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Abstract
Over the past decades, the shift of power towards East has been enhancing the relevance of Asia. A
major driver has been China’s rise made possible by its opening up policy and rapid economic
growth. Its parallel military modernisation is significantly modifying the balance of power in Asia.
While China’s Ground Forces have been downsized, the other services have been allocated more
resources to boost their programmes of weapon acquisition, indigenous weapons development and
training. Thanks to these growing capabilities, the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) is increasingly
operating outside its traditional theatre of confidence (e.g. contribution of the PLA Navy to the
international counter-piracy operation in the Gulf of Aden).
The new Strategic Guidance for the Department of Defence (MoD) and the ‘Pivot to Asia’ of the
Obama Administration recognise the strategic relevance of this power shift towards Asia.’ And what
about the European Union (EU)? This is the object of this paper. It will show that although the
progress brought by the Lisbon Treaty (e.g. establishment of a European diplomatic service) and the
upgrade of the EU-China relationship to a ‘strategic partnership’, the Sino-European relations remain
mainly economical: their political and military dimensions have been neglected as well as the
challenges that China’s military modernisation poses to the EU. The adoption of a European
maritime strategy may be a step in the right direction since this may help develop a broader
common security policy while further strengthening the relationship with the Chinese Army.
Nevertheless, more attention should be paid to develop the EU-China Military dimension.

The Power Shift towards Asia & the EU
Over the past decades, the shift of power towards East has been enhancing the relevance of
Asia. A major driver has been China’s rise made possible by its opening up policy and
subsequent rapid economic growth. The parallel upgrade of its Army has been significantly
modifying the balance of power in Asia. While its Ground Forces have been downsized, the
other services have been allocated more resources to foster their programmes of weapon
1

acquisition, indigenous weapon development and training. Thanks to these growing
capabilities, the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) is now increasingly operating outside its
traditional theatre of confidence (e.g. contribution of the PLA Navy to the international
counter-piracy operation in the Gulf of Aden).
The new Strategic Guidance for the Department of Defence (MoD) and the ‘Pivot to Asia’ of
the Obama Administration1 recognise the strategic relevance of this power shift towards
Asia. Previously, Secretary of State Hillary Clinton acknowledged that the Twenty first
century ‘will be America’s Pacific century […] the future of politics will be decided in Asia […]
and the United States will be right at the centre of the action.’2 But what has been going on
this side of the Atlantic? Does the European Union (EU) have developed its own
comprehensive policy towards Asia, a ‘European rebalancing’ as some argues? 3 Does a
common view exist in Brussels?
Some researchers believe that a EU Pivot to Asia exists which ‘provides a broadly
complementary – rather than alternative – political presence to that of the US;4 they explain
that the EU has been implementing its own pivot to Asia through its reengagement ‘with the
region both through bilateral ‘strategic partnerships’ (China, India, Japan and South Korea)
and through multilateral cooperative schemes, e.g. by adhering to the ASEAN Treaty of
Amity and Cooperation (TAC) and joining the ASEAN Regional Forum in 2012.’5 Finally, on 6th
of December last year, the EU became a member of the Council for Security Cooperation in
the Asia Pacific (CSCAP) through its leading lead institution (the European Union Institute of
Security Studies (EUISS).6 The CSCAP is a track-2 multilateral informal forum created in 1993,
which discusses security issues in the region and provides recommendations to ASEAN.
Therefore, these initiatives aiming at increasing the EU involvement in building an Asian
security architecture and debating security issues in the region are viewed as proofs of a
European pivot.
Some others, such as Javier Solana, former High Representative for Foreign and Security
Policy of the EU, speak about the necessity for the EU to implement a ‘smart pivot to Asia.’ 7
According to him, this European smart pivot would differentiate itself from the hard nature
of the American Pivot or rebalancing and it would include three dimensions: trade, regional
integration and finally a sort of ‘global issues,’ mainly energy cooperation. Hence, once
again, the EU should play the role of ‘civilian power’8 or of ‘normative power’9 while
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neglecting any development of its defence and security policy. Others, such as myself, can
only take notice of the European lack of political coherence towards the rise of China: there
cannot be a ‘European pivot to Asia’ due to the lack of resources, military basis,
comprehensive foreign policy as well as of political will within the EU member states.
In other words, the EU is far from being able to rebalance to Asia. Although the progress
brought by the Lisbon Treaty (e.g. establishment of a European diplomatic service) and the
upgrade of the EU-China relationship to a ‘strategic partnership’, the Sino-European
relations remain mainly economical: their political and military dimensions have been
neglected and a European debate is missing on the challenges that China’s military
modernisation poses to the EU.

EU-China Relations: Neglecting Military & Security Dimensions
During the Cold War, the US perception of the new China as a communist threat deeply
influenced the European countries’ perception of China. The bipolar order constrained
strongly Europe's room of manoeuvre since the old continent became the major theatre of
the ideological conflict between the two superpowers. This is why Shambaugh illustrates the
relations between Europe and China until the end of the Cold War as ‘derivative,’10 a pure
reflection of the American approach. In other words, the state of the relations between the
PRC and European countries was dictated by the confrontation between the US-URSS. The
last years of the Cold War coincided with the Tiananmen Square massacre and the
consequent embargo imposed by the US and Europe against the People’s Republic of China
(PRC). Things changed slowly after the Soviet collapse when Europe lost its strategic status
for the US and thus regained more room of manoeuvre internationally.11
The EU has growing interests in keeping security in Asia but lacks a strategic approach to the
region and the knowledge of the PLA’s modernisation which is reshaping the balance of
power in that region. Overall, the EU and its member states have not only economic
interests but also security interests in keeping regional stability, avoiding conflict breakout
because of the risk of escalation, maintaining the freedom of navigation, improving energy
and environmental security.12 Nevertheless, although Europe’s long-term economic
interests require the investment of resources and the formulation of the more efficient way
to defend them, until now the formulation of the ‘US rebalance to Asia’ does not have any
correspondent at the EU level. The EU is also present in Asia by the joint and individual
action of its member states. Increasing interdependence makes events such as China’s
interruption of rare earth exports (2010) highly disruptive for others economies. Among its
member states France and the UK also have territories in Asia but contrary to the US they
have no military bases. Thus, Beijing does not perceive the EU and its member states as a
threat; rather the EU is a contributor to regional security (e.g. Aceh, the Mindanao peace
process in The Philippines).
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The history of the Sino-European relations is now approaching four decades as the
European Economic Community (EEC) established diplomatic relations with the PRC in 1975;
since then, their economic dimension were boosted while the political field remained
underdeveloped, the military and security initiatives neglected. This was demonstrated by
the 1985 Agreement on Trade & Economic Cooperation between Brussels and Beijing.
Although the EU has promoted the Asian multilateral institutionalisation (ASEAN Regional
Forum and Asia-Europe Meeting ASEM)
In 1995, the European Commission stated that ‘with the ban of contacts between military
personnel now lifted, the political and economic influence of the People’s Liberation Army
makes it appropriate to include the People’s Liberation Army among potential dialogue
partners [and] China and the EU can now discuss mutual interests and find common ground
on the full range of political and security issues.’ 13 Nevertheless, no steps had been taken
since to translate that statement to any practical decision: ‘the absence of military and
security issues in the initiative [of 1995] is due to the fact that the EU does not yet have a
common security policy, and defence cooperation takes place in a purely bilateral context
and via NATO. This is not to imply that China is unimportant as a military and security actor
to the EU, but rather that technically it cannot include security matters in its external
relations in the absence of EU-mandated security role and identity.’14
The European Concept of 2001 recognised the need for ‘strengthening of the EU’s political
and economic presence,’15 despite the first ever European Security Concept (2003) 16, the
European Security and Defence Policy (ESDP), a Common Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP)
and the establishment of the EEAS, no major developments took place in the EU-China
security and military relations. It was only in 2003 that the relations between the EU and the
PRC were upgraded at an unspecified ‘strategic partnership’17 to include issues such as non
proliferation or Asian security. A new high level dialogue on strategic and foreign policy
issues was later established between the EU High Representative for Foreign and Security
Policy and her counterpart in China. Some experts on EU-China relations such as Casarini
highlight the transition from the constructive engagement to a strategic partnership level as
a significant step in the Sino-European relations.18 Nonetheless, the EU is far from
developing a strategic position towards China and no European coherent strategy towards
China’s military modernisation exists.
In fact, since Deng Xiaoping’s ‘Open Door Policy’ (1978) the European perception of the PRC
has been traditionally linked to the growing bilateral trade while the political and military
dimensions have been neglected. This is also linked to the nature of the European
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integration process and the characteristics of the Common Security and Defence Policy
(CSDP): in fact, this European deficit of a coherent strategy to address the PLA build-up
reflects the focus on trade and economy of the European integration process. However, this
shortage in Brussels is not mirrored at EU member states’ level where debates are rising.
The uploading of these national debates on the challenges posed in the long term by the
modernisation of the PLA my serve as a trigger to start a European debate which will likely
bring to the definition of an EU comprehensive strategy to address the rise of China. In
particular, two are the countries likely to contribute the most to this uploading process:
France and the UK. This is because they have the capabilities, the interests and traditionally
dynamic foreign and defence policy inherited by their former status of great powers. 19
Generally, EU member states’ perception of China’s military modernisation is not as
negative as the American perception. As stressed by several experts such as the French
Admiral (Rtd) Dufourcq or the British Kerry Brown this is mainly due to the geographical
distance between China and Europe: it plays an important role in shaping their mutual
perceptions. Although geography does matter (tyranny of distance) 20 and the relationship
between the PRC and each EU member states are unique due to historical reasons, the
political and military perception of the PLA’s modernisation in EU member states is still
widely impacted by the American perception. This does not mean that differences among
European countries’ perception on China’s RMA are irrelevant; rather, the EU Member
states often view China through the American lenses and dissimilarities among their
perceptions are likely to be nuanced by their alignment to their traditional ally.

The Taboo of the EU Arms Embargo and the Issue of Dual-use Technology
Transfer
A crucial issue in China-EU relations is the issue of the arms embargo imposed by the EU
towards the PRC in the aftermath of the Tiananmen repression. In an international context
of economic crisis and austerity policies where military budgets are shrinking in all EU
member states with the exception of Poland, China’s expanding defence expenditures may
profit the European military industry. Its soaring demand of weapons and equipment may
help the European defence industries to cope with the declining orders in the defence
sector made even more relevant by the budget cuts required by the economic crisis.
Nevertheless, two major problems weaken this option.
First, the existence of the arms embargo, even if the EU member states often use a ‘flexible
interpretation’ of the ban to allow military technology sales to China. Secondly, the military
equipment sold to China will inevitably pass through the reverse engineering procedure to
boost its indigenous capabilities. This would only accelerate the capacity and the
performance of the Chinese military industries as a competitor to European defence
industries.
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The European approach towards the embargo has proven to be different from the American
approach. EU member states have made several attempts to remove the embargo. For
instance, in 2005 Beijing did not grab the European proposition to put Human Rights (HRs)
as the precondition to lift the embargo. In any case, the European attempt was overcome by
the U.S. strong opposition. The American pressure was so powerful that Casarini speaks of
‘realignment of the EU foreign and security policy in China and East Asia on the position of
the United States’ following the failure to lift the arms embargo towards the PRC in 2005.’21
Later, when in 2010 the Spanish presidency promised to push for lifting the embargo, the
PRC did not even react to the Spanish declaration as the EU had lost any autonomy to
Beijing’s eyes.
The European policy towards arms sales is also ruled by a Code of Conduct on arms export
(1998) which is voluntary and a Common Position (2008) ‘defining common rules governing
control of exports of military technology and equipment.’22
The transfer of civilian technology with potential military application, the so-called doubleuse technology, also undermines the long-term European capacity to preserve its
supremacy in military technology. For example, a significant number of European - but also
American and Israeli - technology have been used by the Chinese Aviation industry which is
fast becoming a competitor for Western companies.
Hence, technology transfers but also stolen technologies (espionage) are areas where the
EU should act in a careful and unified way.23 This was clear when China gained technological
competences in participating to the European Galileo Programme which served to build its
own global positioning system, Baidu with obvious military application. The problem has
been widely treated by May-Britt Stumbhaum who called for the EU to address the issue of
‘double-use technology’24 in a thoroughly manner. Technology transfers represent a major
problem since European companies are also tempted to act individually while negotiating
with China. The gloomy expectations of economic growth could undermine the position of
European industries compared with China's position as China represents a growing market
with a huge potential development. Member countries’ national champions may opt for a
bilateral approach that would stress the lack of coordination among member countries in
the military industry and thus undermine further the European level approach.
These issues are complicated further by the fact that ‘Chinese enterprises, state or nonstate, and no matter what sector or size, have the responsibility, should they be required by
the political authorities, to share what technology they have. The Party-state defines
national security and interest as largely those that suit its own purposes and feel they have
the moral and political justification to call in any technology that is useful to them, no
matter what the arrangements with specific partners in the country and outside actors. This
has made the sharing of technology with companies in the PRC particularly sensitive and
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means that foreign enterprises have had to devise a number of protective measures or
simply accept that once their technology is available in the country it is available to all. 25’
The European Commission has plaid a role in establishing a European defence market: in
particular, since the second half of the 2000s, it 'has become more proactive in using its
market-making powers to push for greater integration of the EU market for armaments. It
has worked closely with the inter-governmental European Defence Agency (EDA) on this
issue’ and ‘the Commission’s role in promoting a European military-industrial complex
which is crucial for a powerful and autonomous CSDP is likely to grow in the future.’26
Nevertheless, the European defence market remains highly fragmented.
The Communist Party of China (CPC) has been cultivating nationalistic sentiments in the
population (e.g. patriotic education). As Chinese nationalism is soaring, the political
leadership may decide to play the nationalistic card abroad to boost its legitimacy
domestically. China Can Say No, first of a series of successful nationalistic books, is on the
same line of outspoken nationalists such as Gen. Liu Yuan or Col. Liu Mingfu among a long
cohort of growing Chinese nationalists.27 As the new Chinese leadership seems more
nationalistic and the military more influential in China’s foreign policy, a new push from
Beijing to lifting the arms embargo is probable. What would the European answer be? May
the EU consider removing the embargo and replacing it with a stricter and more
comprehensive legislation on arms and dual-use technologies?28

PLA’s Growing Presence Abroad & EU-China Military Contacts
The general trend in Asia seems towards an increasing militarisation. However, if someone
speaks about an Asian arms race, 29 others prefer to speak about ‘modernisation’ instead. 30
Overall, it is clear that the Chinese military upgrade is modifying the balance of power in
Asia, a significant trend which had already been pointed out by Shambaugh in the mid1990s.31 China’s economic interests have expanded widely and the unprecedentedly
presence of its companies and citizens abroad has raised the demand for protection. The
PRC’s mounting needs to secure huge energy requirements have had unexpected
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consequences on China's foreign policy. As its economic interests have spread out of Asia,
China has become deeply involved in other countries’ domestic issues ad nowadays the PLA
defends Chinese economic interests in Africa, Latin America and other parts of the world.
China has increasingly been contributing to UN Peace-keeping operations (PKOs). As it has
been willing to contribute to PKOs, especially in Africa, this has increased the contacts
between European and Chinese military personnel. For several reasons, spanning from
terrorism to drug trafficking, instability, immigration, etc, Africa represents an important
continent for ensuring Europe’s stability. The role played by China under the UN framework
is developing further and the EU needs to create the channels for working efficiently with
their Chinese counterparts. For instance, at the end of 2013, for the first time China sent
military troops to Mali under the UN Integrated Multidimensional Force in Mali (MINUSMA)
under UN Security Council Res. 2100/2013. Hence, between November 2013 and January
2014, China sent contingent of 395 peacekeepers including engineers and 70 medical staff
members.32 This confirms Beijing’s positive contribution to maintain security in Africa, even
if its role does not have to be overestimated. There is a huge gap in training, skills,
operational capabilities between the Chinese and the European blue helmets. Usually, China
limits itself to send medical, logistic or engineering staff whose language skills make often
default.
Since December 2008, the PLA Navy is also engaged in an international counter-piracy
operation along the coast of Somalia. A French independent military expert, Alfonsi, stresses
that the Atalanta Operation represented a great challenge for the PLA Navy: this counterpiracy operation is not a mere maritime patrol operation. Rather, it implies the use of
Landing Helicopter Dock (LHD), legal expertise, etc., and they also had to use harbours in
Djibouti, Yemen and Oman for refuelling.’33 In addition to being deployed in the Gulf of
Aden, in 2011 the PLAN contributed limitedly to the evacuation of around 36,000 Chinese
citizens from Libya. In January and February 2014, the PLA Navy together with the Russian,
Danish and Norwegian Navies escorted Syrian chemical weapons34 and in January 2014 it
made joint drills with the Russian in the East of the Mediterranean.35
In 2010, a Chinese military ship had already made its appearance in the Mediterranean: the
‘Peace Ark’, a hospital ship of the PLAN launched in 2010, made several missions providing
free care to people’s in several countries. All these examples demonstrate that the PLA may
be a positive contributor to enhance international security in different ways. They also
demonstrate that there is an increasing need for manage growing interactions between
European armies and the PLA. As the modernisation trend of the PLA has been positive over
more than two decades with the exception of 2010 and the PLA is catching-up faster than
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Western analysts had forecasted,36 the development of its military relationships with other
countries is increasingly relevant.
In 1994 military contacts resumed between EU member states and the PRC. However, as the
European Communities lacked any military dimension, military-to-military contacts
remained between single European country and China. Military exchanges and training for
Chinese officers started in European military academies and institutions; for instance, since
1996, there are two Chinese officers trained every year at the École de Guerre in Paris 37 and
the same has been happening in other EU member states such as the UK or Germany. The
establishment of the EEAS through the Lisbon Treaty introduced new developments as it
poses the basis for a more structured network of EU diplomatic representations around the
world. The development of EU-China military-to-military contacts may enhance the
European knowledge of the PLA and may contribute to provide global commons such as the
freedom of navigation. As nationalism seems growing within the PLA, a high-level dialogue
with China’s military elites may also reduce bilateral mistrust. Non-traditional security
threats not only as piracy, but also as energy and environmental security may be another
promising platform for developing cooperation.
In the case of China, Beijing was pushing to deepen its defence cooperation with the EU. 38
Hence, in October 2011, the EU High-Representative Catherine Ashton met with the then
China’s Minister of Defence, General Liang and called for enhancing Sino-European military
contacts firstly established during the counter-piracy operation EUNAVFOR Atalanta
(December 2008). They restated their intention in 2012 when met again in Beijing: they
addressed ‘crisis management and anti-piracy [and] agreed to develop bilateral cooperation
on defence. Not only was a High-Level Orientation Seminar on Security and Defence
organised in March 2013 with European and Chinese diplomats, defence staff and academia
but on an operational side joint training is being investigated and meetings between
Chinese and European officers is being encouraged39.
At the 4th rand of the EU-China Strategic Dialogue in November 2013, the post of EU
‘security advisor’ was created in Beijing; the title was chosen to avoid member states’
opposition to a ‘EU military attaché’.40 Since he will represent the EU military establishment
and the EU has no army, he will have more a symbolic relevance. Nevertheless, its creation
has removed an obstacle to EU-China security cooperation which was ’the lack of
counterparts for Chinese military personnel.’41 This will contribute to modify the perception
36
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of the EU as more than just an economic power.42 Furthermore, he will implement practical
military functions such as liaising with the PLAN to better coordinate on counterpiracy
operations, provide a more direct contact between the PLA and the EU as well as more
pieces of information about the PLA. According to sceptical analysts, this position would not
add any value to the EU representation in China; rather, he will have just a figurative
position with no real power and perform mere administrative tasks. 43 Moreover, his tasks
would be undermined not only by the fragmentation of the CSDP but also by the fact that
Chinese military personnel would not perceive him as a credible post.

Conclusions
Overall, this paper has shown that there have been several positive trends in Sino-European
military interactions, particularly in recent years. This is the case of increasing contacts
between the PLA and single EU member states armies as well as with the EU Military Staff
(EUMS). As demonstrated at the 15th EU-China Summit: Towards a stronger EU-China
Comprehensive Strategic Partnership, the two parts took many important initiatives to
‘intensify their foreign and security policy dialogue on global and regional issues at all levels.
They encouraged regular contacts between special representatives and special envoys. Both
sides committed to holding a regular dialogue on defence and security policy, increasing
training exchanges [and] affirmed and highlighted the continued good cooperation in the
field of crisis management, counter-piracy and maritime security.’44
The counter-piracy operation in the Gulf of Aden is unanimously recognised as a good
example of positive interaction between the EU and China to provide security in that area
and thus providing common goods. The formulation of an EU Maritime Strategy expected
for June 201445 will be a step forward for the CSDP as it would certainly enhance the EU
capacity to act as in a more unified way at least in maritime security. However, there is a
greater need for a EU coherent vision and a comprehensive CSDP towards China and its
military modernisation.
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