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Editor’s note: The relations between the EU and China have evolved dramatically over the past several decades. The China-EU Summit will present a significant opportunity to reflect on the experience and also offer a platform to build
consensus and chart a stable path forward that benefits both sides and the world. Three experts share their views on the issue with China Daily.

Borut Pahor

Pitfalls, opportunities in Sio-EU ties

uropean Commission Presi-

dent Ursula von der Leyen’s

and European Council Pres-

ident Anténio Costa’s visit to
China on Thursday to attend the Chi-
na-EU Summit coincides with a
major shift in global geopolitics and
the rapid decline of multilateralism,
which emerged from the ruins of
‘World War II.

Also, the global balance of power
has been undergoing significant
changes in recent times, with the
rapid economic, technological and
political ascent of China playing an
important role in the process. Over
the past few years, this process has
further accelerated because of the
Russia-Ukraine conflict and US Pres-
ident Donald Trump’s protectionist
policies. Trump’s shifting position
toward US allies and competitors
alike, as well as the uncertainty
caused by the trade war he has
launched have pushed the world
into a period of instability and
unpredictability.

It is perhaps for these develop-
ments that the European Union and
China have in recent years more fre-
quently found themselves on oppo-
site sides than before. However, in
some observers’ eyes, distrust
between Brussels and Beijing has
grown, because the lack of regular
consultations and dialogue has
played a key role in the West falsely
believing China is supporting Russia,
which Western powers, especially
the EU, perceive as a security threat.

At the same time, the EU is trying
to adapt to the emerging consensus
in the United States, where opposi-
tion to China is one of the few issues
that unites both the political parties.
Over time, therefore the EU’s policy
toward China has turned into meas-
ured restraint.

Despite these developments,
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many consider that von der Leyen is
visiting China without a clear man-
date to deepen comprehensive coop-
eration between the EU and China.

On the other hand, Trump’s tariffs
on imports from many of its trade
partners, including the EU and China,
have not prompted the EU to change
its attitude toward China. Since trade
relations are extremely important for
both China and the EU, the US tariffs
would have, under a different geopoli-
tical situation, prompted them to
strengthen trade cooperation. But that
is not happening — at least not to the
extent one expected.

Brussels is cautious about
strengthening cooperation with Bei-
jing, partly because many of its
member states are also members of
NATO and partly because the West
sees Beijing’s justified stance on the
Taiwan question as aggression.

All of this must be seen in light of
China’s fast-paced, multifaceted
advancement over the past couple of
decades, which the US sees as a chal-
lenge to its global economic domi-
nance. While I generally agree with
most analysts that China is the pri-
mary focus of the US’ global policy, I
believe Trump’s intention to secure a
trade agreement with China reflects
his aim to curb China’s rise and use it
as an opportunity to reindustrialize
the US while maintaining its global
economic and political primacy.

However, unlike the US, the EU
does not have the same room to

maneuver in order to reshape the
global economic and political land-
scapes, and given its declining com-
petitiveness and increasing security
vulnerabilities, the bloc has to adapt
to circumstances.

This applies to its relations with
China, too. However, Sino-EU stra-
tegic, particularly trade, relations
have been developing despite the
changed scenario. Incidentally,
despite the EU officially designating
China as a partner, competitor and
systemic rival, both sides continue
their mutually beneficial trade in
goods and services, with their trade
volume increasing from €793 bil-
lion ($927.95 billion) in 2023 to
€845 billion in 2024, with the major
goods being machinery, automo-
biles, telecommunications equip-
ment, pharmaceuticals and optical
instruments.

Moreover, the China-proposed
Belt and Road Initiative has helped
expand cooperation between the EU
and China, though some EU ana-
lysts suggest that current geopoliti-
cal complexities present new
challenges for the initiative.

It will be interesting to see wheth-
er the EU and China deepen cooper-
ation at least in climate action. So
far, Sino-EU joint initiatives and
investments in wind, solar and
hydro power have been relatively
successful, accompanied by
exchanges of know-how and tech-
nology, for instance, in energy stor-
age and smart grids.

The same applies to green trans-
port. The EU remains open to Chi-
nese-made electric vehicles but is
also conducting “investigations into
subsidies” to protect its market from
dumping. It remains to be seen
whether the EU’s waning commit-
ment to green transition will reflect
in its new seven-year budget and fur-

ther impact its cooperation with Chi-
na in this field, especially because
security concerns have overshad-
owed green transition within the EU.

‘When it comes to artificial intelli-
gence, the EU and China have very
different regulations — while the EU
emphasizes the importance of trans-
parency and accountability in Al
ethics, China has its own system of
guidelines which are more focused
on development and competitive-
ness.

It is clear therefore that geopoliti-
cal rivalry, security concerns, differ-
ences in standards and values, and
equal market access greatly influ-
ence relations between the EU and
China. Despite that, the most impor-
tant factor in China-EU relations is
that we are living in times of excep-
tionally intense changes in global
politics and economy, driven prima-
rily by the US, to whose policies the
EU is more or less adapting to.

Yet, and precisely because of these
developments, it is worth noting
that Brussels is more aware of these
changes than ever before, and
important practical shifts are
already taking place, both in politics
(strategic autonomy) and in the
economy. This will likely be reflected
in the EU’s upcoming seven-year
budget of about €2 trillion, placing
strong emphasis on security and
productivity. Greater EU autonomy,
especially in relation to the US,
while maintaining the Western alli-
ance — could potentially deepen
mutual trust and cooperation
between the EU and China in the
long term. However, this will largely
depend on whether current global
geopolitical tensions are defused
peacefully or not.

The views don’t necessarily reflect
those of China Daily.
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China leads boldly in
global energy transition

hina has invested trillions

of yuan in the clean energy

equipment manufacturing

sector over the past few
years, but returns will depend on the
success of clean energy transition
both in China and the rest of the
world.

In 2024, clean energy industries
contributed to more than 10 percent
of China’s GDP, generating an esti-
mated $1.9 trillion in economic out-
put, becoming a key driver of
economic growth and overtaking
the real estate sector in sales value.
Chinese companies exported an esti-
mated $177 billion worth of clean
energy technologies and committed
atleast $60 billion to building new
factories abroad. Once completed,
these facilities could generate out-
put worth $110 billion a year.

The export of affordable solar
photovoltaic panels, electric vehicles
(EVs) and batteries from China is
already helping many countries
transition to clean energy. The
regions where China’s exports are
having the biggest impact are the
Middle East, North Africa, sub-Saha-
ran Africa, South Asia and Europe.

China’s clean energy exports are
broad-based: since 2023, China
exported clean energy equipment
such as wind power products and
photovoltaic products to more than
200 countries and regions.

In particular, solar power com-
bined with batteries has become a
cost-competitive and reliable source
of energy much faster than expected
because Chinese manufacturers suc-
ceeded in drastically reducing the
cost of production. The solar power
boom in Pakistan and South Africa
are some of the more prominent
examples. Similarly, lower-cost bat-
teries are making EVs more attract-
ive than fossil fuel-driven vehicles.
In fact, in emerging markets, Chi-
nese-made EVs account for about 75
percent of the growth in EV sales.

China’s clean energy footprint
across the world is set to expand sig-
nificantly, especially if the global

The author is the
lead analyst at Cen-
tre for Research on
Energy and Clean
Atirin Finland.

energy transition accelerates in line
with the International Energy Agen-
cy’s road map for realizing net-zero
emissions by 2050. To reduce global
emissions in accordance with the
Paris Agreement, while meeting the
growing energy demand, especially
in emerging economies, investments
in solar and wind energy sectors
beyond China need to more than
double from the 2024 level and the
global market for EVs needs to grow
12-fold in the next decade.

This can happen only with sup-
port from China’s manufacturing.

In such a scenario, global
demand could propel China’s clean
energy and technology exports to
$1.1 trillion by 2035, with emerging
and developing economies
accounting for the majority of Chi-
na’s clean technology exports:
about 70 percent in solar PV panels
and 60 percent in wind and battery
storage.

Some may be concerned that Chi-
na’s strength in clean energy manu-
facturing could limit economic
opportunities for other countries.
But that’s not true, as China is now
focusing on upstream manufactur-
ing. After all, solar panels and bat-
teries now account for just a quarter
of the value of a typical solar power
generation project, and a consumer
EV.

This means three-quarters of the
value of China’s solar panel and
battery exports are enjoyed by the
importing countries. When the
supply of low-cost clean energy
results in the development of new
industries or other economic activ-
ity in the destination country, the
downstream value is far larger.
And as clean energy use continues
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to grow globally, there is huge
potential for Chinese enterprises to
boost their participation in down-
stream activities, including infra-
structure development, operations
and maintenance, in order to cap-
ture a larger share of the value-
added market abroad.

However, some economies have
raised supply security concerns over
China’s central role in global supply
chains, with many of them taking
steps to diversify their sources of key
components like solar panels, EVs
and batteries. The European Union
and India, for instance, are trying to
develop their own clean energy
manufacturing sectors, but they
have a lot of work to do to even meet
their domestic demand, let alone
exporting such products.

To redress those economies’ genu-
ine concerns over supply chain secu-
rity, Chinese manufacturers should
work with them to make supply
chains more resilient and universal-
ly beneficent. Nevertheless, given
the scale and cost advantages of Chi-
na’s clean energy manufacturing
sector, its products are likely to com-
prise a large part of the global clean
energy landscape in the near future.

China has every reason to help
expedite global energy transition,
including initiatives such as tripling
global renewable energy capacity
from 2022 to 2030. As a matter of
fact, China’s clean energy industries
could double their value by 2035,
adding 15 trillion yuan ($2.09 tril-
lion) to the economy if the energy
transition in China and the rest of
the world continues.

Many Chinese enterprises have
increased their investment and
financing overseas, but a lot more
needs to be done. And China’s role
in advancing the clean energy sector
suggests a potential shift toward
proactive global positioning on cli-
mate and clean energy.

By providing easier and relatively
inexpensive access to clean technol-
ogies, coupled with investments in
clean energy and related infrastruc-
ture projects and production facili-
ties, including technology transfer,
China could play a key role in driv-
ing the global energy transition,
while exploring lead markets for its
key technologies.

The views don’t necessarily reflect
those of China Daily.
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Talent exchanges can
help improve relations
between Beijing, Brussels

hinese President Xi Jinping, European Council President

Antonio Costa and European Commission President

Ursula von der Leyen are scheduled to attend the China-

European Union Summit in Beijing on Thursday, mark-
ing 50 years of the establishment of diplomatic relations between
Beijing and Brussels at a time when Sino-EU ties face uncertain-
ties.

Geopolitical distrust on industrial subsidies, cybersecurity and
the Russia-Ukraine conflict dominate official dialogue, while peo-
ple-to-people exchanges are far from normal. In such a situation,
the talks in Beijing are likely to focus on trade disputes and tariffs
(particularly on Chinese-made electric vehicles), climate change,
biodiversity, the Russia-Ukraine conflict, and ways to bolster multi-
lateral cooperation.

The implementation of a “talent mobility action plan” could
improve Sino-EU relations, especially because the issuance of new
work permits on both sides has not yet returned to pre-COVID-19
pandemic levels, depriving companies, and research and educa-
tional institutions of the flow of talents. Re-establishing and
increasing this flow is a secure and cost-effective way to stabilize
Sino-EU relations and tackle some of the economic challenges
domestically.

Demographic disparities between China and the EU are becom-
ing more pronounced. The EU faces an aging population, and its
labor markets are struggling to find high-skilled workers such as
welders, electricians, nurses, software engineers and Al special-
ists. Consequently, the shortage of skilled workers is causing
delays in orders, particularly among small and medium-sized
enterprises involved in exports in Germany.

China, too, faces an aging population. But decades of higher
education promotion has resulted in millions of high-skilled
graduates, especially in engineering and com-
puter science, not all of whom can find suitable / \
jobs. }
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As such, Brussels and Beijing need to take con- Free University
structive measures before trade becomes hostage of Berlin and the
to spiraling tariffs. Talent exchanges could help ~ president of the
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researchers holding Chinese or European citi-

zenships could establish a solid academic base, with funding
being equally shared and managed by the China Scholarship
Council and the EU’s Marie Sktodowska-Curie Actions. Such an
initiative would not only create an early success story but also fos-
ter professional networks and produce publishable results.

For multiyear postings, a bilateral “gold-card visa” could
enhance existing programs like the EU Blue Card, while surpassing
them in two key areas. One, holders could be allowed to move
between EU member states without having to reapply for a visa,
while China could do away with the current location-specific work
permits for participating economic zones, allowing foreign special-
ists to transition between places like Suzhou and Shenzhen with
equal ease.

And two, a unified set of salary and skill thresholds could be
applied in both directions, benchmarked against each host coun-
try’s average wage. Of course, critical defense industries and other
security-sensitive sectors should remain off-limits. European poli-
cies are aligned with such an agenda.

Moreover, German Chancellor Friedrich Merz will likely visit Bei-
jing with a business delegation later this year. Since Germany’s
updated “Skilled Immigration Act” has already eased the language
and degree-recognition barriers, a “China-EU Gold Card” would
complement this, enabling green-hydrogen start-ups in North
Rhine-Westphalia or automotive suppliers in Baden-Wiirttemberg
to more swiftly recruit Chinese engineers.

For Chinese graduates, the reward would give access to one of the
world’s largest single markets and its Al ethics, battery chemistry
and environmental regulation hubs. On the other hand, it would
help Europe to collaborate with the internationally competitive Chi-
nese research centers in universities and other institutions, advanc-
ing their careers.

While talent exchange may not address all the challenges the
China-EU relationship faces, it can accomplish three practical
objectives. First, it can clear bottlenecks by allowing Chinese gradu-
ates to meet the EU’s demand for talents. Second, it can adjust the
imbalanced trade ledger by transitioning a part of economic activi-
ty from goods to high-value services such as consulting and
research.

And third, it can foster dialogue through personal connections:
scientists, coders and project managers, for instance, who have
worked on both sides and are less prone to misunderstanding the
other side upon returning home.

Fifty years since the establishment of diplomatic relations, Bei-
jing and Brussels have become adept at managing disagreements.
And yet they risk neglecting the constructive potential of their
relationship.

The concept of a “talent mobility action plan” presents a tangi-
ble solution: it can meet genuine labor market demands, alleviate
economic concerns among the electorate, and be more cost-effec-
tive than granting subsidies or imposing tariffs. Should the sum-
mit initiate this process, the 50th anniversary of the
establishment of Sino-EU diplomatic ties would be significantly
more promising.

The views don’t necessarily reflect those of China Daily.



