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Implications of the ‘Belt and Road Initiative’ for the EU 
and Call for Engagement 

 

By Barbara Pongratz* 

 

Abstract 
As one of the most ambitious plans in recent history and a new milestone for regional and interregional 
integration, the ‘Belt and Road Initiative’ (BRI), launched by China in 2013, bears a great potential for 
economic development as well as for a deeper economic cooperation between the involved countries. This paper 
explores the positive as well as the negative economic, cultural, political and security implications the BRI 
will probably have for the European Union (EU) and weighs the arguments for and against a stronger 
engagement of the EU in the project. As the article shows the positive implications to be predominant, it 
suggests an active engagement of the EU in creating a norm-based framework for the BRI. While the paper 
argues that this framework could be based on the outcome of the current EU-China investment agreement 
negotiations, it strongly emphasizes the need for expanding this trade agreement by creating a legal and 
political basis for all involved parties as key for the successful realization of the BRI and for shaping 
international relations in the long run. Shortly outlining the reasons for the current fragmentation of the EU 
caused by Chinese investment activities, this article finally proposes a few possible actions of mastering the 
complex challenge of mapping out a joint strategy for the EU member states towards China. 
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Implications of the ‘Belt and Road Initiative’ for the EU 

and Call for Engagement 
 
The ‘Belt and Road Initiative’ as an Unprecedented Concept 
As one of the most ambitious plans in history and a new milestone for regional and interregional 
integration, China’s ‘Belt and Road Initiative’ (BRI) (yidai yilu 8
8 ) aims at connecting over 
62 countries and more than 4.4 billion global citizens (HKTDC, 2017). Launched by Xi Jinping in 
September 2013 in order to revive the old Silk Road, a relic of times of Chinese regional dominance, 
it consists of a land-based Silk Road Economic Belt as well as a 21st Century Maritime Silk Road. 
The Belt and Road project can be considered an international long-term economic initiative that 
supports economic development in the whole of Asia and particularly South- and South East Asia, 
the Middle East, partly Africa, the European Union as well as in other non-European Union states 
in Europe. 
A major difference between the parties involved with the BRI is their state of economic 
development. While the BRI encompasses some of the least developed countries worldwide, it also 
includes highly developed industrial countries such as the EU member states. The EU as a trade 
network as well as a political and legal community is reluctant to engage more intensely in the 
initiative, as becomes clear from the fact that only six EU heads of state, half of them from Eastern 
European nations, accepted Xi’s recent invitation to the ‘New Silk Road’ summit in Beijing (Covert 
Geopolitics, 2017). The reasons for the lacking engagement of the EU in the BRI might lie in the 
fact that the BRI is currently still in its initial development phase and that only few details about 
the far-reaching project are available (Grimmel & My Giang, 2017). 
To date, the approaches of the two most powerful counterparts involved with the BRI, China and 
the EU, regard regional integration quite differently, as the strategy of the former is based on 
networks, while that of the latter is strongly based on norms (Grimmel, 2017). In order to foster 
closer cooperation between China and the EU, these two approaches need to be combined in the 
future and this might be what China is implicitly aiming for through the BRI, as this paper argues. 
In addition to regional integration within Asia, the BRI ambitiously aims to connect Asia and 
Europe and is therefore characterized by its far geographical reach as well as its goal to be both 
regional and interregional from the onset (Grimmel & My Giang, 2017).  Due to this regional and 
interregional scope, the BRI clearly differentiates itself from other regional projects such as the 
EU, ASEAN or EAEU. As Grimmel and My Giang (2017) investigate and conclude, the BRI can 
be considered a ‘new milestone in [the] trend of regional integration’ (Grimmel & My Giang, 
2017:1). According to said political scientists at Universität Hamburg, the new type of integration 
presented by the BRI holds the potential to ‘match the global nature of the most pressing challenges 
more appropriately than other regional integration projects’ (Grimmel & My Giang, 2017:2).  
This paper is mainly concerned with the implications the BRI will have or already has on the EU 
regarding trade, politics, and national security. The People’s Republic of China is the EU’s second 
largest trade partner and the number of EU member states receiving Chinese investment as well as 
the total amount of investment transactions is continuously rising (Hanemann & Huotari, 2017). 
For instance, Chinese investment volume in Germany has risen by more than a third from 2011 to 
2016 (as cited by PricewaterhouseCoopers, 2017). Keeping the ambitious agenda and the 
geographical reach of the BRI in mind, these investments are unlikely to decline in the near future. 
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The increasing investment has significant positive as well as negative economic and political 
implications for the EU. In the following analysis, a comprehensive assessment of these 
consequences will be made in order to assess whether and how the EU should actively engage with 
China through the ‘Belt and Road Initiative’. 
 
The BRI Implications: Contra and Pro EU Engagement 
There are reasonable political and economic concerns regarding the rise of Chinese investments in 
the EU. One main political concern of EU member states lies in the perception of Chinese 
outbound investments as a ‘manifestation of China’s state-led economic system’ (Conrad & 
Kostka, 2017: 646). While these concerns are justified, it is important to note, that China does not 
demand political conditions for foreign countries it is pursuing investment deals with, as long as 
the investment is economically lucrative (Li, 2010). However, since a main share of China’s 
outbound investments comes from Chinese state-owned or private companies indirectly funded 
by the state, they can be considered as a manifestation of China’s state-led economic system 
(Conrad & Kostka, 2017). If a deal is of national interest, the state functions as the funding source 
of Outbound Foreign Direct Investments. The state further does so, if the investment complies 
with one presumed objective of the BRI, which is to establish and gain control over main supply 
chains among the BRI countries’ regions (Dossani, 2017). In addition, the fact that private 
companies also receive funding by the state raises reasonable doubts about the maintenance of 
fairness in the field of trade and investment on the international level (Conrad & Kostka, 2017). 
That a huge part of Chinese state-funded investments into the EU are flowing into fields like 
nuclear energy and energy infrastructure, as Conrad and Kostka’s analysis shows (2017), raises 
serious concerns about national and public security in the EU. 
 
Apart from the political issues, there are also economic concerns about the financial reliability of 
Chinese state-owned or state-led companies arising from the country’s high indebtedness (Conrad 
& Kostka, 2017). In addition, the Chinese investors’ non-compliance with international regulatory 
standards such as quality issues; as well as the highly protectionist market regulations in China, 
which favour local investors, cause a reserved approach of the EU towards BRI (Hanemann & 
Huotari, 2017). In addition, China’s openly promoted strategy of technology acquisition, e.g. ‘Made 
in China 2025’, provokes fear over a sell-out of technology on the EU side and evokes concerns 
about the long-term loss of its competitiveness. While the economic concerns are reasonable, it is 
important to note, that due to the lack of transparency and access to details of Chinese investments 
in the EU, in certain cases it is not entirely clear whether the concerns are justified. Especially 
concerning finance structures and investor networks, further investigations into the characteristics 
of Chinese investments would be needed to fully assess the risks (Conrad & Kostka, 2017). 
While China’s new role as a big investor in the EU raises reasonable concerns, it also brings along 
significant economic and political benefits for the EU. China’s increasing investments present a 
long-term chance for developing an enduring partnership with China, which could prove to be 
especially crucial in times of growing uncertainties about the future development of the western 
model of good order through the current US presidency and its rather unpredictable, less rule-
based approach. By increasing its engagement with China through the BRI, the EU has the 
opportunity to contribute with its “experience in negotiating frameworks for this kind of 
cooperation” (Wacker, 2017: 94). Particularly facing the US withdrawal from its international role, 
the EU additionally is advised to show responsibility in representing its core values and norms for 
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future shaping of global orders (Wacker, 2017). Given that the PRC pursues its current path, a 
Chinese demise on the global stage in the near futures seems unlikely. In addition to this political 
possibility and at the same time responsibility, an increased engagement in the BRI also promises 
economic benefits such as the attraction of capital into the EU, which would help stimulate 
investment and foster economic growth, the rescue of bankrupt European companies and the 
overall improvement of the latter’s economic situation (Conrad & Kostka, 2017). Therefore, the 
BRI can be seen as a “double chance” for the EU as it contains the possibility of “shaping 
international relations” as well as “working towards a more liberal, [regulated, fair] and multilateral 
international trade regime” (Grimmel & My Giang, 2017: 2). Another benefit arises from a cultural 
perspective, since an enhanced cooperation with China through the BRI might lead to a further 
diversification and enrichment of the European culture. A stronger orientation towards the East 
could lead to a society, which is more open, pluralized, objective and less monopolized, and 
therefore, change our social fabric in a positive way in the long run. 
 
Even if only parts of the project will be realized, it will most probably have a significant impact on 
the economy of associated regions, especially regarding infrastructural and economic development 
along the revived Silk Road with a planned investment sum of 900 billion US dollars 
(Hancock/Fitch Ratings, 2017). The implications for countries involved in the BRI in areas such 
as Eastern Europe, Western Asia and South-East Asia will be higher than in the EU due to the 
former’s current poor economic development status and the consequently large potential for 
substantial growth. China’s infrastructure investments and the development of new economic 
sectors will probably help the least advanced countries to grow relatively quick. 
In order to make sure that these investments will take place in a fair and norm-based manner, in 
which risks can be adequately assessed and at least basic legal protection for all involved parties is 
given, an active engagement of the EU in the BRI is necessary. Furthermore, the BRI project 
implies a huge opportunity for stabilizing and enhancing EU-China relations and can thereby serve 
as a “gateway for further reforms and [possibly] deeper political cooperation” (Grimmel & My 
Giang, 2017: 3).  
In summary therefore, it can be said that the positive implications of a more active EU engagement 
– above all its role as a provider of a fair legal and possibly even a political framework for future 
BRI investments – outweigh the negative implications in the long run. 

 
How Should the EU Engage in the BRI – Rough Outline of a BRI Framework 
As shown above, the EU can benefit immensely from proactively engaging in the Belt and Road 
Initiative by bringing in its own ideas to this concept and helping to clarify issues related to a 
concrete legal and political framework. Such a framework would help to mitigate the 
aforementioned risks of and concerns about Chinese investments in the EU. A clear formalization 
of the objectives and concrete agreements concerning an economic and financial as well as a legal 
and political foundation is crucial for the successful realization of BRI. “Sustainable programmes 
and institutional arrangements” are required in order “to allow for efficient and fair mutual 
exchange” regarding present Chinese investments in the EU as well as future BRI transactions 
(Grimmel & My Giang, 2017: 2). 
Just like in a game, rules must be clarified and made especially transparent for a broad, public 
debate, so that this grand project is not doomed to fail (Grimmel & My Giang, 2017). 
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A breakthrough in the EU-China Bilateral Investment Agreement negotiations to create one single 
comprehensive investment agreement, that would replace the 26 existing bilateral investment 
treaties between the 27 individual EU member states and China, would be a great step into the 
right direction (Hanemann & Huotari, 2017). This would not only be a leap forward in the 
consolidation of EU-China relations in general, but, as this paper argues, would also be key to an 
enhanced cooperation with regard to the Belt and Road Initiative. According to an overview of the 
development of international trade agreements published by the European Commission, which 
was updated in July 2017, a clear conclusion about an ambitious and comprehensive scope for an 
EU-China Bilateral Investment Agreement was reached and a joint negotiating text was established 
in 2016 (EU Commission, 2017a).  The 14th round of EU-China investment negotiations took 
place in Brussels in July 2017 and, according to another report by the European Commission, two 
rounds are expected to be conducted later in 2017 (EU Commission, 2017b). 
 
A final agreement in this regard probably will not be achieved as long as China does not make any 
significant progress on domestic and external reforms that increase the role of markets and level 
the competition for foreign companies (Hanemann & Huotari, 2017). However, an EU-China 
investment agreement could be used as a rough draft for the negotiations on a legal foundation for 
BRI interactions, which should be valid for China, EU member states and non-EU countries. The 
agreement could possibly be expanded by the inclusion of political aspects in the long run, as this 
paper suggests. This framework, created broadly on the basis of the EU-China Bilateral Investment 
Agreement, could have a fixed main body that contains certain main principles for fair and norm-
based BRI investments, which would also count for countries outside of the European Union. If 
China wants to make the Belt and Road Initiative a success, there is no way around making 
concessions in favour of the most powerful involved counterpart in this regard and consequently 
all other concerned BRI parties, in total accounting for 62 percent of the global population 
(HKTDC, 2017). In addition to this main body, there could be a flexible part of the framework, 
which can be adjusted dependent on different economic and societal circumstances in the various 
countries. However, the main principles comprised in the main body of the BRI framework must 
be complied with under all circumstances.  
 
Recommendations for China and the EU 
Concerning future BRI decisions, China is advised to choose a more ‘holistic approach’ towards 
their hesitant EU partners, who are insisting on accumulated legislation and transparent legal acts, 
wanting to establish a broader judiciary and a political framework (Grimmel, 2017). The EU-China 
investment agreement negotiations can be regarded as a huge opportunity for China and should be 
brought forward by all means, in order to lay the foundation for a framework and reach a consensus 
with the EU, which could be of greater importance in the future. 
 
EU member states are strongly advised to coordinate their approaches, especially in strategic 
sectors, due to the development of a joint strategy towards China and future BRI engagement 
which is of the utmost importance for preventing an increasing European fragmentation (Conrad 
& Kostka, 2017). This fragmentation does not only become visible when considering the decreased 
number of the EU member states through the UK’s EU-exit and the present conflicts inside of 
EU countries’ borders such as Spain, but also when looking at the development of the relationship 
between EU member states through imbalanced Chinese investment engagement (Hanemann & 
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Huotari, 2017). Before concluding this article, reasons for the European fragmentation through 
the increased Chinese engagement in Europe as well as some recommendations for the EU for the 
creation of a joint response to China are given. 
 
Reasons for the European Fragmentation through Chinese Investments and 
Recommendations for the Creation of a Joint-EU Strategy 
After a period of relatively large-scale investments into Southern European and the Benelux states 
as well as moderately high investment rates in Eastern European countries, the focus of Chinese 
investment activities currently narrows down to the European “Big Three” (UK, Germany, France) 
as well as to Northern European countries (Hanemann & Huotari, 2017). The changing intensity 
and relatively unequal investment volumes are creating space for competition for Chinese 
investments among EU member states and are consequently shaping mutual perceptions among 
them, as Huotari and Gaspers state in an interview (2016). In addition, the two scientists from the 
Mercator Institute for China Studies are of the opinion that member states such as Germany and 
as of now the UK seem to possibly be fostering ‘special relationships’ with China, thereby causing 
distrust across EU borders. When looking at China’s cooperation initiative with Eastern European 
countries titled ‘16+1’, it is obvious that ‘special relationships’ to individual EU states or blocs of 
them are intended by China, as Kaczmarski and Jako ́bowski state (2015). The collaboration 
platform ‘16+1’ includes China and 16 Eastern European countries, of which 11 are EU member 
states, and forms a powerful interest group in favour of China, which is potentially able to influence 
EU policy making in Brussels (Hála, 2016). 
The rising economic presence of China in the EU also creates room for potential conflict about 
security-related issues in the EU (Huotari & Gaspers, 2016). This becomes particularly clear when 
facing the fact that one of the aforementioned presumed goals of the BRI is to gain control over 
some of the important supply-chains in Europe and that the EU does not have a union-wide 
regulatory framework that weighs up economic opportunities against national security concerns 
and could hinder foreign investments from potentially having negative implications for security-
related issues. While such regulatory frameworks exist on the national level within the EU, the fact 
that it does not on a union-wide basis, hinders risk assessment from being done in a more 
coordinated and effective manner (Conrad & Kostka, 2017). Differing risk assessments and 
clashing interests within EU borders divided through Chinese engagement can have serious long-
term effects. Therefore, the EU needs to make efforts to coordinate their approaches towards 
China. 
 
In fact, it is a complex task to create a joint-China strategy and a union-wide framework, especially 
since mastering this challenge individually is not adequate anymore. Particularly against the 
background of the EU-exit of the UK, Brussels is advised to figure out new ways to work with the 
island state and build alliances outside of Europe such as within the framework of the G7 (Huotari 
& Gaspers, 2016). In order to overcome differences and coordinate a unified approach within the 
EU, it will be advantageous for the member states as well as the EU institutions to enhance “joint 
European monitoring of and information sharing on China as well as [initiate steps to create] 
greater transparency on national dealings with China among member states” (Huotari & Gaspers, 
2016). The EU with the European Council, Parliament and Commission as strong and independent 
supranational institutions are equipped with the most far-reaching competences in trade and 
investment agreement negotiations with China. Therefore, Brussels plays a key role in this regard 
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and could contribute to a large extent by providing compensation and damage control in cases of 
colliding EU interests when dealing with Chinese investments and future BRI investments (Huotari 
& Gaspers, 2016). This would serve as a proof of the strong authority and capacity of EU 
institutions and as a powerful symbol of a united Europe willing to prevent disintegration. 
The aforementioned core institutions publish papers on general strategies for EU-China relations 
and main goals for future development such as the ‘EU-China 2020 Strategic Agenda for 
Cooperation’ (2013). The representatives of these institutions are the main participants of the 
ongoing negotiations on EU side. The EU’s decision-making power in this regard is limited, as 
soon as single sovereign EU member states make their own deals with the representatives of the 
Chinese Ministry of Commerce, the main negotiators in the trade agreement negotiations on the 
Chinese side. 
Brussels has made efforts to create a joint response to China, e.g. when releasing the clear-minded 
‘China Strategy’ in 2016, an “overdue strategic repositioning” of the EU regarding the territorial 
disputes in the South China Sea (Huotari & Gaspers, 2016). However, a proactive agenda for 
regulating future economic interaction with China is still missing. Therefore, the key member states 
of the EU are advised to set the tone and present an improved strategy regarding the transatlantic 
coordination of continuous trade as well as investment negotiations with China to “face Beijing 
from a position of strength” (Huotari & Gaspers, 2016), which leads this paper to a few 
summarizing as well as concluding thoughts. 
 
Conclusion  
Commencing with introductory information about the Chinese Belt and Road Initiative, this paper 
argues that this unprecedented project with its unique nature can be considered as a new type of 
integration due the fact that it is both regional and interregional. In addition to the fact that the 
BRI is still in its initial development phase, this paper, on the basis of Grimmel and My Giang’s 
work (2017), further presents the two clashing approaches of the EU and China – ‘network versus 
norm-based’ – as the main reasons for the EU’s lacking engagement in the project. After weighing 
the negative and the positive political, economic, cultural and security implications of an increased 
EU engagement in the BRI against each other, this paper finds that a stronger EU engagement 
would be advantageous to both sides in the long run. The paper comes to this first conclusion 
primarily due to the argument that an increased EU engagement in the BRI offers the possibility 
for shaping international relations in the long run by playing a role in providing of a fair legal 
foundation for future BRI investments. In addition, a concrete regulation of future BRI investment 
activities on a legal basis would probably diminish most of the negative investment implications 
and would be a strong global sign from the EU side of working towards a liberal, norm-based and 
multilateral world order. To support a greater EU engagement in the BRI, this paper further 
suggests a norm-based BRI framework, created broadly on the basis of the EU-China Bilateral 
Investment Agreement, which is currently still being negotiated. The moderately high possibility 
of a breakthrough in this regard was discussed briefly and an update on the ongoing negotiations 
was given. Furthermore, this paper points out the recent unbalanced rise in Chinese investment 
within the EU and the urgent need for a unified European Union framework to weigh economic 
opportunities against national security concerns. The last part of this analysis deals with the reasons 
for the European fragmentation through Chinese investments within the EU and 
recommendations were given in order to reach the essential joint EU strategy with regard to China. 
The EU should not allow mistrust to arise within its own borders through the competition for 
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Chinese investment, but instead should enhance joint information sharing and create greater 
transparency on individual investment deals with China. To emphasize this point yet again, China 
is advised to choose a more comprehensive tactic regarding the BRI and approach the EU with 
the intention of viewing the situation from a more European perspective.  
 
Xi Jinping stated in the opening speech of the aforementioned ‘New Silk Road’ summit that BRI 
is not aiming for unilateral gains, but rather working for the common prosperity of the whole world 
(XinhuaNet, 2017). Launching an initiative of this kind and declaring that it would work towards 
the common prosperity of the whole world would, from a logical standpoint, mean to include the 
interests of all member states.  Xi’s statement could be seen as an attempt to appeal to the EU to 
join hands in this initiative as well as incorporate its own interests.  
When looking at the complications of reaching a consensus in the EU-China Bilateral Investment 
Agreement negotiations, one can clearly see the difficulties in combining the interests of the two 
counterparts. These negotiations must be brought forward by all means necessary to reach an 
agreement, as it could be of much greater importance in the future.  
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