisis started or accelerated several dynamics that would substantially 
affect trade flows between Central and Eastern Europe and China. From the 
perspective of the CEE region hiking transportation rates, the changing pattern of 
shipping routes and modes, the restructuring of supply chains and the expansion 
of ecommerce are the main trends that were started or accelerated by the Covid- 
pandemic and could shape trade relations with China in the future. 

Geopolitics will increasingly define the China-perception of CEE countries; however, 
disengagement is not an irreversible process. For sure, the Asian country will have to 
pay a higher price for building partnership with the region and offer more concrete 
economic benefits in order to restart cooperation with countries like Poland. At the 
same time, Beijing should avoid damaging the orientation of the region towards the 
EU and the USA. When offering new benefits of cooperation, the technology sector 
seems to be a less likely candidate as currently this economic segment is the most 
politicized field in terms of China-relations and is mostly associated with security 
concerns. Chinese foreign direct investments and infrastructure development in 
the region are also becoming subjects of geopolitical and security concerns as the 
cancellation of the Romanian nuclear power plant project in 2020 highlighted that. 
In general, increasing export to China is less associated with security aspects and 
trade flows with the Asian country have shown relative resilience to the effects of 
the crisis. Therefore, trade relations could be the field of economic relations in which 
China has better chances to reapproach the region with new offerings. At the same 
time, trade between CEE and China has shown relative resilience to the effects of the 
crisis The Chinese president’s promises to increase imports of agricultural products 
from the region reflects that Beijing has come to a similar conclusion. 

Rail freight between Europe and China had been an emerging alternative to maritime 
transport already before the pandemic outbreak, and trade data reflect that the crisis 
accelerated that trend. This transportation mode can contribute to unlock the potential 

in CEE-China trade relations in the future. The lifting of Russian sanctions in 2019 
on the transit of European food and agricultural products through the country is also 
expected to increase the popularity of railroad transportation to China. Nevertheless, 
it is important to make it clear that Hungarian and CEE exports to China will not 
skyrocket due to development of the China – EU rail freight service. It is anticipated 
that transportation routes will be upgraded as a result of the Belt and Road Initiative, 
however without competitive products, empty trains will return from CEE to China. 
All in all, the promise of rail freight is yet to be realised and its future competitiveness 
will also depend on cargo rates, the further development of infrastructure and the 
dynamics of the overall global logistics system. In economic terms, the biggest 
challenge is not the turbulences of global supply chains caused by the COVID-crisis, 
but the chronic trade imbalance between CEE and China. Despite the recent positive 
trend in eastbound trade via train, empty containers still wait for being loaded with 
products made in CEE. As the case of the Lithuanian and Bulgarian cereal shipments 
indicated, the lifting of market entry barriers in China could elevate CEE agricultural 
export to a much higher level. If China is determined to approach CEE countries 
with new offerings in trade relations, abolishing administrative restrictions could be 
one of the best opportunities. 

Based on the findings of the paper, there are a couple of determinative factors 
regarding the export opportunities of Hungarian SMEs in China. First and foremost, 
the characteristics of the product portfolio strongly limits the export capacity. It is 
important to note that this problem affects not only Hungarian SMEs but also their 
counterparts in the region. Companies should gradually tailor their products to the 
Chinese market needs, taking into consideration limitations like shelf life. Gaining 
market share through multiplying the produced quantity is not the way Hungarian 
SMEs will choose. Reacting more rapidly to business opportunities and identifying 
niche markets faster could be good approaches to ensuring success in the future. 
Several Hungarian enterprises also need to finetune their business attitudes and 
mindset in order to be successful in a market like China. Export activity is a learning 
process and only those companies can succeed that are determined enough to proceed 
step by step and learn from initial failures. A potential exporter should be able to 
accept that it may take years until invested time and money deliver the result.

According to experiences in the past, to a limited extent Hungarian exporters benefit 
from free trade agreements (FTAs) concluded by the EU. The main benefit of such 
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FTAs for Hungarian exporters is the abolition of tariffs and the simplification 
of custom procedures. Although the EU-China Comprehensive Agreement on 
Investment would not cover such aspects, in case of ratification the agreement could 
serve as a first step towards making market entry for European companies in China 
easier.

The 16 CEE countries represent a variety of interests which makes every chance 
for economic cooperation even more valuable. Concerning coordinated export 
promotion actions, it is currently not realistic that for example a Hungarian and 
a Polish or Czech company would jointly market their products in China, as they 
are competing each other in most cases. Today, even the cooperation of Hungarian 
producers at an operative level seems hardly feasible. Nevertheless, increasing the 
visibility in the Chinese market is a common goal and a possible field of cooperation 
for 16 CEE countries or at least a certain group of them. Joint and coordinated 
appearances in trade shows in China could help draw the attention of Chinese 
partners to the products of the Visegrad countries, for instance. Building business 
relations is also a field in which coordination could make first steps easier. Moving 
beyond this level of cooperation does not seem realistic in the short run.
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Abstract

December 2019 saw the 40th anniversary since the beginning of Chinese reforms and 
opening up initiated by the Deng Xiaoping in 1978 and continued by next generations 
of Chinese Communist Party’s leaders. This has led to the great changes both in 
and between economic and political relations of China. Increasing economic power 
impacted China’s foreign relations and diplomatic practices. Regional and multilateral 
cooperation turned out to mark the new China in international affairs. The first part 
of the paper presents Chinese economic opening and development of multilateralism 
and regionalism in Chinese foreign policy and its impact on the relations with Central 
and Eastern European countries. Second part of paper is focused on institutional 
development of China + 16 Central and Eastern Countries mechanism. Particular 
attention will be paid on institutionalization of the sub-mechanism defined in guidelines 
for promoting mutual trade. The third part of the paper analyses the nature, scope and 
scale of Sino-Central and Eastern European trade.

Keywords: regionalism, foreign policy, unimpeded trade, China, CEEC

1. Introduction

After initiating the “policy of reforms and opening up” in 1978, China demonstrated 
to the international community, for the very first time, that it perceives it as a space 
of interconnectedness as opposed to the space for conducting the world revolution or 
revoking Sino centric world order. China started to pursue the strategies of making new 
partnerships all around the globe as a solid platform for speeding up Chinese integration 
in the world community. In doing so, China represented itself as a protector of developing 
world and promoter of South-South cooperation, and lately as a member of global 
governance club. Thus, instead of Middle Kingdom power position, China is embracing 

the role of bridge between West and East, North and South. In the very beginning of 
its integration with the world community, China relied more on bilateral partnerships. 
As China was getting more integrated in the international community, it faced more 
complex challenges, both internally and externally. Simultaneously, Chinese economic 
power, political influence and military capabilities were growing and enabling it to have 
larger role in global matters and to voice its opinion. That resulted in step by step strategy 
of bringing in the elements of multilateralism and multilateral gathering of countries 
and channels of communications in Chinese foreign policy. Thus, China became one of 
the most vociferous actors in reforming the existing multilateral institutions with aim 
to present the real position of the developing world, but also one of the most proactive 
creators of the new and parallel international institutions, organizations, frameworks 
of cooperation such as Asian Infrastructural Investment Bank, China + 16 Central 
and Eastern European Countries, Shanghai Cooperation Organization, etc. Regional 
and multilateral cooperation turned out to mark the new China in global affairs. By 
pursuing the strategies of multilateralism China wanted to increase its legitimacy on 
both international and domestic level. In doing so, China is acquiring larger international 
audience to present them with the Chinese story and to secure the legitimacy of the 
Chinese Communist Party within China, and indirectly on global level. 
Unobstructed economic development as one of the most important domestic goals 
is often perceived as equal to global development in China. Nowadays, China is 
the biggest trading country, second largest world economy whose business praxis is 
different in many aspects compared to those offered by West. In making its global 
network of partnerships, China started to deepen its relations with Central and 
Eastern European countries giving them multilateral prism of economic and political 
cooperation. This resulted in multilateral organization in 2012, gathering 16 countries 
of Central and Eastern Europe. Through this mechanism, China expressed its 
ambitions to become even more involved not only in the geopolitical backyard of the 
European Union, but also in economic affairs of some EU member states. It is quite 
obvious that through reinforcing economic relations with 16 CEE countries, China 
is opening the space for exerting bigger political influence, although China insists 
that it does not want to be involved in internal affairs of other states. On the other 
hand, it would be unprofessional if China did not want to protect its material and 
nonmaterial resources that invested in other countries, particularly if we have in mind 
that China is making deals with its international partners by using political relations 
rather than following market rules. There is no unique Chinese strategy of cooperation 



Slobodan Popovic Trade (and) Cooperation Within the Chinese Led Multilateral Framework 16+1 (180–201)

182 Results and Challenges: Ten Years of China-CEEC Cooperation | 183

in this region, and we will try to focus on the common traits and specificities. But 
this lack of unified Chinese strategy towards CEE region is also induced by the fact 
that European members of the mechanism have different perceptions of China. For 
example, Baltic states started to perceive China as a great security threat, which led to 
the Lithuanian pooling out from the China + 16 CEEC mechanism, and its bigger 
cooperation with Taiwan. On the other side, Serbia, Bosnia and Herzegovina and 
Hungary perceive China as a great friend and a state which can provide the stability 
to the fragile and divided world. Furthermore, Chinese relations with CEE countries 
are burdened by fact that EU in its documents defined China as a cooperation 
partner, negotiating partner, economic competitor, and systemic rival. For the purpose 
of this research, we will analyse whether and to what extent China + 16 CEEC 
mechanism helps to develop un-impeded trade, between China and this particular 
part of the world. At the very beginning of this mechanism, China announced many 
promising plans how to develop mutual trade and to improve bilateral trade relations. 
Although there is China-CEEC Investment Cooperation Fund, CEEC Products 
Fair, China-CEEC SMEs Cooperation Forum, Shenzhen-CEEC Matchmaking 
Event for Agriculture Cooperation and China-CEEC Association of Chambers of 
Commerce, up to now, there is no remarkable improvement of collective trade deficit 
of European 16 in relations with China. Furthermore, access to the Chinese market 
is still limited by Chinese protectionist measures and by fact that Chinese market is 
not synchronized due to very complex administrative structure of China’s territory. 
On the other hand, we cannot say that trade deficit is only Chinese responsibility. 
National governments of the European 16 should protect its national interests and 
trace the trade cooperation with China to make their economies more competitive 
and more attractive for other foreign direct investments. Furthermore, European 
sixteen should use Chinese ambitions in “drafting” 16+1 as a relatively new global 
hub and creator of new production and supply chains of goods, services, knowledge, 
know-how management amongst others. On the other hand, many important 
infrastructural projects under this cooperation were realized such as Pupin’s bridge 
in Belgrade, Pelješac bridge in Croatia, Kichevo-Ohrid motorway in North Ma- 
cedonia and Rail Baltica in Estonia to name few. Also, infrastructural connectivity 
is not only limited to rails, highways, tunnels, ports, but also includes and 
telecommunication infrastructure such as development of the 5G network, as a great 
part of digital economy and Chinese Digital Silk Road. Chinese ambitious to be more 
presented in cyber space of CEE countries raised concerns in USA and EU. Countries 

of the CEE were under great pressure of USA “clean network” strategic concept to 
abandon this kind of cooperation with China and its companies, on the first place 
Huawei. Development of telecommunications technology and digital economy has 
been emphasized on summits of China + 16 CEEC, such as in document Dubrovnik 
Guidelines. Apart from that, China is not only focused on promoting infrastructural 
connectivity amongst CEE countries, but between China and this particular region 
too. As an illustrative example we can emphasize Chengdu-Lodz railway, which made 
Poland one of the biggest Chinese continental trading hubs in Europe. With aim to 
improve its mutual trade, China and its European partners are finding the mechanism 
for enlarging business opportunities of small and medium sized enterprises which 
business was the most endangered by COVID-19 outbreak. Furthermore, their 
mutual trade cooperation is jeopardized by trade protectionism pursued by some 
countries even before the onset of the pandemic. Promoting trade cooperation and 
infrastructural connectivity amongst 16 CEE countries and between China and 
this particular region, Beijing is creating not only the stimulating atmosphere for 
realization of projects under the Belt and Road Initiative, but increases the absorption 
power of overseas markets. Thus, the engine is predominantly economic.

2.  Chinese Economic Development – Miracle  
or Challenge for the Central and Eastern Europe

The main goals of Chinese policy of reforms and opening up were collectively defined 
as Two Centenary goals.1 In achieving mentioned goals, China became the second 
largest world economy, biggest trading country, one of the world biggest creditors 
and investors, initiator of many international financial and security institutions 
and organizations. However, China is still facing many domestic and international 
challenges. First of all, there are ecological and climate challenges. Having in mind 
that the policy of reforms and opening up was not pursued by abiding by high 
ecological standards, Chinese sustainability is endangered by “green challenges” such 
as water scarcity, fertile soil scarcity, serious air pollution, acid rains among others. 

1  Two Centenary goals are separated in 2021 – centenary of foundation of the Communist Party of China and 
2049 – Centenary of foundation of the People’s Republic of China. The 2021 goal is to build a moderately 
prosperous society in all respects, whilst 2049 goals represent Chinese ambitions to build a modern socialist 
country that is prosperous, strong, democratic, culturally advanced and harmonious (New China, 2017).
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Anne-Marie Slaughter as a big challenge for Chinese sustainability emphasizes the 
surrounding culture for “innovation ecosystem”. According to her, nation’s economic 
fate depends on its being able to maintain and nurture innovation. Fundamental flaws 
in China’s political and economic systems will make it very difficult for China to 
move from being the world’s factory to being the world’s designer (Slaughter, 2009). 
This could have been challenge ten or fifteen years ago, however, since 2019 China 
brought the most applications for international patents on global scale (Nebehay). 
Apart from that, great challenge for further Chinese economic sustainability is visible 
in uneven social development between domestic east and west.2 As one of solution for 
narrowing the challenging social gap, China selected infrastructural modernization 
of its western part and connecting it not just with its east, but by transforming into 
the hub towards the geopolitically landlocked Central Asia, and after that to Europe. 
Infrastructural development as an engine for real economic development is still highly 
prioritized in its FiveYear Plan for National and Social Development. For example, 
in the 14th FiveYear Plan it is outlined that improving infrastructure provides support 
and paves the way for new growth. 

The “policy of reforms and opening-up” demonstrates also Chinese expression of its 
interests to be involved, firstly, in creating interstate relations amongst neighbouring 
states. Thus, China abandoned the principles of centrally planned economic strategy 
of self-sufficiency which was the label of Mao Zedong’s era (Whyte, 2020, p. 20). 
Adopting the approach of the “world interconnectedness”, China started to pursue 
the strategy of horizontal partnership diplomacy, that is, multilateralism in gathering 
countries. Through multilateralism, CCP started to inform the international 
community on China’s identity role in its further global integration (Harnisch, 
2015). The identity role refers to the Chinese strategic vision on shared ideas, 
norms and collective perception of challenges and by which manners and what type 
of solutions should be provided. Pursuing the strategy of horizontal partnership 
diplomacy China, also, was advocating that the gap between real power positions, 
and status of some states in the international community and their institutionally 
formalized power, without any doubt, indicates the extent to which the existing 
multipolarism possesses the peculiarities that are not respected, but are visible 
and operate in establishment of the international order (Стефановић-Штамбук, 

2  For example, this is the mostly notable in differences between Per Capita GDP. Per Capita GDP in Beijing is 
164,220 yuan, whilst in Gansu – western Chinese province is only 32,995 yuan. Having in mind that national 
average is 70,892 yuan, we notice that Gansu province Per Capita is 50% under the average (Statista, 2020).

2008, p. 34). This gap primarily refers to some developing states which are already 
constituting new units of the international order. As an illustrative example we can 
emphasize BRICS group of countries. Therefore, in terms of multilateralism, the 
power of one state is measured by the level, type and nature of (inter)connectedness. 
However, in this type of relational power, outcomes could not be imposed. In that 
sense, networks are not directed and controlled as much as they are managed and 
orchestrated. Hence the biggest part of the Chinese foreign policy was focused on 
making new partnerships and connections, because the gap between those who are 
connected and those who are not will sharply multiply existing inequities (Slaughter, 
2009). Consequently, China not only became more and more involved in multilateral 
institutions led by West, but it also started to create parallel interstate (multilateral) 
system of relations. There are plenty of illustrative examples of Chinese diplomatic 
partnership and strategic proactivity such as Shanghai Cooperation Organization, 
Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank, China + 16 Central and Eastern European 
Countries and many others. However, the full potential of the Chinese ambitions to 
take a pivotal role in making interconnected world represents the transforming Belt 
and Road Initiative as a project that should involve more than four billion people 
and create the market un-parallel in scale and value (Mitrovic, 2018, p. 17).

Besides economic development rationales, we would add also political and normative 
factors that are apparent in the cooperation. It is worth analyzing those goals through 
the prism of the PRC’s policy towards developing countries – which can be considered 
as the most solid pillar of the country’s diplomacy since 1949 – and China’s regional 
multilateralism (e.g., the Forum on China-Africa Cooperation, FOCAC). One of 
the China’s political rationales behind the 16+1 is to increase its number of political 
friends and in that sense to diversify its diplomatic portfolio. We should also look at 
the South-South cooperation and China’s intention to represent developing world. 

For the purpose of this article, we will examine how does and to what extent China 
use its interconnectional proactivity to create the atmosphere of un-impeded green, 
digital and real trade with Central and Eastern European countries. In the next part 
of our paper, we are analysing how the institutional development of China + 16 
CEEC affects their mutual trade, that is, whether it is making the atmosphere of 
unimpeded trade.
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3. 16+1 Institutional Review

In June 2011, Chinese Prime Minister Wen Jiabao visited Hungary. At the economic 
forum in Budapest, he announced Chinese plans to reinvigorate economic relations 
with Central and Eastern Europe (CEE). Up to this meeting, the CEE region had not 
been seen as an important partner for the PRC (MFA, 2011). Economic cooperation (in 
terms of trade and investment) was scarce, while political dialogue was not intensive. At 
that time, China’s relations with Europe were focused mostly on the western part of the 
continent – the “old” EU member states. But almost a year later, Wen paid an official visit 
to Poland – the first such since Prime Minister Zhao Ziyang’s trip to Warsaw in 1987. 
Apart from being bilateral, the visit also had a multilateral or sub-regional dimension. Wen 
not only met with Polish officials, but also with 15 heads of government from the CEE: 
Albania, Bosnia & Herzegovina, Macedonia, Montenegro, Serbia, Bulgaria, Croatia, the 
Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Romania, Slovakia and Slovenia.  
A day later, Wen took part in the second China-CEEC Economic Forum. 

In 2012, China was received with wide-open arms in Central and Eastern  
Europe, as it put forth its 16+1 mechanism, which was later expanded to the 17+1 
with the addition of Greece, and then minus Lithuania which pulled out in 2021. 
The 16+1 format, also called the China-CEEC (Central and Eastern European 
Countries) summit, is a Chinese initiated-platform introduced in 2012 to expand 
cooperation and develop new structure of interstate relations between Beijing 
and a group of 11 EU member states – Bulgaria, Croatia, the Czech Republic, 
Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Slovakia, Slovenia, Poland, Romania, 
and 5 non-EU member states: Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Macedonia, 
Montenegro, Serbia. Although the initiative predates the formal announcement 
of China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), the 16+1 summit is widely seen as one  
of the pillars of the BRI. The priority areas that China has identified for increasing 
cooperation under the 16+1 include infrastructure, trade and finances cooperation, 
people-to-people connections and developing of advanced and green technologies. 
For China, this initiative was in line with the overall aim of undisturbed economic 
development hence new export markets and destinations of Chinese outbound direct 
investments, credits and labor. Although the grouping gives the outward impression 
of multilateralism, it is mainly a forum for China to make bilateral deals. It became 
known as the “China’s Multilateral Bilateralism” or “bimultilateralism” (Smith, 2003).

When it was proposed, almost 10 years ago, the then 16+1 mechanism was received 
with a lot of enthusiasm and hope. A big power wanted to inject new investments 
in the CEE region: to build infrastructure, to revive old factories, to invest in people 
and local projects that couldn’t find Western support. This region that felt neglected 
and sidelined by the Western countries jumped in and hoped for the new era and 
opportunities. But as the years went by and most promises remained just words, most 
of the envisaged projects never came into sight. This model of behavior reopened 
the door for EU to reposition itself in business and political cooperation between 
China and CEEC. Also, EU used another momentum for exerting pressure on CEE 
region, when relations between China and EU worsened in 2021 and EU refused 
to ratify the long awaited EU-China Comprehensive Agreement on Investment 
(CAI) agreed in principle between the EU and China in December 2020 because 
of Chinese sanctions to several European individuals and entities including five 
MEPs (Parliament, 2021). Besides this, cooperation between China and CEEC 
and institutional development of 16+1 mechanism is shaped by relations between 
the United States and China. Sino-American relations significantly worsened, 
and the new U.S. President Joe Biden is looking for greater coordination with 
Europe in helping to counterbalance Beijing, thus making many countries sensitive 
to tensions between the two larger powers. This remains especially true for some 
countries in Central and Eastern Europe that see Russia as their main defense issue 
and are dependent on close security cooperation with both the United States and 
NATO. Lithuania’s move to pull out of the mechanism is the latest indication of 
an increasingly shaky relationship between China and the European Union. What 
followed was the EU resolution on Serbia stating the human rights, democracy and 
rule of law in Serbia and relating to the Linglong factory in Serbia and Rio Tinto 
project. EU Parliament members voted out the resolution to show the Chinese 
economic impact on the Western Balkans and its impact on the violation of human 
rights (N1, 2021).

The mechanism itself enabled China to become a significant player in Europe. 
However, institutionalization of the format remains solely on the Chinese side. Each 
summit brought new guidelines, which became more and more birocraticly complex 
and presumed new bodies mainly run by Chinese staff and offices and more confusing 
for the member countries. We would hereby emphasize what we consider important 
outcomes of summits. 
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Based on the China-CEE Countries Bucharest Outline, the Contact Mechanism 
for the Investment Promotion Agencies of China and CEE Countries is established 
to promote China-CEEC cooperation in 2013. This mechanism was proved to be 
efficient and working and organizing regular meetings. China-CEEC Business 
Council was established in 2015. The Sofia Guidelines from 2018 reflected the 
imbalance in trade amongst partners. Prior to that, Budapest guidelines announced 
the support to the China’s accession to the WTO Government Procurement 
Agreement and the work of international group on export credit. The trade 
cooperation is always based on the complying with WTO rules. The Budapest 
guidelines also proposed establishing commercial law cooperation committee under 
the China-CEEC Business Council so as to enhance cooperation in providing 
commercial legal service (Center, 2017). However, no such council was established in 
the years to come. The Sofia Guidelines stressed the growing need for development 
of more balanced economic partnerships (China, 2018). Greece’s accession to the 
mechanism, at the Dubrovnik summit on April 11-12, 2019, was promoted as the 
result of a Greek initiative and a consensus reached by all participants. Since that, 
the format is more often used by China to convince CEE countries not only to 
avoid decoupling with China but also to improve China’s image and gather support 
for Chinese-led initiatives. As the Dubrovnik summit in 2019 represented the “red 
carpet” for China within the forum, the chiller reception awaited Chine in 2021 
during the online, a long-awaited summit amid growing division in the region and 
under growing pressure from US and EU on the Western Balkans. In a sign of 
growing skepticism in the region toward China, six countries: Bulgaria, Estonia, 
Latvia, Lithuania, Romania, and Slovenia, decided to send ministers instead of 
their head of state or government. We argue that the reasons lay in EU pressure on 
the region as well as dissatisfaction in trade disbalance. 

In the part that follows we shall analyze the economic development and contribution 
of the format in trade and investments with the aim to decide whether the growing 
dissatisfaction with the format and China is to do with the impact of US and EU and 
its pressure on the mechanism or the numbers did not add up to the envisaged plans.

4.  Characteristic of trade between China  
and 16 Central and Eastern European Countries 

From the Chinese perspective, the positive economic result is the expanding trade 
surplus with CEEC. Another positive effect for the PRC is Chinese investments 
mostly in non-EU members of the CEEC, especially in Serbia which became one 
the strongest Chinese hubs in non-EU group of CEEC. Infrastructure projects are 
welcomed by WB countries, which, contrary to EU members, lack easy access to 
“cheap” capital (money) from the EU or IMF. Chinese offer is even more attractive 
and enables local governments to win advantage and power with similar projects. In 
that sense, this cooperation might be seen as a win-win for the two sides: China invests 
in five non-EU members of the 16+1, gaining a foothold in those countries, while 
the recipients benefit by receiving money for infrastructure. Another issue is that in 
majority of cases, what the PRC offers, in fact, are loans, rather than investments thus 
shifting the investment risk onto the recipient country (Szczudlik, 2019).

Trade cooperation between China and 16 Central and Eastern European 
Countries when compared to the value of Chinese economic bilateral trade or 
Chinese global clout, is still modest. However, vibrant economic cooperation 
which has gradually been achieving within the framework of the China + 16 
CEEC mechanism, triggered bifocal debates, primarily focusing on China as 
an opportunity and treat (Pan, 2012). Multilateral gathering of China and 16  
European states represents great breakthrough in their mutual relations having in 
mind that China was focused on deeper cooperation with developed European 
countries deemed vital to China’s economic goals. Chinese objectives were to boost 
trade, attract FDI and secure other important resources such as foreign aid and 
technology, and create a favourable international climate necessary for modernization 
and development at home (Pavlicevic, 2018, p. 689). In that sense, China was more 
focused on developed countries. That does imply that China neglected its cooperation 
with developing states. Through pursuing strategic steps of going global policy, China 
is just changing its priorities and it is offering new perspective on their mutual 
cooperation. Different perspective on Sino-Central and Eastern European countries 
cooperation was adopted in 2012, when the mechanism China + 16 CEEC was 
founded. Although, one of the vital goals of foundation of this mechanism was to 
reinforce mutual trade cooperation, European side is continuously recording trade 
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deficit in relations with China. As it was explained in introduction the trade deficit is 
not only Chinese responsibility. European side could not ground their self-worth on 
expectation that trade cooperation with China will magically boost their economies, 
if their competitiveness is on very low level. On the other hand, if China wants these 
countries to be on its side and spread good image of China, it has to change its 
approach or to achieve the goals defined in the signed Guidelines of the China + 
16 CEEC mechanism. China should express good will with regard to European trade 
deficit. If the trade deficit continues, China will create the impression that the win-
win cooperation is based only on Chinese economic interests. 

For example, China-backed projects in Serbia typically employ types of technology 
and materials – such as high-speed rail technology, solar panels, waste recycling 
and management and others – that are not available locally. After decades of 
deindustrialization, Serbian companies simply do not presently have the capacity 
and know-how to fully participate in and profit from projects of such scale, nor to 
compete in a market of China’s size (Pavlicevic, 2018, p.  698). But, Serbian side, 
should conduct cost-benefit analysis and behave from the position of power with 
its advantages. During 2019, the value of the Serbian trade deficit with China was 
more than USD 1 billion. Most of the Serbian export towards China was consisted 
of refined copper, lead and zinc ore, electrical lighting and signalling equipment, 
sawn woods, while the offer of the agricultural products such as frozen fruits, raw 
vegetables and nuts was very modest. China participated with 5.31% in total Serbian 
import. From China, Serbia imported machines, broadcasting equipment, appliances 
and air pumps. Besides that, Serbian imported plastic and rubbers, cars, busses, and 
tractors and footwear and headwear. 

When it comes to Bosnia and Herzegovina (BiH) its trade deficit with China in 2019 
reached the value of more than USD 0.5 billion. Bosnian export towards China was 
mainly compound of nonknit women coats, sawn wood, vehicles parts, lead ore, rubber 
footwear and zinc products. In total BiH import, China accounts 6% in machines, 
broadcasting equipment and appliances, flat-rolled iron and plastic and rubbers. In 
regard to deficit in cooperation with China, Albania has been no exception. Its trade 
deficit with China in 2019 was as high as trade deficit of BiH. In its total export during 
2019, 3.53% of Albanian goods were located on the Chinese market. The leading 
goods in export were raw materials such as chromium and cooper ore, followed by 
non-knit’s women suit. On the other hand, China was the third biggest destination 

after Italy and Greece, which Albania imported from. Its import was mainly based on 
final products such as appliances, iron pipes, coated flat-rolled iron, porcelain tableware 
and many different types of textile products. Greece, although, is the member state of 
the EU where production – and exports – are usually oriented towards higher added-
value products, its export towards China shows more similarities with the non-EU 
countries of the 16 CEEC, which is export is characterized by lower value-added 
goods (Szunomár et al., 2020, p. 39). Therefore, when it comes to the Greek export to 
China, the biggest share refers to refined petroleum, followed by precious metal ore 
and other types of ores. Greece is one of the biggest suppliers of olives to China. In 
total import of Greece, China accounted for 8.89%, which made it, after Germany, 
the second largest source of import. 

As in case with previous analysed states, Greece import from China was mostly 
based on value-added products, machines, textiles and furniture. During 2019 Greece 
recorded trade deficit with China amounting to almost USD 4 billion. 

On the North Macedonian export line to China, the most represented goods were 
marble, travertine and alabaster stone and ferroalloys. Export line from China to North 
Macedonia is based on broadcasting equipment, textile products, aluminium and iron 
products, but furniture and vehicles as well. North Macedonia recorded trade deficit 
of USD 200 million. During 2019, Croatian imported goods from China reached 
the level of more than USD  1  billion USD. As Croatia is following the pattern, 
the import was constituted of broadcasting equipment, furniture, textile products 
and rubber tires. During 2019, Croatian export to China is attributed to transport 
vehicles, especially cargo ships and other vessels (Szunomár et al., 2020). When it 
comes to export in trade relations between Montenegro and China, this European 
state records trade deficit of almost USD 80 million. Montenegrin export to China in 
90% is constituted of aluminium ore, while its import from China is based on carbon-
based electronics, polyacetals and coated flat-rolled iron. Although Sino-Hungarian 
trade relations are very dynamic and vigorous, Hungary too in 2019 recorded trade 
deficit of almost USD 5 billion. Hungarian export to China mainly includes electrical 
transformers, computers and integrated circuits. It is followed by plastic products, 
packed medicaments and paper goods. The most represented Chinese goods on the 
Hungarian market are computers, telephones, broadcasting equipment, LCDs and 
vehicle parts. In 2019, on Hungarian market 6.15% of goods originated from China, 
which put China on the 2nd place of destinations from which Hungary imported the 
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most. According to data available to OEC World Economic Atlas, in 2019, Poland 
recorded trade deficit of more than USD 20 billion. It located on the Chinese market 
refined cooper, gas turbines, vehicle part, sawn and rough wood, but animal products 
such as poultry meat, whey and milk as well. It imports from China is almost as 
same as Hungarian. Hence, it is based on imports of broadcasting equipment and 
accessorize, LCDs, vehicle parts, textile products, trucks and cases. In Slovenian 
export to China the dominant part is accounted to the automotive industry, mostly 
because of Revoz, Slovenia’s only automotive manufacturer and one of the largest 
exporters, starting to produce – and export – Renault and Daimler models, including 
the new Twingo and Smart Forfour (Szunomár et al., 2020). This is followed by 
export of rough and sawn wood, and iron pipe fittings and scrap aluminium. In the 
Slovenian import basket from China the biggest part goes to broadcasting equipment, 
appliances, nitrogen heterocyclic compounds, textile products and trucks and cases. 
Although Slovenia is trying to make its economy and market more competitive in 
2019, its trade deficit with China amounted to almost USD 2 billion. Bulgaria is 
another China + 16 CEEC mechanism member state which in 2019 recorded trade 
deficit in relation with China in amount of USD  600  million. On its export line 
towards China the biggest the biggest share comprises of cooper, that is, refined and 
copper ore, followed by electrical resistors, tobacco and corn. On the import track from 
China the most traded goods were appliances, furniture, textile, metal and chemical 
products. Romania as another EU member state and China + 16 CEEC mechanism 
member state, also, records trade deficit in relations with China, which in 2019 
amounted to almost USD 4 billion. Romania exports mainly ball bearings, electrical 
control boards, sawn wood, particle board, thermostats, vehicle parts, rubber tires and 
petroleum coke. The majority of Romanian import from China represents the goods 
such as broadcasting equipment, air pumps, printed circuit boards, gas turbines, utility 
meters, LCDs, furniture, vehicle parts and textile products. In terms of trade deficit 
between China and 16 European states, Czech Republic has been no exception. Its 
trade deficit in 2019 reached the value of almost USD 18 billion. Czechian export 
to China is differentiated, and it is not based on raw material. The majority part 
of Czechian export towards China accounts to low-voltage protection equipment, 
liquid and air pumps, non-optical microscopes, dissolving grades chemical wood 
pulp, vehicle parts and rough wood. After Germany, China is the biggest destination 
which Czech Republic imported from. In 2019, China participated with 11.7% of 
total Czechian import. In Czechian import from China the biggest part belongs 

to broadcasting equipment and computers. In Estonian export 1.23% of its goods 
were exported on Chinese market, reaching the value of USD 186 million. Estonia 
mostly earned on rough and sawn wood, peat, refined copper, beer, integrated circuits 
and optical fibres. In the same year Estonia imported for USD 725 million goods 
from China. In trading with China, the biggest amount of money Estonia spent on 
broadcasting equipment, furniture, textile products and rubber tires. According to 
data that offers OEC World Economic Atlas 75% of total Slovakian export to China 
accounts to cars, while its import from China is based on broadcasting equipment and 
accessories, spark-ignition engines, air pumps, LCDs and vehicle parts.3 

From the abovementioned data, we draw on conclusion that Chinese import from 
16 CEEC in the biggest part is made of primary sector goods, which China needs to 
make its development sustainable. But this kind of self-focused import triggers the 
question whether China promotes their economic development or endangers their 
international competitiveness. As it was said, it is the task of the governments to 
protect national interests and to make domestic economy more competitive. In the 
same context, 16 CEE countries are pushed to draw the boundary between friendship 
and national interests. On the other hand, China should open its market and stimulate 
import from 16 CEEC and subsidies are part of Chinese economic policy. European 
states of the mechanism on single level cannot compete with Chinese trading strength 
and structural and relational power. This should alarm or motivate them to start to 
behave from synchronized region power position and to employ more experts who 
can do analysis on China and help them to create the atmosphere within which win-
win cooperation will be common understanding. 

As it was mentioned before, China understands infrastructural development as 
an economic development engine. China mirrored that in its cooperation with 
Central and Eastern European countries. In line with that, China does not 
only stimulate infrastructural interconnectedness between Central and Eastern  
Europe, but between China and this particular part of the world. European side 
should use this to act from unified region and bridge between east and west power 
position. For some authors, infrastructural connectivity can bring economic benefits 
for the involved countries, including tariff settlements, fees for the use of their 
rail infrastructure and rolling stock. Apart from that, benefit is also recognized as 
modernization of logistics sector (Szunomár et al, 2020). There are argumentations 

3  All data of import and export are available at OEC World Economic Atlas: https://oec.world/.



Slobodan Popovic Trade (and) Cooperation Within the Chinese Led Multilateral Framework 16+1 (180–201)

194 Results and Challenges: Ten Years of China-CEEC Cooperation | 195

that through this kind of behaviour China is creating the geopolitical order in which 
it will be the gravitation centre and the actor who will dictate the rules of game 
( Jacques, 2009). However, China is guided by economic reasons, because through 
infrastructural development it is speeding up the flow of its goods, services and capital 
not just towards and amongst these states, but towards EU as well. The dynamic 
of railway interconnectedness between China and Europe is organized by the so-
called “block-train” model. This model considerably reduces the duration and price of 
shipment, because containers are collected in the entry terminal (located in Europe 
or China) and then they are collectively transported to their destination ( Jakobowski, 
2019). When it comes to infrastructural connectivity between China and Europe, 
we can underline Chengdu-Lodz freight railway. This freight railway made Lodz 
one of the most important transitional hubs in Chinese geo-economics strategies in 
Europe (Szunomár et al., 2020). Slovakia wanted to present itself as such port in trade 
relations with China, because Slovakia could gain significant income from tariff 
collection and fees for using Slovak infrastructure (CEIAS, 2019). But China as 
an actor who became the second world economy and who wants to protect its 
national interests was concerned by geopolitical and security situation in Ukraine, 
and how that will affect the flow of trains via Ukrainian territory. The concern 
was particularly raised during 2018, when trains stopped going through Ukraine 
altogether (CEIAS, 2019). Thus, we can see that China is abiding by the on-
ground situation rules. In doing so, China demonstrates its adaptive capacities to 
protect geo-economics and geopolitical interests and to find options to avoid or 
to be involved in conflict. For such reasons, it was claimed that Slovakia remains 
as a country of peripheral importance in CEE region (CEIAS, 2019). Jakobowski 
claims that even freight lines are expressing trade unbalance between China and 
Europe, because trains are coming back to China with not fulfilled capacities 
offered by European exporting and Chinese importing strength ( Jakobowski, 
2019). The railways between China and Europe which goes through Central 
Asia and Middle East are giving completely new understanding on the geopolitical 
concepts of Heartland and Rimland coined by Halford Mackinder and Nicholas John 
Spykman respectively. 
China finances infrastructural interconnectivity amongst the CEE countries and 
between the cities through direct investments and loans. For example, China 
invested in modernization of motorways in Bulgaria such as Veliko Tarnovo-
Russe, Vidin-Botevgrad and Varna-Burgas, and the tunnel under Balkan Mountains 

named Gabravo-Kazanlak. Besides that, China modernized airport in Plovdiv, second 
largest city in Bulgaria. In Croatia it modernized Peljesac bridge and Zagreb-Rijeka 
railway. In Serbia, China constructed Mihajlo Pupin bridge, Obrenovac-Ub and 
Lajkovac-Ljig sections of Corridor XI motorway (Szunomár et al, 2020). But Chinese 
involvement in infrastructural modernization on territories of the CEE countries 
raised concerns of national debts, i.e., debt dependency, that China would legitimately 
use it to increase its influence in this region. As an illustration, it is emphasized the 
case of Montenegro and its impossibility to repay debt for construction Bar-Boljare 
highway. The constructor of the highway was China Road and Bridge Corporation, 
and loan was provided by Export-Import Bank of China. According to some 
researchers, this highway from the very beginning showed as non-feasible, because 
two feasibility studies, conducted in 2006 and 2012, showed it was not economically 
viable. Also, cost-benefit analysis proved highway to be extremely expensive, with an 
average estimated cost of USD 23.8 million per kilometre (Standish et al., 2021). 
However, this is not Chinese fault, because national governments should protect 
national interests and be aware that before accepting not only loans, but FDI as well, 
the decision should be made on valid analysis. Valid analysis demonstrates that not 
every source of financing is chance for development. EU constantly accuses that non-
EU member states, which are part of the China + 16 mechanism of cooperation, 
are making deals with China without conducting public analysis and tenders, that 
projects with China suffers corruption and lack of transparency. However, as the 
case from Serbia shows, EU is the main constructor of the Belgrade-Nis high speed 
railway, and EU obtained that project without any public debate or tender. The public 
information is purely based on the Serbian president Aleksandar Vucic declaring that 
EU offered better financial conditions than China (Cvetokovic & Zivanovic, 2021).

In the modern times, China is also trying to facilitate interconnectivity amongst 
CEE countries and with CEE region through information and telecommunication 
infrastructure. This represents strategic step and goal in Chinese endeavours to protect 
its cyber sovereignty and partnerships, particularly if we have in mind that China in 
2015 offered Digital Silk Road (DSR) to its international partners (Tarrats Castillo, 
2021). Besides that, China became one of the global leaders in digital economy. 
The great impetus to achieving this goal, China is giving by selling smart phones. 
Although smart phones are not part of digital economy, but they are necessary tool for 
entering space of digital economy (Foote & Atkinson, 2020). There are estimations, 
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that by developing digital economy in which Chinese people could use their fintech 
application for paying we can attract more Chinese tourists. Chinese travellers only 
in 2017 spent more than USD 258 billion (Foote & Atkinson, 2020). According to 
the Chinese side, the DSR facilitates the flow of information and data in the cyber 
world, which can minimize cultural differences, reduce asymmetric information, build 
trust for Belt and Road countries and regions, and promote all-round cooperation in 
multiple fields such as information infrastructure, trade, finance, industries, science, 
education, culture, and health. By reducing the digital gap, it will accelerate economic 
and social development (Huang, 2019). On the other hand, there are interpretation 
that China through DSR is striving to participate in building many more pieces 
of financial, information, and telecommunications networks globally, with the goal  
of increasing China’s overall capacity to participate in international technology 
standards setting and governance norms bodies (Greene & Triolo). Through 
development of DSR, the importance of digital sovereignty is becoming even more 
notable in overall Chinese national security. When it comes to digital economy, we 
have to accentuate that China’s e-commerce transactions today are estimated to be 
larger than the value of those of France, Germany, Japan, the United Kingdom, and 
the United States combined (Woetzel et al., 2017). Following this logic, China is 
willing to use such kind of power to be more presented or even to create digital/5G 
infrastructure market in CEE region. For this particular reason, China is using by 
CEE states triggered ITC initiatives, such as Slovakian Smart Industry initiative, 
Slovenian Digital Coalition initiative, Romanian Manifesto for Digital Romania 
Initiative to name few (Chen, 2021). Chinese ambitions to be one of the developers 
of the 5G infrastructure in CEE region raised concerns in Western world. As a 
result, CEE countries faced the U.S. pressure in form of “clean network” concept. For 
example, Poland’s Prime Minister Mateusz Morawiecki stated that Poland’s accession 
to USA “clean network” and “clean path” concept is a crucial part of preserving EU 
technological sovereignty and human rights (U.S. Department of State). Same 
course was followed by Estonia, Albania and Romania who signed Memorandum of 
Understanding with U.S. on the same topic. On the other hand, Slovakia does not 
recognize Chinese ambitions to be developer of 5G infrastructure as a security threat 
(Slovakia Has no, 2019). Although, Chinese ambitions to develop 5G infrastructure 
globally by West were perceived as a security treat, Chinese Western partners decided 
to participate in the Chinese 5G joint ventures. As an illustration of that, we can 
underline the cooperation agreement between Huawei, British Vodafone Hungarian 

East-West Intermodal Logistics to build Europe’s first smart railway hub managed 
by a 5G private network to be empowered by Huawei (Hungary to Build, 2021). As 
we can see, some Western companies are guided purely by profit. 

5. Conclusion

Analysing the proposed subject, we would hereby emphasize the two main points. 
Regionalism and multilateralism became indispensable strategic parts of the Chinese 
foreign policy, especially now when we notice the trends of deglobalisation. The second, 
in establishing bi-multilateral partnerships China is following the path between 
loosen generalized principles/guidelines and binding norms. By stipulating China + 
16 CEEC mechanism, Beijing offered its view on regionalism on European territory, 
which Beijing perceives as the framework of economic possibilities for the involved 
stakeholders. Having in mind that there is an overlapping of membership between EU 
and China + 16 CEEC mechanism, China faces complex environment and perplexed 
bureaucracy in promoting interests of the mechanism. China has to promote the 
interests of mechanism not just in way not to challenge EU ambitions, but to adapt 
to very different national interests, security strategies and economic policies of its 16 
European partners. On the other hand, the issue of constant trade deficit on European 
side, should be understood by European states that they should develop regional and 
common approach towards China. Single states can hardly compete with Chinese 
economic and diplomatic power. Simultaneously, by creating regional approach in 
dealing with China, involved states would be in much better position to make Chinese 
concept of win-win cooperation more familiar to their and EU standards. This presumes 
development of regional approach, at the same time, harmonization of their single and 
mutual interests and transformation of disadvantages into common advantages. Instead 
of atmosphere of competition, they can create attractive environment, which will not 
only attract Chinese investments, but those from all corners of the world. In doing so, 
they will possess wider spectre of tools in defending national interests and directing 
Chinese ambitions to the sectors which they prioritize. Having in mind that relations 
are always two directional, and in this concrete case, mutual relations are cordial, 
pragmatic, friendly and defined on various levels of strategic partnerships, China as 
a much more powerful partner, should activate the measures that are offered through 
the institutional development of the mechanism. Principally, this refers to Chinese 
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behaviour to create the atmosphere of more balanced trade. China as a second world 
largest economy possesses market capacities to stimulate the competitiveness of its  
European partners. If there is still the gap between proclaimed and done, China is 
creating the impression that it is not abiding by the principles, norms and aims that 
itself defined as a framework for mutual development. However, European states would 
not develop its cooperation with China, if they did not recognize it as an opportunity. 
Some authors claim that both representations of China as an ‘Opportunity’ and as a 
‘Threat’ are based on misunderstandings of China. Such context inevitably produces 
a sense of disillusionment and anxiety as positive expectations are not met, while the 
‘Threat’ appears ever more real, carrying the danger of turning into a ‘self-fulfilling 
prophecy (Pavlicevic, 2018).

In reconvening the 16+1 group, China is hoping to continue success and helps ensure 
the format’s continued relevance. But the informal bloc has so far delivered meager 
trade and investment results for its members since it was launched in 2012, while 
nearly 50 percent of EU exports to China are still from Germany, followed by France. 
In the short-term perspective, one may expect China to focus on this soft engagement 
and fewer apparent attempts to antagonize the EU (Szczudlik, 2019). The latest is 
apparent in WB countries, especially in Bosnia and Herzegovina which currently the 
hot spot of US and EU balancing against Russia whilst China pulled back and mainly 
remained politically neutral while stressing its policy never to interfere in internal 
affairs. It remains the fact that it is in the PRC’s interest to remain good relations 
with the EU. 
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in Light of the Magyar Nemzeti Bank’s Renminbi 
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Abstract

Recognizing the significance and growing international role of the renminbi, the 
Magyar Nemzeti Bank (MNB), the central bank of Hungary, announced its Central 
Bank Renminbi Program in 2015, and this paper aims to reveal the upcoming 
developments and results achieved since then. The main pillars of the initiative are 
introduced in more detail, i.e., central bank reserves, swap agreements, regulatory 
cooperation and knowledge-sharing initiatives. The paper argues that CNY 
markets, including CNY bond markets, have a large size and favourable risk/return 
characteristics; thus, they offer diversification benefits for central banks. The MNB has 
been ready to reap these benefits as it allocated parts of its reserve portfolio to CNY 
assets. As a connected step, it also concluded and renewed a bilateral swap agreement 
with the People’s Bank of China, which, if needed, provides a solid basis for acquiring 
CNY liquidity. Such steps are needed as economic ties between China and Hungary 
keep strengthening, including the activities of giant Chinese commercial banks, 
which increasingly see Hungary as a regional financial hub. This has also facilitated 
regulatory cooperation between Chinese and Hungarian authorities, as well as 
knowledge-sharing in the framework of the Budapest Renminbi Conferences. The 
paper offers conclusive evidence that the Renminbi Program responds to a relevant 
market challenge and opportunity: the growing international role of the Chinese 
currency in the international financial system.

Keywords: renminbi, central bank reserves, bilateral swap lines, cross-border banking 
services, financial cooperation, China, Central and Eastern Europe (CEE)

1. Introduction

More than six years have passed since the Magyar Nemzeti Bank (MNB), the central 
bank of Hungary, launched its Central Bank Renminbi Program and the Budapest 
Renminbi Initiative to foster financial cooperation between China and Hungary, as 
well as to reap the benefits of the growing role of the Chinese currency in international 
trade and investment transactions. In the past couple of years, the global financial 
landscape has been affected by new trends and turbulence caused by COVID-19. In 
the wake of the disruptions of the pandemic in supply chains and global employment, 
financial stability and the stable flow of development funds have gained even more 
importance. In many regions, Chinese capital continues to be one of the key sources 
of finance to speed up transition to a digital, sustainable model. The network of 
Chinese banks, multilateral institutions as well as renminbi securities, settlement and 
clearing infrastructures need to be studied and enhanced by central banks and other 
stakeholders.

Against this background, it is important to examine and summarize the developments 
and results of the MNB’s Renminbi Program and Renminbi Initiative, with an eye 
to the characteristics of the renminbi market and the activities of Chinese financial 
institutions in the Central and Eastern European (CEE) region, especially in 
Hungary. Announced in 2015, the program was designed to rest on four pillars: 

 ■  investing parts of the central bank FX reserves in renminbi,

 ■  creating a central bank renminbi liquidity instrument to deal with market 
disturbances (bilateral swap line agreement),

 ■  development of renminbi settlement infrastructure,

 ■  and financial stability and supervisory issues related to the use of the renminbi 
and the cross-border activity of Chinese banks (MNB, 2015).

An additional fifth pillar was added under the name “Budapest Renminbi Initiative”, 
a multi-stakeholder platform to promote the mutual understanding of renminbi 
markets, renminbi business and the related opportunities in Hungary, through 
conferences publications and other forms of professional dialogue. 
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Our paper aims to provide an overview of these pillars, with a special focus on trends 
and MNB policies regarding central bank reserves, swap agreements, regulatory 
cooperation and knowledge-sharing. Thus, the study is structured as follows. Chapter 
2 is devoted to discussing the role of CNY investments in the MNB’s international 
reserves. This is underpinned by an outlook on the growing international role of the 
Chinese currency and the CNY bond market. We offer some high-level insights into 
the risk/return characteristics of Chinese bonds which make them a reasonable choice 
for central bank reserve managers. Chapter 3 then sheds light on the swap agreement 
concluded and renewed by the MNB and the People’s Bank of China (PBoC), which 
is an integral part of the PBoC’s network of such international instruments. Chapter 
4 focuses on the activities of the biggest Chinese commercial banks in CEE, primarily 
Hungary, and it introduces the most important memoranda of understanding (MoU) 
and cooperation agreements which have been concluded by the MNB and Chinese 
regulatory bodies so far. In Chapter 5, we provide a short summary of the flagship 
event of the Budapest Renminbi Initiative, the Budapest Renminbi Conference, with 
special regard to the key messages of the last event organized in September 2021. 
Finally, Chapter 6 lays out our concluding remarks.

2.  Chinese Investments in the MNB’s International Reserves

2.1. Growing International Role of the Renminbi

In parallel with China’s growing share in the world economy, the importance of 
renminbi, both as a settlement currency for cross-border payments in international 
trade and as a funding currency for loans and debt securities, has increased. At the 
end of 2021, it stands as the fifth mostly widely used currency according to SWIFT. 
These developments played an important role in establishing the renminbi settlement 
mechanism in Budapest in 2015. To further support the internationalization of the 
renminbi in the region, MNB opened an offshore clearing account at Bank of China’s 
Hungarian branch. Bank of China Hungary is the only renminbi clearing bank in 
the CEE region, so the MNB’s account opening could facilitate the bank’s offshore 
renminbi transactions and could be taken as an example by other banks in the region.

Due to the addition of the Chinese renminbi to the Special Drawing Rights Basket 
by the IMF in 2016, the share of CNY in the composition of official foreign exchange 

reserves is expected to increase in the coming years. The number of central banks 
investing in CNY denominated assets is on the rise, too.

China’s onshore bond market is the second largest after the US bond market. The 
biggest chunk of the Chinese bond market is composed of highly rated government 
securities and policy bank bonds1. This huge pool of government backed assets serves 
as an ideal investment opportunity for conservative institutional investors such as 
central banks and sovereign wealth funds (Chart 1).

Chart 1. Size of the fixed income market by country
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Note: Outstanding bonds by market (EUR trillions). As of 12/09/2021. 
Source: Bloomberg

CNY bonds got included in major bond market indexes, such as the Bloomberg 
Barclays Global Aggregate Index in 2019. China’s overall weight is currently about 8% 
and it is the third largest constituent of the index. Other notable index inclusion was JP 
Morgan’s decision to include Chinese government bonds in its GBI-EM (Government 
Bond Index-Emerging Markets) index in 2020. These bond market indices serve as 
benchmark for many institutional investors to allocate investments and measure the 
1  Roughly 37% as of 12/01/2021 according to Bloomberg data.
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relative performance of their portfolios. MNB also uses Bloomberg indices to construct 
the strategic benchmark for its reserve portfolios.

From risk/return perspectives on one hand, developed market yields are low and 
Chinese interest rates significantly exceed them, offering a much higher ex-ante 
return for investors (Chart 2). On the other hand, this market is less correlated with 
developed bond markets returns. Other important risk characteristic is that bonds 
issued by Chinese government and policy banks are considered high credit quality. 
Each government related issuer rated as single “A” credit by all three major credit 
rating agencies. Therefore, Chinese bonds offer both diversification and risk/return 
benefits compared to traditional reserve assets.

Chart 2. Yield curves in China and major developed countries

Note: Government bond yield curves (%). As of 12/09/2021.  
Source: Bloomberg

Finally, it is an important goal for the MNB to strengthen the economic and diplomatic 
cooperation with China through the MNB’s Renminbi Program. Allocating part of 
its reserves to Chinese investments was one of the building blocks of the Hungarian 
central bank’s Renminbi Initiative.

2.2.  Building up of the MNB’s Chinese Government  
Bond Portfolio

To reflect some of the above-mentioned developments in the internationalization of 
the Chinese renminbi, the MNB’s Monetary Council decided to invest in the Chinese 
bond market in 2015. This was followed by signing a memorandum of understanding 
between the People’s Bank of China (PBoC) and MNB in the same year. The MNB’s 
intention was to participate in the onshore bond market through the CIBM (China 
Interbank Bond Market) Direct model. At that time, access to China’s capital market 
through the CIBM Direct channel looked much easier than the prior quota systems 
(like QFII and RQFII) as the MNB only had to appoint an onshore bond settlement 
agent and file an application through that bond settlement agent with the PBoC. 

Besides starting the application process, internal discussions about alternative (like 
offshore bonds, other quota programs, Bank for International Settlements’ BISIP 
CNY fund) access routes to the Chinese capital market began in 2014. To accelerate 
the investment process, the MNB opted for the BIS’ investment solution in 2015. The 
pooled investment fund offered solely to central bank clients are made up of Chinese 
government bonds and seemed an easy way for the MNB to start investing in China. 
The MNB’s initial share in this special purpose investment fund was the equivalent 
of EUR 50 million. 

The next major step came in 2016 when the PBoC announced further improvements 
to the CIBM Direct channel. The cumbersome prior approval and quota requirements 
were removed, and this paved the way for the MNB’s access to the Chinese onshore 
bond market. The bank got approved by the PBoC in the first half of 2016. By the 
middle of that year, the building up of MNB’s inhouse Chinese government bond 
portfolio had been completed.

The size of MNB’s inhouse renminbi bond portfolio is small compared to the size 
of reserves. The portfolio’s interest rate risk is in line with MNB’s other reserves 
portfolios as the weighted average maturity of the bonds can fluctuate around the 
bank’s 1 year target. Trading of the bonds is executed through voice or electronic 
trading platforms.
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3.  The Swap Agreement Between the MNB and the PBoC

3.1. The PBoC’s Network of Swap Agreements

The People’s Bank of China established a wide network of bilateral swap agreements 
with developed and emerging countries’ central banks. The PBoC has concluded bilateral 
swap agreements with central banks around the world since 2008. The objectives of the 
agreements can be the following: expansion of bilateral economic, financial and trade 
relations, supporting financial market stability or the satisfaction of FX liquidity needs. 
Upon drawing the currency swap agreements, central banks give their own currencies to 
one another, and at maturity, the two currencies are swapped back. Given that a central 
bank has the power of issuing its own currency, it means that central banks can require 
renminbi easily in case of activating the swap lines. With the inclusion of the renminbi 
in the International Monetary Fund’s SDR basket from 2016, the renminbi’s role as 
an international reserve currency strengthened; thus, renminbi swap lines represent 
potential claims on a freely usable, liquid currency. 

In line with China’s growing share in the world economy and the renminbi’s increasing 
international role, the PBoC dynamically expanded the network of swap agreements. 
Currently, the number of bilateral and multilateral swap lines of the PBoC is more 
than 30. In 2020, after the outbreak of the crisis related to the coronavirus pandemic, 
some central banks renewed their swap agreements with the PBoC with a higher 
available amount, some of them concluding supplementary agreements even before the 
termination of the current agreements. At the end of 2020, the total available foreign 
currency liquidity via bilateral swap lines amounted to about CNY 3700 (around 
EUR 460 billion).

The MNB was among the first European central banks concluding a swap agreement 
with the PBoC. The MNB concluded a swap agreement with the PBoC the first time in 
September 2013, with an initial limit of CNY 10 billion (approximately EUR 1.3 billion). 
The aim of the agreement is to support trade and investment relations between the two 
countries, i.e., it can be used to finance domestic market participants’ activities in case 
of need, thus it supports the stability of domestic financial markets (Palotai, 2013). The 
swap agreement was renewed first in 2016, then again by the end of 2019, doubling 
the total available amount to CNY 20 billion. Major European central banks like the 
European Central Bank, the Bank of England or the Swiss National Bank also maintain 
swap lines with the PBoC. 

3.2.  The MNB’s Safety Net of International Swap and Repo Agreements

The coronavirus pandemic hit Hungary with reduced external vulnerability, which 
was supported by the high level of international reserves, as well as the swap and repo 
agreements of the MNB. The coronavirus pandemic hit the Hungarian economy with 
stable fundamentals; the economic policy followed helped to achieve and maintain 
macroeconomic balance in Hungary, decreased foreign currency exposure, thereby 
reduced the country’s external vulnerability. The pandemic led to a great degree of 
uncertainty in the global economy, significantly increasing volatility in particular sub-
markets. The MNB held a high amount of international reserves, its level in spring 
2020 significantly exceeded the indicators used for reserve adequacy. Swap and repo 
agreements provide additional liquidity beyond the existing international reserves 
of the MNB. The foreign currency liquidity available via swap and repo agreements 
themselves are not parts of international reserves, but additional to this; in the case of 
activating them, the foreign currency to be drawn is included in reserves.

Chart 3. Active bilateral swap lines of the People’s Bank of China

Source: Tokuoka, Kiichi et al. (2021): “Evolution of Bilateral Swap Lines”, IMF Working Papers 2021/210, 
International Monetary Fund. Direction Générale du Trésor (2018): “The global network of central bank 
swap lines”, TRÉSOR-ECONOMICS No. 231 November 2018.
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The MNB built a safety net of swap agreements with the major central banks and 
international organisations, including the People’s Bank of China (MNB, 2020a). In 
July 2020, the MNB announced that it had built an international safety net consisting 
of bilateral swap and repo agreements, with the help of which it is able to increase 
its FX liquidity by as much as EUR 10 billion within a short period of time. The 
components of the announced safety net were the following:

 ■  Repo line concluded with the European Central Bank in July 2020, through 
which the MNB can provide euro liquidity of up to EUR 4 billion to Hungarian 
financial institutions.

 ■  Currency swap line concluded with the People’s Bank of China first in 2013, 
which ensures renminbi liquidity with value of about EUR 2.5 billion.

 ■  Repo agreement concluded with the Bank for International Settlements, making 
available EUR 2 billion liquidity.

 ■  Repo facility concluded by the Federal Reserve, which can provide 
USD 1-2 billion of liquidity for the MNB.

To sum up, international repo and swap agreements allow the MNB to have quick 
access to FX liquidity, thus enabling it to act efficiently in the case of market 
disruptions. The MNB significantly expanded its room for manoeuvre with the safety 
net, giving a quick and firm response to any tensions that might arise in foreign 
exchange market segments, while sustaining a safe level of international reserves.

4.  Chinese Banks in Hungary and the CEE Region – Regulatory 
Cooperation

4.1.  Chinese Commercial Banks and their Presence in Hungary as One of the 
Emerging CEE Financial Hubs

In the spirit of the Hungarian government’s Eastward Opening policy followed 
from 2010 onwards, the government has repeatedly emphasized its preference 
for welcoming Chinese commercial banks to Hungary and strengthen the role of 
Budapest as a regional financial hub. China has many giant credit institutions with 

huge amounts of capital, which is well reflected by the fact, that according to The 
Banker’s Top 1000 World Banks Ranking 2021, four Chinese banks are at the top of 
the list in terms of Tier 1 capital (Table 1.). 

Table 1. Top 15 World Banks Ranking 2021, by the amount of Tier 1 capital 

Rank Bank Country Tier 1 capital  
(USD bn)

1 Industrial and Commercial Bank of China 
(ICBC) China 440

2 China Construction Bank (CCB) China 362

3 Agricultural Bank of China China 336

4 Bank of China (BoC) China 305

5 JP Morgan Chase USA 235

6 Bank of America USA 200

7 Citigroup USA 167

8 HSBC Holdings UK 160

9 Wells Fargo USA 158

10 Mitsubishi UFJ Financial Group Japan 144

11 Bank of Communications China 132

12 Crédit Agricole France 127

13 BNP Paribas France 122

14 China-Merchants Bank China 106

15 Postal Savings Bank of China China 103

Source: The Banker (2021)

The four biggest banks of China (ICBC, CCB, Agricultural Bank of China, BoC) were 
identified as global systemically important banks (GSIBs) by the Financial Stability 
Board both in 2021 and 2020 (FSB, 2020; FSB, 2021). That is, these institutions are 
among the top 30 banks worldwide which are of such importance that their failure 
would result in a large-scale international financial crisis and threaten the world 
economy. The PBoC, the China Banking and Insurance Regulatory Commission and 
the Ministry of Finance announced in November 2021 that China would require 
these four institutions to meet the FSB’s minimum requirements for total loss-
absorbing capacity (TLAC), so the institutions would hold a TLAC amount of at 
least 16% of risk-weighted assets by 2025, further strengthening capital buffers and 
financial stability (Central Banking, 2021). 
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Figures of capital adequacy and other important stability aspects have been providing 
a good basis for these banks to expand internationally. The CEE region has been 
getting a popular destination for them for the past one or two decades. It is the Bank 
of China (BoC) which has the longest record there as its subsidiary in Budapest 
opened in 2003. Its subsidiary has grown to a regional center of the bank, and it is now 
called Bank of China (Central and Eastern Europe) Limited. In 2015, it established 
its own branches in Austria and the Czech Republic, and it also opened a branch in 
Romania at the end of 2019. In Hungary, the BoC’s services are offered by the Bank 
of China (CEE) Limited, as well as other BoC entities (branch and passporting cross-
border activity; MNB, 2020). The BoC (CEE) Ltd. provides renminbi services such 
as renminbi savings, foreign exchange, corporation remittances and renminbi treasury 
products. The bank’s importance in the Chinese-Hungarian financial cooperation 
is shown by the fact that the Hungarian Government Debt Management Agency 
entrusted the Bank of China with the issuance of green renminbi government 
bonds in December 2021. In a global perspective, the Bank of China is present in 
in 57 countries and regions, and amongst them, it has entities in 18 European cities 
(BoC, without year). The importance attached to Budapest by the giant bank is well-
reflected by the fact that the Hungarian capital is one of the two CEE destinations where 
the BoC established a legal entity. Besides Budapest, it reports to have one branch in 
Warsaw (Poland). (Other European BoC branches are in the UK, France, Germany, 
Luxembourg, Belgium and Italy, inter alia.) 

It is the Industrial and Commercial Bank of China (ICBC) which reports to 
have the highest number of Central and Eastern European branches. Among 
hundreds of subsidiaries and branches in a total of 47 countries and territories, 
ICBC decided to choose three locations in Central Europe: Warsaw, Prague and 
Vienna. First, it opened its branch in the Polish capital in 2012. Then, in 2017, it 
expanded further to the Czech Republic where it became the first non-EU bank 
getting a banking license (ICBC, 2017). The Prague branch is mostly engaged in 
providing services to Chinese enterprises settled in the Czech Republic, with an eye 
to support the development of key domestic industries such as auto-manufacturing, 
aviation, energy and high-tech materials (ICBC, 2017). In 2019, ICBC Austria 
Bank GmbH started its operations in Vienna, and it also set the goal to focus 
its financing activities on outstanding local industries and new fields for growth, 
for example advanced manufacturing, energy conservation and environmental 

protection, technological innovation and the winter sports industry (ICBC, 2019). 
The ICBC’s four institutions in the CEE region are of special interest because the 
bank proves to be an important player in financing the Belt and Road Initiative, 
China’s flagship cooperation project in Eurasia. In 2019, ICBC reported that it 
had provided over USD   100 billion in loans to finance BRI projects, including 
electricity, manufacturing, infrastructure, resource development, economic zone 
construction and green industry (ICBC, 2019).

As for Hungary, the Hungarian government signed a strategic cooperation agreement 
with the Industrial and Commercial Bank of China in November 2019. The 
agreement stated that the ICBC was willing to cooperate with Hungary on issuing 
renminbi bonds and supporting cross-border renminbi transactions and the financing 
of Hungarian infrastructure projects (BBJ, 2019). At present, the ICBC’s services are 
accessible in Hungary in a cross-border framework, through its Austria-based unit 
(ICBC Austria Bank GmbH) (MNB, 2021a). 

A remarkable event of the year 2020 was the establishment of the Budapest branch 
of the China Construction Bank (CCB), which chose the Hungarian capital to 
expand its Central and Eastern European business (MNB, 2020b), after being already 
settled in Warsaw. The Budapest branch is a unit of the Luxembourg-based China 
Construction Bank (Europe) S.A., which focuses on providing renminbi clearing and 
cross-border exchange services, as well as corporate lending and trade finance (CCB, 
without year).

At present, the Agricultural Bank of China seems to be less active in the CEE region 
(Agricultural Bank of China, without year). Nonetheless, the bank has a European 
center in Luxembourg, and builds on the European Union’s passporting regime to 
deliver cross-border services in different member states, including Hungary (MNB, 
2020b). 

This overview shows that there are two key destinations for the Chinese commercial 
banks in CEE: Warsaw and Budapest. Thus, Budapest seems to emerge as one of 
the two regional hubs for Chinese financial transactions and renminbi services 
provided by the most prominent Chinese credit institutions. The increasing role of 
the Hungarian capital is also underlined by the fact that one of the so-called Chinese 
policy banks, the China Development Bank (CDB) announced its intention to open 
a representative office in Budapest. The institution obtained the necessary home-
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country approval for its plan from the China Banking and Insurance Regulatory 
Commission (CBIRC) in October 2021 (CBIRC, 2021).

Policy banks are special institutions in China which are wholly owned by the state 
and overseen by the State Council. There are three policy banks in the country 
– the China Development Bank, the Agricultural Development Bank of China 
(ADBC) and the China Export Import Bank (Exim Bank) –, and they have been 
used since 1994 to finance major infrastructure projects in China. Besides CDB, 
the Exim Bank has also paid attention to Hungary as it has committed to financing 
85% of the total costs2 of the Budapest-Belgrade railway reconstruction project, 
under a loan agreement (Seenews, 2020). The construction works are taking place 
in the framework of the BRI, and the railway line will play an important role in 
completing a see-land trade corridor, that is, linking Piraeus Port in Athens with 
the heart of Central Europe. 

On this account, one should also mention that in 2017, Hungary joined the Asian 
Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB), a Chinese-led multilateral financial 
institution set up in 2015 to finance development and infrastructure projects 
in Eurasia and beyond. Besides Hungary, the AIIB has five other members 
representing Central and Eastern Europe: Austria, Poland, Romania, Serbia and 
Belarus (AIIB, 2021). From 2021, the AIIB has been getting an important partner 
in financing the development of the Hungarian healthcare system. In October 
2021, the Government of Hungary and the AIIB signed a loan agreement worth 
EUR  183  million. The loans will be used to make complex investments in the 
Hungarian health infrastructure (in at least 17 hospitals) and develop the supply of 
sanitary and diagnostic equipment. This was the first time when the AIIB approved 
loans for infrastructure development outside Asia (Hungary Today, 2021). 

4.2. Regulatory Cooperation

The growing attention of Chinese banks paid to Hungary has necessitated strengthening 
regulatory cooperation among the relevant authorities of China and Hungary. In this 
spirit, the MNB concluded a memorandum of understanding (MoU) with the China 
Banking Regulatory Commission3 in March 2016 (Palotai & Sütő, 2018). The MoU 

2  USD 2.1 billion according to Seenews (2020)
3  Since April 2018, the organization has been functioning as China Banking and Insurance Regulatory Com-

mission (CBIRC) (already mentioned above in Chapter 4.1). 

built on a former (2005) agreement between the CBRC and the Hungarian Financial 
Supervisory Authority (HFSA), which was integrated in the Magyar Nemzeti Bank 
in 2013. The conclusion of the new MoU was primarily necessary because there had 
been a lot of changes in credit markets and the framework of banking regulation 
in the preceding ten years, so the parties renewed their cooperation based on the 
prevailing Basel international standards. The MoU provides a (legally non-binding) 
basis for bilateral cooperation in terms of information sharing related to authorisation, 
licensing processes and the supervision of ongoing banking activities. 

As a more recent development, in July 2021, the MNB signed another important 
bilateral cooperation agreement with the China Securities Regulatory Commission 
to promote exchanges of information and knowledge sharing between the two 
institutions. The conclusion of the agreement was necessary due to the operation of 
cross-border institutions and related issues in capital markets oversight, such as the 
investigation of market manipulations and insider trading, as well as the provision of 
investment services, issuance of securities and clearing (MNB, 2021b).

5.  Fostering Professional Dialogue: the Budapest Renminbi 
Initiative Conference

The Central Bank Renminbi Program is also complemented by the Budapest 
Renminbi Initiative which aims to connect Chinese and Hungarian institutions 
and stakeholders to enhance mutual understanding of renminbi markets, renminbi 
business and its opportunities from a Hungarian perspective. In other words, the 
Initiative provides a platform to foster dialogue and for the past couple of years, this 
has primarily been achieved by a flagship event, the Budapest Renminbi Initiative 
Conference. The first event took place in 2015 on the occasion of the announcement of 
the Central Bank Renminbi Program. Since then, the conference has been organized 
annually (with a necessary break due to the pandemic situation).

In September 2021, the event returned in an online format, under the title “Central 
banks’ vaccine against COVID-19 and the role of China and the RMB in the post-
pandemic era”. H. E. Mr. Dayu Qi, Ambassador Extraordinary and Plenipotentiary of 
the People’s Republic of China in Hungary opened the conference, along with MNB 
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Deputy Governor Mihály Patai and H. E. Mr. Péter Szijjártó, Hungarian Minister for 
International Affairs and Trade. In the two panel discussions of the event, renowned 
experts mostly from China and Hungary shared their views about two subtopics: 
the Chinese way of crisis management and the role of the renminbi in restarting 
the world economy; and the future of money, with special regard to central bank 
digital currencies and the e-CNY (MNB, 2021c). One of the key takeaways of the 
discussion was that the efficient monetary policy of the PBoC was a key element 
in China’s successful crisis management as favourable credit conditions and targeted 
support to SMEs helped to alleviate the financial burdens of the real economy. In line 
with the Chinese government’s carbon neutrality goals, PBoC also prioritizes green 
finances and the right financial incentives to support the country’s green transition. 
Furthermore, the conference drew attention to the fact that CNY-denominated 
financial instruments are gaining more and more popularity among foreign investors. 
As regards the e-CNY tests of the PBoC, the event concluded that the digital legal 
tender could bring many opportunities to Chinese financial institutions and other 
stakeholders, and further work would be done to gain further experience regarding 
the capacity and functions of the system (Mikes & Puhl, 2021).

6. Conclusions and Outlook

Recognizing the significance and growing international role of the renminbi, the 
MNB announced its Central Bank Renminbi Program in 2015, and this paper aimed 
to reveal the upcoming developments and results achieved since then. The main 
pillars of the program were introduced in more detail, i.e., central bank reserves, swap 
agreements, regulatory cooperation and knowledge-sharing initiatives. Regarding 
central bank reserve portfolios, we established that CNY markets, including CNY 
bond markets, have a large size and favourable risk/return characteristics. This is 
because on the one hand, the vast stock of bonds issued by the Chinese government 
and state-owned policy banks represent high credit quality and their market is less 
correlated with developed-market bonds. On the other hand, Chinese interest rates 
significantly exceed developed-market rates. As a result, Chinese bonds offer both 
diversification and risk/return benefits compared to traditional reserve assets. In light 
of this, the MNB decided to allocate parts of its reserves to qualifying CNY assets 
and gained access to the Chinese onshore bond market. 

As a connected step, the MNB also joined the PBoC’s wide network of bilateral swap 
agreements. The aim of the bilateral swap line is to support the stability of domestic 
financial markets as it can be used to finance market players’ activities in case of 
need. The agreement was renewed twice and last time, in 2019, its total available 
amount was doubled to CNY 20 billion. In a broader context, it can be concluded 
that the MNB’s swap agreements also helped to maintain financial stability during 
the coronavirus pandemic. 

The availability of the renminbi within the central bank reserves and in the form 
of potential access to liquidity (swap) is vindicated by the fact that economic links 
between China and Hungary have been strengthening for the past years. A large 
part of this is connected to the activities of Chinese commercial banks in our region 
and country. We examined the presence and services of Chinese credit institutions in 
Central and Eastern Europe and found that the four largest players (Bank of China, 
China Construction Bank, Industrial and Commercial Bank of China, Agricultural 
Bank of China) all expanded their business to this area. It is Warsaw (Poland) and 
Budapest (Hungary) which apparently catch the attention of the four biggest Chinese 
commercial banks. Thus, the efforts to turn Budapest into a regional hub of cross-border 
East-West financial transactions seem to be paying out. The Bank of China established 
its CEE regional center here and it holds Budapest as a regional headquarter for further 
expansion. Besides, the CCB also founded a branch in the Hungarian capital, and 
one of the policy banks, the China Development Bank is also preparing to set up a 
Hungarian representative office, just to highlight the most important developments of 
the recent month and years. 

This expansion of Chinese financial services necessitated to strengthen regulatory 
cooperation between China and Hungary. The MNB concluded cooperation 
agreements with the Chinese banking supervisory authority (as of now, the CBIRC), 
and more recently, also with the China Securities Regulatory Commission (CSRC). 
The primary added value of these documents is the establishment of information-
sharing channels which might be necessary to arrange authorisation requests and 
handle supervisory issues in a smooth and reliable way. 

Finally, a complimentary building block of the MNB’s Renminbi Program, the 
Budapest Renminbi Initiative, also focuses on knowledge-sharing in a broader 
context, i.e., providing a platform for multi-stakeholder discussion. Its flagship event 
series, the Budapest Renminbi Conference proves that interest in CNY-denominated 
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assets is on the rise, and it is important to accumulate knowledge and experience in 
this relatively untouched topic. 

All the fields reviewed in this paper point to the similar conclusion that the MNB’s 
Renminbi Program has been addressing a very relevant development in the global 
financial markets: the growing role of the Chinese currency, both in terms of reserve 
management and the expansion of renminbi financial services. Strengthening 
economic ties with China and the Eastern countries through infrastructure projects 
and foreign direct investment underpin the need to further study the opportunities 
in RMB financing as well as uncovering the relevant best practices in portfolio 
management, banking regulation and project finance. 
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Abstract

This study attempts to review the development process of the digital yuan and 
raises the question of how the introduction of digital currencies might affect the 
global financial infrastructure and what Central and Eastern European countries 
can learn from it. In the first part of the study, we take a look at the PBoC’s initial 
experience with the introduction of the digital yuan (Chapter 1) and cryptocurrencies 
(Chapter 2), then we focus on the geopolitical significance of the new technology and 
China’s leading role in it (Chapter 3). A short chapter looks at how other countries 
are dealing with the technical aspects of digital currency (Chapter 4). The lessons that 
Central European countries can learn from this are discussed in Chapter 5.

Keywords: China, yuan, People Bank of China, digital yuan, cryptocurrencies

1. Introduction

The Song Dynasty in China was not only the first empire to introduce paper money, 
but in the 21st century China is also about to become the first country to use a digital 
fiat currency, the impact of which is global, affecting global investment trends, global 
trade, and global foreign exchange reserves.

China toyed with the idea of a digital currency several years ago and established a task 
force in 2014 to study digital fiat currency. However, before we look at the introduction 
of the digital yuan and its potential impact on Central European countries, it is worth 
making a clear distinction between digital fiat currency and cryptocurrencies. 

 ■   The term “digital fiat currency” is best understood if we point out the difference 
between digital fiat currency and cryptocurrency. The latter is unregulated and 
not backed by the central government, while fiat currency is by definition a 
regulated currency and issued by the central bank of the respective country. 

 ■   The next question is what the difference between digital fiat currency and the 
money we have in our accounts and do not hold in the form of cash. Digital 
fiat currency, unlike the money in our accounts, is not just a replica of physical 
money held in a different location, but it is a complete substitute for banknotes 
and coins. 

 ■   To make things even more complicated, we should add that digital fiat currencies 
also differ in many ways – in terms of their purpose, architecture, infrastructure, 
access and even the stage of their adoption. More details will follow later.

Following the establishment of the task force mentioned above, the People’s Bank of 
China (PBoC) established the Digital Currencies Institute in 2016 and as a next step, 
begun working with commercial banks to launch a digital version of the yuan (PBoC, 
2021). China has launched its pilot projects after 2020, including cities such as Beijing, 
Shenzhen in south China’s Guangdong Province, Suzhou in east China’s Jiangsu 
Province and Chengdu, the capital of southwest China’s Sichuan Province (Shanghai 
pushes forward, 2021). As a result of this process, China is leading the technological 
and financial development of digital fiat currency. 

The next phase began on January 4, 2022, when the digital yuan became available on 
Android and Apple application stores. Currently, the currency is available on Tencent 
Holding Limited’s WeChat, which has over 1 billion users. The currency will also be 
available to foreign users at the Beijing Winter Olympics (China central bank, 2022).

Chinese experiments with the digital yuan began in 2014 and as we saw above, led to 
the de facto use of the digital version of the yuan in 2020. The question we should ask 
is why China became a leader in this technology. 

As a latecomer, China skipped a development phase in the banking sector. Bank cards 
never caught on in China, but mobile payment solutions are the norm. However, that’s 
only part of the story. China’s approach to development is also worth noting, as it is 
fundamentally different from the American neoliberal approach. We must emphasize 
that it is not unique either, as China uses very similar solutions found in the countries 
we refer to as the Asian development model. In this model, government guidance 
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of private enterprises goes hand in hand with planning and technology-oriented 
development policies. Even if we go back decades in the development of the Chinese 
economy, we can see that foreign technology-intensive investment was attracted to 
China, and after a transition period, China began to develop technologies on its own. 
Chinese companies had a better chance of beating the competition in sectors that were 
relatively new and lacked established corporate structures. Information technology 
was a clear choice for Chinese decision makers for several reasons. Apart from being 
among the first, the strategic importance of these sectors for the participants in the 
competition quickly became clear. As a result of development policies, payments using 
applications could easily spread in China. Moreover, China is the country where these 
application-based payments are the most widespread in the world.

According to PBoC data, bank cards accounted for only 7% of the number and 23% 
of the value of transactions in 2019, while mobile payments accounted for 66% of 
transactions and 59% of the value of those transactions. For cash payments, the two 
figures were only 23% (number of transactions) and 16% (value of transactions), 
respectively (PBoC, 2021). It is not only the widespread use of mobile payment 
solutions that has led the PBoC to experiment with fiat digital currency, but also the 
high cost of cash due to the design, minting and printing of banknotes, transportation, 
deposit and withdrawal, identification, processing, recovery, destruction, anti-
counterfeiting, etc. In addition to the direct benefits of using the digital yuan, the 
introduction of the digital yuan could also have an impact on the global financial 
infrastructure.

2. Lessons from Cryptocurrencies 

Obviously, the original idea stemmed from cryptocurrencies, which have boomed 
since the first cryptocurrency was created in 2009. According to Statista, there were 
7,557 types of cryptocurrencies as of November 2021, with the market still dominated 
by Bitcoin, which had a 40.3% market share as of November 2, 2021. Although these 
currencies are decentralized and anonymous, several features complicate their daily 
use, which is why they cannot compete with fiat digital currencies:

 ■  Cryptocurrencies have no intrinsic value, although some experts claim that 
digital fiat currency also has no intrinsic value. The latter is not true, because 
behind a fiat digital currency there is the guarantee of the issuer (central bank, 
government), which is not the case for cryptocurrencies, moreover in this case we 
simply do not know who the creator of the currency is. 

 ■  We can argue that a cryptocurrency is basically not money, because money usually 
has three functions: It is a medium of exchange, a unit of account and a store of 
value. Cryptocurrencies fulfill only the last function, although we must admit 
that they often serve as a medium of exchange in illicit transactions, as well. 

 ■  Due to the lack of a stabilizing force, the price fluctuations of cryptocurrencies 
are enormous and make the daily use of the currency impossible. 

 ■  Cryptocurrencies cannot outrank national currencies because the use of money 
is regulated by central banks. 

 ■  Cryptocurrencies gained popularity due to an idealistic approach based on 
utopias, in which currencies are not controlled by governments and have equal 
rights. The argument is that cryptocurrencies would be very democratic for the 
same reason, as there is no centralized power here.

However, the fact that cryptocurrencies cannot function as fully accepted digital 
currencies does not mean that the central bank cannot use the experience and lessons 
learned from cryptocurrencies and benefit from the digitization trends that are taking 
place in all areas of our lives. Nevertheless, there are legal obstacles in this context. 
According to a study by the IMF, 80% of central banks are not allowed to issue digital 
currencies as a mean of payment (IMF, 2020). One of the few exceptions is China, 
where a law was passed in 2020 allowing the central bank to issue a digital currency. 

In 2020, the PBoC published what it called the “Draft Banking Law”, which gave 
legal status to its digital currency. According to Article 19 of the law, the RNMB 
includes both physical and digital forms, and the law also prohibits the production or 
sale of digital yuan (Article 22).

To clean up the market, Chinese authorities imposed a ban on all crypto transactions 
and mining in 2021. This measure hit Bitcoin and other major coins and put pressure on 
crypto and blockchain stocks. ( John, Shen & Wilson, 2021). This was not the first move 
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to control and restrict this market. In 2013 and 2017, there were similar legal moves, but 
due to the complexity of cryptocurrencies, it was not easy for the government to find 
every potential loophole in the market. China made headlines with this action, but China 
is not alone: Egypt, Iraq, Qatar, Oman, Morocco, Algeria, Tunisia, and Bangladesh have 
also explicitly banned cryptocurrencies. According to Quiroz-Gutierrez, 42 countries 
have tacitly banned digital currencies (Quiroz-Gutierrez, 2022).

The ban, which aims to facilitate the adoption of the digital yuan, has been 
misinterpreted by several analysts and politicians. The best example is Republican 
U.S. Senator Pat Toomey’s tweet: “Beijing is so hostile to economic freedom they 
cannot even tolerate their people participating in what is arguably the most exciting 
innovation in finance in decades.” (Toomey cited by John, Shen & Wilson, 2021). 
Economic freedom is not synonymous with deregulation, the absence of rules. In 
other economic models, government intervention and regulation play a greater role, 
than in the American version of neoliberal economic governance. 

There are other voices too. Quiroz-Gutierrez stresses: “Although not all governments 
are moving to ban crypto, many are looking into how to regulate digital currency, 
including the U.S. Gary Gensler, the chairman of the Securities and Exchange 
Commission, has called crypto “the Wild West” and said he wants to impose 
more regulation on digital currencies. Gensler hired a senior adviser specializing in 
cryptocurrency last week.” (Quiroz-Gutierrez, 2022) What we need to understand is 
that behind these differences are also different understandings of how the economy 
should be developed. 

The economic models differ, the Chinese model is based on more regulation and 
intervention, than the American model. And in this particular case, cryptocurrencies 
can undermine the monetary system, where the movement of capital is not completely 
free. We should add that China is not alone in its restrictive measures regarding 
capital movements. This approach strongly emphasizes the stability of the financial 
system. The PBoC has explained the move this way: “resolutely clamp down on virtual 
currency speculation ... to safeguard people’s properties and maintain economic, 
financial and social order” (cited by Zandt, 2021).

The PBoC is not alone in this interpretation. Prasad, a professor at Cornell University 
comes at a similar conclusion and supports the Chinese policy: “Cryptocurrency 
advocates should draw the right lessons from China’s crackdown. Rather than 

resisting regulation and oversight, or claiming that technology will allow the industry 
to police itself, they should engage with governments and regulators in designing 
effective regulation. In turn, the industry will benefit from greater legitimacy and 
stability.” (Prasad, 2021).

What are the key features of the digital yuan that help maintain financial, economic, 
and social order?

 ■  China’s digital currency (hereafter referred to as e-CNY) is a fiat currency of 
China issued by the central bank.

 ■  It has adopted a centralized model with its focus laid on the central bank. 
However, the currency is managed in a two-tier operational system (central bank 
and commercial banks). 

 ■  E-CNY is a substitute for cash in circulation; it is not merely a reflection of it. 

 ■  Because it is a substitute for cash, it does not accrue interest. 

 ■  E-CNY is used for domestic retail payments (PBoC, 2021), but can also be used 
for wholesale transactions.

The PBoC has also defined its goals with the issuance of the digital yuan: 

 ■  Diversify forms of cash, 

 ■  Support fair competition, efficiency, and security of retail payments, 

 ■  Improving cross-border payments.

Obviously, the third goal is more important for Central European countries. It is at 
this point that the PBoC’s paper puts cautiously: “Therefore, though technically ready 
for cross-border use, e-CNY is still designed mainly for domestic retail payments at 
present. Looking ahead, the PBOC will actively respond to initiatives of G20 and 
other international organizations on improving cross-border payments, and explore 
the applicability of CBDC in cross-border scenarios.” (PBoC, 2021).
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3. The Geopolitical Relevance of the Digital Yuan 

Under the current conditions, the United States dominates the global financial 
system. Not only is the USD the key currency for central bank reserves, foreign 
exchange, and international trade transactions, but the United States can impose 
sanctions on countries that do not comply. The vehicle for sanctions is the Society for 
Worldwide Interbank Financial Telecommunications (SWIFT), the world’s largest 
clearinghouse for cross-border payments, which is dominated by the United States. 
When sanctions are imposed on a country, it is extremely difficult for that country to 
trade with the rest of the world.

 ■  According to recent IMF data, 60% of global central bank reserves are held in 
USD, while the Chinese yuan accounts for 2% of reserves.

 ■  The U.S. dominated the currency trade with 88.3% in 2019 (National Bank of 
Canada, 2021).

 ■  According to Bansal and Singh, U.S. financial institutions are involved in at 
least a portion of the trading transactions conducted globally (Bansal & Singh, 
2021, p. 3).

To be a reserve currency, more dollars must leave the United States and return within 
a certain period of time. In other words: If countries are to use the USD as a reserve 
currency, there must be an abundance of USD circulating in the global economy. Since 
the mid-1970s, the United States has run a current account deficit. The deficit itself 
is the precondition for the dollar’s role as a reserve currency in the world economy. 
This is a key difference between the United States and China. Since the 1980s, China 
has run a surplus on its current account. The question is what would happen to that 
balance if full convertibility was achieved. Ryan formulates access to the RMB as a key 
factor in the internationalization of the Chinese yuan: “The Renminbi is on course to 
become a major international currency for transaction purposes. It will be increasingly 
used in international transactions involving Chinese nationals as one or both of the 
transacting parties. Over time, it may even be used in transactions between third-
party countries, especially those that run a trade surplus vis-à-vis China and hence 
have a ready source for Renminbi balances.” (Ryan, 2017, p. 1).

Why is it a problem that the Chinese yuan is fully convertible? Investors are less 
willing to hold currencies with restricted exchange rates because they cannot easily 
exchange it for other assets and access to China’s bond and equity markets is more 
difficult. These restrictions also affect capital and trade flows. 

China has opted for a gradual approach and has introduced programs: 

 ■  market access and trading infrastructure schemes in Europe, making it the largest 
CNY market outside of Hong Kong (Kärnfelt, 2020).

 ■  the Qualified Foreign Institutional Investors (QFII), 

 ■   Qualified Domestic Institutional Investor (QDII), and 

 ■  Renminbi Qualified Foreign Institutional Investors (RQFII) to allow for more 
convenient capital inflows and outflows.

Qu summarized Chinese concerns regarding full convertibility thus: “We can’t follow 
the old path that many developing countries have taken but failed. We can’t let go 
at once without restraint and management, especially when our market system and 
financial supervision system are not mature, which is irresponsible for China itself as 
well as the international capital market …” (Qu, assistant director of the International 
Monetary Institute at Renmin University of China cited by Hao, 2020).

In a world where political tensions between the U.S. and China are increasing, it is 
a logical step for China to reduce the influence of the United States on China in 
this area. Not only the challenge of the USD, but also the internationalization of 
the yuan are important aspects for China. The successful introduction of the digital 
fiat currency will not lead to a dominant position of the Chinese currency – as we 
have just seen – but it can create a multilateral global financial system together with  
the Euro.

We can also ask why China needs to challenge the existing global financial system. 

 ■  First of all, there is a strong discrepancy between China’s role in trade and the 
role of its currency in global foreign reserves. While China is the world’s largest 
trading nation, the yuan plays virtually no role as a global reserve. (See above).
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 ■  Second, China will always be in an unfavorable position in a trade war, as long as 
it relies on the USD for transactions. 

 ■  Third, the U.S. can impose sanctions on countries that do not comply. The 
SWIFT can be used to achieve this goal. The list of sanctioned countries is 
relatively long. More importantly, most sanctions are imposed unilaterally by the 
United States, meaning it does not need the support of other major economies 
to have leverage. This is not new, but the use of SWIFT first took clear shape, 
when the United States sought to choke off funds from terrorist organizations 
after the 2001 attack on the World Trade Center, ever since then sanctions have 
become a regular tool of U.S. foreign policy. 

 ■  Fourth, attempts to meet needs in emerging markets serve as pull factors for new 
solutions. 

4. Digital Currencies in Development 

We must add that China is not alone in these experiments. In other words, the attempt 
to introduce digital fiat currency is not necessarily a geopolitical project; countries 
with less geopolitical weight also have similar projects. Let us give a few examples:

 ■  Kazakhstan has completed a prototype of the country’s digital currency and a 
decision will be made at the end of 2022 whether or not to introduce the digital 
fiat currency. Russia’s digital ruble pilot will begin in early 2022. 

 ■  Brazil will introduce the digital fiat currency in 2024 after testing it in 2022 
(Zelealem, 2022).

The list could be easily expanded, Table 1 shows the main characteristics of the current 
digital currency programs, their stage, their purpose, and the architecture, along with 
the infrastructure of the programs. 

 ■  The purpose of currency. Is it used in wholesale or retail trade? Or is it perhaps 
used in both? The infrastructure of the currency may vary. The currency may 
be based on a conventional, centrally controlled database or distributed ledger 
technology. 

 ■  The stage of the program. Is the idea of a fiat digital currency only in the research 
phase, in development, in a pilot program, or is the fiat digital currency already 
in place? 

 ■  The architecture of the program clarifies whether the currency is a direct claim 
on the central bank or a hybrid construction where the currency is a direct claim 
on the central bank, but payments are also made by commercial banks. The third 
case is the so-called synthetic currency, where the currency is not a direct claim 
on the central bank but is a liability of commercial banks and the payments are 
also made by commercial banks. 

 ■  When accessing the currency, we can distinguish two ways in which users can 
have access to it: either through bank accounts or through digital tokens.

The E-CNY is a currency used in both retail and wholesale transactions. By its 
architecture, it can be considered as a hybrid currency, as the currency is a direct 
claim on the central bank, but payments are processed by commercial banks and 
other financial intermediaries. The E-CNY relies on distributed ledger techno- 
logy and a centrally controlled database. Accessibility is possible through bank 
accounts.

Table 1. Characteristics of central bank digital currencies

Countries with Purpose Architecture

Launched programs 9 Retail 44 Direct 3

Pilot programs 14 Wholesale 7 Hybrid 28

Programs in development 16 Both 22 Undecided 35

Research 40 Undecided 15 Undecided 35

Inactive countries 7 Undecided 15 Undecided 35

Countries with cancelled programs 2 Undecided 15 Undecided 35

Source: Atlantic Council CBDC Tracker https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/cbdctracker/

From the data, we can gather that China is in the premier league when it comes 
to digital fiat currency and that the global impact of its introduction would be the 
greatest in terms of the size of the economy out of all countries experimenting with 
the idea.
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5.  Conclusions for Central and Eastern European Countries

The European countries of the 16+1 cooperation are in a very different position as 
far as the currencies they use are concerned. This is because while several countries 
(Slovenia, Slovakia, the Baltic countries) have already joined the Eurozone, others 
do not seem to have any intention to become members of the Eurozone (Poland, 
Hungary, the Czech Republic), and several countries use currency board solutions, 
i.e., they peg their currencies to the Euro (Bulgaria). In addition, there are several 
countries in the 16+1 formation that are not EU members. The different groups of 
countries could be affected to varying degrees by the internationalization of the digital 
yuan. As we mentioned earlier, there are three main channels through which the 
weakening of the dollar’s international position could be felt: central bank reserves, 
foreign exchange, and international trade transactions. We expect the impact to be 
felt primarily through international trade transactions.

80% of countries traded more with the United States in 2002 than with China, but 
that pattern has changed, with 70% now trading more with China than with the 
United States. From the 16 countries, only those from the Baltic do trade more with 
the U.S. than with China now (National Bank of Canada, 2021). This means that 
successful internationalization of the digital yuan could have a significant impact  
on them.

Trade with China has increased in the region over the past two decades. However, 
a look at trade data shows that the relationship with China is far from the most 
important and at the same time, trade with China is unbalanced. Trade deficits with 
China are huge and even growing when looking at long-term data. In 2019, Poland 
had a trade deficit with China of USD 2,7 billion, while its total trade surplus is 
USD  5,2  billion. The Czech Republic has the worst trade record with China. In 
Table 2, we see China’s export and import share (columns 2 and 3) and the difference 
between China’s export and import in each country’s trade (column 4). In the latter 
case, the minus represents a larger import share, than export share. In other words, 
there is no country in the region that would have a surplus in trade with China 
and there is no country in the region, where the deficit would not have increased 
between 1999 and 2019. Yet, there are big differences between these countries, as we 
see double-digit deficits in Poland and the Czech Republic, and a very small trade 
deficit in the cases of Bulgaria and Latvia. 

This comparison shows us why Poland is more cautious in deepening trade with 
China. At the same time, we must add that these data are somewhat misleading, as 
they do not show that a large part of Chinese goods are re-exported to other EU 
member states. 

Table 2. Merchandise trade with China in 1999 and 2019 (%)

Export share to China 
(%)

Import share from  
China (%) 

Difference between  
export and import share 

Year 1999 2019 1999 2019 1999 2019

Hungary 0.28 1.36 2.18 6.10 -0.90 -4.74

Czech Republic 0.21 1.24 1.96 15.8 -1.75 -14.56

Poland 0.49 1.00 2.66 12.3 -2.17 -11.30

Slovakia 0.06 2.10 1.28 6.40 -1.22 -4.30

Estonia 0.11 1.13 1.17 8.10 -1.06 -6.97

Latvia 0.01 1.24 0.51 3.21 -0.50 -1.97

Slovenia 0.15 0.79 1.34 6.12 -1.19 -5.33

Bulgaria 0.03 2.85 1.05 4.51 -1.02 -1.66

Romania 0.31 1.10 1.40 5.27 -1.09 -4.17

Source: World Bank WITS database

As for the internationalization of the digital yuan, we have already said that the most 
important channel is trade. The internationalization of the digital yuan also depends 
on the development of Sino-American relations. Due to the increasing tension 
between the two powers, the Central European countries that choose to use the yuan 
in trade transactions may also face pressure from the American side. In other words: 
If Central European countries use the digital yuan in trade, they must have serious 
reasons to partially replace the USD with the Chinese yuan. A look at the table shows 
that the United States is still more important than China as an export destination 
for these countries, with Bulgaria being the only exception in the group, and China 
being a bigger import partner for the Central European countries. At the same time, 
we have to pay attention to the ratios. If we add up the export and import shares, 
it becomes clear that China is a larger trading partner, with Estonia being the only 
exception in the group.
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Table 3. Which partner is more important when it comes to export and import?  
Shares of China and the United States respectively in 2019.

Export share to (%) Import share from (%) 

US China More important 
export partner US China More important 

import partner 

Hungary 2.80 1.36 US 2.13 6.10 China

Czech Republic 2.49 1.24 US 2.62 15.8 China

Poland 2.91 1.07 US 3.21 12.33 China 

Slovakia 3.14 2.11 US 1.18 6.36 China

Estonia 6.84 1.13 US 1.94 8.10 China 

Latvia 1.58 1.24 US 0.95 3.21 China 

Slovenia 1.76 0.79 US 2.14 6.12 China 

Bulgaria 1.90 2.85 China 0.96 4.51 China 

Romania 1.90 1.10 US 2.23 5.27 China

Source: World Bank WITS database

The case of Russia shows us that replacing the dollar is not an impossible challenge. 
The share of the Chinese yuan in bilateral trade between China and Russia has 
increased from 3.1% in 2014 to 17.5% in 2020 (Hanhui, cited by Global Times, 
2021). Moreover, the yuan accounts for 30.4% of Russia’s National Wealth Fund 
holdings and 12.8% of Russia’s foreign exchange reserves. What we can see here fits 
with the internationalization of the yuan.

Internationalization efforts are discernible on several layers: 

 ■  offshore renminbi market on the Hong Kong exchange market, 
 ■  bilateral swap agreements, 
 ■  the use China’s version of SWIFT, the Cross-Border Inter-Bank Payments 
System (CIPS),

 ■  issue of panda bonds,
 ■  loans from Chinese development banks.

What still stands in the way of the internationalization of the currency is the non-
convertibility of the yuan. Pivak summarizes this problem: “One of the main reasons for 
the yuan’s lack of progress is that it is not freely convertible. Instead, the People’s Bank of 
China sets a daily reference rate for the yuan against the dollar, from which trading via 
interbank currency markets cannot diverge by more than 2%. There are also restrictions 
on moving capital out of China, including for foreign companies.” (Pivak, 2021).

The real effect of the digital yuan, of course would be the convertibility of the currency. 
When used this way, the yuan would become more attractive for Central European 
countries. According to Tachikava, the next advantages and disadvantages that influence 
the internationalization of the Chinese currency can be found:

 ■  The value of the currency is not necessarily determined by the market because 
the exchange rate is managed by the central bank, which is called managed 
floating rate system.

 ■  At the same time, the digital yuan would allow emerging markets to make 
payment and settlement transactions quickly and conveniently at low cost. 

 ■  A pro element is that the Chinese yuan creates stability. We should keep in 
mind that before the collapse of Lehman Brothers in 2008, China had a large 
amount of dollar reserves. It was only after that that China accelerated its 
internationalization efforts in terms of the yuan. (We should add that had China 
continued this policy, it would have faced massive write-downs as the dollar 
depreciated significantly after the crisis.) 

 ■  If China consistently used the yuan in the China-led economic zone, the Chinese 
currency would easily spread. The term “China-led economic zone” here refers to 
Southeast Asian, African, and other Eurasian countries participating in the Belt 
and Road Initiative and the 16+1 cooperation. This region accounts for about 
one-third of global GDP (Tachikava, 2021).

What we could see in the paper is that Chinese digital currency has the potential to 
be one of the most successful projects of China in recent decades, moreover it is able 
to extend China’s economic leverage on Central Europe, too. At the same time, the 
impact will be limited if China does not make steps toward convertibility, otherwise 
the currency will be less attractive for other countries. Obviously in trade transactions 
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between China and another country, China can increase the share of trade transactions 
made in yuan, however the main question is when will countries begin using yuan in 
trade between them, as they do in USD. As far as Central European countries are 
concerned, we can see that China is more important as an import partner than the 
US, although the US is still more important as an export destination. So, we can 
conclude that there are two steps that can help the internationalization of the yuan, 
the success of its digital version: 

 ■  Steps toward greater freedom of capital movement and convertibility to make 
the currency more attractive, 

 ■  Steps to open China’s market for Central European countries to make China 
more important as an export destination than the United States. 

If these elements are in their place, the greatest geopolitical advantage of using digital 
yuan would be that Central European countries could avoid being cut off from the 
SWIFT, this way they could not be sanctioned by the United States. 
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The Role of the Confucius Institutes 
in the Relations of China and the Host Country
Anna Csikó

Abstract

The first experimental Confucius Institute was established in 2004 in Uzbekistan 
and the first official Confucius Institute was established in South Korea in the same 
year. By April 2020 there were 540 Confucius Institutes in the world according to 
the website of Hanban, which clearly indicates that the project of the Confucius 
Institutes and Confucius Classrooms is an enormous success. However, there is an 
apparent discrepancy between the Confucius Institutes and other similar institutes: 
the Confucius Institutes are the part of a university, and the mother institute of the 
Confucius Institutes (which was Hanban until July 2020) was directly under the 
supervision of the Ministry of Education of the People’s Republic of China. Despite 
this, not only the number of the Confucius Institutes around the world is growing 
constantly, but their role in the cultural, academic and diplomatic relations between 
China and the host country is getting more significant.

Keywords: Confucius Institutes, soft power, Chinese language teaching, Chinese culture

1. Introduction

This paper aims to examine the role of the Confucius Institutes (Kongzi Xue- 
yuan 孔子学院) in the relations of China and the host country of the institute with 
a special focus on the Confucius Institutes in Hungary. Not only in Hungary, but 
internationally the number of the studies regarding Confucius Institutes is relatively 
small, while the effect and profit of the institutes are rather significant. It is certain, 
that in the last 17 years Confucius Institutes and Confucius Classrooms helped to 
improve the education of Chinese language in the world, and made the Chinese 
language and culture available for a broader spectrum of people. However, the 

question naturally arises, how and with what motivation these institutes, clearly more 
than usual language schools, organize cultural programs as well. Moreover, what is 
the importance (if any at all) of the Confucius Institutes in the cultural, academic 
and diplomatic relations between China and the host country? While researching 
this topic, in addition to refer to available literature, it is beneficial to take into 
consideration the personal experiences of those who are working or used to work at 
a Confucius Institute, because that experience can have great contribution to a more 
detailed and thorough analysis of the current situation.

2. Confucius Institutes and Soft Power

If somebody would ask, what are the essential goals of the Confucius Institutes 
and Confucius Classrooms (Kongzi Ketang 孔子课堂), the answer would be quite 
straightforward: to introduce and spread Chinese language and culture all over 
the world. For this reason, Confucius Institutes and Confucius Classrooms can 
undoubtedly be recognized as one of the most powerful and effective tools of China’s 
soft power. 

The term “soft power” was introduced by Joseph Nye in 1990 in his book titled “Bound 
to lead: The changing nature of American power” (Nye, 1990, p. 153-171). Later, he 
wrote a book specifically on soft power: “Soft Power: The means to success in world 
politics” (Nye, 2004). Nye defined soft (or co-optive) power as the opposite of hard 
(or command) power, which uses force or threat in order to achieve the desired goal 
of a country, and he uses the term “soft power” in the context of international relations 
and cultural diplomacy. The meaning of the term “soft power” is to make the image of 
a country attractive to other countries by using culture, ideology or institutes in order 
to expand its influence in other countries without having recourse to any violence or 
threat. There is no common agreement in regards of what can be considered as soft 
power: from movie stars through the Olympic games to universities anything (which 
does not use any direct force) can be a tool of soft power (Csikó, 2020a, p. 6-7; Csikó, 
2020b, p. 91-93; Salát, 2010, p. 101). 

One may ask when did the Chinese government start to use their language and culture 
as an instrument of soft power? It is interesting to note that the establishment of the 
network of the Confucius Institutes and Confucius Classrooms was preceded by the 
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Chinese translation of Nye’s book, “Bound to lead: The changing nature of American 
power” in 1992. After that in the early 2000’s, the Chinese government realized that 
language (and language teaching) can be an important tool for increasing the influence 
of China’s soft power as well. (Csikó, 2020a, p. 7; Zhang, 2010, p. 383). As Selmier wrote 
in 2016: “Languages are both tools of communication and trust-creating vehicles which 
teach language learners about another culture.” (Selmier, 2016, p. 262). But even before 
Nye’s book was originally published in 1990, the Chinese government recognized that 
the promotion of the culture of a country can be used to gain more power and influence 
in the world: in the 1980’s Chinese cultural centers were established in Mauritius and in 
Benin. In 2002 Chinese cultural centers were opened in Egypt and France as well, and 
in the same year Hanban (Guojia Hanban 国家汉办), which was the Office of Chinese 
Language Council International, established a couple of Chinese language teaching 
institutes outside of the People’s Republic of China. In 2004 a “brand name” was created 
for these institutes: that is where the history of the Confucius Institutes and Confucius 
Classrooms began (Csikó, 2020a, p. 8; Zhang, 2010, p. 395). The name of Confucius 
(Kongzi 孔子) was suggested by Chen Zhili, former Minister of Education. Although 
Confucianism played a very important role in the history of China, Hanban chose the 
name of “Confucius” “…as a branding rather than philosophical issue… as Confucius 
has positive associations with teaching and traditional culture. Its Chinese equivalent, 
Kong Zi is a widely respected name throughout the areas of Chinese cultural heritage, 
including Korea, Japan and many parts of South East Asia.” (Adamson & Wang, 2015, 
p. 226; Lahtinen, 2015, p. 8-12; Selmier, 2016, p. 24; Zhang, 2010, p. 395)

If the idea of a network of cultural and language teaching institutes, which are in 
foreign countries, sounds familiar, that is not a coincidence. The inspiration and idea 
of creating a “brand” clearly came from the observation of other countries’ language 
and culture institutes: the British Council, the Alliance Française, the Goethe-Institut 
and the Instituto Cervantes. Even on the website of Hanban (which unfortunately no 
longer available), it was stated, that because of the rapid growth of China’s economy 
and international relations, the demand for learning Chinese language increased 
as well. By utilizing the international language teaching experiences of the United 
Kingdom, France, Germany and Spain, China established the Confucius Institutes, 
which promote Chinese language and culture (Csikó, 2020a, p. 9; About Confucius 
Institute/Classroom).

The first experimental Confucius Institute was established in 2004 in Tashkent, 
Uzbekistan, and the first official Confucius Institute was opened in Seoul, South Korea 
on the 21st of November, in the same year. Only two years after the establishment of 
the first Confucius Institute, in September 2006, there were already 106 Confucius 
Institute in 46 countries all over the world, however the first Confucius Classroom was 
only inaugurated in 2008 in Austria. By 2008, 238 Confucius Institutes were operating 
in 69 across the world (Csikó, 2020a, p. 10; Csikó, 2020b, p. 95; Az ELTE Konfuciusz 
Intézet története; Zhang, 2010, p. 395). In 2010, Hanban had set a goal: the number 
of the Confucius Institutes should reach 1000 by 2020 (Salát, 2010, p. 109). This aim 
however has not been reached and given the recent political development it is hard to 
imagine that it will be accomplished soon. One year later, at the end of 2011, the total 
number of the Confucius Institutes were 358 and the total number of the Confucius 
Classrooms were 500 (and they were in 105 countries). In this year, the plan of Hanban 
was that by 2015 there should be 500 Confucius Institutes and 1000 Confucius 
Institutes in the world. Later this plan was modified: the new goal was that by 2020, 
there should be Confucius Institutes in 500 big cities around the world. At the end of 
the year of 2013, there were 440 Confucius Institutes and 646 Confucius Classrooms 
in 120 countries and regions of the world (Li & Tucker, 2013, p. 31-32; Lahtinen, 
2015, p. 12). One year later, the number of the Confucius Institutes and Confucius 
Classrooms were 475 and 851, respectively (Selmier, 2016. p. 264). In December 2018, 
there were 548 Confucius Institutes and 1193 Confucius Classrooms in 154 countries 
and regions, and in total 47,000 full- or part-time teachers were teaching Chinese 
language to 1,860,000 students around the world in these institutes (Huang, 2018). 
In December 2019, the number of the Confucius Institutes was 535, while in January 
2020 it was 545.1 By April 2020 there were 540 Confucius Institutes in the world 
according to the website of Hanban, but that number might not the correct one, since 
on the list there are Confucius Institutes included, which suspended their activities 
or were already closed (e.g., the Confucius Institute of British Columbia Institute of 
Technology) (About Confucius Institute/Classroom; Bramham, 2019; Csikó, 2020a, 
p. 11; Csikó, 2020b, p. 96). As of December 2021, there are 550 Confucius Institutes 
(in 152 countries and regions) and 1172 Confucius Classrooms (in 121 countries and 
regions) (Quanqiu wangluo 全球网络). 

1  According to the website of the Chinese International Education Foundation, at the end of the year of 2019 
„there were 550 Confucius Institutes and 1,172 Confucius Classrooms in 162 countries and regions”, but these num-
bers probably refer to the numbers of end of the year of 2021 (Quanqiu wangluo 全球网络).
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These figures themselves clearly indicate that the project of the Confucius Institutes 
and Confucius Classrooms is highly successful, but it is worth comparing the 
development of the network of the Confucius Institutes with other institutes 
mentioned above. Alliance Française, which is a non-profit organization under the 
Fondation Alliance Française, was established in Paris, France in 1883. Currently it 
has centers at 850 places in 136 countries on five continents. (website of Alliance 
Française Magyarország). British Council, which was established in 1934, is a “public 
corporation”. It is introduced in its website as it is “an executive non-departmental 
public body. The Foreign, Commonwealth & Development Office is our sponsoring 
department”. It has institutes in more than 100 countries in the world (About us). 
Goethe-Institut, which is a non-profit organization as well, was established in 1951, 
and the first institute abroad was opened in Athens, Greece in 1952. Currently, there 
are 158 institutes in 98 countries (70 years of the Goethe-Institut). Instituto Cervantes, 
which was founded in 1991 by the Spanish state, has currently 75 centers worldwide 
according to its website. (Sedes en el mundo). Even though Alliance Française has more 
institutes than Confucius Institutes, it needed 138 years to open 850 centers (which 
is even less than the number of the Confucius Institutes and Confucius Classrooms 
together), nonetheless for Hanban it only took 17 years to establish 550 Confucius 
Institutes and 1172 Confucius Classrooms. The number of the centers for the other 
three organizations is far behind the number of Confucius Institutes and Confucius 
Classrooms. The pace of the growth of the Confucius Institutes and Confucius 
Classrooms are incredibly faster than the other four organizations’, nevertheless it 
must be noted, that the territory, economy and manpower of the People’s Republic of 
China are rather bigger than those of France, the United Kingdom, Germany or Spain.

3.  The Structure of the Network of the Confucius Institutes and 
Classrooms

It is safe to say, that the network of the Confucius Institutes is far more successful 
than the networks either of the Goethe-Institut or the British Council in terms 
of how fast they are expanding, but there is a considerable difference between the 
Confucius Institutes and their foreign counterparts (British Council, Goethe-
Institut, etc.), which needs to be pointed out: the Confucius Institutes are the only 
organizations, which are established within a university in the host country. Another 

(but equally important) difference is the fact, that the headquarter of the Confucius 
Institutes (which was Hanban until July 2020) was directly under the supervision of 
the Ministry of Education of the People’s Republic of China (Csikó, 2020a, p. 11-12; 
Csikó, 2020b, p. 96-97).

If one would like to understand the structure of the network of the Confucius 
Institutes and Classrooms, it is necessary to start with the institution, which controlled 
the whole network first – and that was Hanban. Hanban was established in 1987 
in Beijing, China, and it was affiliated with the Chinese Ministry of Education and 
controlled by a council which consisted of fifteen people. In this council, there were 
members from twelve state ministries and commissions: the General Office of the 
State Council, the Ministry of Education, the Ministry of Finance, the Overseas 
Chinese Affairs Office of the State Council, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the State 
Development and Reform Commission, the Ministry of Commerce, the Ministry 
of Culture, the State Administration of Radio, Film and Television, the State Press 
and Publications Administration, the State Council Information Office and the 
State Language Work Committee. This council was responsible for creating and 
revising the Constitution and By-Laws of the Confucius Institutes and Classrooms, 
examining and approving the annual reports and the development strategies as well 
as plans of the global Confucius Institutes, and discussing other relevant issues 
concerning the development of the Confucius Institutes (Csikó, 2020a, p.  8-9; 
Csikó, 2020b, p. 93-94; Lahtinen, 2015, 13; Li & Tucker, 2013, p. 31).

Except the tasks mentioned above, Hanban had other responsibilities, e.g., organizing 
the “Annual Global Conference of Confucius Institutes” (Kongzi Xueyuan dahui 孔
子学院大会), which was renamed as “International Chinese Language Education 
Conference” (Guoji zhongwen jiaoyu dahui 国际中文教育大会) in 2019. Hanban 
was responsible for the selection and training of the local and Chinese directors, 
the teachers and volunteer teachers as well. Hanban was managing other projects 
related to Chinese culture and language and to Confucius Institutes, namely, the 
Chinese Bridge competition (Hanyu Qiao 汉语桥), which celebrates its twentieth 
anniversary in 2021, the HSK (Hanyu shuiping kaoshi 汉语水平考试), the written 
Chinese language exam) and HSKK (Hanyu shuiping kouyu kaoshi 汉语水平口语

考试), the oral Chinese language exam), the YCT (Youth Chinese Test), the BCT 
(Business Chinese Test), the MCT (Medical Chinese Test), the Confucius Institute 
Scholarship (Kongzi Xueyuan jiangxuejin 孔子学院奖学金) – which is called 
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“International Chinese Language Teachers Scholarship” since 2020/2021) – , and 
the new Confucius Chinese Studies Program (Kongzi xin hanxue jihua 孔子新汉

学计划) (Csikó, 2020a, p. 8-9; Csikó, 2020b, p. 93-94; Lahtinen, 2015, p. 13; Li & 
Tucker, 2013, p. 31). Since 2007, Hanban had been designated as Confucius Institute 
Headquarters/Hanban (Kongzi Xueyuan Zongbu/Hanban 孔子学院总部/汉办), 
which clearly showed the importance of the Confucius Institutes and Classrooms 
within Hanban (Li & Tucker, 2013, p. 31).

Non-Chinese organization, most of the cases universities can only apply for 
establishing a Confucius Institute together with a Chinese partner university.  
A Chinese university can have several Confucius Institutes in different countries, 
while the Confucius Institutes generally, – but there are exceptions – only have one 
Chinese partner university. Until July 2020, Hanban funded all Confucius Institutes, 
but the host university was required to provide the same amount of matching fund 
(Adamson&Wang, 2015, p.  226; Lahtinen, 2015, p.  12). Li and Tucker mention 
that a Confucius Institute not only can be established at a university at the host 
country, but “…can be a local public school system (e.g., the CI in Chicago partners 
with the Chicago Public Schools), or a public school system plus a university 
(e.g., the CI in Atlanta works with the Atlanta Public Schools and Emory 
University), or a local educational organization (e.g., the CI at China Institute)”  
(Li & Tucker, 2013, p.  31). Hanban and the Chinese partner university took 
responsibility for sending the Chinese directors (who are in most cases professors 
at the Chinese partner university), teachers (gongpai jiaoshi 公派教师, who already 
finished their MA studies) and volunteer teachers (zhiyuanzhe 志愿者, who have 
not finished their MA studies yet, and must complete their internship in Confucius 
Institutes). The Chinese directors sent by Hanban, and the partner university usually 
only can work at a Confucius Institute for 23 years, and after finishing their term 
they must go back to their universities to resume their academic work there (or 
go to another country). The teachers only can stay for maximum a couple of years 
at one Confucius Institute, while the volunteer teachers can only stay for one year 
(sometimes they can apply for staying one more year), which means the students are 
constantly to adapt to their new teachers. In fact, it is challenging for the teachers as 
well, because when they finally got used to a country, the country’s teaching system 
and methods, etc., they must go back to China or go to another country (Csikó, 
2020a, p. 9; Csikó, 2020b, p. 94).

In response to the worldwide critics against Confucius Institutes, since July 2020, 
the system of establishing and managing Confucius Institutes has changed entirely: 
Hanban was abolished as an independent organization without any legal subsequent 
entity, two new organizations were founded, and the Chinese partner universities 
were given the task to supervise the Confucius Institutes that they had cofounded and 
to provide, or more precisely apply to the Chinese Ministry of Finance – for a budget 
of a Confucius Institute.

The Hanban became reorganized and restructured under the name of the Center 
for Language Education and Cooperation (Zhongwai Jiaoliu Hezuo Zhongxin 中外

语言交流合作中心). According to its website “The Center for Language Education 
and Cooperation (CLEC) is a non-profit professional educational institution for 
international Chinese language education, affiliated with the Chinese Ministry of 
Education (MOE). CLEC is committed to providing quality services for people 
from all over the world to learn Chinese and understand China. It also intends to 
build a platform for friendly collaboration on language education and cross-cultural 
learning.” The Center for Language Education and Cooperation is responsible for 
selecting, training, and sending the Chinese teachers and volunteer teachers to the 
Confucius Institutes, as well as other tasks, e.g., developing textbooks for Chinese 
language teaching, the International Chinese Language Teachers Scholarship, the 
Chinese Bridge competition, the China Studies Program, the International Chinese 
Language Education Conference, etc. (website of CLEC). Since the academic year 
of 2020/2021, due to difficulties in sending Chinese teachers caused by COVID-19, 
Confucius Institutes have been allowed to hire overseas Chinese volunteer teachers 
(haiwai zhiyuanzhe 海外志愿者) and local Chinese teachers (bentu jiaoshi 本土教师).

The other new organization, established in 2020, is the Chinese International 
Education Foundation (Zhongguo Guoji Zhongwen Jiaoyu Jijinhui 中国国际中文

教育基金会). On their website the following can be read: “Founded in Beijing in 
June 2020, Chinese International Education Foundation is a non-profit charitable 
social organization registered at Ministry of Civil Affairs of the People’s Republic of 
China. Jointly initiated by 27 universities, enterprises, and social organizations, the 
Foundation is dedicated to supporting projects of Chinese International Education 
worldwide, promoting people-to-people exchanges, enhancing understanding among 
countries, and thus contributing to mutual learning and exchanges between the diverse 
civilizations in the world and to building a community of shared future for mankind.” 



Anna Csikó The Role of the Confucius Institutes in the Relations of China and the Host Country (244–258)

252 Results and Challenges: Ten Years of China-CEEC Cooperation | 253

In fact, this newly established NGO, which is clearly not related to any Chinese 
ministry, undoubtedly “inherited” the important and exclusive right of the previous 
Hanban for the brand, name and logo of the Confucius Institutes; in other words, 
it became the legal, central entity to be responsible for the future of the network of 
Confucius Institutes. It is interesting to note that on the website of the Center for 
Language Education and Cooperation, placed under the jurisdiction of the Ministry 
of Education, there is no references to the Confucius Institutes or the Confucius 
Classrooms. 

4. Confucius Institutes in Hungary

Since my goal is to examine the relations of China and the host country by the 
example of Hungary, it is necessary to introduce shortly the Confucius Institutes 
in Hungary at first. In Hungary there are five Confucius Institutes in total. The 
first one, the ELTE Confucius Institute, was inaugurated in December 2006, and 
its Chinese partner university is Beijing Foreign Studies University. The ELTE 
Confucius Institute has been teaching Chinese language to 2000 students annually 
at thirty-two teaching sites in seven cities, and has been stuffed with thirty-two 
teachers. The institute has published its Chinese textbook titled “Chinese textbook 
for Hungarians” from A1 to B2 level in Hungarian. It was the ELTE Confucius 
Institute, which initiated the program of studying Chinese as a second foreign 
language at Hungarian high schools. It was also accomplished by the ELTE 
Confucius Institute that from 2011 Chinese language can be chosen as a subject, 
and that from 2015 it can be chosen as an advanced level subject at the high school 
final exam (Csikó, 2020a, p. 12, 14-15; Csikó, 2021a; Csikó, 2021b).

The institute won the “Excellent Confucius Institute” award in 2007 and 2013, 
Prof. Ferenc Hudecz (the former rector of Eötvös Loránd University and the member 
of the board of directors of ELTE Confucius Institute) was awarded by Hanban in 
2009, Prof. Imre Hamar (the director of the institute since its establishment) won the 
“Excellent Confucius Institute Director” award in 2011, and the ELTE Confucius 
Institute was conferred the status of Model Confucius Institute in 2015. In December 
2020, ELTE Confucius Institute was given the “Excellent Chinese Test Center 2020-
2021” award. In 2021 Prof.  Imre Hamar won the “Special Book Award of China”, 

which is a very important award of the Chinese Government and in the same year he 
was given the “Medal for Long Service as a Confucius Institute Director” award (Csikó, 
2020a, p. 13; Csikó 2021a; Csikó 2021b).

The University of Szeged’s Confucius Institute was established in cooperation with 
the Shanghai International Studies University (Shanghai Waiguoyu Daxue 上海外国

语大学) in 2012. Apart from the usual language courses the University of Szeged’s 
Confucius Institute focuses on business trainings, and currently has eleven teachers 
(Csikó, 2020a, p. 18).

The Confucius Institute of the University of Miskolc was established in cooperation 
with the Beijing University of Chemical Technology (Beijing Huagong Daxue 北京

化工大学) in 2013, and the local Chinese company, Wanhua-BorsodChem supports 
their work. They employ six teachers according to their website (Csikó, 2020a, p. 18).

The Confucius Institute of the University of Pécs was established in 2015 with a 
special focus on Traditional Chinese Medicine (this was the seventh Confucius 
Institute in the whole world which was a Traditional Chinese Medicine type of 
Confucius Institute). It has the North China University of Science and Technology 
(Huabei Ligong Daxue 华北理工大学) as their partner institute. Three teachers 
of theirs educate Traditional Chinese Medicine, while six teachers give lessons in 
Chinese language (Csikó, 2020a, p. 19).

The Confucius Institute of the University of Debrecen was inaugurated in partneship 
with the Tianjin Foreign Studies University (Tianjin Waiguoyu Daxue天津外国语大

学) in 2019. They only have one Chinese teacher (Csikó, 2020a, p. 19-20).

In regard with the size of Hungary, five Confucius Institutes might seem unreasonable, 
however each of the Confucius Institutes have their unique profile, and all of them 
play an important part in the education and cultural life in Hungary.

The Confucius Institutes in Hungary (like others in all over the world) have five 
essential tasks: teaching Chinese language, training Chinese language teachers and 
provide teaching materials, organizing Chinese language exams (HSK, HSKK, BCT, 
YCT and MCT) and Chinese language teacher exams, holding events regarding 
Chinese culture and language and organizing language and other exchange programs 
(Constitution and By-Laws of the Confucius Institutes; Csikó, 2020b, p. 97).

As it was mentioned before, Confucius Institute is established by a Chinese partner 
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university and a local host university. A Confucius Institute is under the leadership of 
local and Chinese directors with the supervision by the Board of Directors, which consists 
of the leaders of the universities and the two directors. The local director usually is a 
professor at the host university, and the Chinese generally is a professor at the Chinese 
partner university, however, in some cases professors from other Chinese universities can 
be assigned as Chinese directors. Neither the local, nor the Chinese director have to be 
necessarily a Chinese language teacher or a Sinologist. This might seem a bit strange, but 
if a director, especially the local, could only be a Chinese language teacher or a Sinologist, 
then it would make inconvenient to open a Confucius Institute at a university without 
a Department of Chinese Studies. The fact that two universities establish the Institute 
on equal right and both universities delegate a director perfectly symbolizes equality in 
terms of operating a Confucius Institute between the Chinese and the local partners 
(Csikó, 2020b, p. 97-99).

5.  The Role of the Confucius Institutes  
in the Relations of China and Hungary

Based on the facts and figures mentioned above, no doubt that the Confucius 
Institutes play an important role in developing educational and cultural relations 
between Hungary and China. In fact, they play multiple roles on different levels or 
areas of the relations of the countries. In the following section I will go through these 
levels.

The first one is the level of the Chinese partner university and the Confucius 
Institutes. First of all, the Confucius Institute is an excellent exchange program for 
the Chinese directors, teachers and volunteer teachers of the Chinese universities: 
they can work or spend their internship in a foreign country (in the case of the 
Chinese directors without having to worry about risking their job at the Chinese 
university). But is an exchange program for the students of the Confucius Institute, 
as well. They can spend shorter or longer time in China (or even do their BA, 
MA or Ph.D. in Teaching Chinese to Speakers of Other Languages) with the 
International Chinese Language Teachers Scholarship (or other scholarship), and 
attend summer or winter camps organized by the Chinese universities. Both parties 
can mutually benefit from these.

On the level of the Chinese and host universities, the benefits (for both universities) 
are even more obvious. Due to their continuous cooperation in running a Confucius 
Institute, the leaders of universities have a close relationship. The staff and directors 
of the Confucius Institute must manage matters with the Chinese university on a 
weekly or daily basis, while the leaders of the universities meet each other at least at 
the Board of Directors’ Meeting, at the annual conference organized by the Chinese 
university and at the International Chinese Language Education Conference. These 
events not only strengthen the relations between the two universities, but they 
have opportunities (on the Board of Directors’ Meeting) to propose and initiate 
new projects or programs between the universities. They can set up scholarships 
especially for the students of the two universities, double degree or joint programs, 
Erasmus+ or other students/teacher exchange programs, and organize conferences 
or lectures series and other projects. A good example for this cooperation is the 
ELTE Center at BFSU, inaugurated in 2015, which is the first Hungarian center 
at a Chinese university. In 2018 the Confucius Institute of the University of Pécs 
and its partner university signed an agreement about founding a Hungarian Studies 
Centre at the North China University of Science and Technology (Csikó, 2020a, 
p. 13). Usually, the host university does not have this kind of programs or projects 
with other Chinese universities.

One good example for cooperation on a higher level is the Chinese language teacher 
training center called “Central and Eastern European Regional Training Center” 
at ELTE. It was opened in 2014, and it is supported by the Center for Language 
Education and Cooperation (previously by Hanban) and the Hungarian government. 
This is the only official Chinese language teacher training center of the Center for 
Language Education and Cooperation outside of China, and it is a unique center 
in the entire Central and Eastern European region. It already held eight teacher 
trainings (Csikó, 2020a, p. 14-15; Csikó, 2020b, p. 98). 

The fact that Mr. Wen Jiabao, the former prime minister of China, visited the ELTE 
Confucius Institute in 2011 shows the significance of the ELTE Confucius Institute 
in the Chinese-Hungarian diplomatic relations as well (Csikó, 2020a, p.  13). The 
Chinese Bridge competition is organized together by a Confucius Institute and the 
Chinese Embassy. The “Chinese-Hungarian Dictionary” – which is outstanding with 
its rich vocabulary in the Central and Eastern European Region – was published by 
the ELTE Confucius Institute in 2017 and was presented to prime minister Viktor 
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Orbán and prime minister Keqiang Li at the closing ceremony of the “16+1 summit” 
which was held at the Parliament (Csikó, 2020a, p. 16). 

It is important to emphasize that the achievements discussed in this paper are only 
a few examples of the successful operation of Confucius Institutes in Hungary, and 
we firmly believe that Confucius Institutes, despite some critical opinions, have 
been greatly contributed to the Hungarian education and culture, and promoted the 
friendship and mutual understanding between Hungary and China.

6. Conclusion

Confucius Institutes, even though their history is not even twenty years long yet, 
clearly are a successful project – in terms of numbers, it is more successful than 
Alliance Française, British Council, Goethe-Institut or Instituto Cervantes.

The enormous amount of money, manpower and other resources invested in the 
Confucius Institutes and Confucius Classrooms by the Chinese Ministry of 
Education in the last seventeen years is a good indicator of its importance to the 
Chinese government. The Confucius Institutes and Classrooms are perfect examples 
of how to apply soft power effectually. However, it would be underestimating to 
consider Confucius Institutes only as tools of China’s soft power, since they have an 
important role in the diplomacy (most of the time in the cultural diplomacy) of two 
countries (China and the host country).

In addition, these institutes play an important role in building a stronger relationship 
between Chinese and foreign universities, and doing this, they inevitably facilitate 
the cooperation between the universities in the academic field, in terms of exchange 
programs for students and teachers, scholarships, etc. Moreover, Confucius Institutes 
can contribute to the regional cooperation with China.

It is a question whether the network of the Confucius Institutes and Classrooms can 
expand in the future as rapidly as it did in the last seventeen years, but we can be 
certain that it has the potential of further strengthening the relations between China 
and the host countries.
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Utilizing China’s Digital Presence in Education and 
Cultural Exchange: The Case of Hungary
Richárd Mohr

Abstract

The aim of this paper was to collect the digital presence of China in the Hungarian 
cyberspace, focusing on education and cultural exchange. To do that, we had to 
introduce briefly the Chinese soft power in the digital age, and the challenges cultural 
and educational sector is facing in this endeavor. Both our findings and other research 
show that China still did not find its own, unique, and trendy cultural voice that is 
necessary to increase the international popularity of the country, but there are good 
examples in the East-Asian region for creating unique and Western-compatible 
cultural presence. According to our hypothesis, the political debate about China is 
obscuring its cultural reputation and country image, therefore the positive external 
image of China is very difficult to reach a wider circle of recipients.

Keywords: China, Hungary, digital presence, cultural exchange, cultural influence,  
soft power

1. The Age of Internet 

The internet has shifted the life of mankind towards the information age. The 
penetration of the internet brought us an unprecedented growth of the webpages: 
according to internetlivestats.com, a website providing real time statistics on internet 
usage, within 30 years an astounding number of 1.9 billion websites were created to 
feed the news hunger of more than 5 billion people accessing it. 6 billion YouTube 
videos are watched and more than 200 billion e-mails are sent in just one day. For 
the first time in the history of mankind, almost all information of the world is 
available with unprecedented ease of access. Therefore, it is quite natural, that we gain 
knowledge and draw conclusions about many things according to the information 
acquired via the internet. 

China is an excellent example for all that. Since the reform and development policy 
starting in 1978, China has been undergoing tremendous changes, and after four 
decades of development, it has also become an everyday topic. According to Willnat 
and Luo’s study (2011), a simple search for “China” in Google News showed that 
the number of times China has been mentioned in major international news outlets 
raised from 17,800 hits in early 2000 to more than 277,000 hits in late 2010. However, 
the China National Image Global Survey 2014 also highlighted an interesting fact, 
that developed and developing countries have different understandings of China’s 
development path and model. 

The internet provides unlimited opportunities to share information in cyberspace, 
making it extremely easy to access by everyone. Over the past two years, the pandemic 
has further reinforced the importance of digital communication, and the reduction or 
cessation of face-to-face encounters has highlighted that digital space exchanges can 
complement, even replace personal connections – in case there is no other solution. 
The rapid rise of online communication has amplified several processes, enabled 
communication, distance learning, virtual meetings, online interactive cultural 
programs. 

The internet has also brought a new era for communication and marketing, the 
development of a nation’s image and its marketing with modern tools, and of course in 
politics. Furthermore, it is also serves as a platform for manipulating people’s opinion 
in a very direct way, therefore it provides the opportunity to spread negative news. The 
overwhelming noise of information makes it difficult for the positive messages to be 
heard. The news in the social media is also spreading at an unprecedently fast pace, 
but just like in the old Chinese saying: good news never goes beyond the gate, while 
bad news spreads far and wide1.

Therefore, it is essential for a country to create an attractive appearance and shape 
the public opinion in the realm of internet. Especially in the case of China, because 
due to the differences in its social system and historical background, also the chosen 
development path of the country being very different from that of the Western world, 
hence the Western narrative of China has been and still is predominantly negative. This 
narrative regularly refers to China as a country, that is “a ‘challenge’, a ‘threat’, an ‘issue’ 
to be solved. National borders align with racialised boundaries of one’s imaginative 
sympathy, and the Chinese people are morphed into a label, a statistic” (Cheng, 2021). 
1 好事不出门，坏事传千里。Hăo shì bù chū mén, huài shì chuán qiān lı̌.
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This phenomenon also shows that China badly needs to improve its international 
image. While it is not a very simple act, strengthening human relations internationally 
and promoting mutual understanding is essential in creating more goodwill. 
Promoting the values of China-related education and culture can be the one of the 
key elements in creating positive international narrative about China.

2. Soft Power and Cultural Charm

To understand the digital presence of China in the field of education and culture, 
one must start from understanding the concept of soft power and soft power 2.0. The 
term “soft power” was introduced by political scientist Joseph S. Nye, Jr., as a contrast 
to the hard power of military and economic influence. The aim of soft power is to 
gain control by networking, communicating strong narratives, creating international 
influence, and thus making the country attractive to the world. Soft power includes 
many aspects, such as cultural exchange, political values, or foreign policy (Nye, 2004).

However, for describing the digital diplomacy or digital presence of a country, the 
term of smart power 2.0 seems to be quite apt. This digital revolution has changed 
and upgraded the concept of soft power. The Internet Age has created an explosion 
of information, which has led to the paradox of plenty: too much information causes 
a scarcity of information. Therefore, according to Nye (2019), soft power 2.0 is the 
method of shaping public opinion in the digital age, and it is “about the competition 
for the scarce resource of attention and credibility”.

Consequently, the information consumers are only open for credible and attractive 
content, and such content can be used as soft power. The Japanese and South Korean 
cultural expansion are good examples, how the popular culture of these South-East 
Asian Confucianist countries – such as Japanese manga, anime or even karate, as well 
as the Korean pop culture and movies or series, also known as Korean Wave or hallyu 
– had become an important factor in shaping (mainly young) people’s opinion about 
these countries (Norris, 2010; Gibson, 2020).

Admittedly, China lacks the kind of popular culture that is attractive among young 
westerners. China has an amazing traditional culture going back to several thousands 
of years, the ancient philosophy of Confucius, Taoism or Sun-zi; the inventions, 

including papermaking, silk, porcelain, or the compass; the cultural values of literature, 
opera, calligraphy, or acrobatics are indisputably enriched the world to a great extent. 
But these ancient Chinese cultural products cannot serve any more as a source for 
modern and attractive soft power, since these are not reflecting the modernity of 
China, and lacking the necessary “cool” factor of popular culture, which would be a 
must to win over the young generation’s heart. 

Naturally, the rapid modernization and development of China has created several 
successful elements in the country’s soft power repertoire. The result of the economic 
expansion is a strong source of China’s charm, and the leadership is happy to showcase 
these achievements by hosting gigantic international events, such as the Beijing 
Olympic Games (2008), the Shanghai World Expo (2010), Guangzhou Asian Games 
(2010), or the Beijing Winter Olympic Games (2022). But the economic results 
also appear in the extreme popularity of consumer goods made in China, which are, 
combined with e-commerce, a very popular aspect of modern China.

Furthermore, there are other successful elements contributing to the strengthening 
of soft power, including education, scientific and technological development, such 
as space program, athletic achievements, product branding, movies, and soap operas, 
among others. The term of “peaceful development” has been replaced the earlier term 
of “peaceful rise” to reassure the world about China’s peaceful intentions and thus also 
serves as an instrument of soft power (Salát, 2010). 

3.  Types of China-information Consumers  
and Marketing Models

When we talk about the China-related messages, in an oversimplified model we can 
differ two basic kinds of China-information consumer: the unintentional and the 
conscious. Conscious China-information consumers are those people, who study the 
language, research the country, have been there before, related to it in any other way, 
or just simply interested in China and would like to know more about it. These people 
in general have a positive or at least neutral attitude towards China, and willing to 
understand more about it. Unintentional consumers, on the other hand, are those, 
who are not attached to China at all, they might have neutral or negative attitude and 
no strong interest in understanding China.
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In terms of delivering the message to these information consumers, it can be seen as 
marketing, and we can also differentiate two types of marketing: the push and the 
pull model. Push marketing means making the information – and the brand behind 
– as visible as possible. On the other hand, pull marketing involves naturally accruing 
interest by creating high-value content suited for the target audiences actively seeking 
out for the information (Radd Interactive, n.d.)

In the case of Chinese information, pull model serves the conscious consumer, who is 
actively looking for China-related information. These people make up the audience for 
different China-related online content in thematic Facebook pages, YouTube channels, 
as well as readers of studies, research, etc. This group of people would visit different 
China-related exhibitions and participate China-related events. Their common point is 
to have an interest in China; therefore, the pull model serves them well. 

The goal of push marketing is to make as many consumers as possible aware of the 
information, simply putting to create bigger visibility. Here comes the paradox of 
plenty again: we are encountering an ocean of information every day, and it is very 
difficult to reach the stimulus threshold of the people. Negative news is easier to make 
bigger impact, however, in this case positive push messages are needed. Therefore, 
trendy cultural phenomenon can serve as a pull model marketing, and definitely 
improve a country’s international image.

4. The Cultural Influence of China

U.S. News & World Report has started a ranking of countries six years ago called 
the “Best Countries ranking”, in cooperation with BAV Group and the Wharton 
School of the University of Pennsylvania. The report covers perceptions of  
78 nations included in the study, a statistically manageable group chosen according to 
four criteria as a benchmark, namely the top 100 ranking in for gross domestic product, 
foreign direct investment inflows, and international tourism receipts, based on World 
Bank data, and the top 150 in U.N.’s Human Development Index (Methodology: 
How the, 2021).

The study and the model used to score and rank countries were developed by BAV 
Group. According to their own description, “a set of 76 country attributes – terms 
that can be used to describe a country and that are also relevant to the success of a 

modern nation – were identified. Attributes by nation were presented in a survey of 
more than 17,000 people from across the globe. Participants assessed how close they 
associated an attribute with a nation” (ibid.).

Cultural influence can be understood as the successful manifestation of soft power. 
Countries that command cultural influence are considered trendsetters, their fine 
food, fashion, way of living, popular culture are well-respected, their products also 
have that certain “must have it” feeling. Music, television, and movies created in these 
countries are also easily absorbed and accepted by other cultures and can thematize a 
wider global conversation (Cultural Influence, n.d.).

The subranking “Cultural Influence” is based on an equally weighted average of scores 
from eight country attributes that relate to a country’s cultural influence: culturally 
significant in terms of entertainment, fashionable, happy, has an influential culture, 
has strong consumer brands, modern, prestigious, and trendy. The consumer brands 
attribute was newly added for 2021 (ibid.).

According to the Best Countries ranking 2021, China’s cultural influence ranks 
at the 11th place among 78 countries in 2020. Among the eight country attributes 
related to Cultural Influence, we can observe that China has three attributes (happy, 
fashionable, prestigious) scoring in the lower third, three (culturally significant in 
terms of entertainment, modern, trendy) scoring in the middle-third and only the 
indicators “has an influential culture” and “has strong consumer brands” scored over 
90% (Chart 1). 

Compared to the 3rd place of the U.S., the 5th place of Japan, and the 7th place of South 
Korea, China’s cultural influence still has a relatively high ranking, and improved 
significantly after its 16th place in 2019. After comparing the data of these four countries 
in 2020 (Chart 2.), we can find that for six out of eight attributes, namely Culturally 
significant in terms of entertainment, Fashionable, Happy, Modern, Prestigious, and 
Trendy, China has ranked the lowest among the four countries. According to the 
survey, cultural influence of China is especially not considered to be fashionable, happy, 
modern, and trendy. In terms of prestigious, it is quite close to the South-Korean value, 
but far less than that of the USA or Japan. 
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Chart 1: Cultural Influence of China 

Source: author’s own chart, based on data of Best Countries ranking 2021

We might draw the conclusion that China still lacks an internationally recognized 
popular culture, making it trendy, modern, and fashionable. In the Western culture, 
the influence of the American popular culture is without a doubt, however, the 
Japanese Manga and Anime culture, or the Korean K-pop culture and Korean movies 
both also have a significant number of fans. It is especially interesting to look at the 
Korean example. 

Chart 2: Comparing the Cultural Influence

Source: author’s own chart, based on data of the Best Countries ranking 2021

In the past decade, the Korean Wave (hallyu) has become an undeniable phenomenon. 
The visibility and awareness of Korean culture has rapidly grown internationally. 
South Korea has become a major exporter of culture in many aspects, including 
mobile devices, Korean food, popular music, tv-series, and movies. In 2012, Gangnam 
Style became the first video on YouTube reaching one billion views (PSY’s ‘Gangnam 
Style’, 2012). In 2018, a Korean-language album by BTS reached number one on 
the US Billboard 100. It was the first non-Western group to top the charts (BTS 
Earns First, 2018). The 2019 movie Parasite won four Academy Awards and became 
the first non-English language film to win the Best Picture Award in the 92 years 
history of the Academy Awards (Oscars 2020: South, 2020). The Korean tv-series 
Squid Game’s unexpected success has turned it into the most popular show on Netflix 
ever. According to Netflix’s metric of people watching, in the first 28 days of release, 
Squid Game has reached 111 million fans, almost 30 million more than the second 
most popular show (‘Squid Game’ Is, 2021).
China also produced several successful audiovisual products, some of those made in 
coproduction with other countries. However, many popular Chinese stories had been 
turned into popular movies with no or very few cooperation with China, such as 
Disney hits Mulan or Kung-fu Panda. Unlike the 1998 original Mulan, which also 
became a hit in China, the 2020 live-action version of the story turned into a target of 
sharp criticism by Chinese netizens, for distorting the Chinese cultural elements into 
America and because of its historical mistakes among others (Yi, 2020).

This cultural adaption conflict seems to be happening all over again. In 2019, 
Wandering Earth, a movie based on Liu Cixin’s short story was released by China 
Film Group Corporation, and it has suggested a beginning for a new era for the 
Chinese film adaption of Chinese sci-fi literature (With The Wandering, 2019). The 
film adaptation of Liu Cixin’s Three-Body Problem trilogy, an international best-seller 
science fiction which has also been translated into Hungarian, and undoubtedly 
has the potential to become an internationally recognized success. However, the 
adaptation process seems to be controversial: according to reports, Netflix has started 
to prepare for the production, but the exclusive Western adaptation and the low rate 
of Asian actors has raised eyebrows in China, so in early November 2021, China’s 
technology giant Tencent has also released its trailer for the Three-Body Problem with 
Chinese actors (Tian, 2021). 
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5. China’s Digital Soft Power in Hungary

Creating a positive China image abroad seems to be a difficult task, as opinions about 
the country is becoming more and more polarized, to say at the least. Historically, 
Hungarians have a quite positive attitude towards China. The Eastern ancestry of the 
nation is a common knowledge, Chinese people flooded to Hungary after 1990, and 
still making up one of the biggest Chinese communities in the CEE region. 

In 1989, Hungary and China abolished the visa requirements between the two 
countries. Within a short period of three years, according to the estimations, about 
40,000 Chinese citizens arrived in Hungary. This huge migration wave was caused 
not only by the visa-free policy, but also by the news of business opportunities and 
the high-standard of living. The local Chinese population told their friends and 
relatives about the favorable business and living conditions in Hungary, resulting 
in a further influx. But many other factors also contributed, including cheap 
intercontinental train tickets, the recession in the Chinese economy and the fear of 
reversion of reforms by the private business sector after the events at Tiananmen 
Square (Nyíri, 2007, p.  52-54.). During the last three decades, the Chinese 
community has formed into an important minority in Hungary. Chinese people 
are well accepted locally, due to their diligent lifestyle, and play an intensive role 
in developing human relations and popularizing the Chinese culture in Hungary 
(Mohr et al., 2019, p. 167). 

Recently, the China-related opinions in Hungary has also become the center of debates, 
it is heated by domestic political disputes, negative stereotypes, and distorted news. 
In an over-politized atmosphere, where opinion about China is rather reflecting the 
agreement or disagreement with political sides and their approach of China, realistic 
and objective attitude is scarce. It seems like the controversial judgement of China is 
mainly sourcing from the opinion about its political establishment, and this approach 
overwrites the evaluation of other values (Matura, 2021).

If we examine the online presence of China in Hungary, there are some important 
actors shaping the public opinion about the country. The Embassy of the People’s 
Republic of China in Hungary, as the highest level of diplomatic representation, 
maintains a relatively extensive website. The Chinese version is equipped with plenty 
of official announcements and communications. But the English and Hungarian 
website is quite outdated, far less comprehensive, and publishes mainly political and 

diplomatic articles and news. There is no information available about cultural events, 
China-related education, or scholarships. 

The Embassy also operates a Facebook and Twitter page. The official Facebook page has 
about 1,500 followers. The page was created in October 2019. At the beginning, mainly 
English articles were published, but now the language of the posts is rather Hungarian 
just like the Twitter page. Both social media pages show active and regular posting.

China Cultural Center in Budapest is the official cultural institute of China in 
Hungary. The physical location of China Cultural Center is still before renovation; 
however, its online presence is already quite significant. The page was created only in 
June 2020, but has already gathered more than 5,000 followers, mainly by posting 
regular and interactive content. Their YouTube page was created in August 2020, it 
has more than 60 subscribers and a cumulative view count of more than 8,000. There 
are not only videos from China, but also about Hungary-specific Chinese events and 
cultural programs.

There are several Facebook pages in Hungarian associated with “China state-
controlled media”, such as “China’s charm” (Kína csábereje), operated by China Radio 
International (CRI). It is a very successful platform with more than 27  thousand 
followers, and regular posts in Hungarian about Chinese landscapes, places of 
interest, customs, and contents. The page is also able to generate some interactivity 
and engagement by its audience.

All in all, the local community – both Hungarians and local Chinese people – 
spreading China-related cultural and educational values within a very small circle. 
The effect of these activities seems not to be able to influence the general population 
on a bigger scale. Besides the lack of a distinctive contemporary cultural voice, the 
political opinions occasionally also appear, for example among the comments of the 
Facebook posts related to China. 

The opinion about China in Hungary is still somewhat better than in other Western 
European countries. In the second half of 2020, a broad study was concluded about 
the public opinion in 13 European countries on China, mainly focusing on mapping 
the effect of the coronavirus outbreak on the attitude towards China. According to the 
study, only Eastern Europe holds relatively positive views on China, while Western 
and Northern European countries attitude is expressly negative. Central Europe lies 
somewhere in between, but is still predominantly negative (Turcsányi et al., 2020). 
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The study emphasizes, that China has a relatively strong position in certain parts of 
the public opinion in Russia and Serbia, but recently the attitude toward China of 
South-European and CEE countries’ people has also worsened. The Visegrád Four 
(V4) countries also show a clear shift towards negative opinion. 40% of Czechs, 33% 
of Poles, 31% of Hungarians and 25% of Slovaks reported that their views on China 
had deteriorated, while only 10-15% reported that their perceptions had improved. 
The study also draws a conclusion that China’s perception in Hungary also divided 
along domestic political lines, and dislike or sympathy for Beijing depends primarily 
on people’s sympathy of local political parties (Matura, 2021).

Nevertheless, there are certain fields, where China’s digital soft power has already 
made significant achievements in Hungary. The Chinese movies and TV series has 
reached the Hungarian audience as well, on Netflix, there are almost thirty Chinese 
titles available, mainly with Hungarian subtitles, although the popularity of Chinese 
movies is still very far from that of the Korean movies and series, as discussed earlier. 

Another success story is the online shopping from China, which is creating strong 
and positive country and brand awareness for consumers. Although the pandemic 
has brought worldwide difficulties in international shipping, online shopping 
for Chinese goods and digital devices remained particularly popular in Hungary. 
Hungarians are extremely sensitive to the price and the local Chinese community 
has long ago established “price awareness” for the Chinese goods. 

Therefore, the online age has brought an extreme popularity of ordering everyday 
items from the numerous Chinese online shopping platforms. Several Hungarian 
webshops are offering direct shopping platform. There are also many Chinese product 
testing sites in Hungarian, providing introductions, news, tests, promotions, and of 
course direct order links to the product order pages in the Chinese webshops. 

The most popular Chinese e-shopping related Facebook pages, such as “RendeljKínait” 
(OrderChinese) have more than 23  thousand followers. But there are also many 
other Facebook groups satisfying this need. “Wish, Aliexpress All in one place” 
group has more than 34 thousand members, “Group of people ordering from China” 
has 22 thousand members, and “Aliexpress Hungarian Community” has more than 
20 thousand members. Even thematic groups are quite popular, such as “Fishing from 
Aliexpress” with 12,600 members or the “Chinese Quad buy and sell” group, which 
has more than 4 thousand members.

The Chinese brands has a dynamically increasing reputation in Hungary and their 
Facebook pages also show a massive popularity. Lenovo Hungary has more than 
124 thousand followers, Xiaomi Hungary’s followers are over 48 thousand. More than 
14 thousand people follows the Facebook group “Huawei Hungarian Community”.

According to the Hungarian Central Statistical Office, there were 18,558 Chinese 
people living in Hungary on January 2021 (KSH, 2021). The three-decade history 
of the local Chinese diaspora has created a very well-developed community life. 
During these thirty years, several Chinese-language newspapers have been founded. 
In the 1990s, about nine or ten Chinese print newspapers were distributed locally, but 
nowadays there are only two major Chinese newspapers published in Hungary. These 
two mainstream newspapers are Hungary New Review (Xiongyali Xin Daobao) and 
Hungary United News (Xiongyali Lianhe Bao). Both newspapers are also published 
online, but the print version is also available for free in most Chinese supermarkets, 
restaurants, etc. The publishers do not only rely on the newspaper business, but also 
have language schools, advertising agencies, event organizing companies and other 
business endeavors (Előd & Csurgó, 2018).

New Review has a Facebook and a Weibo page, besides that, also operates a mobile 
application and established a YouTube channel in February 2020. The YouTube 
channel has more than 30 subscribers, the most popular video has almost 2,000 views. 
New Review’s Facebook page is a personal page, not an institutional one, with more 
than 3,100 Facebook “friends”. The recent posts on the Facebook page have only a 
very few likes and reactions, however, a recent article from November 2021 on the 
official WeChat account of New Review had a read count of more than 5,500. 

The Facebook page of United News is also a personal FB page with more than 2,700 
“friends”. United News also operates a webpage and a YouTube channel. The YouTube 
channel was established in 2012, and it has 40 subscribers, the most popular video 
“Chinatown by the River Danube” has more than 5,000 views. The Facebook posts 
of United News also generate only a very low volume of engagement, a recent article 
from November 2021 on the official WeChat account of United News had a read 
count of more than 1,500.

There is one more relatively small, but well-known Chinese news media in Hungary 
called Chinese Headline New Media (Huaren Toutiao, CHNM). Chinese Headline 
New Media in Hungary is associated with one person, Mr. Li Haodong. CHNM has 
390 followers on Facebook, 127 followers on Twitter. CHNM does not run an official 
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WeChat account, Mr. Li shares articles on his own WeChat account’s Moments. He 
also runs a successful YouTube channel with more than 1,600 subscribers. The most 
popular video has nothing to do with Hungary, but it has been watched almost one 
million times.

6. China-Related Education

In terms of China-related digital education, we can talk about a successful pull 
model, as the topic of education serves the conscious China-information consumers.  
A growing interest can be observed in Chinese language-learning, China-studies, and 
China-related information everywhere in the world and Hungary is no exception. 
These consumers are actively looking for the China-related materials, also generally 
more open to Chinese thinking and showing more understanding attitude towards 
China. 

Chinese language teaching and China studies in Hungary are relatively well 
institutionalized, five Confucius Institutes (CIs), several Hungarian Universities are 
offering Chinese language and China-related studies, as well as other organizations 
and researchers of China are all providing quite comprehensive content. A growing 
number of localized online learning tools are also available, such as dictionaries, 
YouTube language learning channels, mobile applications, or online language classes.

The political climate in Hungary has been China-friendly for almost two decades, 
and besides that, Hungarians in general have a common understanding of Eastern 
ancestry. This friendly attitude of Hungarians towards China is quite typical in 
the field of education. The five Confucius Institutes have been established in the 
universities of ELTE (Budapest), Szeged, Miskolc, Pécs, and Debrecen. All Institutes 
are offering active educational activities and cultural events. The CIs all maintain 
a website in Hungarian, English and Chinese, they all have Facebook pages and 
YouTube channels, and two of them also run an Instagram profile. The five institutes 
together have some 9,600 followers on Facebook, the subscriber for their YouTube 
channels range from 5 to 300 and have some 46,000 views cumulatively. Due to 
its 15-year history, central location, and the China research in its university, ELTE 
CI is successfully assembling people interested about China, therefore two-third of 
the YouTube views belong to the videos of the Budapest institute. All Confucius 

Institutes have formed a relatively small circle of China fans, who are regular visitors 
of their offline events. But the online presence of the Institutes shows that the China-
related cultural content they are only able to reach a limited number of viewers. The 
regular programs of the Confucius Institutes available on their YouTube channels 
are including the “Thousand Faces of China”, “Chinese Mosaic”, “Spring Flowers 
painting course” by ELTE CI; “Confucius Teahouse”, “Chinese Movie Days” by 
University of Szeged CI; or the “Kitchen of Confucius” by University of Pécs CI. 

Besides the Confucius Institutes, Hungary has established a Hungarian–Chinese 
Bilingual Primary and Secondary School in 2004. This bilingual school is part of 
the Hungarian education system; therefore, it can be considered as a unique Chinese 
language school in Europe. The school is also functioning as Confucius Classroom. 
Since the school is in Budapest, it has been a regular part of the Chinese high-level 
delegations’ visit program. The bilingual school has a Hungarian website, a Facebook 
page with more than 700 followers, a YouTube channel with 140 subscribers and 
more than 6,000 cumulative views, plus an Instagram profile.

Although Hungary has a hundred-year-old history of Sinology at the Eötvös Lóránd 
University of Sciences in Budapest, but the recent ten years several other universities 
have also established Chinese department or China-related research, such as Pázmány 
Péter Catholic University, Károli Gáspár University of Reformed Church in Hungary, 
University of Public Service, Budapest Corvinus University or Budapest Business 
School University of Applied Sciences (Mohr at al., 2019, p. 179). The Confucius 
Institute at University of Szeged also supported the launch of a China-specialization 
at the Department of Law Institute of International Studies MA program (SZTE, 
2021). There are also several other institutions, such as the Institute for Foreign 
Affairs and Trade or the Centre of Economic and Regional Studies, Institute of 
World Economics, that are concluding regular China-related research. All these 
scientific workshops are publishing their studies, lectures, discussions, seminars on 
their webpages or the social media. 

Even a single researcher can act as an influencer in terms of China-related research. 
Head of the Chinese Department at Pázmány Péter Catholic University Gergely 
Salát is a well-known Hungarian China-researcher, he is also the most popular 
China-expert interview subject of the Hungarian journalists on different questions 
about China, thus making him an important opinion multiplier. He has launched his 
remote teaching channel after the outbreak of the Coronavirus epidemics. Within 
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less than two years, the channel has reached more than 800 subscribers and a total 
view count of 79,000, clearly showing that there is interest in Hungary about factual 
China online classes.

Another successful initiative by Gergely Salát is the Modern East Asia Research 
Group at the Pázmány Péter Catholic University, a very active community in the field 
of East-Asian research. In 2018, the Group has launched a radio interview series – 
later turned to podcast – called “Orient Expressz”. The regularly published interviews 
are inviting Hungarian experts to talk about various topics of East-Asia. At the end of 
2021, 143 podcasts are available on the SoundCloud and YouTube channel of Orient 
Expressz. Its YouTube channel has 385 subscribers and a cumulative view count of 
more than 20 thousand. 

Since the closures in early 2020 due to coronavirus epidemics, online teaching is 
booming, also in the context of Chinese language education. Since many Chinese 
native teachers could not come or return to Hungary, online Chinese language classes 
became quite regular. Many of the Confucius Institute teaching sites are operating 
with the native Chinese language teachers holding online classes directly from China. 
Pre-recorded lessons, lectures and other study events also became very popular. 

7. Online Cultural Presence of China in Hungary

The mystical, long-standing Chinese culture, featuring acrobatics, kung-fu, philosophy, 
Chinese cuisine, pandas, and so on is of course a very well-known part of the Chinese 
cultural heritage. These are also the cultural values China is showing to the world, 
together with its well-developed technology and products. However, the lack of a 
distinct modern and popular culture is also one of the reasons for Western people not 
easy to bond with modern China.

As we have already discussed before: presently very well-known and popular 
contemporary cultural product from China cannot be found by examining the 
Hungary virtual space. Chinese culture is unique and interesting, but due to its 
highly complex and difficult nature, it is still not very attractive and popular. 
Different aspects of the Chinese culture, such as performances, cultural activities, 
handicraft programs are introduced quite regularly by the Confucius Institutes or 
other actors, and many of these events are also available online. However, Chinese 

events are rather considered as a unique and rare cultural program, not something 
people expect or demand.

The effective cultural influence can be spotted in Chinese cuisine. Of course, cuisine 
is not something that can be enjoyed online, however the online presence of Chinese 
cuisine do refer to its popularity. “Foodies Guide Chinatown Budapest” is a Facebook 
group maintained by Monori Center. According to its website (monoricenter.hu), 
the main location of Monori Center has eighteen Chinese restaurants, a Chinatown 
street-food terrace and two Asian supermarkets, as well as karaoke bars, hairstyle, 
and massage parlors, among other service providers, making it the “Chinatown” of 
Budapest. 

Foodies Guide Chinatown Budapest FB group has almost four thousand members. 
There are regular posts about Chinese foods, restaurants, recipes, and customer 
feedbacks, making this group a very active platform for understanding Chinese 
food culture. Other online data also shows the popularity of Chinese gastronomy. 
Master Wang is a well-known Chinese chef, who runs several popular restaurants 
in Budapest. His Facebook page “Chinese Kitchen of Master Wang” (Wang Mester 
Kínai Konyhája) has 18,000 followers and his YouTube channel has more than 3,000 
subscribers. One of his videos has received more than 120 thousand views, but popular 
Hungarian gastroblogger, Fördős Zé’s video about him and the Chinese gastronomy 
on the Street Kitchen channel reached more than 1.1 million views.

Another locally popular side of Chinese culture is Traditional Chinese Medicine 
(TCM). TCM is part of the complementary and alternative medicine (CAM) 
methods, in Hungary it is quite widely accepted, however, there are also representatives 
of the scientific community who are sharply against the TCM methods (Boldogkői, 
2014). The Facebook group Chinese Medicine and Therapy – also maintained by 
China Radio International – was created in 2015, has 70  thousand followers and 
shows a high engagement and user activity. 

Dr Chen Pharmacy (Dr Chen Patika) is a manufacturing and sales company of TCM 
products in Hungary established by Dr. Chen Zhen. Chen Patika plays and active 
role in popularizing TCM in Hungary and other CEE countries, besides that also 
operates a webshop, a Facebook page with 20 thousand followers, a YouTube channel 
with more than 250 subscribers. The most popular video has almost 7 thousand views, 
and the total view count of the channel is close to 30 thousand. 
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Civil organizations also play an important role in spreading the Chinese culture. 
The Hungarian–Chinese Friendship Association (Magyar–Kínai Baráti Társaság, 
MKBT) was established in 1959, making it the oldest civil organization in Hungary 
for promoting Hungarian–Chinese friendship and cultural exchange. The new and 
young leadership of MKBT has noticeably increased the visibility of the Association, 
not only by adding colorful events, but also by creating programs in the virtual space. 
The MKBT operates a website, maintains an active Facebook page with almost 2,000 
followers and has an Instagram profile with 100 followers. 

The Chinese Art Center (former name: Center of Chinese Culture and Arts) was 
founded in 1995. It is one of the best-known civil organizations in Hungary for 
organizing and actively participating in China-related art and cultural activities. The 
Center’s Facebook page has more than 3,000 followers, and it has a regular weekly post. 
The Chinese Art Center has a strong cooperation with the Chinese Cultural Center 
in Budapest. It also operates a LinkedIn page with almost one hundred followers. The 
Chinese Art Center has a couple of affiliated schools that popularize different aspects 
of Chinese art, such as music, calligraphy, and martial arts. The individual schools also 
have their separate Facebook page or website.

The Hungarian–Chinese Cultural Association (Magyar–Kínai Kulturális Egyesület) is 
also regularly organizing Chinese events and cultural exchange activities in Hungary, 
and is directly related to the New Review newspaper. Its Facebook page was created 
in 2018, has more than 1,200 followers and publishes regular posts. The Association 
targets both the Chinese and Hungarian communities. 

Cinema Hungarian–Chinese Art and Cultural Association (Cinema Magyar–
Kínai Művészeti és Kulturális Egyesület) is a non-profit organization of Chinese and 
Hungarian filmmakers. The association has a Hungarian website, which seem to be 
down and a Facebook page with more than 1,000 followers.

Sports are also important representations for Chinese culture. There are many clubs 
throughout Hungary for wushu, kung-fu and various other branches of Chinese 
Martial Art. Some of these clubs also have online presence. Chinese Martial Art 
is undeniably contributing greatly to the local presence and recognition of China. 
There are also some other representatives of less known Chinese sports. Mediball 
Association has more than 2,500 followers on its Facebook page, the Hungarian 
Shuttlecock Association has 1,300 followers on Facebook.

It is also worth to mention some popular public Facebook groups, as a platform 
for meetings and information exchange for those who have a general interest in 
China, such as Hungarian-Chinese Meeting (Magyar-Kínai Találkozó) with 2,900 
members, the Chinese-Hungarian Community Page (Kínai-Magyar közösségi oldal) 
with 5,800 members or Daily Chinese (Napi Kínai) with 3,000 members. Daily 
Chinese is generating certain cultural exchanges as well, it has also launched a 
YouTube channel in March 2020 and the channel’s editor, an overseas Chinese 
living in Hungary but presently located in Beijing has recently started a video 
interview series called Remote Caller (Távhívó), interviewing Hungarians about 
their experience and opinion about China. The first two videos reached several 
hundred views within a few days.

8. Conclusions

The values of Chinese culture are arguably an important, defining part of our life. The 
results of the longstanding Chinese civilization are a common treasure of mankind. 
Due to its historical closure, China has been hailed by the Western world as a 
distant, mystical, ancient country that does not affect our daily lives. However, as a 
result of successful economic growth created by the policy of reform and opening, 
China has now become an important player in our everyday lives, strengthening 
its presence not only economically but also culturally. China is still seeking its 
own voice in terms of contemporary culture, but its cultural presence in the online 
space is becoming increasingly dominant. Based on our survey and judgment, a 
more acceptable, popular, but high-quality and Chinese cultural presence that is 
more compatible with Western content consumers could greatly increase China’s 
international acceptance and the general interest in China.
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Abstract

The present study explores the “Cooperation between China and Central and Eastern 
European Countries” considered from the point of view of People to people exchanges. 
The research is undertaken from the standpoint of the author, a Romanian academic, 
who will address the broader topic and area of study, however expectedly focusing 
more on Romania.

The main claim of the present research is that very often researchers, experts and 
analysts consider China and respectively the CEE countries as compact, homogeneous 
entities. This is clearly not the case.

The methodology used for this interdisciplinary research is a structured literature 
review. Based on a corpus of texts dealing with China and the CEE countries as well 
as on the previous research of the writer, the present paper will focus on the dynamics 
of the issues related to People-to-People Exchange between China and CEEC.

The findings of the present research will hopefully offer a clearer and more unified 
perspective on the “Cooperation between China and Central and Eastern European 
Countries” considered from the point of view of People to people exchange. The 
author will also endeavor to put forward some suggestions for practical policy making 
in order to address the strategic importance of the topic and the role of research and 
education for so many diverse and competing entities.

Keywords: China – CEE Countries, BRI, people-to-people interactions, culture gaps, 
education

1. Context and Background to the Present Study

The present study explores the “Cooperation between China and Central and Eastern 
European Countries” considered from the point of view of People to people exchanges. 
The research is undertaken from the standpoint of the author, a Romanian academic, 
who will address the broader topic and area of study, however expectedly focusing 
more on Romania.

A caveat, however: the term “Central and Eastern European Countries (CEEC)” 
is a complex and controversial concept covering not a homogeneous reality, but an 
area which in spite of this unifying labeling, is very diverse both as heritage and 
development. There is a large literature covering the subject (Zarycki, 2014; Naumescu, 
2019) using various methodologies and concentrating on a diversity of areas, but the 
authors mostly agree that Central and Eastern Europe is characterized by complexity 
and variety, with countries which are situated in a diversity of positions towards the 
important powers such as the EU, the US, Russia and China. 

This research theme is also relevant because there is a large quantity of literature 
devoted to the ascension of China in the global world. Most of this literature has 
been and continues to be written from an American point of view in which China 
is usually considered an enemy, the embodiment of non-democratic values while the 
world as we know it at present cannot continue to develop without western type 
democratic values. Hence various tensions and fake news that abound in the public 
sphere. Gaps have always existed between governments and their people (Dozer, 
1945) and recent research shows that those gaps have been widening lately mainly 
in terms of trust (Edelman, 2016) in the various institutions of the modern world 
and human societies. Why would this be relevant for the present research? Because 
it is relatively difficult to get more balanced views on China’s progress and mainly 
its future goals as a superpower. Since Chinese languages and cultures are difficult, 
though not impossible, to understand, from a Western point of view the convenient 
sources of information are the mainstream ones, mainly in English. The voices and 
narratives which are not complying with the “official” positions are less heard and are 
usually marginalized. 

It is mainly in the people-to-people interactions that one can have access to a more 
diverse and nuanced reality. These interactions can be found in some dedicated texts, 
but mainly in the comments to articles of well-established publications, or on various 
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social platforms, professional or of general interests. It is important to underline that 
besides English, which is the lingua franca of today’s world communication, it is 
difficult to research the positions of people coming from cultures which, for a variety 
of reasons, do not have a language and culture shared by a large international audience. 

Therefore, the main claim that the present research is making is that very often, 
researchers, experts and analysts consider China and the CEE countries as compact, 
homogeneous entities. There are at least two angles to the claim that this paper 
puts forward in relation to People to people exchange: 1.  It is relevant to explore 
not only the “official” discourses and conversations in the mainstream media, but 
also the conversations of the common people, whose voices are seldom taken into 
account. 2. There is an obvious discrepancy between the pro-western voices in the 
CEE countries basically echoing the US politicians and researchers, even if they are 
not themselves in total harmony, and those inclined towards China and trying to 
understand Chinese values. The official Western views on China are relatively known. 
And yet, what are the common Western people thinking about China in their own 
hearts and with their own minds? 

What do people in the CEE countries really know about Chinese society, diverse as 
it is, about its leadership and, even more, about the human side of Chinese leaders? 
What do they know about Chinese politics, attitudes to the European immigrants 
living in China? This research claims that the answers to these questions are 
important, though relatively difficult and time consuming to document. Some of the 
answers may explain why China’s soft power influence is still not matching the level 
of its economic power. The Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) is seen either as a means 
to pave the way for China to get access to the European market and to strengthen 
its global power or is seen as an institutionalized way to promote China’s soft power 
or “its charm” in the world and create harmony with the rest of the world (Sharma 
& Khatri, 2019). At the same time, there is a lot of literature that underlines the 
important efforts that China had to make for its “charm offensive” which required an 
estimated USD 10 billion spending yearly to promote its global soft power presence 
(Kurlantzick, 2017) and, since 2015, also in the Digital Silk Road (DSR) which 
presumably meant USD 79 billion investments in projects outside of China (Ghiasy 
& Krishnamurthy, 2021).

The methodology used for this research will be a structured literature review  
(Massaro et al., 2016), which has been effectively used to study interdisciplinary 

fields such as politics, management, public administration, etc. Based on a corpus 
of journals dealing with China and the CEE countries as well as on the previous 
research of the writer (Nicolae, 2021), the present paper will focus on the dynamics 
of the issues related to People-to-People Exchange between China and CEEC. The 
political experts and analysts have written a lot on the subject and so have various 
academics using various perspectives. 

The findings of the present research will hopefully offer a clearer and more unified 
perspective on the “Cooperation between China and Central and Eastern European 
Countries” considered from the point of view of People to people exchange. The 
author will also endeavor to put forward some suggestions for practical policy making 
in order to address the strategic importance of the topic and the role of research and 
education for so many diverse and competing entities.

2. Looking at the Past through Western Eyes

The literature on China is impressive by quantity and polarization. At least what is 
available through English language sources, or in some of the native languages of 
individual writers that were accessible for the present research. This section attempts 
at reviewing some of the latest academic literature on the subject of China and the 
way it is perceived today. 

In an article in the Harvard Business Review, Oxford Professor Rana Mitter and MIT 
Senior Lecturer Elsbeth Johnson (2021) look at the myths that have distorted the 
general views on China’s development and the way those myths have shaped people’s 
views. The Western world looks at China through a mythology that is familiar to and 
dependent on its own development, but it is alien to China, and it is this mythology 
that partly explains the negativity towards the country. The authors consider that this 
misunderstanding happens because of the West’s gap of knowledge about the culture, 
history and language of China and this leads to values and assumptions that are valid for 
most part of the western civilization but are not universal. Until the West identifies and 
clarifies its own blind spots and revises its views, it will continue to get China wrong. 
Put very briefly Mitter and Johnson (2021) consider the three myths are the following: 
1. economic development leads inevitably to democracy; 2. authoritarian regimes are 
considered always as illegitimate; and 3. the Chinese are not different from people in 
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the West, therefore they have the same patterns of behavior, thinking and investing. The 
authors consider that a possible solution to this problem of misrepresentation could be 
the acceptance by the western world of the fact that China’s economic development will 
not necessarily lead to democracy; admit that the Chinese regard their government as 
both legitimate and effective, and recognize that while Chinese consumers have short 
time horizons, their rulers are focused on the country’s long-term security. This is not 
an easy shift in perception particularly while a large segment of the western media 
continues to demonize China and paint it as the new enemy, even if acknowledging 
its achievements on multiple levels. This attempted objectivity in China’s evolution as 
the new superpower is exemplified through the positions and arguments of Elizabeth 
Economy (2022) in the following paragraphs. 

Economy (2022) considers that Xi Jinping’s latest positions voiced, for example, 
in Beijing at the National People’s Congress in March 2021, represent a “bullish” 
assessment of China’s development. This is an interesting choice of words on the 
part of Economy who is at present Senior Advisor (for China) to the Secretary of 
Commerce, on leave from her positions as a distinguished academic at Stanford 
University. It is interesting because of the term’s several meanings from strong 
and muscular to the stock exchange meanings of “tending to cause, or hopeful of 
rising prices” and also optimistic about someone’s prospects (Merriam-Webster.
com Dictionary, n.d.). These meanings are apparent if people have an educated 
native speaker’s proficiency of English and are more obscure, pointing to meanings 
of aggressivity, negativity, danger, for readers from outside the categories mentioned 
above. Briefly put it is an ambiguous term. Of course, one may argue that we read too 
much in one choice of a word. Possibly, but Economy uses the word several times in 
the same sentence playing exactly on this ambiguity when she decodes “Xi’s bullish 
assessment of China’s pandemic response” as having a positive sound in China, but 
“Beijing’s bullying diplomacy” is seen as coercive, aggressive and belligerent on the 
international scene. 

And she continues to read and decode President Xi’s vision of the future through 
the glasses of the mainstream American narrative. Xi expects the international 
community to look at China as a “credible, lovable, and respectable” partner, but 
instead Economy sees and reads “record-low levels of trust in him and little desire 
for Chinese leadership”. She argues her point by saying that the BRI, the Confucius 
Institutes, and China’s global governance leadership, all meant to rally the world 

around China, have turned incoherent and are delaying as the rest of the world 
realizes the full economic and political costs of its quiet, and often hopeful, agreement 
to Chinese leadership. 

She hopes, not very strongly though, that an acceptable China for the Western world, 
would be one in which the country which is already centrally situated in the international 
system being the world’s largest trading power, its most important source of global 
lending and a global center of innovation would claim only regional economic leadership 
even if, by almost general agreement, around 2030 China’s real GDP will surpass that of 
the United States. Also, as a model actor on the US approved international scene, China 
would refrain from military aggression in the region, would be proud to have contained 
the spread of COVID-19, without mentioning anything but the weak points of its 
Sinovac and Sinopharm vaccines which were developed and tested against the virus that 
was first found in Wuhan (Covid: What do, 2021). This is how Economy considers that 
President Xi would be successful in projecting China’s central position and at the same 
time addressing what the international community considers are significant issues of 
human rights. In other words, Economy underlines that the complexity and uncertainty 
of the situation depends on the interaction of such factors as the energy of the Chinese 
economy and military to continue to grow and the support of other senior leaders and 
of the Chinese people to the current routes and programs. And most importantly, the 
reaction of the rest of the world to the Chinese vision.

Dychtwald (2021) raises an eye-opening issue that sheds light on an interesting 
phenomenon that of innovation in the development of the Chinese economy. 
Dychtwald (2021) correctly points out that if at present everybody in China is aware 
of the importance of innovation for the future, that wasn’t true half a century ago when 
the country was struggling with appalling poverty and had to ensure at least a bowl 
of rice for its entire population. Everybody had to work, no matter of the conditions, 
and everybody did work, and this is how China has come to be known as the global 
copycat of everything and anything that was in demand on the global markets at the 
time and had been innovated elsewhere. Dychtwald also points out that in spite of the 
predictions and expectations of most international analysts who considered that China is 
not able to innovate in 2020 it ranked 14th on the Global Innovation Index. Dychtwald 
explains this unexpected jump mainly, but not only, through the special features that the 
Chinese population has in comparison with that of the developed world, especially the 
US. The features that Dychtwald mentions are the amazing tendency of the Chinese 
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to adopt and adapt to innovations that is the result of the very high number of changes 
that those Chinese people had to go through. The author underlines the importance 
of this feature for China’s global competitiveness pointing out the willingness of the 
Chinese to adopt innovations. Dychtwald also compares the US and China’s innovation 
ecosystem’s and concludes that besides the will of the Chinese people to try and to trust 
new technology there have been two other important factors as well to favor the process: 
Chinese innovators and the government. Chinese innovators have gradually become 
comparable to those in Silicon Valley due mainly to a very competitive education system 
and specially to STEM education. On the other hand, the Chinese government granted 
banking licenses to Alibaba and Tencent, and later on to a few other tech companies who 
are viewed as challengers of traditional banking and this move pushed the unprecedented 
development of mobile payments in China. Dychtwald explains the special mindsets of 
the Chinese people in the relations with their government, very different from those of 
westerners, and points out the shift in the national identity of the Chinese. He refers to 
The Lived Change Index which attempts at capturing the amount of economic change 
people have lived through by analyzing lifetime per capita GDP to track how much 
economic change people have lived through. This is a metric computed by the World 
Bank and it shows that the generations of Chinese people who lived in the country since 
1990 have experienced the fastest and most rapid changes in the whole world, about 30 
times more than the US people who themselves have a 2.7 times growth in GDP per 
capita growth in the same period. China, which in some cases is years ahead of global 
markets and so provides an excellent way of peering into the future, particularly when it 
comes to digital and retail trends.

China’s progress in terms of technology and innovation is already a clear and well-
established fact. WIPO (2021, p. 21) shows that China has slowly but steadily moved 
up from rank 17 in 2018 to be the world’s 12th most innovative nation at present, 
being the most innovative country in the upper middle-income group.

As Dychtwald (2021) points out it is high time that the West, and mainly the US, 
admitted that China is becoming more central and plays a constantly greater role in 
the global marketplace based on real merits and hard work and not on aggressivity. 
Therefore, there is an important need to understand China empathetically to be able 
to collaborate with it. 

Dychtwald who likes to present himself as China Expert, Millennial Explorer & 
Cultural Futurist, probably knows what he is talking about. A graduate of Columbia 

University, he moved to China, learnt mandarin and explored the country realizing 
that there is a huge difference between the China the West talks about and the real 
China you can see on the ground. Therefore, he made it his mission to facilitate 
understanding about Eastern and Western millennials for individuals, companies, 
and governments. Not unlike Martin Jacques, the UK researcher and analyst, 
attempting at decoding the rise of China so the West is prepared to understand 
it, Dychtwald considers that when people speak about China, they usually look at 
the past: old stereotypes, old politics, old traditions, and the older generations, not 
realizing that there has been a demographic shift that transformed China into a 
country influenced by its Millennials. He also warns against the US exceptionalism 
as being, probably, one of the most important elements in misunderstanding China 
and its latest evolutions. He offers some practical tips to counter the feeling of 
defeat that belief in exceptionalism often induces by encouraging the west to learn 
from China and to “imitate” it creatively and willingly. 

Ignatius (2021), the Editor in Chief of Harvard Business Review, asks questions that 
bring out relevant answers from Weijian Shan the CEO of PAG, an important private 
equity firm based in Hong Kong. Starting from investment opportunities in China, the 
discussion explores various sensitive issues such as America’s vilifying of China, what 
the Chinese don’t understand about the U.S. and what the Americans don’t know or 
understand about China. As somebody with essential experience in both countries and 
cultures, Weijian Shan’s point about the misunderstanding between the two countries 
and their people is relevant and, hopefully, eye-opening for many people in the West and 
also in the CEE countries: Americans do not know how capitalist China is in reality 
while the Chinese don’t know how socialist the US really is. Weijian Shan elaborates on 
his assertion: China’s fast economic development comes from the country’s adoption of 
a market economy and private enterprise. I remember the astonishment of my master 
students when a former Romanian country manager for IKEA in China told them 
that China had a strong market economy. That was in 2010 when I invited him to 
share his thoughts on leadership to a class of Romanian and international students. 
Besides the five Chinese students present in the class, the rest of the audience, mostly 
Romanians and from other CEE countries, openly expressed their surprise and doubt 
that a communist country can have a market economy. 

Coming back to Weijian Shan, he considers that China is one of the most open 
markets in the world, not requesting any special approval for FDIs, even if some 
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industries are restrictive. The US, on the other hand, has a social security system, it 
taxes its rich people through capital gains taxes.

Trying to put things in a balanced perspective and based on the Gini index, Weijian 
Shan considers that China’s inequality is greater than the one in the US and this is 
because in 2020 China produced more billionaires than the US.

3. The Present Seen From the CEEC

Long Jing, (2020) in a research article assessing post-pandemic cooperation between 
China and Eastern Europe, shows that the Revolutions of 1989 had been followed 
by distancing and misunderstanding in spite of the presumed previous ideological 
affinity with the region. That was the period in which people-to-people programs had 
been restricted to a minimum. 

This attitude has gradually changed due to the pragmatic perspectives and economy-
first approaches, and people-to-people exchanges between the former allies have 
been resumed and even expanded. Long Jing mentions that people-to-people 
exchange programs have been the most successful as results and popularity based on 
the annual scorecards published after each China-CEEC summit. These programs 
range in scope from “overseas education, tourism, art, literature, culture, sports, 
women, and public health”. At the same time the interest in CEE countries has 
increased in China and the increased demand for a diversity of themes connected 
to CEEC has led to the setting up of 45 dedicated institutions.

3.1. Hungarian Views

The answer is obviously different for each situation and dependent on the interests 
of those involved. Moldicz (2021) offers well researched and insightful views on 
what happens in the region as regards the geopolitical interactions between several 
important players when they are caught in the technological competition for 
supremacy. Moldicz considers with good arguments that the EU, due to its wealth and 
demographics, has turned into the new and attractive battlefield for the technological 
confrontations between the US and China. 

However, as pointed out at the beginning of this article, the EU and especially 
the CEE countries are a very diverse and even divergent entities with their own 
individual China strategies. Moldicz argues that an important reason for these 
differences is the various economic interests of Western and Central European 
countries which, as a consequence, makes it difficult for China to have a unified 
policy and strategy with the EU. His overall conclusion is that the spin offs from 
the US – China competition in Europe are possibly more important than that 
of global leadership. For this current article it is important to note that Moldicz 
underlines that the European side of this competition is valuable, even if Europe is 
not technologically and institutionally up to it, as it can bring out goals that often 
are forgotten in the deafening noise that the public discourse around us has taken 
when it refers to China. And that is the fact that European integration is not a goal 
in itself, but a means to ensure for the people, who often seem to be overlooked in 
the process, a more secure and prosperous future.

To a somehow similar conclusion, but reached from another angle and covering a 
larger variety of fields than technological supremacy, is Csizmadia’s analysis of what 
he calls the process of geofusion in the 21st century. 

In the international version of his book (2019) Csizmadia argues that in order to cope 
with the political and economic games of the 21st century which are aimed at creating 
a new world order and a new value system we need to be able to acknowledge and act 
upon the admission that knowledge, in other words education, is the currency of the 
future. Csizmadia points out the need to redefine our understanding of the international 
world and its interrelations and points out the role of the human factor, of people as 
decision makers in all geopolitical events. And he underlines that “the world’s leading 
corporations are forming increasingly tighter networks with Eastern Europe, India 
and Southeast Asia to inject the creativity of small start-ups into their portfolios (...) 
while China is building a modern Silk Road traversing the Asian continent from 
the East” (Csizmadia, 2019, p.  346-347). And all this leads eventually to hubs of 
creativity and information flow which will redraw the static maps of the world into 
new, dynamics ones drawn by human values and technological innovations. Csizmadia 
considers that one of the main characteristics of today’s world is its propensity for 
fusion. In his book he exemplifies fusion in many diverse areas such as gastronomy, 
music, science, and architecture, which are some of the elements of subjective soft 
power (Csizmadia, 2019, p. 320), but also in geoeconomics, pointing out that the raw 
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materials that the new world will work with is data, or rather big data. In other words, 
in the foreseeable future the new economic forces will be “knowledge, innovation 
capacity, willingness and creativity” (Csizmadia, 2019, p. 223). These critical elements 
for competitiveness and sustainable development for the world cannot be imagined 
to appear and grow without education and the existence of significant networks of 
creative and dedicated people who are able to collaborate in mutually positive ways. 
These ideas are very relevant for the present research together with Csizmadia’s urge to 
build our own metaphorical Silk Roads based in the author’s view (Csizmadia, 2019, 
p. 364) on “long-term investments, infrastructure and knowledge-sharing, multilevel 
and parallel network systems and mutual trust, all linked by a comprehensive global 
strategy focused on local issues”. 

3.2. What happens in Romania?

American and American influenced analysts give Romania as a positive example of 
standing up to China’s aggressive diplomacy. In a very recent report of the Carnegie 
Endowment for International Peace, Brattberg et al. (2021) entitle the section devoted 
to the Romanian connections with China ‘Romania: No Longer China’s “Backyard” 
‘. The authors of the report explain that Romania, with a longer tradition of friendly 
ties with China than most countries in the CEE region (Nicolae, 2021, p. 228-231) 
displays a generational shift in relation to China. The older generations are more open 
and sensitive to China, while the new generations have a clear preference for the EU 
and the US. Brattberg et al. (2021, p. 43) correctly point out the cultural differences 
that exist between Romania’s constantly changing political decision makers of today 
and the Chinese investors who prefer a more stable business environment. However, 
what they don’t say is that this has been true for most international investors in 
Romania which has a history of an unpredictable business environment which 
according to the World Bank data (The World Bank, 2021), in spite of some alluring 
statistics continues to be characterized by high inequalities, low productivity due to 
the quantity and quality of labor, based on the quality of one of the lowest publicly 
funded education system in the EU which has led in time to a labor force lacking 
critical skills and key socioemotional skills. 

The conclusion of Brattberg et al. (2021, p. 46-47) is that Romania, previously one 
of China’s best friends in Europe, has clearly moved to the Western camp. In spite 

of some practical economic relatively smaller scale projects which are still on, most 
Romanian politicians are cautious towards China and high-level support is non-
existent, unlike in Hungary. 

Karásková et al. (2020) put forward an interesting study which is funded by American 
organizations and which represent the views of ten China analysts from the CEE 
region, namely Czechia, Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Serbia, 
Slovenia, Slovakia and Romania. They contributed their views through a collaborative 
platform called CHOICE (China Observers in Central and Eastern Europe). Their 
purpose is to understand the complexities of the interactions of the main players in 
the region, especially the “Chinese incursions” at technological, economic, political, 
or even military levels (Karásková et al., 2020, p.12 -13) in order to offer realistic 
and achievable suggestions for a common action plan of the CEE countries within 
what they call the ACT strategy. By ACT Karásková et al. (2020, p. 13) understand 
a strategy that does not aim at shutting Beijing out, but at using the 17+1 initiative 
to adapt > counter > target (ACT). The study is interesting because it analyzes the 
complexities of a region that is usually considered by the general international analyst 
as well as by the educated western readers as a compact, undifferentiated region. 
However, the authors point out different positions after the desired economic benefits 
from participating in the BRI failed to materialize, and following the distrust of the 
EU and the US towards the cooperation. Poland, Czechia and Romania are given as 
examples for becoming “sleeping” members (Karásková et al., 2020, p 18).

The recommendations Karásková et al. (2020, p. 9) put forward are important and 
interesting from the point of view of the present research as they highlight the need for 
further and deeper understanding of the social mechanisms at work in such complex 
projects of cooperation and the need for more transparency based on independent 
and fact-based media contributions. Particularly the need for more public as well as 
private financial support for academic institutions researching China is underlined 
at various levels (EU, state, or regional). Even if this recommendation is made with 
the clear purpose of counterbalancing the influence of Confucius Institutes and other 
China-related institutions the effects can be beneficial if more funding is channeled 
into the efforts of increasing cultural knowledge in the CEE region. 

China does not feature in Romania media except with mostly “negative” and highly 
ideological news and there is little interest on the subject from the part of academics, 
analysts, or commentators. On the other hand, there are human interest or exotic 
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subjects related to China that are widely covered on various social platforms or on 
popular TV channels. Such is the story of Fang Shuang who came to Romania 
in 2005 to study classical canto at the National University of Music in Bucharest.  
A Chinese citizen, he stayed on in Romania and won numerous awards for singing 
old Romanian pop songs (Nae, 2017). 

In general, little is known about the Chinese living in Romania. Why would that 
be important for the present study? Mainly because people-to-people exchanges are 
based on reciprocity, interest in each other’s culture and, last but not least, trust which 
cannot emerge and develop without knowing each other.

Although data is sparse, according to China Watch (2021) it seems that the Chinese 
community in Romania was one of the biggest in Eastern Europe, only surpassed 
by the one in Hungary. Although the exact number of the Chinese in Romania has 
always been disputed, the current official number is, by the estimates of China Watch, 
about 7,600 legal residents, making it the third biggest immigrant community after 
Moldovans and Turks. China Watch, a project of the German Marshall Fund of the 
United States, monitors Beijing’s influence in Eastern Europe, with a focus on the 
Black Sea countries, which are usually overlooked due to Russia’s larger visibility in 
the region. 

Although funded by the US and obviously suspecting China of ulterior motives, 
the China Watch study has a subtle change of tone compared to the rest of the so-
called pro-western generation arguments. This is obvious if we compare the general 
presentation of the activities of the Confucius Institutes in Romania of for example 
Newsweek Romania, Bădică (2021), and this study. It is clear that the two types 
of publications are different, and therefore relatively difficult to compare. However, 
Newsweek still has in Romania an aura of good journalism, claiming it publishes 
quality investigations in full respect of democratic values and human rights. It is 
an interesting exercise to analyze how the references to the Confucius Institutes 
are presented in the two reports from which we present in Table 1 some excerpts. 
Although Newsweek claims to provide neutral and objective information, it clearly 
leads the readers to the conclusions they already have on their agenda. At the same 
time, the China Watch Report presents a generally balanced view of the activities 
of the Confucius Institutes in Romania possibly because it had benefitted by the 
input of an academic from the University of Bucharest, Department of Oriental 
Languages and Literatures as well (Bădică, 2021, p. 14).

Table 1. Influencing the readers through strong emotional words, stressing  
the ideological component of the situation and overlooking the unifying mission  

of cultural institutes around the world. 

Newsweek Romania CHINA WATCH Report

The United States declared the Confucius Insti-
tutes a means of propaganda used by the Chi-
nese Communist Party in American universities. 
Four Romanian universities are collaborating 
with the communist authorities in Beijing, which 
financially support these partnerships.

Confucius Institutes are public educational part-
nerships between colleges and universities in 
China and colleges and educational institutions 
in other countries.

The partnerships are funded by Hanban, re-
named the Center for Language Education and 
Cooperation, which reports to the Chinese Min-
istry of Education.

In official presentations, the Confucius Institutes 
aim to “provide services for people around the 
world to learn Chinese language, culture, un-
derstand China and encourage intercultural ex-
changes.”

In an interview with the BBC, Hanban director 
Xu Lin admitted that “on their return to China, 
every teacher who taught at a Confucius Insti-
tute must submit a report.”

Numerous Chinese Communist Party activists 
are part of the Hanban leadership.

The main role of the CIs in Romania is the 
popularization of the Chinese language and 
culture, and their main activity are Chinese 
language classes. All CI activities are free 
for the students enrolled at the local part-
ner university. So far there hasn’t been 
much controversy over the CIs activities in 
Romania because they were not involved in 
visible propaganda operations. (…)

In the current form of organization, it would 
be quite difficult for a Confucius Institute to 
promote an overt political agenda. All the 
events involving the community are organ-
ized together with their Romanian partners, 
and the events themselves are generally 
related to the classical tradition which has 
much more appeal to the Romanian public 
than the modern one. 

One might say that language classes are 
the perfect channel for spreading a politi-
cal message, and that would be true for an 
intermediate or advanced level. However, 
it is difficult to follow a political agenda 
when one has to teach pronunciation and 
self-introductions; on top of that, although 
the Chinese teachers speak English, and 
a few know some Romanian, their foreign 
language skills are not developed enough 
to engage in political conversations. 

This is not to say that the CIs are totally 
without influence. Scholarships are impor-
tant to a Chinese language student and the 
CIs are one of the main access points to 
China.

In September 2021 the Centre for Sino-Russian Studies was finally launched by the 
Institute of Political Studies of the Romanian Academy with the declared mission 
of presenting to the Romanian public the main stories – and silences! – appearing 
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in the Chinese media. These stories will be monthly followed by a televised debate 
dedicated mainly to the realities of China. The authors of the project correctly and 
rather belatedly stated that to ignore today the second superpower of the world 
is not only a strategic risk, but also a sign of sheer academic ignorance. This is a 
positive development indeed on the public scene of ideas in Romania as the Centre 
fills in an important gap for quality debates about China and the current state of the 
international relations. The Centre for Sino-Russian Studies attempts at attracting 
experts from a diversity of areas and backgrounds. 

One of the well-known experts in the field who contributed to the debate is 
Ambassador Viorel Isticioaia-Budura. He was Romania’s ambassador to South Korea 
( June 2000 – October 2002), China and Mongolia (October 2002 – January 2010). 
He has been the head of the EU delegation to Japan since 2014 (EU40, n.d.). In a 
recent debate organized by the Centre for Sino-Russian Studies and resumed and 
summarized in Isticioaia-Budura (2021), he summed up the current situation and 
tried to answer the question who will rule Asia by putting forward several scenarios 
– Pax Americana, the Chinese scenario and the ASEAN scenario while emphasizing 
the degrees of uncertainty that exist on the international scene. Using the dictionary 
metaphor Isticioaia-Budura draws attention to the use of dated “power language” 
connected to the old and changing paradigms of globalization and geopolitics and 
proposes, along the lines of Gardels & Miles (2021), to use less confrontational 
phrases such as “partnership of rivals”. Isticioaia-Budura considers that changing our 
vocabulary from “competitor, challenger, rival or adversary” to words and phrases that 
point to the need to take into account concepts such as “planetary realism” through 
which we need to re-examine the geopolitics of nation-states acting only in their own 
narrow self-interest and adopt more anthropogenic solutions. 

4. Conclusions

In the present study we explored the “Cooperation between China and Central and 
Eastern European Countries” from the point of view of People to people exchanges. 
The research was carried out from the perspective of the author, a Romanian academic, 
who addressed the larger context of China’s relations with the region, which is not 
homogeneous, and therefore displays diverse attitudes in the relation with China 

and the other important players, the United States, the European Union and Russia, 
however expectedly focusing more on Romania. 

We have reviewed some of the most relevant literature that analyzes the relations 
between China and the rest of the global players at work in the Central and Eastern 
European Countries the criteria for selecting it being significance of the voice and 
credibility of the authors, belonging to the region, to the US or to China. 

One of the most constant and powerful conclusions is the need for further and deeper 
understanding of the social mechanisms at work in the complex projects of cooperation 
in the world today. Also, there is a need for more transparency based on independent 
and fact-based media contributions, and for more in-depth understanding of the 
cultures of the entities as well as the people/s involved. 

What is also needed is more academic interdisciplinary research with contributions from 
a variety of independent, international experts and academics. This requires more public 
as well as private financial support for academic institutions researching China, but also 
more research to explain to the Chinese public and decision makers the western ways 
of thinking, other ways of life so that increased cultural knowledge and understanding 
may contribute to the comprehension of the paradigms of globalization and geopolitics 
that are shifting under our own eyes towards a more “planetary” awareness. 



Mariana Nicolae China-CEEC People to People Exchange –  
Looking at the Past, Living in the Present and Hoping for a Future (282–300)

298 Results and Challenges: Ten Years of China-CEEC Cooperation | 299

References

Bădică, P. (2021). Rețeaua Confucius. Cum a pătruns în școlile românești propaganda 
comunistă chineză sub acoperire. Newsweek. https://newsweek.ro/investigatii/
reteaua-confucius 

Brattberg, E., Le Corre, Ph., Stronski, P. & de Waal, Th. (2021). China’s Influence in 
Southeastern, Central, and Eastern Europe. Vulnerabilities and Resilience in Four 
Countries. Carnegie Endowment for International Peace. https://carnegieendowment.
org/2021/10/13/china-s-influence-in-southeastern-central-and-eastern-europe-
vulnerabilities-and-resilience-in-four-countries-pub-85415 

Buddhi P. S. & Raunab S. K. (2019). The Politics of Soft Power: Belt and Road 
Initiative (BRI) as Charm Influence in South Asia. China and the World, 2(1).

China Watch. (2021) Chinese communities in Romania, Bulgaria and Ukraine. Policy 
Brief no.129. https://expertforum.ro/chinese-communities-in-romania-bulgaria-
and-ukraine/ 

Covid: What do we know about China’s coronavirus vaccines? (2021, July 13). BBC. 
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-china-57817591

Csizmadia, N. (2019). Geofusion: Mapping of the 21st Century. WSPC.
Dozer, D. M. (1945). The Gap Between Government and People. The Public Opinion 

Quarterly, 9(1), 70–78. http://www.jstor.org/stable/2745436 
Dychtwald, Z. (2021). China’s New Innovation Advantage. China is achieving a new 

level of global competitiveness, thanks to its hyper-adaptive population. Harvard 
Business Review. https://hbr.org/2021/05/chinas-new-innovation-advantage 

Dychtwald, Z. (n.d.). China Expert, Millennial Explorer & Cultural Futurist. Leading 
Authorities. https://www.leadingauthorities.com/uk/speakers/zak-dychtwald 

Economy, E. (2022, December 9). Xi Jinping’s New World Order. Can China Remake 
the International System? Foreign Affairs. https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/
china/2021-12-09/xi-jinpings-new-world-order 

EU40 (n.d.). Viorel Isticioaia Budura. https://www.eu40.eu/speakers/viorel-isticioaia-
budura/

Gardels, N. & Miles, K. (2021, July 16). From Globalization To Gaiapolitik. NOEMA. 
https://www.noemamag.com/from-globalization-to-gaiapolitik/ 

Ghiasy, R. & Krishnamurthy, R. (2021, April 13). China’s Digital Silk Road and 
the Global Digital Order. The Diplomat. https://thediplomat.com/2021/04/chinas-
digital-silk-road-and-the-global-digital-order/ 

Hutt, D. & Turcsányi, R. Q. (2020, May 27). No, China Has Not Bought Central and 
Eastern Europe. Foreign Policy. https://foreignpolicy.com/2020/05/27/china-has-
not-bought-central-eastern-europe/

Ignatius, A. (2021). “Americans Don’t Know How Capitalist China Is”, an interview 
with Weijian Shan. Harvard Business Review. https://hbr.org/2021/05/americans-
dont-know-how-capitalist-china-is 

Isticioaia-Budura, V. (2021). Vând dicționar chinez-englez. Cu reducere (reducerea 
neînțelegerilor)/ Selling Chinese – English dictionary. A discount (discounting 
misunderstandings). Q Magazine. https://www.qmagazine.ro/vand-dictionar-
chinez-englez-cu-reducere-reducerea-neintelegerilor/ 

Karásková, I., Bachulska, A., Szunomár, A. & Vladisavljev, S. (eds.). (2020). 
Empty shell no more: China’s growing footprint in Central and Eastern  
Europe. Prague, Czech Republic, Association for International Affairs (AMO). China 
Observers. https://chinaobservers.eu/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/CHOICE_
Empty-shell-no-more.pdf 

Long, J. (2020). Post-Pandemic Cooperation between China and Central and Eastern 
Europe. China Quarterly of International Strategic Studies, 6(2), 165–180. https://
www.worldscientific.com/doi/10.1142/S2377740020500098 

Massaro, M., Handley, K., Bagnoli, C. & Dumay, J. (2016). Knowledge management 
in small and medium enterprises: a structured literature review. Journal of Knowledge 
Management, 20(2), 258-291. https://doi.org/10.1108/JKM-08-2015-0320 

Milanovic, B. (2021). The Summit for Democracy–a wrong idea (for the world). Social 
Europe. https://socialeurope.eu/the-summit-for-democracy-a-wrong-idea-for-
the-world 

Merriam-Webster. (n.d.). “Bullish”. https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/
bullish

Mitter, R. & Johnson, E. (2021). What the West Gets Wrong About China. Three 
fundamental misconceptions. Harvard Business Review. https://hbr.org/2021/05/
what-the-west-gets-wrong-about-china 

Moldicz C. (2021). China, the USA and Technological Supremacy in Europe (1st 
ed.). Routledge. https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003128625 



Mariana Nicolae

300

Nae, C. (2017). Cine este FANG SHUANG, chinezul de la Românii au talent care a 
primit golden buzz. https://huff.ro/stiri/tv/cine-este-fang-shuang-chinezul-de-la-
romanii-au-talent-care-primit-golden-buzz-121399 

Naumescu, V. (2019). Politica Marilor Puteri în Europa Centrală și de Est. 30 de ani 
de la sfârşitul Războiului Rece, Humanitas.

Nicolae, M. (2021). China – A View from Romania beyond Perceptions and Stereo- 
types, in “European Perceptions of China and Perspectives on the Belt and Road 
Initiative”. (Editor Stephen Rowley, Sun Yat-sen University), Brill (Leiden; Boston) 

The World Bank. (2021, October 13). Romania Overview. https://www.worldbank.
org/en/country/romania/overview#1

Trust. (2016) Asia Pacific, Middle East and Africa. Edelma. https://issuu.com/
edelmanapac/docs/trust_in_apacmea_2016

WIPO. (2021). Global Innovation Index 2021: Tracking Innovation through the 
COVID-19 Crisis. Geneva: World Intellectual Property Organization. https://
www.globalinnovationindex.org/gii-2021-report# 

Zarycki, T. (2014). Ideologies of Eastness in Central and Eastern Europe (1st ed.). 
Routledge. https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315819006 



About the Authors

Results and Challenges: Ten Years of China-CEEC Cooperation | 303302

ABOUT THE AUTHORS

Editor and author of the book

HORVÁTH, Levente

Levente Horváth, Ph.D. is the Director of Eurasia Center of the John von Neumann 
University, Hungary. Levente Horváth is a China expert, has been dealing with 
China from 2005 onwards, he was doing his bachelor and master degree in tourism 
management in China, at the Fudan University in Shanghai, and graduated with 
rector’s award. From 2016 he is the Vice-President of the Fudan University Alumni. 
In 2017-2021, Levente Horváth was doing his Ph.D. studies at the University of 
Pécs, his research field focused on the Chinese geopolitical thinking and on the 
One Belt, One Road initiative. Between 2015 and 2017, he was the Consul General 
of Hungary in Shanghai and in this position, he was responsible for deepening the 
Sino-Hungarian relations. In 2017-2019 he served as the Head of Educational 
Department in the Magyar Nemzeti Bank, the central bank of Hungary, from 2019 
he became the Chief Advisor to the Governor of the central bank of Hungary. 
In 2021 he was given the Shanghai Silver Magnolia Award acknowledging his 
contribution to Shanghai’s development with respect to its economy, trade, finance, 
education and culture.

Authors

BANAI, Ádám

Ádám Banai, Ph.D. has received his MSc from Corvinus University of Budapest. 
He holds a Ph.D. in Finance from Corvinus University of Budapest. He joined the 
Financial Stability department of the Magyar Nemzeti Bank in 2008. From 2013 
to 2017 he was the head of Applied Research and Stress-testing Department. From 
2017 he was the director of Financial System Analysis directorate. From 2020 he 
is in his current position. He is also an associate professor at John von Neumann 
University. He is a member of the Financial Stability Board in Hungary. He is also 

a member of the supervisory board at KELER CCP. He is a guest lecturer and a 
member of the advisory board at ESCP Europe Institute of Real Estate Finance and 
Management. He has several papers, articles in high level journals. His main research 
fields are stresstesting, systemic risk, macroprudential policy, real estate market, bank 
lending.

CSIKÓ, Anna 

Anna Csikó obtained her BA degree in Archaeology and History at Eötvös Loránd 
University (ELTE) in 2010, her MA degree in Archaeology in 2013 and her MA 
degree in Sinology in 2020. She spent the academic year of 2018/2019 in Beijing at 
the Beijing Foreign Studies University as scholarship student by the Campus Mundi 
and Chinese Government Scholarship. She is a second year Ph.D. student of the of 
doctoral program in Chinese Studies of ELTE. She works at the ELTE Confucius 
Institute since 2014 (currently as the director of studies) and is an assistant research 
fellow of the MTA – ELTE – SZTE Silk Road Research Group. Since 2016 she is 
one of the vice directors of the ’One Belt, One Road’ Research Center at ELTE.

GORECZKY, Péter 

Péter Goreczky graduated from the Faculty of International Relations of the Corvinus 
University of Budapest. Following a couple of years of employment in the private 
business sector he joined the National Institute for Strategic Health Research and its 
successor organisation as a research fellow and analyst. In terms of external economic 
relations, he gained experience as a senior consultant and head of department at the 
Hungarian Investment Promotion Agency assisting the implementation of foreign 
direct investment projects in Hungary. As a senior analyst at the Institute for Foreign 
Affairs and Trade.

 



About of the Authors About the Authors

304 Results and Challenges: Ten Years of China-CEEC Cooperation | 305

HORVÁTH, Marcell 

Marcell Horváth Dr. serves as Executive Director for International Relations in the 
central bank of Hungary (Magyar Nemzeti Bank, MNB). He joined the MNB in 2013 
as Head of the Governor’s Office, then became the head of the International Relations 
Directorate in 2016. Before joining the MNB, he worked in the Ministry for National 
Economy in various positions including Secretary for Foreign Affairs to the Minister, 
Secretary to Government Commissioner for Hungarian Chinese Bilateral Relations, 
expert of the Investment Strategy Department. He graduated from the Faculty of Law 
and Political Science of Pázmány Péter Catholic University in 2009 and has a BA in 
European Business Law of University of Abertay Dundee. He is the author of a book 
on the Panama-canal treaties (Panama-canal treaties or a small nation’s struggle for 
independence) published in Hungary and several articles related to Eurasian issues.

KLEMENSITS, Péter 

Péter Klemensits, Ph.D. is Senior Research Fellow at the Eurasia Center, John von 
Neumann University. He earned his Ph.D. in Military History and Geopolitics. His 
main research area are the history and politics of Southeast Asia, geopolitics and 
security policy of Asia with special focus on the China-Southeast Asia relations and 
the 21st century New Maritime Silk Road. From August 2021 he works for the John 
von Neumann University and since September 2015 he has been a part time lecturer 
at East Asia Research Group at Pázmány Péter Catholic University, Institute of 
International Studies and Political Science.

MITIĆ, Aleksandar

Aleksandar Mitić, Ph.D. is Research Fellow at the Center for the “Belt and Road” 
studies of the Institute of International Politics and Economics in Belgrade, Serbia. He 
has a Bachelor in Journalism and Political Science from Carleton University (Ottawa, 
Canada), an MA in International Affairs from the Norman Paterson School of 
International Affairs at Carleton University, and a Ph.D. from the Faculty of Political 
Science of the University of Belgrade. From 1999-2005, Aleksandar was permanent 

correspondent of Agence France-Presse (AFP) from Kosovo (during the NATO 
bombings) and from Belgrade. From 2005-2009, he was permanent correspondent of 
the Tanjug News Agency from the EU and NATO headquarters in Brussels. In 2005, 
Aleksandar was one of the founders of the Institute 4S in Brussels, where he prepared 
and led the Kosovo Compromise project, Serbia’s first strategic communication 
project aimed at the European Union (2006-2008). He is the president the Center for 
Strategic Alternatives, a think-tank which he formed in 2010, and which became in 
2016 a founding member of the China-CEEC High-Level Academic Platform. He 
is a member of the Scientific Council of the Center for Russian Studies at the Faculty 
of Political Science in Belgrade. His particular fields of interest in recent years have 
been the use of strategic communication in international relations and the narratives 
of integration projects.

MOHR, Richárd 

Richárd Mohr is the Hungarian director of the Confucius Institute at the University 
of Szeged, Hungary. Before joining the University of Szeged, he had lived in China 
for ten years and worked in the business sector, as a consultant, representative or board 
member for many Hungarian companies, such as MALÉV Hungarian Airlines, he 
was the Hungarian State Representative for the EU China Chamber of Commerce in 
Beijing in 2009 and served as the Deputy Commissioner of the Hungarian Pavilion at 
the Shanghai World Expo in 2010. He is a qualified interpreter of Chinese language 
with extensive experience in government-level interpretation and simultaneous 
interpreting, a translator of contemporary Chinese literature, an experienced 
intercultural trainer specializing in European-Chinese business cooperation and co-
author of the Hungarian textbook “Japanese, Chinese and Korean Business Culture”. 
Besides managing the operation of the Confucius Institute, he concludes China 
research and teaches Chinese language and Chinese intercultural and economic 
courses. His main research interests include China-Hungary and China-EU relations, 
Chinese diaspora in Hungary, intercultural communication and management, 
modern Chinese economy and contemporary Chinese literature. He has received the 
ChinaCham Hungarian-Chinese Chamber of Economy’s 2020 Excellence Award 
and is the Vice President of the Hungarian-Chinese Friendship Association.



About of the Authors About the Authors

306 Results and Challenges: Ten Years of China-CEEC Cooperation | 307

MOLDICZ, Csaba 

Csaba Moldicz, Ph.D. is research director of the Eurasia Center at John von Neumann 
University. His main research area is the economic integration process of the European 
Union and China, with a special focus on the Central and Eastern European region. 
He has published several books as a senior editor and his monograph on technology 
competition between the United States and China in Europe was published by 
Routledge in 2020. He is an Associate Research Fellow of the Institute for Foreign 
Affairs and Trade (Hungary) and the China- CEE Institute.

MUSABELLIU, Marsela

Marsela Musabelliu, Ph.D. is a Ph.D. in Political Economy obtained at Xiamen 
University (China). She is currently executive director of Albanian Institute for 
Globalization Studies (AIGS) a research center based in Tirana and has written 
in peer-reviewed journals since 2017. She holds a bachelor and master degree in 
Political Sciences from the University of Milan (Italy). After a decade working as 
Procurement Manger for Asia in one of the biggest corporations in Albania, she 
returned to academia with key research focus in: China-Albania relations, Belt and 
Road Initiative, China-CEEC cooperation, globalization and economic cooperation. 
Musabelliu contributes weekly as a non-resident researcher in the China-CEEC 
Institute (Hungary) and in recent years, she has written extensively for China Media 
Group in Albanian language.

NICOLAE, Mariana

Professor Emerita Mariana Nicolae’s research interests focus on international relations 
with an emphasis on Asia, on organizations and their cultures, leadership and creative 
thinking. She still enjoys teaching at master levels at the Bucharest University of 
Economic Studies (www.ase.ro) and the University of Bucharest. She is passionately 
creative about teaching, research, mentoring, networking, publishing, attending 
conferences and seminars. She was a Fulbright senior scholar in 2005 and, between 
2013 – 2018, was appointed a Fulbright ambassador for higher education institutions. 

She managed several large-scale research and development projects. At present she is 
volunteering for several NGOs hoping to spread her passion for education as the only 
viable means for development.

POPOVIC, Slobodan

Slobodan Popovic is a Ph.D. Candidate at the Faculty of Political Sciences, University 
of Belgrade. At the same institution, Slobodan Popovic is Professor Associate on the 
subject of Geopolitics. He is junior researcher at the Center for Asian and Far Eastern 
Studies from Belgrade. Slobodan Popovic as a scholar of the Italian Government 
spent six months at the Sapienza University of Rome. His international experience 
is enriched by 2016 Gansu Fellowship Program when Slobodan’s report Reinforcing 
Diplomacy of Asian Dragon was announced for best by Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
of the PR China – Gansu Province Department.

SALÁT, Gergely 

Gergely Salát, Ph.D. after graduating at the Peking No. 55 Middle School in 1995, 
he studied Chinese Language and Culture at the Department of Chinese Studies of 
Eötvös Loránd University (ELTE), and graduated in 2001. In 2006 he obtained a 
Ph.D. degree with his thesis related to Chinese legal history. He started his teaching 
career at the College of Foreign Trade in Budapest in 1997. Since 1998 he has been 
continuously teaching at the Department of Chinese Studies at ELTE in Budapest. 
He started to work full time at the Department of Chinese Studies of Pázmány 
Péter Catholic University (PPCU) in 2013. He became head of the department and 
director of the Modern East Asia Research Group in 2014, and served as the head of 
the Institute of International Studies and Political Sciences between 2018 and 2021. 
He was elected a member of the Committee of Oriental Studies of the Hungarian 
Academy of Sciences in 2014, elected as secretary of the Committee in 2017, and 
vice-chairman in 2021. Ha has been working as a senior researcher at the Institute 
of Foreign Affairs and Trade since 2020. His main research area is the history of 
Chinese law and institutions, contemporary Chinese domestic and foreign politics, as 
well as international relations in East Asia.



About of the Authors

308

VÖRÖS, Zoltán

Zoltán Vörös, Ph.D. is an Assistant Professor at the University of Pécs, Department 
of Political Science and International Studies, manager of the International Relations 
BA and MA Programs. His research and teaching interests are covering the fields of 
International Relations, Security Studies, Political Geography and Electoral Studies, 
focusing mostly on the Chinese foreign and security policy in the 21st century and the 
global consequences of this Chinese rise. 

ZOLTAI, Alexandra

Alexandra Zoltai is a China researcher at Eurasia Center, John von Neumann 
University, Hungary, and the vice-president of Hungarian-Chinese Friendship 
Association (匈中友好协会). She began her Ph.D. studies in autumn 2018 at the 
Institute of Geography and Earth Sciences of the University of Pécs, on the topic 
„China’s 21st century maritime ambitions: strategic goals on the New Maritime Roads 
from the perspective of geopolitical and security policy”. Her major fields of research 
are China’s geopolitical issues, foreign policy, China’s international role, 21st Century 
Maritime Silk Road, China in the Arctic.



The friendly relations between China and central and Eastern European 
countries are facing an important opportunity for rapid development and 
ushered in a promising spring. As long as we work hard to cultivate the 
seeds sown, we will be able to harvest rich fruits.

Wen Jiabao, Prime Minister of the People’s Republic of China,  
Warsaw 2012

China’s ancient thinker Confucius once said that „three years of hard work 
will surely lead to accomplishments”. Over the past three years, the 16+1 
cooperation, just like a fast-speed train, has set out on its journey and gained 
speed all the way from Warsaw to Bucharest, and from Belgrade to Suzhou.

Li Keqiang, Prime Minister of the People’s Republic of China,  
Suzhou 2015

The “16+1 formula” not only serves CEE interests but those of the whole of 
Europe. It’s a real win-win situation.

Viktor Orbán, Prime Minister of Hungary,  
Budapest 2017

The “16+1” cooperation does not contradict European integration, but 
promotes economic, trade, and people-to-people exchanges among EU 
countries, Central and Eastern European countries outside the EU, and 
China. It is a pragmatic cooperation based entirely on market principles.

Boyko Borissov, Prime Minister of Bulgaria,  
Sofia 2018

The “16+1” cooperation strictly follows EU laws and regulations and brings 
new opportunities to countries involved and effectively responds to negative 
effects of global crises — that’s why more and more countries are paying 
attention to it.

Andrej Plenkovic, Prime Minister of Croatia,  
Sofia 2019

Nine years on, China-CEEC cooperation has stood the test of time and 
intricate changes in the international landscape. It has developed some 
principles that are reflective of its distinctive features and accepted by all 
parties.

Xi Jinping, President of the People’s Republic of China, 
 Beijing 2021


