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Sino-European cooperation under the Belt and Road Initiative:  
insights from the Chinese investment in Poland 

 
By Paulina Kanarek* 

 
Abstract 

By analysing the unsuccessful entrance to the Polish market by a Chinese company in 2009, this work 
attempts to show the problems that Chinese investors face while cooperating with European partners. Having 
investigated the reasons of the investment’s failure, this paper argues that the communication gap between 
the Chinese investors and Polish government was the major hindrance for successful cooperation. As more 
investment is planned in Europe under the Chinese Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), it is vital to analyse 
the past mistakes and find a way to improve collaboration between China and the European Union. 
Moreover, this work investigates the media discourse on Chinese investment in Poland. It will demonstrate 
that media discourse changed significantly after the introduction of the Belt and Road Initiative and can be 
very insightful in the analysis of changing attitudes towards bilateral relations. 

 

																																																								
*	Paulina is a sinologist specializing in international relations and political economy. She completed a degree 
in Chinese and Economics at SOAS, University of London, and holds an MSc in Contemporary Chinese 
Studies from the University of Oxford. She is currently based in Beijing where she continues her research 
on the relations between China and Europe as a Yenching Scholar at Peking University. 
 



MCJ 2017 / Part 4: Changing Dynamics between a Fragmented EU and China’s Rise as Rule-Shaper in 
Global Politics 

__________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

	 107 

 
Sino-European cooperation under the Belt and Road Initiative:  

insights from the Chinese investment in Poland 
 
Introduction 
In 2009, China Overseas Engineering Group (COVEC) was the first Chinese company to win a 
public works contract in a member state of the European Union. COVEC was supposed to 
construct two parts of the A2 motorway linking two Polish cities - Lodz and Warsaw. The Chinese 
consortium offered an extraordinarily low price in comparison to other bidders and won the tender 
(Godement, 2012: 3). Nevertheless, instead of a win-win cooperation, COVEC’s investment 
became an exemplification of China’s failed entrance into the EU market as Poland cancelled the 
agreement in 2011, with less than 20 percent of the work being completed (Godement, 2012: 3). 
This unsuccessful project brought up questions regarding access to the EU’s public procurement 
market by third countries and created a negative image of Chinese companies (Gu, Wang & Ni, 
2011). It is important to acknowledge the reasons of this project’s failure, as more investments are 
about to be made in Poland and other European countries under the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI; 
yi dai yi lu 一带一路).  
 
This work will analyse the possible causes of the failure of COVEC’s project to construct the A2 
motorway, arguing that the communication gap between the Chinese investors and Polish 
government was the major hindrance for the project’s success. It will also show the implications 
of this investment for the image of China in media discourse in Poland using Norman Fairclough’s 
critical discourse analysis (CDA). It will demonstrate that media discourse changed significantly 
after the introduction of the BRI and can be very insightful in analysis of changing attitudes towards 
bilateral relations. Finally, the case study of COVEC will be used to show perspectives and risks 
for future Sino-European collaboration. 
 
COVEC’s failed investment 
COVEC’s investment in Poland was not the first project that this company conducted outside the 
boarders of China. Pushed by the government’s strategy of ‘Going Out’ (in Chinese zou chu qu 走
出去 ), COVEC already had experience in construction works in several African and Asian 
countries and its initiative to construct the motorway in Poland was strongly linked to the desire 
to enter the European market. However, the EU public procurement market proved to be an 
unfamiliar ground for this Chinese state-owned enterprise (SOE), and the lack of preparation and 
research before entering the market seem to be important factors that contributed to COVEC’s 
withdrawal, soon after starting the construction works (Jones, 2012).  
 
COVEC showed lack of knowledge regarding EU laws, as well as business and cultural norms. 
Firstly, under the Polish labour law, overseas workers should be paid according to the local salary 
level (Wang & Hu, 2012: 91), not the Chinese one which COVEC was trying to offer to its 
employees. Moreover, in order to reduce the costs of labour, the Chinese consortium preferred to 
employ only workers from China. This is against the EU law, which imposes the obligation of 
hiring local subcontractors. Secondly, COVEC seemed to have followed the strategy of offering 
the lowest bid in order to be awarded the contract then attempted to renegotiate its terms in order 
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to receive additional funds. This pattern might be viable in Africa (Horwitz, Hemmant & 
Rademeyer, 2008), but cannot work in the EU. Therefore, it can be observed that COVEC was 
not familiar with the EU member states’ laws and its strategy proved to be inadequate for the EU 
market (Gradziuk & Szczudlik-Tatar, 2012). 
 
Apart from COVEC’s lack of understanding concerning the functioning of the EU markets, some 
factors contributed to A2 motorway construction’s failure but should not be categorized as 
COVEC’s fault. Scholars note that there were some unforeseen circumstances, such as increase in 
the cost structure of building materials, particularly concrete and steel (Jones, 2012: 89). Moreover, 
some fault can be attributed to the Polish government, which did not support COVEC when it 
reported financial problems. The government threatened it would sue the Chinese consortium, 
which for COVEC meant losing their faces (Pyffel, 2011). 

The role of the communication gap in bilateral relations 
All the factors listed above, contributed to the failure of the project. Nevertheless, it should be 
noted that most of them are directly linked to the communication gap between Poland and China. 
Unawareness of the norms and culture of both sides led to many conflicts during the negotiation 
process that finally resulted in the withdrawal of COVEC from the market. 

Misunderstandings between China and the European countries can be attributed to different 
interpretations of the same concepts (Pan, 2010: 227). They can be observed through contrasting 
approaches towards negotiations or distinctive business etiquette. Furthermore, communication 
misunderstandings often affect group and organizational capacities and assistance outcomes (Ngai 
and Koehn, 2005). These diverse attitudes can lead to conflicts in bilateral relations, which are then 
depicted in the Polish media discourse on Beijing’s cooperation with the Western world1. 

This paper finds that the communication gap is very relevant to the case study of COVEC and can 
be observed in various aspects of Sino-Polish cooperation, predominantly regarding cultural 
norms. For example, Chinese business culture puts a strong emphasis on unofficial discussions and 
banquets apart from the formal meetings. Moreover, hierarchy plays a very important role in 
Chinese society (Graham & Lam, 2003: 84) and its significance is also noticeable during the 
business encounters. This is not necessarily a case in business negotiation processes in Europe, 
therefore Chinese delegates from COVEC experienced a disappointing reception in Poland. Not 
only did they not receive invitations for any banquets, but also the Polish representatives 
responsible for providing the documents before contract signing were civil servants, not high-level 
public office holders (CEED, 2012: 30). 

Another significant cultural misunderstanding relates to the approach towards verbal and written 
agreements. While many Chinese consider verbal agreements as valuable as the written contracts 
(Roehrig, 1994), in the European Union all agreements need to be codified in writing in order to 
be valid. Some Chinese negotiators, who had visited Poland before the construction works started 
assumed that all formal verbal agreements would be treated seriously (CEED, 2012: 30). 
Unfortunately, the Polish side could not respect unofficial discussions as a form of contract and 

																																																								
1The term ‘Western world’ refers to Europe, the Americas and generally any country whose cultural and 
ethnic origins can mostly be traced to Europe, collectively. 
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did not find the former negotiations binding. All of these gaps in mutual communication and 
different expectations seriously impacted the attitude of both sides towards each other, which was 
reflected in several media articles after the project failed. 

Media discourse in Poland on China after COVEC 
Some scholars argue that COVEC’s investment had a negative impact on Polish attitude towards 
Chinese investment (Gu, Wang & Ni, 2011; Heiduk & McCaleb, 2014: 68), making many Polish 
companies sceptical and less willing to cooperate as they witnessed a failure of a large-scale Chinese 
project. Additionally, many studies conducted inside and outside Poland show that the attitude of 
Poles towards collaboration with the Chinese partners has been quite unfavourable for a long time 
before the COVEC’s investment (Gu, Wang & Ni, 2011; Heiduk & McCaleb, 2014: 68). Research 
conducted by Dominik Mierzejewski focused on the analysis of articles in leading Polish daily 
newspapers written in August 2008, when the Olympic Games were taking place in Beijing, and 
revealed that over 60 percent of the articles expressed negative attitude towards the Middle 
Kingdom (Mierzejewski, 2009). Additionally, the Power Audit of EU-China Relations published 
by the European Council on Foreign Relations divided the European countries into four groups 
depending on their attitude, classifying Poland as a member of an ‘assertive industrialists’ group 
(Fox & Godement, 2009: 21). The main features of the ‘assertive industrialists’ include economic 
protectionism toward China and political criticism. 

This paper argues that in the light of recent investment projects presented to Poland by China, 
especially under the BRI initiative, the negative sentiments are gradually being substituted by more 
open and welcoming approach towards Beijing. It can be noticed that after the 2008 financial crisis, 
Poland became less assertive on economic issues in order to attract Chinese investment 
(Godement, Parello-Plesner & Richard, 2011: 7). Political criticism, on the other hand, tends to be 
partially replaced by the narrative of partnership with China in the light of the shrinking EU funds 
available and the investment linked to the New Silk Road. Previously dominated by such issues as 
human rights violation and the situation in Tibet, the media discourse on China changed into a 
more supportive and positive one.  

In order to determine whether the positive attitude towards China in Polish media is still 
developing, I conducted a research on portrayals of Chinese investment in Poland under the New 
Silk Road concept. The study based on the analysis of five articles published between May 2015 
and June 2016 in Gazeta Wyborcza (GW) (see Appendix 1), a Polish daily newspaper which had 
one of the largest circulations in the last 5 years and is considered to be the most opinion-making 
newspaper in the country (Institute of Media Monitoring, 2016: 3). I examined the rhetoric of 
GW’s articles using Norman Fairclough’s critical discourse analysis, which is an interdisciplinary 
approach to the study of discourse that reveals the political considerations behind supposedly 
abstract linguistic representations (Behnam & Mahmoudy, 2013: 2196). 

CDA as a research method is especially useful in social sciences as it relates ideology to social 
relations of power and domination (Fairclough, 1995: 17). It allows the researcher to draw a line 
between the text itself, the interactional process, and the social context, which influences it. This 
method allows examination of the written source, taking into account the written language text 
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(description), discourse practice (interpretation) and sociocultural practice (explanation) 
(Fairclough, 1995: 3; Fairclough, 2001: 21). 

The outcome of my research proved that the way in which China was being presented in Polish 
media in 2015 and 2016 is significantly more positive than it was around the time of COVEC’s 
failed investment. Linguistic analysis of the articles showed that the authors of Gazeta Wyborcza’s 
texts are persuading the readers that Chinese investment is a potential opportunity for Poland. The 
perspective of cooperation with Chinese companies is being described using the language that has 
a positive connotation towards Beijing and the issue of COVEC’s failed investment is not being 
mentioned at all.  

The overwhelmingly positive attitude towards the possibilities that the New Silk Road project could 
bring is marked by the frequent use of superlative forms of adjectives in the description of the 
importance of the project: “largest” (Article 2, paragraph 1), “most important” (Article 5, paragraph 
1), “pivotal” (Article 1, paragraph 11). This is supplemented by the usage of hyperboles, including: 
“enormous expansion project” (Article 3, paragraph 3), “the bridgehead of the western part of the New Silk 
Road” (Article 4, paragraph 8). 
Strong emphasis is put on investment and recently signed agreements, which frequently appear in 
the text together with adjectives that have a positive connotation (Table 1).  
 
Table 1. Frequency of expressions most significant for the analysis of discourse towards China 
 Article 1 Article 2 Article 3 Article 4 Article 5 
“Investment/ investor” 2 7 8 7 4 
“Agreement” 1 7 4 1 2 
“chance/ hope/ to count on” 3 1 5 1 3 
Adjectives describing the 
New Silk Road: “giant/ big/ 
huge/ enormous/ large” 

5 3 2 1 2 

 
The articles from GW focus on the perspectives that the investment under the New Silk Road 
project can bring, but barely mention past experiences. Referring to the Chinese investors, articles 
stress how the PRC “will help”, “will benefit”, “wants to invest” and therefore persuade the readers that 
Chinese investment is a potential opportunity for Poland. Given that the majority of text is using 
the future tense, it is intended that readers perceive a signal that there is some vision of the New 
Silk Road project as a factor that would strengthen the Polish position in the international arena.  
 
One may argue that it is not possible to generalize about the media discourse basing on one 
newspaper only and that it implies certain political views. Gazeta Wyborcza was chosen as the 
subject of the analysis as it most widely published on the case study of COVEC and China. This 
work acknowledges that more research on media’s approach towards China would be useful, 
however it is also noteworthy that in general the amount of news related to China in any way is 
very limited in the Polish press.  
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Current initiatives and communication issues between Poland and China 
Another reason that explains the more positive discourse in media on any topic related to China is 
the establishment of the 16 + 1 initiative. The 16+1 framework is a relatively new cooperation 
format initiated by China with the 16 Central and Eastern European countries in 2012 (Stanzel, 
2016). The area of Eastern Europe, including Poland, is attractive to China thanks to its strategic 
geographical position for the New Silk Road project (Stanzel, 2016). As part of the initiative regular 
high-level meetings are organized and increased investment by China in the region is one of the 
priorities of the 16 + 1. It is intended that Poland play a key role in the project as the largest 
economy among the participating European countries. The significant role of Poland is often 
emphasized by the Chinese; therefore, the Polish media are very keen on underlining that Warsaw 
is a strategic partner for Beijing.   
 
Although COVEC’s investment started before the official launch of the BRI in 2013, it can be 
linked to this initiative, similarly to many projects that were incorporated to the New Silk Road 
even though they started earlier (Szczudlik, 2016). One Belt One Road is to some extent a 
geopolitical initiative that aims at connecting China with Europe. Therefore, the shifting narrative 
regarding Chinese investments towards the a more positive tone, is a good sign for Beijing as it 
facilitates the implementation of the New Silk Road. Nevertheless, it is important to acknowledge 
the mistakes that were committed by both Chinese and Polish actors that led to the failure of 
COVEC’s investment as this project shows the complexity of Sino-European relations and is a 
useful case study that sheds light on the communication gap between the Chinese and Europeans. 
The highly fragmented Europe poses many challenges to the Chinese investment projects that are 
the essence of the New Silk Road. The case study of COVEC revealed an important problem that 
the EU member countries face while collaborating with China – each country needs to follow its 
national interests but at the same time all states need to adhere to the EU legal regulations. 
Additionally, the lack of common EU policy on China complicates member states’ relations with 
the PRC. While, Poland allowed China to enter the EU public procurement market, but it is highly 
improbable that Beijing would let any European country conduct similar infrastructural investment 
project in China. Therefore, the issue of the lack of reciprocity is currently one of the major 
problems in the Sino-European relations that impedes cooperation (Dollar, 2016). 
 
The case study of COVEC’s investment shows that China tends to choose countries with relatively 
low entry barriers for their investment projects and then aims at reaching the countries of the 
Western part of the EU. Under the New Silk Road, Poland serves as the gateway to the European 
Union (Xinhua, 2016) – trains arriving to Poland will then divide into different directions targeting 
countries such as Germany. Another example that demonstrates the pattern of choosing places 
that would easily allow China to enter the EU in the later course is the case of the high-speed 
railway between Belgrade and Budapest. As a candidate country, Serbia faces less strict laws and 
does not have to comply with EU regulations (Kynge, Beesley & Byrne, 2017), and therefore serves 
as a perfect destination for Chinese investment which from Belgrade aims at expanding towards 
the EU member countries. 
 
Finally, it is important to stress that the case study of COVEC is not the only example of failed 
investment projects in the EU. Under the ‘Go Global’ strategy, many Chinese companies operating 
in various sectors approached the European market and faced difficulties, mainly caused by the 
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cultural misunderstandings, non-adherence to the local laws and unfamiliarity with the rules of 
operation in the specific markets. As it was discussed, the high-speed railway project between 
Belgrade and Budapest is currently under the question. Furthermore, in 2011 the Chinese 
multinational company, Huawei, experienced troubles with Swedish labour regulators for alleged 
violations (Hanemann & Rosen, 2012: 58). The TCL Group, one of the largest consumer 
electronics enterprises with a global presence, in China, made a series of mergers and acquisitions 
between 2002 and 2004 in Germany’s Schneider, the French Thomson company's TV business, as 
well as France's Alcatel's mobile phone business (Wang & Hu, 2012: 90). However, all three M&A 
brought very serious losses to the group.  
The failure in all those cases can be attributed to unfamiliarity with the local customs and the 
communication gap. Chinese representatives were reported to commit a series of mistakes such as 
scheduling meetings during weekends which were not attended by any European mid-level 
executives as they do not work on Saturdays and Sundays, which is not a case in China (Wang & 
Hu, 2012: 90). An analysis of the failed cooperation with the EU partners illustrated by the projects 
mentioned above, shows that that the Chinese experience significant communication problems in 
Europe and the case study of COVEC was not exceptional in these terms.  

Conclusion 
The question that arises from the analysis of the unsuccessful projects by the Chinese companies 
in the EU is whether anything could have been done in order to avoid the failures? This work 
argues that the problem of the communication gap between China and Europe can only be avoided 
if both sides learn more about each other’s cultures and make sure that there are not too many 
divergences between the national level and EU legal regulations.  

The case study of COVEC proved that there is a necessity to employ experts with the academic 
and practical knowledge on Chinese business culture, negotiation style and law in order to advise 
the government on how to approach Chinese partners. This would be helpful in preparations to 
receive the delegates from Beijing and could reduce the tensions that are created due to the lack of 
knowledge on what to mutually expect from the business partners from Asia. Moreover, this is the 
way to improve the communication between China and the BRI participating countries that could 
significantly contribute to successful implementation of various investments planned as the part of 
the New Silk Road. 

Furthermore, all EU member states need to acknowledge the difficulty of adhering to both 
domestic laws and the ones imposed by Brussels. The case study of COVEC showed that the 
differences in the Polish and European Union’s regulations on public procurement proved to be 
an issue which significantly complicated cooperation with the Chinese. Disparities in the law on 
domestic and EU level, as well as the way of interpretation of some legal regulations are complex 
issues for the investors from third countries, therefore this work argues that cohesion of law on 
these two levels is a key factor that would facilitate the collaboration between China and the EU. 

In conclusion, this essay finds that the communication gap is one of the major impediments in the 
Sino-European relations. The case study of COVEC revealed that some EU member countries like 
Poland still lack experience in the field of cooperation with the Chinese investors who, on the other 
side, are not entirely aware of the norms and laws that everyone has to adhere to in the EU. Despite 
the positive change in the media discourse after the failed investment by COVEC, the Chinese still 
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face many challenges in the EU. Favourable attitude towards the investment from Beijing definitely 
helps in China’s conquer of the European market under the Belt and Road Initiative, however it 
will take a long time for both China and the EU to gain understanding of our diverse business 
culture and approach towards the law, which are the crucial components of the fruitful and 
successful future collaboration. 

Appendix 1: Articles used for the CDA analysis 
 
Article 1: “Gigantyczny chiński projekt transportowy. Polska kluczowa dla Nowego Jedwabnego 

Szlaku” (China’s giant transport project. Poland crucial for the New Silk Road) 
(May-2015) 

 
Article 2: “Chiński pas oplata Europę. Co udało się Dudzie załatwić dla Polski?” (Chinese belt 

embraces Europe. What did Duda manage to arrange for Poland?) 
(November-2015) 

 
Article 3: “Prezydent Chin daje sygnał do inwestowania w Polsce” (Chinese President gives signal 

to invest in Poland) 
(June-2016) 

 
Article 4: “Nowy Jedwabny Szlak, czyli wyścig do Chin koleją i statkami. Co zyska Polska?” (The 

New Silk Road: a race to China by rail and ship. What are the benefits for Poland?)  
(June-2016) 

 
Article 5: “Co Polska ugrała z Chińczykami” (What Poland has negotiated with the Chinese) 

(June 2016) 
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