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THE EU STRATEGIC PARTNERSHIP WITH CHINA

Institut de France,

Académie des Sciences Morales et Politiques Marianne Bastid-Bruguiére

France has been the first among the European Union
(EU) member countriesto start a strategic dialogue with
China since the late 1970s, with a long interruption,
and then a declaration of "global partnership” in 1997.
Theresults have been limited. However, France has been
successful in pushing the EU and individual country
members into strategic partnership with China.

The EU stepsin thisregard have been gradual and
cautious. Part of the EU cooperation programs with
Chinaisstill called "assistance", aword that is not very
consistent with strategic partnership. A basic explana-
tion for slownessis that the EU has still little power in
foreign policy, as compared to nationa states. But there
are other important reasons. Scandinavians, Dutch and
British have long strongly insisted that dialogue on
human rights was a precondition to European political
dialogue with China. Most governments used to ook
at Chinaas aregional power, not asaworld power with
whom strategic dialogue made sense. Moreover, they
were anxious that such dialogue might antagonize the
United States.

The EU had initiated a regular collective dialogue
with the East Asian region in 1996, through the ASEM
(Asia-Europe Meeting), to which China participated. It
was related to economic, financial, cultural, social, and
also increasingly to global political issues. However,
the meeting has become too large, with 25 EU and 13
Asian members, to meet all the needs. From 1998, the
EU started "deepening the political dialogue" with
China by an annual summit mechanism.

On 13 October 2003, the European Council issued
apolicy paper stated for the first time that the EU and
China should work as "strategic partners'. In fact, the
big EU member countries, except the UK had preceded
the EU in putting strategic dialogue with Chinaon their

bilateral agenda. For-
merly, they used to
havean"Asian palicy",
then in the late 80s or
90s and "East Asian
policy" of which China
was apart. In 2002, the
German Foreign Min-

istry clearly isolated
the "strategic dialogue" with Chinafrom other regional
relations. Spain did the same by early 2003. Italy fol-
lowed. The UK had intensified research links and ex-
changesin science for defence. Finally, in May 2004,
on the occasion of Prime Minister Wen Jiabao to Lon-
don, a" comprehensive strategic partnership” with China
was declared.

Wheat lay behind the EU 2003 policy paper were
concerns about financial and monetary stability, oil and
commodities issues, trade balance, and security, prima-
rily in the Far East. Theideawasto pull Chinainto the
international role of aforce of peace together with Eu-
rope.

On that basis cooperation has been expanding to
new areas. Foremost are science and technology. From
late 2003, China has been participating in Galileo, the
EU's new satellite navigation system. She has been
drawn into the International Thermonuclear Experimen-
tal Reactor project built in France. The number of joint
Sino-European R& D projectsisrapidly increasing (36
new ones in 2004). 100,000 Chinese students were
studying in the EU during the last academic year. Talks
have been going on for finding common grounds on
the UN reform and on the Doha Devel opment Agenda
negotiationsin the WTO. Sectoral dialogues and agree-
ments have been strengthened and extended across the
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board.

The EU-China summit, in December 2004, envis-
aged the negotiation of a comprehensive new frame-
work agreement to replace the 1985 EC-China Trade
and Cooperation Agreement. The French government
has suggested such amovein order to develop a strate-
gic partnership strong enough to deal with the global
challenges. What now comes out of the latest summit
between Blair, as EU President, and Hu Jintao, on 5
September in Peking, is a definite political strengthen-
ing of the strategic partnership. Commitment to coop-
eration in politics and international affairs has been
strongly emphasized on both sides. A new China-EU
Framework agreement will be concluded at an early
date.

Itisironical that UK, who has long been the most
reluctant to beef up EU political tieswith China, should
be instrumental for this new advance. Bombings in
London are one obvious explanation.

The proceedings of this summit, the series of agree-
ments signed on various fields, and the solution to the
textile trade disagreement clearly show that European
governments are, for the time being, decided not to re-
gard Chinasrise as athreat to world peace.

Lifting the European arms embargo against China
doesremain divisive within the EU. Cautiously enough,
the EU-Chinajoint statement of 5 September made no
further concession on the prospect for lifting. Besides
EU leaders' fear of the retaliation promised by the US
Congress, it isto be noted that if 55% average Europe-
ans think that the EU should take a more independent
approach from the US, amajority in the UK, Portugal,
Poland and the Netherlands stick to US world |eader-
ship, and 80% on the whole want EU to cooperate rather
than compete with the United States.

Yet, in EU leadership's view of Chinasrise, secu-
rity issues are subordinated to globalization as a policy
consideration. EU's tactics are to engage with Chinain
a broad agenda and to involve her in international ef-
forts to tackle with global problems, by treating her
fairly asequal. But EU'sfair deals have their drawbacks.
Chinese growing exports compel reshaping of European

industry. However, the painful trade-offs that are re-
quired in the reshaping, and the legal powers to make
the necessary changes to labour markets and the Euro-
pean social model reside above al at national, not EU
level. Only national politicians can ultimately do the
tough work of persuasion that is needed to make eco-
nomic reform work. Therisk of backfireis high.

How strong and sustainable is the strategic partner-
ship between Europe and China?

Neither for China nor for the EU or any of the Eu-
ropean countries does the partnership take precedence
over their ties with America. Tony Blair wrote on 4
September that China has become for the EU and UK
"amajor priority"; he did not say "the" priority.

Both sides trust each other, because they both wish
stability and have no adjoining zones of influence. EU
bankers and businessmen want to consolidate China's
growth on which their own profits are now dependent.
In China, the pragmatic faction in macroeconomic
policy, around Wen Jiabao #0 O and WuYi %0 ,
has got since a year the upper hand of the "speed fac-
tion'l 0 O O O, around Huang Ju & [J and Zeng
Peiyan [0 O [0, and its success has been winning alarge
support among Chinese educated public. The Chinese
ruling team certainly playsthe European card more than
Jiang Zemin had done, but among other cards.

Doesit mean that Europeans swallow mainland pro-
paganda about China's age-old commitment to har-
mony? Do they believe more than Americans do in
China's"peaceful rise"? | would say that European lead-
ership everywhereis earnestly trying to make the prom-
ise true, to help make China's rise a peaceful one. In
the European public thereis nowhere any general strong
|eaning towards China. The mainstream is only quali-
fied sympathy. 74% approve of the EU roleto help es-
tablish democracy in other countries by relying on " soft
power". But only aslim majority of 54% agree that eco-
nomic relations with China should be limited because
of human rights violations. Immediate economic inter-
ests thus loom large in advocating or supporting actual
policies regardless of proclaimed principles.
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"The Rough and Rosy Road: Sites of Contestation in
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Asian Journal of Social Science, Vol.33, No.1
"What is the News? Criticism, Debate and Community
in Indonesia's Local Press"

Elizabeth Morrell
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