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Congratulatory Note 

 

 

The COVID-19 pandemic has put global leadership to the test with profound implications 
for public health, economic development, and social cohesion worldwide.  While this 
experience has brought us many challenges, a group of young people has chosen instead 
to rise to the challenge by establishing the Student Think Tank for Europe-Asia Relations 
(STEAR) to deepen cultural ties across Europe and Asia. STEAR is a policy think tank that 
aims to strengthen multilateral cooperation for students and young professionals  
in the two continents. 

In April this year, I was honoured to represent the Asia-Europe Foundation (ASEF)  
by speaking at the official launch event of STEAR, attended by future leaders from around 
the world. In my speech, I highlighted that ASEF and STEAR share common goals  
to strengthen relations and deepen cultural ties between the two billion people living  
in Europe and Asia. ASEF commends STEAR for their passion, endurance, and creativity  
in creating both a space for youth engagement and a bridge between Europe and Asia 
amidst a global crisis. 

COVID-19 will continue to impact socio-economic developments in both regions  
in the foreseeable future. ASEF has its part to play in shaping the post-COVID-19 era in seven 
key thematic areas: culture, education, governance, media, public health, and sustainable 
development. We continue to make ourselves relevant by further accelerating  
our digitalisation plans in rolling out projects, events, and activities. We acknowledge that 
social media and digital publications are increasingly the preferred platform and medium 
in conveying voices, thoughts, and knowledge more effectively and serving as a space  
for more inclusive youth engagement. Therefore, we commend STEAR for your efforts  
and dedication in fostering ties between Europe and Asia in this new digital space. 

Similarly, it is in this vein that we applaud and congratulate STEAR’s inaugural publication 
- the Journal of Asia and Europe Relations. This first issue focuses on Europe’s and Asia’s 
international relations, culture, and environmental issues. We believe that this inaugural 
collection will have particular appeal to readers in providing youth perspectives in policy 
development and global affairs, while also raising interest among young scholars  
and professionals. We are confident that STEAR will continue to provide a valuable platform 
for the exchange of diverse views. Striving for multilateral cooperation and global 
prosperity, ASEF assures STEAR that we stand united to strengthen mutual understanding 
between the two regions and to make a real difference in growing the regional partnership 
through Europe-Asia exchanges. I wish you every success in future issues of the Journal. 

 

Ambassador Toru MORIKAWA 

Executive Director 
Asia-Europe Foundation (ASEF) 
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Letter from the Presidents 
 

 

When we first began discussing the foundation of STEAR back in late December 2020, the 
organisation that we conceived of was one driven by vibrant, hopeful and optimistic young 
people, full of ideas and demanding to be heard. It is no surprise then that as STEAR has 
come into being, with 50 members now working across more than 30 countries, Policy 
Writing has continued to be at the forefront of what we do. 

STEAR aims to be the first youth think tank to give voice to a diverse and talented group of 
young people determined to better understand Europe-Asia Relations, and the output of 
this journal epitomises this goal. Over the course of 11 articles, our writers from countries 
ranging from the United Kingdom to the Philippines reflect in this journal on their 
similarities and differences, debating issues as broad as cultural cooperation to 
environmental policies. As we look back on the incredible hard work of our talented Editors-
in-Chief, their deputies, the editorial office and all of our contributors, we are especially 
proud of the diversity of our offering. 

Our intended audience reflects this. We are incredibly grateful to ASEF for providing the 
foreword to this journal. Their involvement with STEAR, and their continued support, 
reminds us that while our primary aim is to educate and empower other young people, the 
mission of STEAR is not limited to this. We hope that the eclectic mix of articles in the 
journal demonstrates the insight, clarity of thought, and imagination of young people 
when it comes to offering real solutions to real problems. Over the course of 186 pages, our 
authors seek to challenge the status quo, and instruct policymakers just as they instruct 
other young people. 

The Journal of Europe-Asia Relations, the first of its kind, is an inspirational line in the sand, 
and we want to thank everybody who made it possible for their support one last time. As 
well as the aforementioned STEAR members and supporting organisations, we would also 
like to extend our thanks to Harvey Dryer (Editor in Chief of the European Student Think 
Tank) for offering a brilliant policy writing workshop to our writers and editors. 

We are incredibly hopeful for what the future may bring, whether through our first annual 
conference or our flagship cultural programme, the launch of our first physical chapter or 
our capacity building summer school. But for now, enjoy the journal! 

 

Dao Nguyen and Luke Cavanaugh 

Co-founders and Presidents 
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Editors’ Note 
 

 

The Student Think Tank for Europe-Asia Relations (STEAR) was founded in early 2021 under 
extraordinary circumstances, as the COVID-19 pandemic continued to impact students and 
young professionals worldwide. It has been an extraordinary yet valuable experience to 
connect to our peers remotely, and we are very proud to present the inaugural issue of the 
Journal of Asia and Europe Relations!  

The Journal of Asia and Europe Relations is a peer-reviewed journal that includes both 
academic and policy-based articles from a variety of disciplines. We believe that developing 
an understanding of Europe-Asia affairs requires insights from all kinds of branches of 
knowledge. Esther Brito’s work explores both European and Asian efforts against sex 
trafficking through an intersectional lens, while Virág Kemecsei argues for cross-regional 
coordination between the European Union and Japan in the area of development and 
humanitarian aid. Jamina Vesta Jugo discusses South Korea’s most recent tourism 
campaign in a framework of Orientalist tropes in similar campaigns, whereas Júlia Rovira 
addresses points of improvement for the European Union and South Korean Protocol on 
Cultural Cooperation. Yang Zuo’s article covers China’s environmental policies and their 
implications for China’s broader Grand Strategy, while Leonardo Jaminola presents 
environmental diplomacy as a potential tool for developing stronger ASEAN-EU relations 
in the post-pandemic context. Paloma Abril Poncela discusses EU implementation of 
adaptation measures in Asia in relations to the effects of climate change and Marina Hough 
analyses the efficacy and further potential of carbon trading in China in light of sustainable 
development. Ina Kokinova draws attention to the limited role of culture in Sino-European 
relations and makes recommendations for renewed intercultural dialogue, and Helena 
Beznec and Tinkara Godec jointly discuss Serbia’s efforts in balancing European integration 
and the development of relations with China. Finally, Andrieta Arifin, Albert Barnabas, and 
Geraldo Nathaniel turn the reader’s attention to the field of human rights and the impact 
of the EU’s external actions for policies in ASEAN member states. In short, there is 
something for everyone in this diverse selection of the excellent academic and policy work 
that is being done by students and young professionals across the two continents.  

We are grateful for the input of STEAR’s Advisory Board during the development of this 
journal. Additionally, our team of editors has been of critical importance with their 
constructive feedback and dedication. We would also like to take this opportunity to thank 
the rest of the STEAR members, especially the Communications team, for their invaluable 
help - we could not have done this without their expertise. Finally, we would like to thank 
Visachon Taengto for her beautiful design on the cover! 

We sincerely hope that the journal inspires you, regardless of your background. Thank you 
for reading!  

 

Jedidja van Boven and Nawathas Thasanabanchong 

Editors-in-Chief 
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Europe and Asia as Prime Spheres in the Fight Against 
Sexual Slavery: Trends, Policy Mechanisms, and the Role of 

Survivors in Combating Sexual Trafficking 
 

Esther Brito* 

 

 

Abstract  
Trafficking of human beings has been one of the essential topics of interest within the 
criminological area of international relations for years; partly due to its combination of 
human rights dynamics, globalisation paradigms, and international law and regulation 
issues. The subject of sexual trafficking has generated debate in academic and political 
circles around topics such as the very definition of human trafficking, how it differentiates 
from the smuggling of migrants, and its relationship with prostitution. 

This research project proposes a theoretical-practical policy framework to guide counter-
trafficking efforts in Europe and Asia, two prime and increasingly complex trafficking 
regions of the world. With this aim, we introduce the most distinctive characteristics of sex 
trafficking in each region - including their profiles, patterns, and flows, as well as the 
adherence and progression of states within each region to anti-trafficking efforts and 
legislation. Additionally, we will explore in depth the complications associated with data 
collection regarding illicit markets, so as to contextualise the contributions and limitations 
of our recommended framework.  In addressing this problem, governmental, academic, 
and non-profit sources will be analysed to offer the most reality-adjusted description 
possible of current trafficking dynamics across Eurasia.    

Through this intersectional study we aim to engage with transnational security dynamics, 
human rights, and the influence of gendered violence in modern slavery. By evaluating 
sexual trafficking across Europe and Asia, we propose and build a transcontinental policy 
model to guide coordinated government action, informed by 4 core pillars of action – 
Political and Legal efforts, Social and Collaborative initiatives, Human Rights measures and 
Trauma-informed & Survivor-led practices – that will facilitate the adoption of integrated 
counter-trafficking frameworks across Eurasia.    

Keywords: Europe, Asia, Human Trafficking, Human Rights, Migration, Crime. 

 

 
* Esther Brito Ruiz is a Master’s Graduate in Women, Peace and Security at the London School of Economics; 
specialising in conflict and women’s rights. Currently, she is writing a book on urban governance at the IESE 
Business School and serves as a research director at the Strategic Policy Group. She was previously a Global 
Shaper within The World Economic Forum. 
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1. Introduction 
Human trafficking represents a global threat to international security of increasing 
complexity and has inevitably become a political priority for nation states across the world 
(Hodge & Lietz, 2007; Farquet, Mattila, & Laczko, 2005) – even coming to be regarded as one 
of the major global challenges of the 21st century (Council of Europe, 2018). While issues 
regarding the availability and reliability of data remain, studies and data collection 
regarding human trafficking have greatly progressed, paving the way for more effective 
policy responses (Farrell, et al., 2019).  

Recent estimations suggest there are approximately 40.3 million people in modern slavery 
(Global Slavery Index, 2018). Within this group, women and girls represent approximately 
65% of victims of trafficking (UNODC, 2020) – mainly suffering sexual exploitation, although 
also trafficked notably for forced marriage, domestic servitude, and other forms of forced 
labour (European Commission, 2021). This evidences trafficking as a gendered 
phenomenon – an affirmation further supported by ILO estimates that suggested human 
trafficking globally generates more than 150 billion dollars a year; 99 billion dollars of which 
derive from sex trafficking alone (Human Rights First, 2017). This would serve to situate 
sexual trafficking as one of the most profitable markets in the world (ILO, 2017).   

While more recent estimates of the economic scale of human trafficking are not often 
available or sufficiently reliable, there is mounting evidence to affirm the market has 
continued to expand over the last decade (Council of Europe, 2018) and has only worsened 
in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic (UNODC, 2021). This has been partly a consequence 
of the dynamics of globalisation. Economic drivers of trafficking reproduce much of the 
north-south and east-west politico-economic divisions that appear in other globalised 
systems (European Court of Auditors, 2017). As such, trafficking manifests as an 
international market of human exploitation. These systems involve a variety of actors, 
including recruiters and transporters, but are most strongly defined by the incredible rise 
of transnational trafficking organisations (IOM, 2017). Human trafficking is a phenomenon 
often controlled and carried out by global organised crime networks seeking to achieve 
outstanding profits, favoured due to the relatively low risks that these operations entail 
(Farrell, et al, 2019). These groups tend to create synergies with other illegal markets by 
employing similar routes for other forms of trafficking – such as drugs or weapons (Shelley, 
2012). As a result, the threat that their presence can have in the long term must also be 
considered. Organised crime can exacerbate social insecurity, compromise the 
effectiveness of security forces through threats or targeted attacks, make unwilling 
accomplices of civilians, and utilise their positioning to engage in a variety of other illicit 
operations in the area. Besides, trafficking networks work in tandem with existing criminal 
organisations that may hold complementary objectives – often black-market organisations 
managing drugs and arms, or terrorist groups. The presence of trafficking, therefore, 
represents a dangerous threat to the integrity of national and international security, and 
becomes a challenge for the stability and future of the state; thriving from non-harmonised 
legal frameworks that help evade accountability. Consequently, trafficking necessitates a 
transnational approach to combat its expansion, contain its activities, and protect civilians.  

Nowhere is this coordinated work more necessary than across Europe and Asia. These two 
regions represent the global epicentres of human trafficking and present some of the most 
complex operational profiles of illicit markets (UNODC, 2020).  As such, they will necessarily 
be the prime governmental actors responsible for leading the fight against trafficking. 
Throughout this work, we will present the characteristics of human trafficking across 
Eurasia. Then, as derived from an in-depth review of existing literature on counter-
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trafficking mechanisms, we will propose a model through which nation states and regional 
organisations across both continents can focalise policy implementation efforts, as well as 
align existing programs for the provision of more effective aid and support to victims of 
human trafficking. In this way, we shift from a securitised perspective to a human-focused 
approach to address the drivers of sexual trafficking and promote the reintegration of 
survivors. 

 

2. Definition 
The variability and multifaceted nature of human trafficking has naturally led to problems 
with regard to consistently defining its characteristics. The Palermo Protocol marked the 
first time that the international community has collectively agreed upon a definition for the 
concept of trafficking in persons. This document sets the necessary parameters as a basis 
for preventing and combating trafficking at the national and transnational levels, as well as 
facilitating international cooperation to tackle the issue. The adoption of this definition as 
a theoretical framework also eases the processing of cases at the criminal level and the 
collection of data on trafficking itself. The definition was established in the treaty as follows:  

“Trafficking in persons shall mean the recruitment, transportation, transfer, harbouring or 
receipt of persons, by means of the threat or use of force or other forms of coercion, of 
abduction, of fraud, of deception, of the abuse of power or of a position of vulnerability or 
of the giving or receiving of payments or benefits to achieve the consent of a person having 
control over another person, for the purpose of exploitation. Exploitation shall include, at 
a minimum, the exploitation of the prostitution of others or other forms of sexual 
exploitation, forced labour or services, slavery or practices similar to slavery, servitude or 
the removal of organs” (UN General Assembly, 2000, 2).   

However, even in the aftermath of this protocol and efforts to address the human element 
of trafficking, the issue remains codified and approached from state practice primarily as a 
security threat, and current legislative frameworks pay marginal attention to victims and 
survivors. Additionally, debates remain regarding the definition of trafficking – specifically 
as related to smuggling and prostitution. These conceptual problems also impact issues of 
data collection and complicate the establishment of internationally comparable databases. 
As a result, any comprehensive study on human trafficking needs to recognise and address 
the data sources and methodology employed, and the limitations encountered in this area.  

 

3. Methodology and the Limitations of Data Collection and Sources. 
The methodological approach of this research will combine both qualitative and 
quantitative elements. The research design is established through a collection of data from 
published studies, databases, and previous research. The source of most of the cited data 
will be international and supra-national organisations due to their granular approach, 
annual reports, and defined and comparable data collection methods – specifically the 
UNODC, the UN Special Rapporteur on Trafficking in Persons and the European 
Commission. However, we incorporate inputs from academia, legal and policy instruments, 
individual country reports, the US State Department, the Counter Trafficking Data 
Collaborative (CTDC), GRETA, and international and local NGOs, so as to mitigate any 
implicit biases or limitations in data collection from any one source.  
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Despite these varied sources, there remains a severe problem regarding the scarcity and 
reliability of data on trafficking in persons. Possible limitations arise from uncounted cases 
and non-comparable, unreliable, or incomplete data. While this limitation is partly 
addressed through a generalised comparative analysis of different sources – so as to 
provide the most consistent and representative information possible to identify trends and 
support predictive assumptions – we recognise the complications this generates in the 
definition of our final model.   

While in recent years there has been a boom in the availability, variety, and extension of 
information on trafficking in persons (Tyldum & Brunovskis, 2005), the reliability of this 
information remains a serious problem, especially concerning quantitative estimates 
(Hagan, 2009; Smith, 2010).  Many of the new sources of information are based on individual 
cases or projections without explanations about their calculation. While there are high 
quality and rigorous research studies in this field, most of the data, composing of regional 
or global estimates, are based on approximate calculations with a substantial variation 
across the existing literature. These variations in quantitative estimates are mainly because 
the characteristics of human trafficking complicate the use of traditional methods of data 
collection. Therefore, it is crucial to consider the condition of both victims and traffickers as 
“hidden populations”; that is, groups whose size or limit is not known by researchers 
(Laczko, 2005). Complications of this nature are a permanent feature of the analysis of 
black-market economies, such as arms and drug trafficking or corruption. The nature of 
the sources not only implies debate about the reliability of the data, but often prevents the 
data of different studies from being comparable and grouped across contexts. 

The problem presented above leads to the question of whether global or even regional 
estimates of the scale of human trafficking can remain a reference for political purposes. 
This paper proposes, on the other hand, that although global estimates on the number of 
people involved in human trafficking, and specifically in sex trafficking, are always vague, 
they remain as indicators of significant trends in different regions, and progress in reliability 
with the global development of legislative and security capabilities in several countries.  

 

4. Research Questions    
Human trafficking is a global phenomenon that compromises the most fundamental 
human rights, threatens national and international security, and presents an exponential 
growth rate year after year. As previously established, Asia and Europe present complex 
trafficking profiles - encompassing dynamics that define them as areas of origin, transit, 
and destinations for trafficked persons.  Thus, in order to build a policy model to allow 
nation states across Eurasia to address the implications of this crisis, we present the 
following research questions:  

1. What are the core policy areas states in Europe and Asia must address to curb the 
increase of human trafficking from a human-focused perspective?  

2. Do European and Asian states present differential needs in addressing sexual 
trafficking dynamics, and what gains can be derived from improved international 
coordination? 

With this aim, we will present the main patterns of trafficking across both regions and 
undertake an in-depth policy review from which to establish a model of the key leverage 
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points counter-trafficking frameworks must address regarding sex trafficking in Europe 
and Asia. 

 

5. Characteristics of Sexual Trafficking: Regional Profiles, Patterns,  
and Routes.  
To address policy needs related to counter-trafficking, it remains essential to analyse the 
distribution of trafficking profiles and the most common types of exploitation present 
across different regions. This is needed due to the fact that global averages hide marked 
regional differences.  

Firstly, we must highlight that while human-trafficking is a transregional problem, the vast 
majority of trafficking occurs along intra-regional routes. Figure 1 reflects this and clarifies 
how certain regions function as complex areas of origin, transit, and destination for various 
trafficking flows. Thus, it can be seen that South America, Sub-Saharan Africa, South Asia, 
East Asia, and The Pacific, and Eastern Europe and Central Asia present almost exclusively 
intraregional trafficking dynamics. Meanwhile, Western, Central, and South-Eastern 
Europe, North America, Central America and the Caribbean, and the MENA region present 
dynamics of both intra and inter-regional flows, due to their positioning as transit and 
destination areas in global trafficking operations.  

Figure 1 Proportion of Victims Exploited in the same Subregion, Across Subregions,  
and Regions. 

 

Source: Author’s elaboration, based on UNODC Trafficking in Persons Report data (2018). 

While this data also remains skewed by differences in legislative qualifications of what 
constitutes sexual trafficking and diverging police capacities and effectiveness (Mensah-
Ankrah & Osei Sarpong, 2017) – which lead the number of reported cases to be artificially 
lower in some areas (Smith, 2010) – generally applicable patterns emerge. Western Europe 
and North America are most prevalently defined as regions of destination. In contrast, the 
African continent continues to operate primarily as a region of origin and transit. Southeast 
Asia and the Middle East, which both present more complex trafficking patterns, act as 
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both regions of origin and transit, and as a final destination for trafficked people (Piotrowicz, 
Rijken, & Uhl, 2017). The areas with the highest percentage of trafficking victims from other 
regions are, in descending order: North Africa and the Middle East, Western Europe, 
Eastern Europe, and North America (UNODC, 2016). In the last two cases, this is due to the 
presence of most of the countries of destination in these regions, while in the first two, a 
large group of transit countries would be included. Similarly, it becomes once again evident 
that the main volume of victims are trafficked within their region of origin. The proportion 
of national trafficking cases has increased significantly in recent years, to the point where 
approximately 42% of victims detected between 2012 and 2014 were trafficked from within 
their own country (UNODC, 2016). This increase corresponds in part to the rise in the 
coverage of data offered, but also reflects an upward trend in the volume of local trafficking 
through practices such as sales of girls for marriages, forced labour in countries without 
firm control of their labour market, and the expansion of sex tourism to newly emerging 
cities.  

Europe and Asia stand as interesting cases of study due to the incredible variety of 
trafficking flows and dynamics present within their limits. This is so prominent that both 
regions tend to be subdivided in studies by academic and international organisations – as 
has been evidenced by our previous analysis of UNOCD data.  With the aim of reflecting 
this complexity, we will present the specificities of these subregions in more detail.  

The European continent overall is defined by a prevalence of sexual trafficking as the main 
form of exploitation, victimising mostly women and girls. However, the countries of origin 
of victims and the routes through which they are trafficked into the continent vary 
significantly between Western and Southern Europe, Central and South-Eastern Europe, 
and Eastern Europe. This complicates anti-trafficking efforts in the region and may 
compromise the effectiveness of EU-wide policy mechanisms. Indeed, while women and 
girls remain prime victims in Western and Southern Europe, moving towards Central and 
South-Eastern Europe and Eastern Europe there is a decrease in the percentage of sexual 
trafficking and a shift towards forced labour – primarily in the form of domestic servitude. 
As seen in Figure 2 and 3, the entry points of victims and flows through which traffickers 
move also vary significantly. Western and Southern Europe are the final destination of 
incredibly complex and often lengthy international routes from almost every corner of the 
world. In turn, international routes towards Central and South-Eastern Europe draw 
primarily from victims trafficked through Asia. Additionally, while international routes 
remain significant, these areas present a much more significant percentage of intra-
regional trafficking. As such, the European continent stands as one of the prime 
destinations for trafficking victims globally, with a varied and ever-evolving set of 
international routes continuing to complicate mitigation and governance efforts (Brière, 
2020). 
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Figure 2 Victims of Trafficking Detected in Western and Southern Europe by Origin 

 

         Source: UNODC Trafficking in Persons Report (2020). 

Figure 3 Victims of Trafficking Detected in Central and South-Eastern Europe by Origin  

 

        Source: UNODC Trafficking in Persons Report (2020). 

 

Routes transversing Europe and Asia are connected precisely through these flows towards 
Europe. In fact, a significant percent of trafficking victims in the continent come from 
Southeast Asia (SEA) – mainly Thailand, the Philippines and Vietnam (Council of Europe, 
2018). SEA has long been recognised as a hotspot for human trafficking, converging a 
variety of forms of exploitation – ranging from sexual exploitation, to forced marriage and 
forced begging (Olivius, 2018). This area is however only part of a much grander picture.  

Asia accounts for likely the most varied and numerically significant trafficking region of the 
world – divided into Central Asia, South Asia, and East Asia and the Pacific for analysis 
purposes. Central Asia is often studied in tandem with Eastern Europe, due to its 
prominence of women’s labour trafficking and the almost complete intraregionality of its 
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trafficking flows. South Asia also presents a majority of forced labour, due to the massive 
manufacturing centres present in this area and the continued migration of poor workers, 
vulnerable to traffickers. East Asia and The Pacific however see a return to the prominence 
of sexual trafficking, with notable commercial sex industry markets across the states 
surrounding the Mekong Delta – most notably, Thailand, which draws victims both within 
its borders and from neighbouring states like Myanmar and Cambodia.   

 

Figure 4 Victims of Trafficking Detected in South Asia by Origin 

 

     Source: UNODC Trafficking in Persons Report (2020). 

Figure 5 Victims of Trafficking Detected in East Asia and The Pacific by Origin 

 

      Source: UNODC Trafficking in Persons Report (2020). 

 

In the wake of this analysis, it may initially seem that victims in Asia and Europe do not 
account for necessarily large cross-regional trafficking flows, and that the study of both 
these regions as partners in counter-trafficking may not be a priority. However, some 
countries and collectives of trafficking victims across both regions are significantly affected 
and warrant the need for coordinated action. For example, Vietnam accounts for one of the 
top five non-EU countries of origin of detected victims within the EU, with Vietnamese 
children being the most trafficked to the UK out of any nationality (Council of Europe, 2018). 
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Additionally, both regions stand to more effectively respond to the problem of human 
trafficking acting in a coordinated manner – exchanging knowledge, coordinating law-
enforcement agencies, and sharing best practices. This is due to the fact that they face 
common challenges regarding issues of utmost importance – like victim identification, 
child trafficking, private sector engagement in anti-trafficking operations, and the need to 
improve data collection. As such there is a need to understand how existing governance 
and legal frameworks in Europe and Asia operate, where they fall short, and how they can 
be better aligned to move towards coordinated transregional counter-trafficking efforts. 

 

6. International Anti-Trafficking Approaches: Government Compliance 
with Anti-Trafficking Legislation Standards across Eurasia  
To evaluate the efforts of the states within these regions in terms of establishing and 
implementing measures to combat trafficking in persons, we apply the measurement 
scale of the US Department of State, as defined in its yearly Trafficking in Persons (TIP) 
report. This scale classifies the countries of each region into four tiers or categories. The first 
(Tier 1), encompasses countries whose governments fully comply with the minimum 
standards established in the framework of the Trafficking Victims Protection Act (TVPA). 
The second category (Tier 2), refers to those states where governments have not fully 
complied with the minimum standards, but have made commendable efforts towards 
their compliance. Within this category, a group of countries is differentiated within the “Tier 
2”, but under observation to reassess if the efforts they are making are sufficient for their 
category – this level is called the “Tier 2 Watch List”. Typically, countries included in this 
category have an increasing trend in the number of victims of severe forms of trafficking, 
or an exceptionally high volume of trafficking. Likewise, failure to comply with government 
measures to combat this phenomenon or evidence of the lack of will in their 
implementation are also considered conditioning elements for classification. Finally, the 
third category (Tier 3) refers to governments that do not meet the minimum TVPA 
standards, nor are making sufficient efforts to achieve them. It can be seen that the 
countries of Eurasia present marked differences in terms of categorisation, as reflected in 
Figures 6, 7 and 8. Within them, Tier 1 is represented in green, Tier 2 and Tier 2 Watch List 
in yellow and orange respectively, and Tier 3 in red. 
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Figures 6 TVPA Tier Listings for European States 

 

Source: US Department of State, Trafficking in Persons Report (2021). 

Figure 7 TVPA Tier Listings for East Asian and Pacific States. 

 

Source: US Department of State, Trafficking in Persons Report (2021). 
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Figure 8 TVPA Tier Listings for South and Central Asian States. 

 

Source: US Department of State, Trafficking in Persons Report (2021). 

 

The variety of categorisations both within each region and between them make 
coordinated action – be it governmental, legislative or prosecutorial – a notable endeavour. 
Indeed, while   both Europe and Asia have developed and implemented anti-trafficking 
frameworks and partnerships with a variety of international organisations within their 
respective regions, little has been done in terms of mutual collaboration between them. 
Nevertheless, there is a strong basis for cooperation. Europe and Southeast Asia have put 
in place comprehensive and binding anti-trafficking conventions – the Council of Europe 
Convention on Action against Trafficking in Human Beings and the ASEAN Convention 
Against Trafficking in Persons, Especially Women and Children.  

In Europe the new EU Security Union Strategy highlights addressing the trafficking of 
human beings is a priority. In this line, the Commission adopted a renewed EU Strategy on 
Combatting Trafficking in Human Beings (2021-2025) in April 2021, to guide future efforts 
across the continent. It has explicitly tied this work to its EU Strategy to Tackle Organised 
Crime (2021-2025), providing a substantial set of resources for the next four years (European 
Commission, 2021). This work builds on the Council of Europe’s Convention – hailed as one 
of its most important achievements in the last half a century. As such, it can mobilise the 
Group of Experts on Action against Trafficking in Human Beings (GRETA) mechanism to 
monitor Member States’ compliance. However, despite a notable human rights focus, 
trafficking can still often be prioritised as a security issue, compromising support to 
survivors.  

On the other hand, measures across the Asian continent have been much more unequal. 
Most anti-trafficking efforts have been undertaken within ASEAN or through independent 
bilateral arrangements – creating very divergent trafficking frameworks across Asian states. 
Even so, partnerships with USAID and the IOM have aided in creating civil-society networks 
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to facilitate survivor care and reintegration. In addition, as previously mentioned, the 
leadership of the ASEAN Community has given way to a framework to address common 
challenges for member states – along the pillars of prevention, protection of victims, 
prosecution of traffickers, and regional and international cooperation and coordination – 
that can be used as a replicable model across the region. 

Currently, there is a fundamental divergence in the approach these frameworks have taken 
to address human trafficking; with the European convention driven by a securitised and 
human-rights perspective and the ASEAN regime defined in terms of migration 
management (Jovanovic, 2020).  These approaches have led to different means of 
addressing core anti-trafficking elements – including domestic legislation, the 
responsibility for trafficking survivors between “sending” and “receiving” nations, and the 
manner in which these survivors are offered care. Responses like this worsen the efficiency 
of anti-trafficking agendas by causing legal loopholes, disagreements between states, 
worsening cooperation, and often leaving survivors to experience vastly different treatment 
or support according to their area of detection. All of these considerations compound to 
reflect a fundamental problem of fragmentation regarding current policy approaches in 
Europe and Asia, and the need for a new approach.  

Both regional organisations – like the EU and ASEAN – as well as individual member states 
have a lot to gain from coordinated engagement. While there are existing dissonances in 
the anti-trafficking policy priorities between the two regions, this can provide a space to 
reconceptualise and refocus current processes along a more human-rights focused 
paradigm. Transregional cooperation stands to benefit capacity building, the exchange of 
information and experience regarding policy and best practices, promote mutual interest 
research and better public outreach. As such, there is both a need and a contribution to be 
derived from the proposal of governance and collaboration mechanisms that can guide 
and facilitate the alignment of future counter-trafficking policy responses in Europe and 
Asia. With this aim, we present a theoretical-practical policy model composed of policy-
oriented action areas for states and regional organisations to guide and improve 
coordinated anti-trafficking responses and aid in a better response to the needs of 
survivors.  

 

7. Theoretical-Practical Policy Framework to address Sex Trafficking in 
Europe and Asia 
The previously presented evidence indicates the urgent need for the national governments 
across Asia and Europe to take more ambitious measures to combat sexual trafficking. This 
involves tackling the root causes of trafficking, and focusing on empowering people, not 
just protecting or rescuing them (Baker, 2013), as well as addressing gender inequality and 
discriminatory laws that favour the stagnation of women in poverty (Lobasz, 2009), and 
adopting a more survivor-focused approach that both employs trauma-informed care 
responses and empowers survivors as agents of the anti-trafficking process.  

To this end, we propose a transcontinental policy model to aid in guiding coordinated 
action across Europe and Asia, based on four core pillars of action – Political and Legal 
efforts, Social and Collaborative initiatives, Human Rights measures and Trauma-informed 
& Survivor-led practices. We build this model by centralising the notion that horizontal and 
vertical cooperation – both nationally and internationally – hold the key for improved 
service provision to survivors and the optimisation of anti-trafficking efforts. As such, we 
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essentially propose that within the traditionally used 4P counter-trafficking model – 
composed of prevention, protection, prosecution, and partnerships – it is the latter that 
holds the key to combating an increasingly globalised and connected trafficking market 
and the criminal organisations that lead it. By optimising collaboration processes and 
further leveraging networks of actors involved in counter-trafficking, we view this model as 
an effective way to start addressing the inefficiencies derived from institutional and legal 
fragmentation across Europe and Asia. 

This theoretical framework we employ as a base for our model has been informed by 
academic and governmental organisations, as well as aid providers and survivor advocacy 
networks. The evaluation of political and legal areas of improvement as a core pillar of 
action in EU-Asia counter-trafficking collaboration builds upon the Council of Europe’s 
“Comparison of Anti-Trafficking Legal Regimes and Actions in the Council of Europe and 
ASEAN: Realities, Frameworks and Possibilities for Collaboration”. Similarly, our emphasis 
of trauma-informed initiatives and social collaboration draws from the US Department of 
Justice’s “Development & Operations Roadmap: A Multidisciplinary Collaborative Model for 
Anti-Human Trafficking Task Forces”. Furthermore, with regards to both the coalition 
methodology that underlies our model and the importance of human-rights based 
frameworks, we refer to the work of Kim, Park, Quiring, and Barrett in “The anti-human 
trafficking collaboration model and serving victims: Providers’ perspectives on the impact 
and experience” and Brysk and Choi-Fitzpatrick’s “From human trafficking to human 
rights: Reframing Contemporary Slavery” book respectively. We use these studies to 
support the practical effectiveness of our coalition model approach – proven in field studies 
to generate positive impact in the care of survivors and allow for better coordination among 
government agencies, service providers and law enforcement. Finally, we anchor our 
analysis on the developing literature and advocacy efforts regarding survivor-led solutions, 
pioneered by organisations like Survivors for Solutions - led by survivors of sexual-trafficking 
– and reiterated by the UN and the EU as fundamental in developing effective policy. 
Indeed, our model operates on the directive that sexual trafficking is, at its core, an 
economically driven form of exploitations with a primary human cost, and thus 
necessitates a human rights-based and survivor-focused approach to ensure the long-term 
management of such a crisis. In this way, by both centralising lived experiences and 
incorporating the leadership of survivors and drawing from systems-thinking 
methodologies to leverage the array of actors impacting sexual-trafficking outcomes, we 
aim to contribute to existing literature by building a model tailored to the needs of 
countering sexual-trafficking across Europe and Asia that can help facilitate the adoption 
of integrated and mutually-beneficial counter-trafficking frameworks in both continents1.   

  

 
1While the core of our model may be replicable to other forms of trafficking, it is conceptualised and based around 
our analysis of the conditions that determine sexual trafficking in Europe and Asia, as well as the assessments of 
the progress states in these regions are making in terms of anti-trafficking legislation, and the needs they have 
yet to address. As such, adaptations may not be viable without revision due to the changing legal frameworks 
surrounding trafficking in other regions. An example of this would be the legality of forced marriages in parts of 
the Middle East, which complicate or impede governmental action. The specificity of the model – as well as its 
caveats in applicability across different contextual studies – becomes evident in the policy actions recommended 
in following paragraphs.  
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Figure 9 Proposed Model & Core Pillars of Action 

 

      Source: Author. 

 

Applying our model, the proposed policy actions below are presented as a response to our 
Research Question 1: “What are the core policy areas states in Europe and Asia must 
address to curb the increase of human trafficking from a human-focused perspective?”. As 
such, these measures can be undertaken to guide integrated counter trafficking plans at 
the national and regional governance levels, according to the conferred competencies of 
each institution. Due to the variations we have explored – not only between Europe and 
Asia, but between states – notes and clarifications will be provided and recommendations 
will be formulated as broad actions that allow for flexible implementation. This also serves 
to address our Research Question 2: “Do European and Asian states present differential 
needs in addressing sexual trafficking dynamics, and what gains can be derived from 
improved international coordination?”. Our conclusion in this regard is mixed. It becomes 
evident that the diversity of both regions disallows very narrow policy prescriptions, which 
would necessarily fail in applicability. However, considering the common struggles sexual 
trafficking presents – specifically across the context of Europe and Asia – the existing 
legislative frameworks across both continents, and the space for mutually-beneficial 
cooperation that exists among them, we believe the following recommendations within 
our model strike a balance between specificity and applicability that allow them to remain 
relevant and useful as guiding principles.    
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Political and Legal Recommendations: 
● Decriminalise trafficked individuals, and instead criminalise the purchase of 

commercial sex from organisations to reduce demand (Akee, et al., 2014)2.  
● Proactive investigation and prosecution of officials complicit in sexual trafficking; 

favouring dissuasive sentences (Cho, Dreher, & Neumayer, 2014). 
● Increase the persecution and conviction of traffickers, closing the gaps in the 

application of current legislation, and maintain control methods that ensure that 
governments strictly comply with their implementation obligations (Samarasinghe, 
2003)3.  

● Improve the efforts and training of security forces to detect and identify victims 
among groups vulnerable to trafficking – collaborating across both regions to 
standardise training, share best practices, and allow for mutual case based-learning 

(Okech, Morreau, & Benson, 2012).  
● Encourage and finance continued trans-regional cooperation, as unilateral actions 

have consistently proved insufficient to contain trafficking flows (Emmers, et al., 
2006). Within this framework, encouraged actions can be determined through 
transnational treaties (Van der Laan, et al., 2011), consistent border control (Clark, 
2003), combatting the root causes of irregular migration (Van Impe, 2000), and 
implementing coherent policies and aid programs to promote regional 
development (Danailova-Trainor & Laczko, 2010)4.  

 

Societal and Collaborative Proposals:  
● Foster a more integrated collaboration with civil society and NGOs  (Arnold & 

Bertone, 2002) to develop area-specific trafficking prevention measures and 
development practices for communities at risk (Samarasinghe & Burton, 2007)5.  

● Develop new efforts to collect data on sexual trafficking in the Eurasian region, 
creating a standardised transregional database that can serve both as a control 
mechanism to evaluate the development of the market, and as a tool to contribute 

 
2 This approach is not without controversy due to the possibility of it harming individual voluntary providers if 
instrumentalised incorrectly and the complications it may afford to medically-assisted sex. Sweden has 
implemented a variation of this policy that can be adapted for use in other European and Asian contexts.  
3 Can be improved in both regions, but most prominently lacking in Asia. Collaboration would allow Asian states 
to model a regional monitoring mechanism power after the EU’s GRETA taskforce. Preliminary efforts to achieve 
this have been developed by ASEAN, but remain less cohesive than its EU counterparts.  
4 These measures have a variety of precedent regarding partial agreements and cooperation projects across both 
regions. However, they touch upon issues like national sovereignty (examples: border control and treaty 
enforcement), and may thus be complicated to negotiate. Following evidence on the effectiveness of piecemeal 
agreements in conflict studies, we propose the build-up of partial voluntary agreements into more cohesive and 
enforced commitments.  
5 Both Europe and Asia have engaged in this locally, but acting in coordination to promote partnerships of NGOs 
in both regions may serve to better provide services and care to survivors detected along different areas of 
trafficking routes, facilitate reintegration and reunions with family members, and improve data collection of 
changing trafficking patterns.  
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to the creation of more effective initiatives against human trafficking (Marshall, 
2005).  

● Implement social awareness efforts against trafficking, aimed at government 
officials, police, and citizens (Yen, 2007)6.  

● Promote social considerations of women and girls not to be necessarily punished 
for considered violations of honor, but to be protected from them, and the blame 
be managed through the formal legal process towards traffickers and exploiters7.  

 

Human Rights-based Recommendations:  
● Develop a policy and action approach focused on the protection, assistance, and 

social reintegration of victims (Jayagupta, 2009), with human rights as the primary 
consideration in response to sexual trafficking (Piper, 2005)8.  

● Offer opportunities to victims of trafficking, from jobs to protection services, 
breaking the traffic cycle (EU, 2011).  

● Include the voice input and experience of survivors in both the design of anti-
trafficking measures, protection to vulnerable groups, and rehabilitation of 
trafficking victims as core elements of any program in addressing this issue9. The 
survivors are a key pillar in establishing a more effective means of countering 
human trafficking (Department of Justice, 2020; Office on Trafficking in Persons, 
2018).  

 

Trauma-informed Actions & Opportunities Survivors’ Leadership: 
● Implement trauma-informed care frameworks for human-trafficking survivors in all 

state-led or state-funded response operations, providing survivors with real avenues 
for economic and social empowerment in the long term (Ladd & Neufeld Weaver, 
2018).   

● Promote the adoption of collaborative approaches with increased inclusion of 
survivor voices to tailor and improve anti-trafficking efforts in governance, using the 
expertise of survivors to institutionally inform more effective policies and 
interventions programs (Lockyer, 2020), incorporating their recommendations in 
allocating resources to strengthen first-response services (Cordisco Tsai, Hentschel, 
& Nhanh, 2021).   

● Adopt toolkits for empowerment-based and human–centered approaches 
designed by survivors to work with survivors – specifically geared towards local 
community level interventions and government recognition of the rights and 
protections of trafficking survivors (Steiner, et al., 2018)10.   

 
6 As noted by the Council of Europe, there is a significant potential to increase public awareness of sexual 
trafficking with combined campaigns, helping increase detection by educating the public. 
7 While this is more widely applicable to certain communities across Asia, a variety of women in Europe face 
similar harm due to traditions or religious beliefs, and the EU can benefit from Asia’s experience in managing and 
negotiating these cultural values.  
8 Europe has pioneered these approaches and can offer replicable models to challenge a more securitised 
perspective on victims. However, this human-rights based approach sometimes remains more of a discourse than 
a reality even in the EU, evidencing the need for more survivor-led policy recommendations in both regions. 
9 There is a noted lack of survivor-led organisations in both Europe and Asia – while smaller local groups exist, 
there are no coordinated regional networks of survivors. Both regions can seek to elevate the voices and demands 
of survivors through inclusive consultation processes, and offer support for the creation of survivor-led initiatives, 
such as those present across the United States.  
10 This will be especially relevant in both regions at a micro-level, where survivors from a distinct cultural context 
or region can help design guides for care-providers to help them ethically and humanely manage the specific 
challenges survivors face during reintegration into their communities in a way that maintains their dignity, 
privacy and sense of empowerment in recovery after trauma. 
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● Partner with existing multi-stakeholder Survivor-led initiatives – like The National 
Survivor Network – to bridge the institutional resistance to the adoption of these 
practices in the nongovernmental and humanitarian sectors and help model 
regional and transregional networks across Europe and Asia. Provide sufficient 
administrative, financial and logistic assistance to support the work of these 
organisations.  

These recommendations serve as a general basis upon which states and regional bodies 
can mobilise to develop more reliable and more capable Integrated Counter Trafficking 
frameworks – ones which begin to bridge the existing gaps and disconnects between core 
actors necessary to effectively combat sexual trafficking and progressively put an end to 
one of the most significant human security crises of our time.   

 

8. Conclusions 
Human trafficking is a global phenomenon that compromises fundamental human rights, 
threatens national and international security. The Eurasian region offers one of the most 
complex trafficking profiles in the world, encompassing dynamics that define it as an area 
of origin, transit, and destination. As such, it stands to be at the forefront of the fight against 
human – and specifically sexual – trafficking.  

Lack of granular and reliable data has strongly complicated the investigation of trafficking 
and the development of policy responses. Additionally, the efforts of national governments 
and regional organisations to curb the proliferation of trafficking have often remained 
fragmented and inefficient - leading the phenomenon to continue to grow exponentially 
despite multi-stakeholder efforts to combat its expansion. 

This study has – through the analysis of regional trafficking across Europe and Asia – 
introduced a theoretical-practical framework on which to base the development of 
human-focused Integrated Countertrafficking mechanisms to address sexual trafficking in 
both the European and Asian contexts, based on four core pillars of action – Political and 
Legal efforts, Social and Collaborative initiatives, Human Rights measures and Trauma-
informed & Survivor-led practices. The ultimate goal of this model is to allow for a more 
concrete understanding of the levers available for policymakers, aid workers, and national 
governments to develop coordinated action to address the root causes of trafficking, 
support and offer care to victims, prosecute perpetrators, and empower survivors to lead 
the development and implementation of future anti-trafficking policy.  
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Peace and Humanitarian Sectors: Towards Strengthening  
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Virág Kemecsei* 

 

 

Abstract 
In the age of globalisation, multilateral as well as multisectoral solutions have been at the 
forefront of international policy-making, diplomacy and academic discussions. One of the 
results of this tendency was the adoption of the United Nations Sustainable Development 
Goals (UN SDGs) in 2015, hailed as “a shared blueprint for peace and prosperity for people 
and the planet, now and into the future” (Official Website of the United Nations Sustainable 
Development Goals). Yet following the post-WWII rise of international organisations, 
multilateralism has faced numerous challenges. This is due to varying levels of investment 
and differing interests of the actors involved (e.g., Srivastava, 2021), which has been 
exacerbated by the effects of COVID-19. The ongoing crisis is even more apparent in the 
development, peacebuilding and humanitarian aid, known as the ‘triple nexus’ sectors, as 
these address conflicts in which the necessary cross-border and multi-level cooperation 
has been hindered by the pandemic's adverse effects. 

The European Union is a prominent donor in these areas, and as such has placed significant 
emphasis on them in its foreign policy-making throughout the past two decades (Bianco, 
2019; European Commission, 2018). The EU has also continuously highlighted the 
importance of finding partners on the global stage that share its core values and are also 
committed to multilateralism (European Commission, 2018; European External Action 
Service (EEAS), 2019; Lazarou, 2020). This article argues that Japan is a possible strong ally 
in these efforts, given its long history of donorship in relation to humanitarian, development 
and peace initiatives. Therefore, it is worth examining the future of the cross-regional 
partnership between these two international actors with the above circumstances in mind. 
The EU-Japan Strategic Partnership Agreement (SPA) (2018) provides a tangible context for 
this analysis, as it aims to strengthen multi-level, multi-sectoral cooperation between Japan 
and the European Union in international fora based on shared values (European External 
Action Service (EEAS), 2019). 

This article will attempt to use the SDG framework and the Sustaining Peace Agenda along 
with practical considerations and existing literature to argue for stronger cross-regional 
coordination between Japan and the EU, especially in the development, peacebuilding and 
humanitarian aid sectors. While the COVID-19 crisis presents unprecedented challenges 
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globally, it has also created the opportunity to rebuild stronger and more resilient 
mechanisms to protect those in need. 

Keywords: European Union, Japan, Multilateralism, Triple Nexus, Donor Relations, Agenda 
2030 

 

1. Introduction 
The international humanitarian aid, peace and development sectors have come to be 
interlinked and highly dependent on the constant cooperation and dialogue between 
various local, national and international actors. The interconnected nature of these fields 
was markedly recognised during the 2016 World Humanitarian Summit’s ‘New Way of 
Working’ recommendation as the ‘triple nexus’ (Agenda for Humanity Website). This 
acknowledgment codifies the notion also highlighted throughout this article that in the 
age of protracted conflicts, effective capacity-building and emergency response cannot 
happen without strong cross-sectoral, multi-level partnerships. 

Donors and their funding practices play a significant role within this delicate system. As 
Autessere also established throughout the relevant sections of her research in Peaceland 
(2014), top-down project implementation, behaviour, goals and guidelines of donors can 
markedly affect the effectiveness of interventions as well as the perceptions of 
humanitarian, peace and development initiatives by the intended beneficiaries. 

Therefore, it is not surprising that value-based international partnerships, or the lack 
thereof, can substantively influence the success or failure of humanitarian, development 
and peacebuilding interventions. As a consequence, a multi-sectoral, multilateral approach 
has been generally recognised as the appropriate or, at best, the most optimal way to 
address the complex contexts and conflicts of the modern age. 

 

2. The Sustainable Development Goals and the ‘Sustaining Peace’ 
Agenda 
Although multilateral solutions have gained prominence in the realm of post-WWII global 
politics with the birth of international organisations such as the United Nations (Keohane, 
1990, pp. 731-732), this approach truly came to the forefront of policy and academic 
discussions after the end of the Cold War era. Albeit for different reasons, all prominent 
schools of modern IR recognised the importance of actors organised in a multilateral 
manner, and predicted a collaborative institutionalised system in the 1990s (Hasenclever, 
Mayer & Rittberger, 1996). 

Most notably, neo-liberal scholars such as Keohane (1990) and Martin (1992) embraced the 
concept as the way forward by emphasising the cooperative and interdependent manner 
of international relations based on underlying interests (Hasenclever, Mayer & Rittberger, 
1996, pp. 183-187). Keohane defined multilateralism as the “cooperation of three or more 
states, through ad-hoc arrangements or by means of institutions” (1990, p. 731) and as a 
“systems-level result” (1990, p. 740) of reducing uncertainty while stabilising behaviour and 
expectations (1990, pp. 744-745). On the other hand, Martin focused on presenting different 
game theories to argue that multilateralism is a form of “strategic interaction” (1992, p. 766) 
between states that allows for high pay-offs and lower transactional costs (1992, p. 784-786). 
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However, the complex global and regional developments of the 21st century inevitably 
challenged multilateralism, and made reform necessary for the international community. 
In the past decade, the urgency of revitalising multilateral, multi-sector cooperation was 
most notably enshrined in the UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) adopted in 2015, 
which were hailed as a “shared blueprint” towards achieving the visions of the 2030 Agenda 
for Sustainable Development (Official Website of the UN SDGs). The SDGs are divided into 
three interrelated and interdependent pillars: economic, social and environmental. This 
ambitious UN initiative is the natural progression from the less comprehensive Millennium 
Development Goals launched in 2000, and aims to be a more elaborate answer to the 
interwoven challenges of our time (Bettelli, 2021, pp. 4-5). As the vulnerable populations in 
protracted conflicts and development scenarios tend to be most affected by the issues 
addressed by Agenda 2030 to a greater extent, it is not surprising that the ‘triple nexus’ 
areas are connected to the themes of all of the SDGs (Agenda for Humanity Website). 

In 2016, another definitive development emerged when the UN General Assembly and 
Security Council released the “peacebuilding resolutions” (70/262 and 2282) codifying the 
urgency of multi-level collaboration in all stages of conflict, essentially providing a viable 
pathway forward (Ponzio, 2018). The result was a 2018 document titled ‘Peacebuilding and 
Sustaining Peace’ that recognised the need for common action in line with Agenda 2030, 
and called for “strategic and operational partnerships” between all of the actors involved in 
sustaining peace (Report of the Secretary-General: Peacebuilding and Sustaining Peace, 
2018, pp. 1-2). It also highlighted the significance of integrated assessment and planning, 
based on which cooperative programming should take place (Report of the Secretary-
General: Peacebuilding and Sustaining Peace, 2018, pp. 2-8). These actions have to be 
undertaken by a responsible “ecosystem of partners”, including governments, regional and 
sub-regional organisations (Report of the Secretary-General: Peacebuilding and Sustaining 
Peace, 2018, pp. 16-18). The report furthermore underlined the necessity of “predictable and 
sustained financing” to combat arising challenges at all levels of engagement (Report of 
the Secretary-General: Peacebuilding and Sustaining Peace, 2018, pp. 11-16). 

The UN ‘Sustaining Peace’ Agenda is a culmination of lessons learnt regarding 
humanitarian intervention, development and peacebuilding in the post-Cold War era, and 
is partially rooted in earlier actions towards responsible donorship and common action. For 
instance, the Good Humanitarian Donorship (GHD) is an informal yet influential initiative 
started in 2003 providing a forum for discussion of good practices (Good Humanitarian 
Donorship Official Website). The peer reviewing aspect of this framework has contributed 
to transparency and more synchronised reporting practices amongst donors (Blewitt, 2005, 
pp. 4-6), and has demonstrably improved the tracking systems of humanitarian and 
development financing (Good Humanitarian Donorship Official Website). 

Another notable forum is the OECD’s Development Assistance Committee (DAC). The main 
aim of DAC is to (1) monitor Official Development Assistance (ODA), (2) set standards for 
development cooperation and (3) conduct peer reviews of policy practices (DAC Website). 
Since the first World Humanitarian Summit took place in 2016, DAC has provided directions 
to its member states on responsible donor practices, for example by sharing practical 
guidance and by officially recognising that peace, development and humanitarian aid are 
fields that are linked together by nature and thus require common solutions (World 
Humanitarian Summit: Putting Policy into Practice). 

Although all of the above international initiatives seek to affirm and re-establish the 
significance of global partnerships in addressing the challenges of our time, they emerged 

http://www.un.org/en/development/desa/population/migration/generalassembly/docs/globalcompact/A_RES_70_262.pdf
https://undocs.org/S/RES/2282(2016)
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in a time when multilateralism was already in crisis. The impasse of global cooperation has 
been especially impactful in the vulnerable humanitarian, development and peacebuilding 
sectors. Therefore, a brief examination of the crisis, its causes and possible solutions is 
necessary. 

 

3. The Crisis of Multilateralism and COVID-19 
2015, the year of the adoption of the SDGs, is ambitiously hailed as the “landmark year for 
multilateralism and international policy shaping” by the United Nations SDGs website. In 
reality, this initiative materialised at a time when multilateralism was already in a state of 
crisis, and was arguably only to become further compromised by the effects of COVID-19. 

It has become commonplace to trace the global rise of nationalist and protectionist politics 
in the 2010s to the disturbance of international cooperation and multilateralism, for 
example in connection with the case of Brexit or the election of President Trump (Narlikar, 
2020). However, the social, economic and political dynamics and structures that created 
this deadlock were already in place preceding these events. The gross inequalities present 
in the world in terms of development levels and capacities called into question the degree 
of global responsibility that different actors ought to take (Srivastava, 2021). 

In particular, due to the complex and interdependent issues of the 21st century as 
recognised by the Agenda 2030 and SDG framework, multilateralism already faced three 
distinct challenges: power relations, relevance and legitimacy (Gowan & Dworkin, 2019). The 
shift in power dynamics due to the rise of China as a competitor challenges the US-led 
status quo existing since the end of the Cold War (Gowan & Dworkin, 2019, pp. 4-6; Narlikar, 
2020), and poses the danger of a more competitive rather than collaborative international 
system (Srivastava, 2021). The relevance question is well-demonstrable in the development, 
peace and humanitarian sectors. In these field, the institutional structures existing since 
the 1950s and 1960s, often designed for shorter term, smaller scale operations, have been 
unable to adapt to the complex, protracted crises of our time (International Institutions and 
Global Governance Program, 2016, p. 3; Gowan & Dworkin, 2019, pp. 6-7). This second 
challenge is critical for the argument of this paper as it underlines the gap between the 
organisational capabilities and the quality of intervention that is necessary to address the 
contemporary conflict and development scenarios frequently involving long-term mass 
displacement. The urgency of institutional reform is often recognised in this regard (e. g., 
UN News, 2018) but rarely carried out due to either the lack of targeted funding or 
bureaucratic obstacles (Gowan & Dworkin, 2019, pp. 6-7). Lastly, the legitimacy of 
multilateral solutions and institutions have come under scrutiny because of the above-
mentioned nationalist and protectionist tendencies providing an inward-looking 
alternative for emerging economies against multilateral constellations (Gowan & Dworkin, 
2019, pp. 7-8). 

With this in mind, it would be beneficial to highlight ‘SDG 17: Partnerships for the Goals’ in 
particular, out of the 17 Sustainable Development Goals initiated in 2015. This goal can be 
specifically interpreted as a response to the crisis of multilateralism as it emphasises the 
need for the cross-sectoral comprehensive cooperation on all levels of society, politics and 
economy. SDG 17 explicitly describes its aim as “revitalising global partnership” (Official 
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Website of the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals), 1  a definite attempt at 
restoring the legitimacy of multilateral institutional structures. 

The ambitious scope of Agenda 2030 along with the decentralised nature of the 
development field made the 2018 UN Development Reform necessary, which was called 
upon by the new UN Secretary-General António Guterres to make sure that “no one is left 
behind” (UN News, 2018). With the agreement of the UN member states, the reform 
proposed a solution to the lack of joint strategic planning and ineffective funding policies 
in the development sector that resulted in the inadequate use of resources prioritising 
short-term objectives rather than long-term results (Connolly & Roesch, 2020, pp. 3-4). 
Although the repercussions of COVID-19 have made it difficult to evaluate the results of this 
reform, both the reporting structures and accountability have improved. This development 
is detectable in the definition of clearer roles and reporting lines, as well as the enhanced 
involvement of national actors and their priorities (Connolly & Roesch, 2020, pp. 9-10). On 
the other hand, the financial challenges posed by voluntary funding mechanisms in the 
development system have remained, to which a more predictable, long-term partnership 
and donorship structures could be among the key answers (Connolly & Roesch, 2020, p. 11). 

Similarly, in the humanitarian field, the lack of multi-year planning when cooperating with 
donors and the inadequacy of overall coordination are emphasised as quintessential issues 
(e. g., UNHCR, 2021; International Institutions and Global Governance Program, 2016, p. 3). 
With the prominence of recurring, intrastate and protracted conflicts after the 2010s, short-
term remedies stemming from currently established funding and planning practices are 
no longer satisfactory answers to situations requiring durable solutions for affected 
populations. 

The need for conscious global partnerships has become even more apparent in light of the 
international COVID-19 response. The pandemic highlighted that states tend to fall back on 
prioritising their own self-interests and traditional security in times of crises. The UN 
agencies, such as the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), issued early warnings 
that the closures and travel restrictions are likely to hit the underserved communities the 
hardest with resources shifting away from humanitarian and development aid, and 
restricting the mobility of the displaced towards safety (UNHCR, 2020). The pandemic 
seemed to have undone most of the progress made towards Agenda 2030 thus far, and 
has highlighted injustices and inequality in the current international system (Bettelli, 2021, 
pp. 8-9). 

On the other hand, for scholars and policy-makers advocating for the revitalisation of 
multilateralism, the COVID-19 pandemic has also presented the opportunity to rebuild 
international structures and partnerships in a more sustainable and collaborative manner 
(see: Shipalana & Chigwenya, 2021; Srivastava, 2021), without returning to a ‘business as 
usual’ attitude. In the ‘triple nexus’ sectors, it is worth looking at two actors that have 
reaffirmed their commitment to human rights, peace and development time and time 
again: the European Union and Japan. This paper argues that a stronger partnership 
between these two actors may contribute to standard-creation as well as a more 
synchronised, extensive and predictable donorship in the future in line with the 
abovementioned international initiatives. 

 
1 https://sdgcompass.org/sdgs/sdg-17/  
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4. The European Union and Its Donorship 
In 2020, the EU institutions were overall the third largest contributor of actual Official 
Development Assistance (ODA) in 2020 after the United States and Germany (ODA 
Website). This level of foreign aid is deeply rooted in the EU’s emphasised role of promoting 
and protecting human rights in international politics (European Commission, 2018; Bianco, 
2019; Lazarou, 2020, p. 5), which is further enshrined in its founding documents, financial 
planning and policy direction as well. 

From the 1990s until 2009 when the Lisbon Treaty created the European External Action 
Service and set out solidarity as a guiding principle (European Commission, 2018, p. 3), the 
EU’s foreign policy gradually moved from a state-based approach to a more integrated one. 
Throughout this process, the trifecta of development, peace and humanitarian aid 
remained a central element in its statements and policies. The progress towards a unified 
perspective was codified in Article 21 of the ‘Treaty on European Union’, which highlighted 
the adherence to “the [fundamental] principles for all EU external action, covering 
humanitarian action”, along with the Article 214 of the ‘Treaty on the Functioning of the 
European Union’ providing the legal basis for humanitarian interventions (Bianco, 2019; 
European Commission, 2018, pp. 3-4). Article 208 of the latter document also stipulated that 
“the Union shall take account of the objectives of development cooperation in the policies 
that it implements which are likely to affect developing countries” (European Commission, 
2018, p. 3). 

Despite the codification of the need for action, the impasse of multilateralism, along with 
the instability of the European economy and the Eurozone in the 2010s, has created new 
challenges for the European integration project. This has also directed attention away from 
humanitarian, peace and development sectors toward internal economic affairs, political 
crisis management and austerity measures (Yamamoto, 2015, p. 1-2). As a response, and in 
line with the SDGs and Agenda 2030, the EU’s institutions jointly initiated the ‘New 
European Consensus on Development’ in 2017 (European Commission, 2018), in which the 
human rights-based values, fundamental principles and the respect for international legal 
standards are emphasised as identity-creating norms once more (European Commission, 
2018, pp. 4-5). The initiative testified to the commitment to meaningful multi-level and 
multi-lateral partnerships that reflect the needs and capacities of the development sector, 
and enforced accountability at all stages of project implementation (European 
Commission, 2018, pp. 16-20). 

The EU is mostly present in the ‘triple nexus areas’ as a donor to UN agencies, NGOs and 
other global organisations (Donor Tracker Website - Donor Profile of the European Union).2 
However, it is a wholly different matter whether the current EU is ready for a more 
pronounced leadership role going forward. 

Since the ‘Global Strategy for the European Union’s Foreign and Security Policy’ (EUGS) was 
released in 2016, its foreign initiatives have been filed under the label of ‘principled 
pragmatism’ (Pennisi Di Floristella, 2020; Venturi, 2019). This seemingly contradictory idea 
aims to reconcile “its material interests with the safeguarding of its core values” in a delicate 
balance (Pennisi Di Floristella, 2020, p. 177). This step essentially allowed the EU to tailor its 
external relations and aid policies to geopolitical realities by picking which issue to 
collaborate on, while seemingly maintaining its advocacy for human rights. 

 
2 https://donortracker.org/country/eu 
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The EU’s recent activity in the Sahel is a case that illuminates the ultimate challenges and 
opportunities of this path. In this region, pragmatism and functionality seem to triumph 
over the principles and values (Venturi, 2019, pp. 4-7), while a lack of consistent funding 
remains a key issue (Murphy, 2020, p. 3). At the same time, the integrated approach has 
also highlighted the positive results of the EU’s leadership in coordination efforts by 
reenforcing local ownership and providing a platform for dialogue between the actors 
(Venturi, 2019, pp. 8-9). 

The ‘principled pragmatism’ direction came under fire during the COVID-19 pandemic, 
which substantively eroded the EU’s potential to become a stabiliser in the ‘triple nexus’ 
areas and to promote its role as a protector of human rights. In the ‘Next Generation EU’ 
recovery plan, for example, budgets originally allocated to external aid have been 
repurposed to internal crisis management and economic boosts, despite evidence of a 
growing need for financial support for external conflict and development contexts (De 
Brouwer & Rodier, 2021, p. 2).  

In spite of these circumstances and an evident lack of balance between ‘principles’ and 
‘pragmatism’ in practice, the European Union’s foreign policy rhetoric has maintained its 
dedication to both multilateralism (Lazarou, 2020) and the ‘triple nexus’ areas (Brouwer & 
Rodier, 2021). With its history of promoting human rights and humanitarian values, the EU 
continues to strive towards a leadership role in donorship while providing a platform for 
dialogues and innovation. Finding strong, like-minded partners is one way to move towards 
accomplishing these goals. 

 

5. Japan: the Promoter of Peace and Human Security 
One such option is to cooperate more resolutely with Japan, a strong potential ally in the 
fields of humanitarian, peace and development due to its image as a peaceful actor in 
international politics. Similarly to the EU, the East Asian country has time and time again 
made a clear commitment to human rights as well as humanitarian values, albeit for 
varying historical and political reasons. After the end of World War II, Japan unfailingly 
strived to ‘rebrand’ itself in the international political sphere, eventually becoming the 
largest and most consequent ODA3 donor state in the Asian region since the 1990s (ODA 
Website). 

Indeed, actively promoting the ‘triple nexus’ areas and investing in development contexts 
have been key characteristics of Japan’s external aid policy. This is the result of the delicate 
balance between the inherent pacifism engrained in Article 9 of its Constitution, and 
Japan’s aim to use its influence to become a central driving force in combating various 
security and development issues worldwide (Iwami, 2016, p. 122). As part of this latter 
direction, the Eastern Asian nation has been intensely engaged in taking a leading role in 
promoting principles and ideas in multilateral forums. The most influential and perhaps 
most well-known concept is that of ‘human security’, which until now remains highlighted 
in Japan’s foreign policy-making. 

The UNDP’s 1994 Human Development Report acknowledged that human development, 
sustainability and peace are indivisible concepts (UNDP, 1994, pp. 13-14), signifying a shift 
from traditional security dialogues to an emphasis on the individual’s safety, well-being and 

 
3 Meant in terms of actual ODA, not ODA as per cent of GNI. 
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dignity. This idea was adopted in international discussions, with Japan becoming one of 
the main advocates of the approach (Sato & Scudder, 2010, p. 127). 

Accordingly, the Japanese government helped to establish the Commission of Human 
Security in 2001, the result of which was a document entitled ‘Human Security Now’ (Sato 
& Scudder, 2010, p. 126). This paper provided the definition of human security as the 
synthesis of the ‘development of human capabilities’ as defined by Amartya Sen (2000; 
Anand & Sen, 2000), and the ‘lack of structural violence in society’ as per Galtung’s (1969) 
original thesis. This prompted the release of a report by the Japan International 
Cooperation Agency (JICA) in 2001 detailing conflict prevention, reduction and resolution 
efforts. Eventually, this process resulted in the linkage of ODA and peacebuilding in the 
2003 revision of the ODA Charter which also highlighted human security as a goal of 
Japanese foreign aid (Iwami, 2016, p. 117). The Charter, originally released in 1992, was a way 
to codify Japan’s long-term development perspectives and dedication to peace (Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs (MOFA) Japan, 2015).  

Japan is constantly emphasising self-help in its interventions, and focuses more on the 
‘freedom from want’ facet of the human security concept. Aid based on self-help refers to 
contributing assistance to an intervention with the explicit goal of self-sufficiency rather 
than employing a ‘charity’ approach (Sawamura, 2004). The ‘freedom from want’ idea 
relates to the realisation of human capabilities through economic, environmental and 
social freedoms in society (Galtung, 1969). Accordingly, Japan’s humanitarian policy has less 
of an emphasis on burden-sharing when it comes to accepting refugees and asylum-
seekers (Sato & Yamamoto, 2007, pp. 6, 11-14) but rather aspires to solve crises at their places 
of origin. The majority of Japan’s donor contribution is through bilateral partnerships, on a 
low-interest loan basis (Donor Tracker Website – Donor Profile of Japan).4 Furthermore, it is 
a strategic priority for Japanese public and private actors (mainly companies) to engage in 
foreign development efforts as part of their Corporate Social Responsibility activities (Donor 
Tracker Website – Donor Profile of Japan; Sato & Scudder, 2010, p. 135). 

Geographically, Japan has tended to focus more on its neighbourhood in Asia when it 
comes to its foreign policy and the ‘triple nexus’ sectors, as a contrast to the EU’s aim for a 
global perspective. However, since the ‘Free and Open Indo-Pacific’ (FOIP) strategy was 
launched in 2016, connectivity with Africa and investment in good governance and 
infrastructure on the continent has become part of Japan’s strategy to counterbalance 
China’s rise in the region (Koga, 2019, pp. 294, 296). 

With the acknowledgement of the above tendencies in Japanese foreign policy 
throughout the past decades, there appear to be inherent shared goals, norms and values 
with the European Union. Further synchronisation of donor practices would be both 
‘principled’ and ‘pragmatic’. The question is whether a stronger alliance in the 
development, humanitarian and peace sectors could be practically included in the current 
cooperation as a priority going forward. 

 

‘Natural Allies’: the EU-Japan Relationship 
Even though both the EU and Japan maintain close ties of economic and security 
cooperation with the USA, the two actors themselves enjoy a long-standing shared history. 
The first major step in establishing bilateral relations was the Hague Declaration in 1991, 

 
4 https://donortracker.org/country/japan 
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which provided a value-based rationality for strengthening cross-sectoral cooperation 
(D’Ambrogio, 2019, p. 2; European External Action Service (EEAS), 2019). This was followed 
by a joint action plan in 2001, and a 2003 declaration of Japan as a strategic partner and a 
‘natural ally’ by the European Union (D’Ambrogio, 2019, pp. 2-3). 

Since the early 2010s, the EU has been looking to expand its influence in East Asia as a ‘soft 
power’ focusing on multilateralism, interconnectivity and the rule of law in contrast with 
the traditional security presence of the USA (Pejsova, 2015, pp. 2-3). This prompted a 
simultaneous negotiation process with Japan on the topic of an FTA, along with a strategic 
political agreement pertaining to political and security issues. The latter document was 
spearheaded by the EU with Japan’s reluctance, with the rationale of deepening an 
operational cross-cutting framework for cooperation (Hellendorff, 2018, pp. 2-3).  

The resulting 2018 EU-Japan Strategic Partnership Agreement was signed together with 
the 2018 Economic Partnership Agreement, and aimed to strengthen multi-level, multi-
sectoral cooperation between the two actors in global fora (European External Action 
Service (EEAS), 2019). The text of the document re-affirmed that the European Union and 
Japan are “conscious, like-minded global partners” with a “shared responsibility and 
commitment to setting up a just and stable international order […] to achieve peace, 
stability and prosperity of the world as well as human security” (Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
(MOFA) Japan & European Union, 2018, p. 4). The agreement thus reinforced their 
dedication to human rights, the rule of law and democratic values, while also providing for 
the alignment of interests and stances in the international sphere. This emphasis on 
human security and the safety of the individual is a unifying vision of the two sides, which 
lays grounds for a more structured ‘triple nexus’ partnership in line with Agenda 2030. 

However, the SPA is often criticised for being fragmented and non-concrete when it comes 
to its practical application despite its definite commitment to shared values and norms. In 
contrast to the EU-Canada SPA, which contains an ‘essential elements section,’ the EU-
Japan collaboration is perceived as vague and as a ‘necessary evil’ for Japan to pursue its 
economic goals (D’Ambrogio, 2019, pp. 3-4). The cooperation in the ‘triple nexus’ areas, 
realistically, is not considered as a priority under such circumstances. 

Despite this interpretation, there is evidence that the SPA can go beyond mere rhetoric. 
One year after this agreement was signed, the two partners agreed upon the ‘EU–Japan 
Partnership on Sustainable Connectivity and Quality Infrastructure,’ a document that 
highlighted “collaboration in connectivity and quality infrastructure and furthermore set 
their regional priority in the Western Balkans, Eastern Europe, Central Asia, the Indo-Pacific, 
and Africa” (Sekine, 2020). In relation to the agreement, concrete steps have been taken in 
order to ensure quality investment and sustainable connectivity projects (Sekine, 2020), 
which could have a tangible impact when it comes to the development component of the 
‘triple nexus.’ 

 

6. Towards a Stronger EU-Japan Partnership in the ‘Triple nexus’ Areas? 
Although bilateral dialogues have been in place in the development, humanitarian and 
peace sectors since the 2001 joint action plan (D’Ambrogio, 2019, p. 3) and JICA remains a 
close partner of the EU in such contexts (Yamamoto, 2015 p. 3), these fields do not appear 
to be priorities at the moment. In spite of this fact, this article argues for strengthening the 
partnership through four policy recommendations. 
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1. The EU and Japan should maintain their commitment to a long-term 
partnership and utilise their influence to revitalise multilateral frameworks. The 
way that the SPA highlights shared values without concentrating on specific, short-
term goals and cooperation areas appears to demonstrate an undeniable 
dedication to a long-lasting normative partnership. The emphasis on ‘soft power’ 
cooperation on the global stage to solve international issues is also a progressive 
aspect which has much promise going forward (Sekine, 2020). This is because 
strong and stable value-based bilateral partnerships have the potential to 
strengthen and legitimise multilateral initiatives that are currently in crisis with the 
spill-over effect, an approach the EU often advocates for in its external relations 
(Lazarou, 2020, pp. 2-3, 6). Accordingly, the ‘EU–Japan Partnership on Sustainable 
Connectivity and Quality Infrastructure’ is an opportunity to achieve tangible 
collaboration through investment that could contribute to the development aspect 
of the ‘triple nexus’, and impact humanitarian and peace efforts due to the 
interconnected nature of these fields. 
 

2. The EU should embrace and develop its leadership role. Especially for the 
European Union, the stakes are high for efficacy in these fields as humanitarian 
crises and conflicts continue to cause security issues at its immediate borders. 
Predictable and resilient partnerships with local actors, regional entities such as the 
African Union, and like-minded donors such as Japan can and should result in more 
responsible and sustainable funding practices for interventions in the ‘triple nexus’ 
areas (Gowan & Dworkin, 2019, pp. 19-20). Most of the available literature proposes 
an innovative and active leadership role for the EU in the humanitarian, 
development and peace fields (for example: De Brouwer & Rodier, 2021; Yamamoto, 
2015) but Japan could also have a considerable part to play as a country with a 
history of supporting multilateralism. Due to the competition for resources, 
coordination mechanisms with international organisations, NGOs and 
humanitarian agencies have to be re-examined on all levels. Within this process, 
donors can definitely have a positive effect by defining models and setting 
standards through harmonising practices with one another (De Brouwer & Rodier, 

2021, p. 5). The COVID-19 Vaccines Global Access (COVAX) initiative, 5  could, in 
particular, serve as a programme through which the European Union tests its 
leadership role. So far, the EU has not only advocated for multilateral solutions in 
pandemic prevention and global health issues on international platforms but also 
pledged resources as a donor to help combat the adverse effects of the pandemic 
in low- and middle-income countries (European Commission, 2021). Therefore, it will 
be worth analysing the implications of this programme on the European foreign 
policy going forward. 
 

3. Clearer definition of what role values and norms play in foreign interventions. 
The rhetorical usage of values and norms need to be re-examined and de-
constructed (De Brouwer & Rodier, 2021; Staunton & Ralph, 2020) in line with the 
current political and institutional realities. These steps are all necessary to ensure 
coherence between the ‘nexus’ areas, and consequently, to provide adequate and 
competent responses to serve the intended beneficiaries. Cases such as the 

 
5 Led by Gavi, the Vaccine Alliance, the World Health Organization and the Coalition for Epidemic Preparedness 
Innovations (CEPI), alongside UNICEF. 
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Rohingya refugee crisis in Myanmar have highlighted the ultimate flaws of the EU’s 
practice of ‘linking norms in one cluster’ (Staunton & Ralph, 2020) and favouring 
pragmatism over principles in its foreign policy-making (Venturi, 2019). Although 
the norms of conflict preventions and promotion of democracy are aligned with 
that of atrocity prevention, they can very well clash in practice if they are not 
prioritised properly (Staunton & Ralph, 2020). This ultimately calls into question the 
EU’s role and presence in such scenarios, and makes it ultimately necessary to revisit 
the idea of ‘principled pragmatism’ to find a better balance between its two aspects. 
Under these circumstances, one way to move forward towards rebuilding stronger 
horizontal and vertical structures is to look for like-minded and reliable partners to 
serve as mitigating factors in its interventions. 
 

4.  Medium and long-term planning should be normalised to address the crisis of 
relevance in multilateralism. In line with the proposals of the ‘Sustaining Peace’ 
Agenda and consistent recommendations by analysts (De Brouwer & Rodier, 2021, 
p. 3; Murphy, 2020, p. 3; Connolly & Roesch, 2020, p. 11), this step would contribute to 
sustainability and to the better allocation of funding. Integrated assessment, 
planning and cooperative programming among the different actors should also be 
at the core of good donorship (Report of the Secretary-General: Peacebuilding and 
Sustaining Peace, 2018, pp. 8-16), which could, in turn, incentivise the much-needed 
institutional reforms of outdated structures. 

 

Though the application of the SDGs and ‘Sustaining Peace’ initiative towards Agenda 2030 
were fragmented and unevenly implemented even before COVID-19 hit the global 
community, it is arguable that the only way out of the crisis is through the dedicated and 
extensive employment of these frameworks (see: Bettelli, 2021). In line with the spirit of 
these multilateral mechanisms, the EU can and should utilise partnerships such as the one 
with Japan in order to fulfil its utmost potential as an international donor. 

 

7. Conclusion 
The initial findings of this research have shaped the possible pathways forward as well as 
highlighted the issues with its initial, rather ambitious assumptions. Although the 2018 EU-
Japan SPA indeed provided a framework for a comprehensive multi-sectoral cooperation 
in line with the UN SDGs and the ‘Sustaining Peace’ Agenda, it seems that thus far the 
agreement has not tangibly strengthened the cooperation between the two actors in the 
‘triple nexus’ sectors. 

However, this article has maintained that the European Union and Japan are entities which 
have deeply rooted shared values and norms, which in turn can contribute to them working 
together to advocate for revitalising multilateralism and mitigating the effects of the 
COVID-19 pandemic. At the very least, both the EU and Japan are looking to revamp their 
commitment to the Sustainable Development Goals and Agenda 2030. Further 
partnership within the context of these multilateral frameworks should, ideally, result in 
stronger responsibility-taking in the ‘triple nexus’ areas as well. Going forward, it shall be 
fascinating to follow how both Japan and the EU will keep contributing to the 
humanitarian, development and peace sectors in the future through their donor practices. 
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Abstract  
South Korea’s popular Feel the Rhythm of Korea tourism campaign subverts established 
Orientalist tropes in international tourism, which tend to portray Asian/“Eastern” countries 
as homogeneous, exotic, sexualised, traditionalist, and in need of the knowledgeable 
mastery of adventurous Western protagonists.  In contrast, the Rhythm of Korea campaign 
portrays South Korea as internally varied, both exotic and relatable, able to mix its tradition 
with innovation, and culturally independent.   

Additionally, Feel the Rhythm of Korea differs greatly from a more recent form of nation 
branding that also utilises music: K-pop.  By including aural, lyrical, and fashion elements 
clearly drawn from non-Western traditions, and not deigning to provide either translation 
or explanation, Feel the Rhythm of Korea presents a South Korean culture that is neither 
made for (presumed Western) audiences, nor immediately accessible to them. 

On the other hand, nation branding successes of this type are the culmination of decades 
of concerted national-level campaigns, in combination with South Korea’s status as an 
affluent OECD nation and liberal democratic bulwark in Asia.  Hence, such 
accomplishments will have limited replicability in countries aside from the so-called “Asian 
tigers”.  Depending on how South Korea and its neighbours manage to innovate their 
nation branding in future years, such campaigns might represent the Occidentalisation of 
South Korea and other so-called Asian-tigers, rather than the gradual de-Orientalisation of 
Asia. 

Keywords: Orientalism, Pop Culture, K-pop, Tourism, South Korea 

 

1. Orientalism in Contemporary Tourism: A Remix 
Orientalism feels passé until we are forced to acknowledge how relevant it still is.  Over the 
past few decades, post-colonial social science research has looked on Orientalism as “a style 
of thought based upon an ontological and epistemological distinction between ‘the Orient’ 
and (most of the time) ‘the Occident’” (Said, 1979, p. 2).  Typically, the Orientalist “vision of 
the world is binary” (Said, 1979, p. 237).  Both the product and producer of imperialism, 
Orientalism promotes “the hegemony of European ideas about the Orient, themselves 
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reiterating European superiority over Oriental backwardness, usually overriding the 
possibility that that a more independent, or more skeptical, thinker might have had 
different views on the matter” (Said, 1979, p. 7).  A Eurocentric world order will not easily 
leave Orientalist thinking behind, as “the Orient has helped to define Europe (or the West) 
as its contrasting image, idea, personality, experience” (Said, 1979, pp. 1-2).  The notion of a 
self-constructed West, propped up by a vague but easily-recognisable East, is alive and well, 
if often in ever-more subtle and capillary forms.   

However, what we might call classical Orientalism is a fundamental feature of global 
tourism, particularly the sectors targeting Western travellers to exotic locations.  Indeed, 
the very notion of exotic places and people is bound up with the core of Orientalism.  From 
the presumed Western traveller’s point of view, that which is “exotic” is that which is non-
Western.  Orientalism is the lens through which this concept of the non-Western is 
supposed to be understood and mastered, named after the self-described European 
scholars and travellers who claimed final expertise on “the Orient” during and after the 
Enlightenment (Said, 1979).  Indeed, the Enlightenment’s general penchant for co-
dependent conceptual binaries informed the Orientalist framework: the idea of faraway, 
exotic people and places helps to delineate the idea of the homely and familiar.  As Said 
argued, the West needs the East in order to define itself (Said, 1979, pp. 1-2).  Translated into 
the terms of modern-day international travel, tourism to exotic lands enriches the 
experience of returning home.  Unfortunately, it tends to reduce the travel destinations, 
and their residents, to mere backdrops and side characters in the tourist’s adventure: the 
trappings of tourism can uncomfortably echo colonialism (Hasseler, 2008).  

Even the supposedly more enlightened and benevolent forms of travel, such as 
voluntourism, are critiqued for following patterns that can be traced to Orientalism (Bott, 
2018, pp.1-2).  Voluntourist destinations are often marketed with hackneyed images of 
vulnerable communities who desperately need the help of good-hearted, usually Western, 
foreigners (Punaks & Feit, 2014).  It is coming to light that many of these voluntourist 
arrangements are scams, harnessing Orientalist assumptions.  For example, living 
conditions may be kept deliberately dire in order to attract continued donations (Punaks & 
Feit, 2014, pp. 184-185). Even when no deliberate deception or corruption is carried out, 
voluntourist projects often disrupt local communities and funnel resources away from 
more effective development endeavours, and can even exacerbate ills such as human 
trafficking (Punaks & Feit, 2014, pp. 180-182).  

Orientalism pervades tourism and nation branding campaigns pertaining to non-Western 
countries (Bott, 2018; Hassseler, 2008).  It reproduces imperialist attitudes, designating 
certain parts of the world as more exciting but less civilised, and focused on catering to the 
convenience and fantasies of Western travellers (Bott, 2018; Hassseler, 2008).  Of course, 
Orientalism is neither monolithic nor invincible, and possibilities for modification and 
resistance exist, especially at the micro level, for instance in direct interactions between 
tourists and guides (Bunten, 2008). At the level of national tourism campaigns, however, a 
cohesive, corporate narrative is privileged. 

Despite these disadvantages, many national tourism campaigns take on an Orientalist 
character (Yan & Santos, 2009; Salazar, 2013). It can seem easier to present another variation 
on Orientalism, given the persistence of Eurocentric, post-colonial legacies (Yan & Santos, 
2009, p. 297). This is the global marketing context in which South Korea’s Feel the Rhythm 
of Korea tourism campaign has emerged. 
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Feel the Rhythm of Korea is centered on several videos, each featuring a different city or 
town in South Korea.  It has been presented as not only a way to maintain interest in Korea 
as a cultural hub and tourist destination while national borders remain shut, but to “cheer 
up the world” in the midst of the COVID-19 pandemic.  The videos were posted to a channel 
called Imagine Your Korea, which also hosts other official South Korean tourism videos. 

However, instead of a series of moving postcards set to music, the clips are more like music 
videos.  Featuring shortened versions of tracks from South Korean alternative pop band 
Leenalchi, the “action” of each clip shows the band performing the song, accompanied—
or sometimes eclipsed—by a modern dance troupe.  As of this writing, the main dancing 
component is provided by the Ambiguous Dance Company, with the exception of the video 
for Incheon, which uses “the members of [a] Korean variety show called 2Days&1Night.”   

As of this writing, the campaign has 28 videos posted on the official Imagine Your Korea 
channel.  The present analysis draws its points from general trends or tendencies in the 
videos, but draws most of its detailed examples from the most popular videos, namely the 
“Season 1” videos filmed in the cities of Seoul, Mokpo, Gangneung, Jeonju, Incheong, and 
Busan.  This debut season includes one video per city. 

In this article, I expound on how the campaign subverts Orientalist tropes in tourist 
marketing, by comparing the videos to a) earlier South Korean tourist marketing, and b) 
mainstream K-pop output.  I then delineate the limits of this subversion, and comment on 
the possibility of other Asian countries succeeding with similar approaches in their own 
tourism campaigns. 

  

2. A Different Feeling: Comparing the Feel the Rhythm of Korea 
Campaign to Previous South Korean Advertising  
To appreciate the significance of the Feel the Rhythm of Korea Campaign, it is useful to 
compare it to older tourism videos, in particular from the Kim Dae Jung-era Dynamic Korea 
campaign.  Dynamic Korea can be considered as a rather successful campaign, helping 
South Korea move past its image as the sleepy, static “Land of the Morning Calm” (Lee 2015, 
pp.114-116). While that phrase continued to be used as a sort of national epithet, South 
Korea’s “calm” was re-framed as the still centre that allowed it to be dynamic (Lee 2015, pp. 
115-116). That said, the Dynamic Korea campaign still relied on many tried-and-true 
Orientalist tropes, as encapsulated in a five-minute-long promotional video filmed in 2006, 
but posted on YouTube in 2009.   Released in several languages, such as English, Japanese, 
German, and Russian, the English-language version is tied together with an authoritative 
male voice speaking in a mid-Atlantic accent.  The narrator talks about South Korea’s 
“friendly business environment,” “state of the art” technology, and unbeatable “IT 
infrastructure”.  However, he also repeatedly reassures the viewer that South Korea stays 
rooted in its “traditional culture”.  Revealingly, the term “culture” tends to be paired with 
images broadly associated with tradition and the historical past: hanbok, temples, and 
traditional dances. The short sequence selected to represent Korea’s film industry is 
obviously drawn from a period drama. Gestures at contemporary or popular Korean culture, 
such as a brief shot of pop superstar Rain, are far less prominent, even though Korean 
culture had already gained an international foothold at this time.  Contemporary Korean 
fashions and sports are also shown, but in less lingering detail than “traditional” Korean 
culture.  All this implies that South Korea’s cultural essence lies largely in an exoticised past. 
The modern technology is a hard, shiny veneer that allows South Korea’s unchanging, 
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“traditional” essence to move into the future: South Korea is still an exotic Oriental land at 
heart.   

The clip’s visuals reinforce the overall Orientalist narrative.  This is especially clear in its use 
of Caucasian characters throughout the video—even in the Japanese-language version, 
interestingly.  Early on, a Caucasian man, dressed in hanbok, starts to paint a mountain 
landscape on paper with an ink brush.  Other shots show Caucasian women participating 
in meditation or martial arts exercises, or viewing artifacts in a museum. There are also 
shots of Western business travellers. Quite tellingly, the Caucasian characters tend to be 
centred or foregrounded in the frame whenever they appear, emphasising their central 
role in the story: it is their presence that gives the campaign meaning.  Western viewers are 
meant to project themselves onto these characters.  Not only can the Western visitor easily 
find their way around South Korea and maximise their stay in the country, but they can also 
expect to be the star of their own adventure story, with South Korea and its people as an 
exotic-but-manageable backdrop.  Furthermore, South Korea’s traditions can be easily 
discovered and grasped by foreign visitors: a subtler and more benign version of 
colonialism’s “mastery” narratives (Bott, 2018, p.4). 

Another interesting clip from the Dynamic Korea campaign is entitled “South Korea: The 
More you Know, The More you Want to Know.” It focuses on a South Korean man being 
approached by visitors from other countries, asking him questions about South Korean 
culture.  The visitors are represented in stereotypical, and possibly even offensive ways.  One 
sees a Japanese woman wearing a pink kimono and maiko-esque hair ornaments, an 
American cowboy on horseback, and some Englishmen in the famous uniforms of 
Buckingham Palace Guards.  It is the tourists, not the Korean character, who are exoticised 
and stereotyped.  However, this approach simply flips Orientalism instead of subverting it.  
An Orientalising gaze is still recognisable as such, even when it is turned on the West. 

As such, the Dynamic Korea is in line with self-Orientalising or re-Orientalising strategies 
of marketing a country’s cultural heritage.  Cultural heritage projects, especially from non-
Western countries, are often directed at “preserving” a “pure” version of their country’s 
culture.  These efforts are generally well-intentioned, but they nevertheless portray the 
culture as a) static, b) monolithic, and c) part of an isolated, almost dead past. Innovation, 
hybridity, even the future itself, are exclusive to Western cultures in this view.  International 
funding programs, events, and media tend to reinforce this narrative: cultural products and 
performances that are stereotypically “traditional” or “indigenous” often have the 
advantage over competitors that are deemed “Westernised” or otherwise inauthentic.  

Ferdinand Zialcita expounded on this predicament in his accessible but incisive volume 
entitled Authentic Though Not Exotic: Essays on Filipino Identity (2005). While Zialcita used 
the complications of Filipino identity as a case study, I argue that his insights are applicable 
to other “Eastern” or otherwise non-Western cultures and identities.  As suggested in the 
title, his main point rests on a key distinction between the concepts of authenticity and 
exoticism.  Exoticism is simply that which is strange (or “Other”) from a Western perspective 
(Zialcita, 2005, p. 19).  Authenticity is a much more elusive quality, that of being genuinely 
rooted in the socio-historical evolution of the community in question (Zialcita, 2005, pp. 19-
20). Zialcita asserts that Euro-centrism often conflates the two concepts: non-Western 
cultural expressions are regarded as more authentic if they are perceived as more exotic 
(Zialcita, 2005, p. 19).  

Many non-Western communities experience pressure to self-present as exotic in order to 
be considered authentic (Bott, 2018). Ideally, exotic folkways and artifacts should be 
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presented in a naïve, unedited manner—simply replicated from the practices of previous 
generations, or arising deterministically from some sort of Volksgeist (Zialcita, 2005, p. 4). 
However, such uncritical valorisation of tradition as authenticity denies the cultural agency 
of non-Westerners.  It implies that the best these societies can do is to preserve older 
practices, as defined by and for affluent visitors, rather than reflecting and innovating on 
their own culture.  Insistence on a pure, naïve cultural practice also reserves reflection and 
meaning-making for the Western visitor (or conqueror), who possesses the proper rational 
faculties to explain the exotic culture to itself.  Therefore, appreciation for authentic, 
unmixed cultural heritage can take on a strong paternalistic character. 

These theories help contextualise the significance of the Rhythm of Korea campaign’s use 
of hybridity and innovation. In foregrounding the music of Leenalchi, the South Korean 
government suggests that a band with a conspicuously hybrid musical style is an authentic 
representation of South Korean culture.  The band’s music has roots in non-Western 
musical traditions, but cannot be categorised as the vessel of a pure, exotic tradition.  
Referring again to Said, “the Orient is synonymous with stability and unchanging eternality” 
(1979, p. 240). This is why it is so important that Leenalchi and the Ambiguous Dance 
Company are gently contrasted against more straightforwardly traditional dancers and 
musicians in the Gangneung-set video: the viewer is taught to distinguish between the 
hybrid band and its traditional inspiration. Furthermore, “traditional” Korean music is not 
privileged over Leenalchi’s hybrid compositions: the more traditional and exotic is not more 
authentic than the hybrid and unclassifiable.   

The mixing of fashion and musical elements from different eras in South Korean history 
also foregrounds the process of self-reflexive cultural dynamism. Orientalist notions of 
unchanging, unselfconscious cultural essence (Santos, 2009, p. 298) cannot be applied to 
the South Korea depicted in the videos.  Yet another layer of reflexivity was added, when 
some featured cities created their own parody versions of the campaign videos set in their 
community.  As of this writing, the campaign’s official YouTube channel is uploading more 
and more of such parody videos to its platform, allowing viewers to watch a culture 
commenting on itself in real time. 

Unlike the Dynamic Korea videos, which confirm Orientalist assumptions about South 
Korea, the Feel the Rhythm of Korea clips implicitly transmit factual information likely to 
subvert common assumptions about “exotic” or “Asian” countries.  For example, viewers of 
the clip filmed in Gangneung will gain some awareness of South Korean religious diversity, 
as the dancers cavort below a statue of the Boddhisatva of Mercy, and, later, in the aisles of 
a Catholic Church, beside some quietly praying parishioners. The dancers’ irreverent 
attitude to these sacred locations might be surprising or even offensive to some viewers, 
but in the context of Orientalist discourse, constitute yet another subversion—this time, of 
romanticised notions of the mystical East. Including a Catholic religious site also unsettles 
Eurocentric discourse equating Christianity with the West: here, Christianity is just as much 
an authentic part of Korean culture as Buddhism. Indeed, one can argue that the video 
should have featured more Christian references, as South Korea currently has far more 
Christians than Buddhists. 

 

3. Leenalchi’s Alternative Pop and K-pop 
Besides being understood as a break with past audiovisual campaigns, the Rhythm of 
Korea clips should be compared against the conventions of K-pop videos, which in their 
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own right have been drivers of tourism to South Korea.  Indeed, it is quite notable that the 
campaign features the somewhat niche-oriented Leenalchi, instead of better-known, 
mainstream K-pop bands like Girls’ Generation (Kim, 2017), or, better yet, BTS or 
BLACKPINK. Such a comparison gives a clearer idea of the campaign’s uniqueness, and 
forestalls likely arguments that it merely applies the tropes and aesthetics of K-pop to 
blatant forms of tourism marketing.  While the music of Leenalchi might be termed a type 
of pop (Kang, 2020), it differs from what is conventionally understood as K-pop. Also, the 
Feel the Rhythm of Korea clips imply a substantially different view of Korean culture and 
its relationship to both modernity and the West. 

Non-Korean viewers accustomed to K-pop audiovisual output will likely remark on the 
campaign’s treatment of language. Leenalchi’s songs are not presented with English-
language subtitles, and turning on closed captions only displays automatically-generated 
text in Korean.  Viewers without Korean language skills are immediately confronted with 
their lack of knowledge of the songs’ content, and have to do a bit of additional research to 
find out more.   

These viewers will find that the lyrics are excerpted from Sugungga, a fantastical narrative 
song cycle largely unknown outside of South Korea. The lyrics themselves do not 
necessarily give a comprehensive account of the full story, so viewers have to do even more 
research if they want to understand the context of the songs.  Of course, many viewers will 
enjoy the songs even with limited or zero understanding of the lyrical content—as often 
happens with non-Korean-speaking fans of K-pop.  I argue, however, that (mainstream) K-
pop tends to foreground its most accessible elements. 

Firstly, K-pop songs tend to be sung either in English or in Korean with accompanying 
English subtitles.  K-pop bands might have complicated “concepts”/accompanying 
narratives, such as the “warriors from the future” story behind EVERGLOW’s latest album 
(Ziwei, 2021), but the songs themselves often have fairly simple lyrics with easily-accessible 
themes like love, friendship, or self-acceptance. Overarching concepts might lend cohesion 
to the band’s output and distinguish it from competing acts, but the complexities are 
mainly crafted to appeal to an existing fanbase, and are not necessary for a basic 
understanding of musical and lyrical content.   

K-pop is a highly innovative and hybridised musical genre, but tends to combine 
recognisably contemporary Western elements in terms of rhythms, instrumentation, 
melody, and vocal style (Kim, 2017, p. 2377). Leenalchi, on the other hand, presents a more 
jarring combination of modern dance beats and gugak vocal style (Kung, 2020; Park, 2020).  
Instrumentation, while not replicating pansori arrangements, is built on the basic pansori 
utilisation of vocals and percussion (Park, 2020).  The singers are primarily supported by 
drums and bass, without the usual instruments filling out the middle section of modern 
rock/pop groups (Park, 2020). 

Beyond the unusual—if catchy—soundscape, the visual presentation of Leenalchi and its 
supporting dance groups differs starkly from that of most K-pop groups.  K-pop 
choreography is strongly influenced by American pop and hip-hop dance styles, though 
often taken to a more complicated level than is typical for American or British vocal groups.  
Fashions are generally a heightened version of Western street or formal wear. In contrast, 
Leenalchi and its dancers usually wear some combination of hanbok attire and modern 
street wear.  Furthermore, dancers’ deliberately exaggerated dance moves (especially 
those performed by the Ambiguous Dance Company) are a far cry from the neat, slick 
choreography typical of K-Pop performances or music videos. Neither is the style easily 
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classifiable as “traditional,” especially as the companies’ strong comedic leanings are 
incompatible with conventional ideas of ceremonial dancing, which is typically depicted as 
dignified rather than funny.   

Furthermore, Ambiguous Dance Company’s fans, including those who have seen them in 
the campaign videos, have taken to calling them “Joseon hipsters,” in reference to a long-
ruling Korean dynasty (Yonhap, 2020).  The phrasing implies that the band has approached 
South Korea’s heritage in the way that Western hipsters have ironically remixed and 
curated bits of their own European or American past and present. Is the Company’s 
streetwear-plus-hanbok style the South Korean analogue to the stereotypical Brooklynite’s 
mix of beatnik clothes and Edwardian facial hair? Then again, fans also compare the 
company to dokkaebi, who are “legendary creatures in Korean folklore known for their 
extraordinary power and mischievous stunts” (Yonhap, 2020).  Hence, the Company can be 
seen as using a modern, Western approach to Korean heritage, or thoroughly rooted in 
Korean tradition, if not both.  The Feel the Rhythm of Korea campaign cannot be put into 
a neat cultural box—and that is fundamental to its appeal. 

One can also say that the Rhythm of Korea videos further complicate the already knotty 
discussions around South Korean pop music (mainstream or otherwise) and authenticity.  
K-pop, the name given to most South Korean music popular outside the country, has been 
accused of lacking authenticity. K-pop was already highly imitative of Western pop and hip-
hop from its earliest days. In its current form, it can be seen as highly manufactured 
because of the prevalence of the so-called “idol system”.  Young potential artists are 
recruited, assembled into groups, and trained intensively for several years by 
entertainment companies (Kung, 2020). Entertainment companies maintain a high level of 
control over idols’ artistic output and even personal lives (Kung, 2020). The system has been 
likened to a factory (Kung, 2020), and its high level of obvious commercialisation clashes 
against any attempts to frame its output as authentic. In addition, awareness that most 
mainstream K-pop is made for export, and that the South Korean government invests 
heavily in the music industry to support the country’s economy and international soft 
power, can make K-pop singers appear more like pawns than artists or stars. 

Leenalchi, on the other hand, did not come out of the idol/record label system.  The band 
had already produced and released some music before coming to the attention of South 
Korean tourism officials (Park, 2020). Its quirky, alternative music, precisely by virtue of 
being somewhat removed from the mainstream, can seem more personal and organic 
than the output of pop acts formed by entertainment companies (Kung, 2020).   

At the same time, Leenalchi’s output seems calculated because its sound and visual 
elements are drawn from such obviously disparate elements. While K-pop’s various 
influences can be difficult to disentangle, even listeners who know nothing of South Korean 
music history will likely notice that Leenalchi uses “traditional” vocal styles on top of 
“modern,” club-friendly dance beats.  These two elements do not sound like they arose out 
of the same musical genre or tradition; therefore, someone must have consciously picked 
them out and combined them in this way. The music itself precludes Orientalist fantasies 
of a cultural tradition arising organically out of an exotic community’s Volksgeist. In short, 
Leenalchi might seem more authentic than say, BTS, because its lineup arose “organically” 
from the common interest of a circle of classically-trained musicians, rather than being 
assembled by studio moguls. However, the listener is also made more aware of the 
constructed nature of the music, in thinking about how and why its historically-disparate 
elements were assembled. 
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In sum, the Korean culture foregrounded in the Rhythm of Korea clips consistently slips 
past easy, dichotomous labels of the exotic vs. the familiar, the authentic vs. the calculated, 
or the Eastern vs. the Western, while at the same time highlighting the way these 
categories both clash and overlap.  It is not necessarily more complicated or more 
innovative than mainstream K-pop but imposes new ways of thinking about how South 
Korean culture is manifested in musical output. 

 

4. The Limits of Subversion 
South Korea’s tourism officials have demonstrated that a non-Western country can 
succeed in tourism marketing while subverting classic Orientalist tropes.  In fact, the 
campaign was deemed so successful that its main strategist received a presidential award 
(Jun, 2021). It is possible that future efforts to maintain or increase South Korea’s soft power 
will follow in the footsteps of this campaign. That said, we must be cautious in suggesting 
that the Feel the Rhythm of Korea campaign in any way heralds the death of Orientalism 
in tourism.  Orientalism is still prevalent in imagery about non-Western countries; 
additionally, South Korea’s apparent transcendence of this narrative is both limited and the 
result of years of concerted national effort.   

Indeed, South Korean cultural products still encounter strong resistance when they 
penetrate too far into Western-coded spaces for some people’s sensibilities.  Readers might 
remember the furore in certain quarters when Bong Joon-ho’s international smash hit 
Parasite was nominated for, and won, the Best Feature Film Oscar, instead of being 
relegated to the Best Foreign Language Film category (Ho, 2020).  Some of the more recent 
coverage about the “dark side” of K-pop and carry a strong undertone of Orientalist 
voyeurism, implying that South Korea is an exotic land where benign-seeming, well-
respected industries are often cruel and strange (Golsen, 2021). 

Additionally, South Korea’s subversion of Orientalism in its tourism marketing will have 
limited replicability in other non-Western countries generally, or even among other Asian 
countries. Countries that do not possess similar levels of wealth, political stability, cultural 
confidence, and technological advancement as South Korea will have difficulties imitating 
its apparent transcendence of exoticising binaries. Strong conceptual associations 
between poverty, backwardness, and exoticism (Gonzaga, 2008, p. 103; Crossley, 2012, pp. 
236-239) imply the obverse: an overlap between prosperity, development, and being 
Western (Mostafanezhad, 2018, p. 158).  South Korea has made this leap over the past 
decades.  However, other countries may struggle to do so, and even then, the association 
between their “authentic” culture and poverty or underdevelopment means that there will 
be some resistance to the international recognition of any political or economic 
development they attain.  Such countries will have to overcome a “homogenising view of 
the Third World” (Said, 1979, 325). 

In other words, the more affluent, developed, and prominent South Korea becomes, the 
closer its position comes to resemble that of a Western country.  One of the true proofs of 
this shift is South Korea’s willingness and ability to Orientalise other non-Western countries.  
South Korea has arguably trained a civilising, Orientalist eye on its Asian neighbours, as 
illustrated by its current cultural relationship with Laos (Ainslie, 2016).  Though Laos is seen 
as a key growth market for Korean cultural products (Ainslie, 2016, pp. 19-20), the dynamic 
between the two countries is not necessarily one of equality or mutual admiration (Ainslie, 
2016, pp. 15-16).  South Korea gets the main share of financial profits and international 
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prestige from any cultural exchange with Laos (Ainslie, 2016, pp. 15-16).  Additionally, South 
Korean discourses tend to emphasise poverty and underdevelopment in Laos and South 
Korea’s potential tutelary, modernising role in Laos’ future. (Ainslie, 2016, pp. 20-21) South 
Korea has no conventional colonial relationship with Laos, but has nevertheless come to 
view itself as a mentor and saviour to its developing neighbour.  Little research has been 
conducted (in English) regarding Laos’ reaction to this dynamic.  However, it is likely to be 
reinforced by the Laotian government’s own nation branding strategies (Lee, 2021).  Laos’ 
current approach, epitomised by the slogan “Laos is simply beautiful,” has been described 
as a “pragmatic” form of “re-Orientalism,” wherein a non-Western country recapitulates 
established tropes of Orientalism for financial or other gain (Lee, 2021, p. 35). Laos has seized 
the classic Orientalist trope of an exotic land as an unspoiled, unchanging paradise, 
exploiting it for its own economic benefit.  While this reflects some agency on the part of 
Laos’ tourism industry and authorities, it does reinforce the discursive systems that keep 
ex-colonies like Laos marginalised in a still-Eurocentric world. As South Korea joins the 
more privileged countries in this world order, its uneven relationship with Laos is likely to 
consolidate further.   

Official framings of the Rhythm of Korea campaign are undeniably compatible with this 
incipient cultural saviour role, given their stated goal of wanting to “cheer up the world” 
during the ongoing pandemic (Kang, 2020). According to this framing, the campaign is not 
about soliciting tourists’ interest (and money), but about a well-off nation giving of its talent 
and resources to help a suffering world: advertisement as charity. South Korea is adopting 
the privileged position of giver-healer that, in Orientalist discourses, is conventionally 
accorded to Western countries—albeit directed at the world at large, rather than 
underdeveloped “Third World” countries. The idea that this “cheering up” is done through 
cultural innovation and cheeky irreverence, as opposed to a vaguely-defined Eastern 
mysticism, further distances South Korea from the status of “Oriental” nation. 

The study of South Korea’s cultural relations with its Asian neighbours will be critical over 
the coming decades.  Only time will tell whether South Korea intensifies its own Orientalist 
gaze, or forges different types of relationships with its neighbours.  Indeed, such shifts in 
South Korea’s self-presentation on the global stage, as well as its relationship with certain 
other non-Western countries, might cohere into an overall rise of Occidentalism in South 
Korea.  By Occidentalism, I refer to the process by which countries use Orientalism to 
construct a concept of the West, and conceptualise themselves as part of that West 
(Massad, 2015, pp. 83-84).  Occidentalism tends to be discussed as a cultural practice of 
countries that are already established as Western (Massad, 2015, pp. 83-84).  South Korea, 
however, potentially offers the opportunity to observe a country gradually shifting into a 
global cultural role very similar to that of a Western country.  As South Korea becomes more 
globally prominent and less conventionally exotic, it may also Orientalising discourses to 
align itself with Western countries. It will attain more authority to set global cultural 
standards, and, of course, designate who and what is Other and exotic. 

 

5. Conclusion 
The Feel the Rhythm of Korea video campaign is a fascinating step in South Korea’s 
evolving nation branding strategy.  It differs both from preceding tourism marketing and 
from present-day nation-branding strategies as embodied by more mainstream forms of 
hallyu, i.e. the “Korean wave” of material and media products currently raising South 
Korea’s global cultural profile through their mass export. Regardless of its shapers’ 
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intentions, it has subverted some of the fundamental elements of Orientalist narratives 
about “Eastern” tourist destinations.  In a world where such assumptions are still very 
common, the success of a campaign that so decidedly leaves them behind is quite 
significant.  Orientalism is premised on naturalised binaries, and the process of an East 
Asian country “becoming” Western calls these binaries into question. Legitimate questions 
around the value of such a shift need not detract from the impact of the accompanying 
destabilisation of East-West dichotomies. 

Then again, the campaign’s success does not necessarily portend the death of Orientalism, 
nor is it a widely-applicable template for other rising cultural powers.  South Korea might 
be acting more like a “Western” power, including evolving a tendency to Other or 
Orientalise fellow Asian countries. This shift shows that the East-West divide can be crossed, 
but reaffirms the existence of the binary itself. It is also possible that South Korea will 
introduce more conventionally Orientalist notions into future nation branding efforts in 
order to placate audiences familiar with such tropes.   

Non-Western countries aiming at a more central position of global cultural influence must 
expect difficulties, should they attempt other similarly subversive campaigns. A position of 
affluence and stability should accompany or even precede attempts to transcend 
Orientalist nation branding. Unfortunately, the ongoing pandemic has exacerbated 
inequalities between countries, and reinforced us-them and West-East binaries, placing 
such prerequisites even further out of reach for some. South Korea’s shifting status in a still-
Eurocentric world is not likely to signal similar developments for its neighbours in the 
foreseeable future. 

 

6. Suggestions for Further Study 
In this final section, I lay out some possible research directions for myself and others who 
are interested in exploring the topic further. Firstly, one might analyse how the Feel the 
Rhythm of Korea campaign has impacted the alternative music and dance scene of South 
Korea.  Leenalchi can be understood as part of a larger alternative music scene in South 
Korea, as represented by the artists who have performed live for YouTube channel Onstage 
2.0.  Leenalchi has performed one of its most famous tracks, “Tiger is Coming,” for the 
channel; the track served as the backing for the Feel the Rhythm of Korea video set in Seoul.  
Leenalchi’s fame as the band behind the campaign’s music might be understood as a key 
development in the scene’s evolution.  In the coming years, a researcher might examine 
this impact, especially pertaining to alternative or indie South Korean music artists’ 
consideration (or lack thereof) for a potential international audience. 

Secondly, the Rhythm of Korea campaign’s trajectory can be a jumping-off point for 
deepening our understanding of shifts in tourism marketing or nation branding.  Process 
tracing approaches could be useful here. What were the internal dynamics of the relevant 
South Korean government ministries that paved the way for the Feel the Rhythm of Korea 
campaign?  How did new ways of conceptualising tourism enter this official realm?  To 
what extent were foreign consultants or trainers involved?  Can generational shifts (i.e. 
hiring and promotion of younger, differently-trained officials) account for much of the 
changes?  Such a study might be expanded comparatively towards the tourism strategies 
or structures of other non-Western countries. One need not necessarily look for a country 
that has implemented similar strategies to those of South Korea. A comparative case where 
major changes and improvements in tourism strategy also occurred will suffice, as the 
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findings can show how successful changes in strategy come about.  Conversely, we can 
learn more about why some countries seem to keep recapitulating the same limiting or 
downright ineffective marketing strategies. 

Wider questions about the possible Occidentalisation of South Korea might be explored as 
well. Clear indicators of Occidentalism on South Korea’s part would be the rise of an 
exoticising, paternalist gaze towards “Eastern” countries. Searching for and measuring 
such indicators would be a fruitful agenda for future research. For example: Is South Korea 
distancing itself culturally and politically from other non-Western countries, especially its 
regional neighbours? Its partnership with ASEAN is an appropriate measure for this. Future 
research could not only examine the degree to which South Korea prioritises this 
relationship, but also the position it assumes. Is there a growing degree of equality (at least 
symbolically or discursively) between South Korea and ASEAN, or does South Korea behave 
paternalistically, by providing funds, technology, and knowledge transfer in exchange for 
the easy imposition of its will?  Of course, South Korea’s relationship with other Asian 
countries or regional organisations takes shape outside formal international relations as 
well. Changing portrayals of other Asian countries and nationals in South Korean popular 
media would be useful indicators of growing or shrinking cultural distance, as is the 
treatment of immigrants and tourists from other Asian countries.  This gives a sense of the 
building—or deterioration and dismantling—of common identity with other Asians on the 
level of daily life. A sense of connection vs. distance regarding nationals from less 
prosperous Asian countries, like the aforementioned Laos, is especially relevant to this 
research agenda. 

As we move deeper into the century that is supposed to witness the rise (or resurgence) of 
Asia, it is important to develop increasingly nuanced views of how the continent’s countries 
try to position themselves in an order that still reflects Eurocentrism, but will have 
increasing room for various types of subversion by non-Western powers. 
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Abstract 
The European Union and South Korea consolidated their Strategic Partnership and 
Framework Agreement in 2010, which then marked the start of a tighter relationship and 
stronger cooperation in selected areas. Following up, they signed a Free Trade Agreement 
which was later ratified by both parties in 2015. In the framework of the Free Trade 
Agreement, a Protocol on Cultural Cooperation was also established. The Protocol on 
Cultural Cooperation launched a dialogue between both parties on topics such as cultural 
exchange in the audio-visual industry, promoting local and regional cultural content or 
promoting cultural heritage, amongst others. Therefore, it mainly focuses on audio-visual 
works, performing arts, publications and the protection of cultural heritage sites and 
historic monuments. However, South Korea has recently become a growing exporter of its 
pop culture, which has gained major popularity in what is known as the Korean or Hallyu 
wave. This global phenomenon has dotted the country of an influence and soft power 
without precedents. 

On this basis, this paper aims to provide an overview on the Protocol on Cultural 
Cooperation enacted by the European Union and South Korea, focusing mainly on 
examining its proposals and offering recommendations to strengthen cooperation 
between both signatories considering the recent growth of the South Korean cultural 
industry. This study aims to explore the background of the agreement, and then expose 
the findings on its current status. Following up, recommendations will be issued focusing 
on the contemporary developments of the South Korean music, audio-visual industries, 
and the possible involvement of more youth representation in the cultural relations 
between the European Union and South Korea.  

Keywords: Protocol on Cultural Cooperation, South Korea, European Union, Cultural 
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1. Introduction 
The European Union (hereafter: the EU) and the Republic of South Korea (hereafter: South 
Korea) are two of the largest trading partners in the world. Its cooperative relationship only 
started after South Korea’s rocky path to democracy culminated in the 1997 elections, in 
which democrat candidate Kim Dae-jung won in an astounding battle against dictatorship 
and authoritarianism. Following his success in the polls, he started making changes that 
would alter South Korea’s position in the international system, such as taking the 
International Monetary Fund’s advice to recover the economy (Kim, 2000), and creating the 
Sunshine Policy in an aim to reconcile with North Korea (Moon, 2001). Transformations did 
not take long, as the EU and South Korea signed a Trade and Cooperation agreement in 
1996, which entered into force in 2001. The key points of this agreement were the will to 
strengthen cooperation regarding trade and establishing more dialogue between the two 
parties (Pardo et al, 2018). After three years of negotiations, a Free Trade Agreement 
(hereafter: FTA) was signed in 2010, becoming the first FTA the EU had signed with an Asian 
country. It also marked the beginning of a Strategic Partnership between both parties, 
since the EU searched for potential partners to promote a global order focused on fields 
such as trade, environmental policy, and energy (Ferreira-Pereira & Vieira, 2016).  

Moreover, both parties took their relationship to the next step in the 2010 FTA, when the 
Protocol on Cultural Cooperation (hereafter: the Protocol) was presented. In a surprising 
move, the EU and South Korea took conscience of the need to protect their cultural 
industries and saw the opportunity to strengthen them through a cooperation framework. 

Although a great initiative that sets the bases in the cultural area, it has not been revised 
since its creation more than ten years ago. Yet, the world has changed majorly in the last 
decade, as new technologies have become mainstream, propelling a change in culture, or 
at least how we thought of it before. Trends nowadays change rapidly, and agreements 
should be able to adapt to a new era.  

Therefore, this article aims to examine and review the Protocol, in an attempt to see if there 
is any room for improvement. By delving into its creation and implementation, it will be 
easier to see if it could be better, or at least open a discussion about the reassessment of 
agreements and how they must adapt to new times and changes. Firstly, it is necessary to 
provide a background and give context to the FTA and the Protocol. Then, the present 
status of the Protocol will be analysed. Accordingly, the current challenges will be 
examined, and recommendations regarding the type of content produced and the 
revitalisation of the Protocol will be issued. Finally, the conclusions of the paper will be 
exposed.  

 

2. Background: The Free Trade Agreement and the Protocol  
 

2.1 The Free Trade Agreement 
Although the signature of the FTA between the EU and South Korea took place in Brussels 
in 2010, it was not until 2015 that the agreement entered fully into force, as it was applied 
on a provisional basis before then.  The FTA between the EU and South Korea is a pioneer 
in many aspects, as it was the first ever FTA signed between the EU and an Asian country. 
It also covers many unprecedented areas: not only are import taxes virtually eradicated, but 
liberalisation in the trade of services is exacerbated, as well as the incorporation of very 
important World Trade Organisation’s rules such as the prohibition of import and export 
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restrictions. There are also specific annexes on consumer electronics, automotive products, 
pharmaceuticals, and chemicals that aim to cater to these detailed sectors, foster a 
healthier and more transparent trade relation, and implement cooperation mechanisms, 
such as working groups. The agreement also comprises different commitments and 
provisions regarding intellectual property, government procurement or competition, and 
so on (Free Trade Agreement between the European Union and the Republic of Korea, 
2011).  

Although not the first agreement between both parties, the new framework aimed to 
expand cooperation on new millennium industry sectors and adapt to fast-paced 
globalisation breaking traditional trade barriers. According to a press release in 2016 by the 
European Commission, EU exports to South Korea increased by 55% in the first five years of 
implementation (albeit provisional) of the FTA (European Commission, 2016). Moreover, the 
tenth anniversary of the agreement in 2021 is to be celebrated with astounding data: there 
has been more than a 50% growth in bilateral trade, which has reached over 110 billion 
euros, trade in goods grew by 46% from 2010 to 2020, and trade in services recorded a 
growth of 86% in 2019 compared to 2010 (European Commission, 2021b).  

Aside from the economic aspects of the FTA, the agreement also includes different 
protocols in its annexes, in which the Protocol can be found. This is very significant, as it 
demonstrates the wide scope of the “second generation” trade agreements, different from 
the “first generation” in the sense that these were focused mainly on tariff elimination and 
more classic aspects of trade agreements, while the newer ones intended to create more 
profound links and foster cooperation that went further than purely economic relations.  

 

2.2 The Protocol 
The Protocol aims to promote the UNESCO Convention and its values. It is a framework to 
support cooperation and exchange on the different cultural policies. It explicitly mentions 
the areas of publications, performing arts, cultural heritage sites and monuments, and the 
audio-visual sector. It also wants to provide better resources for the professionals involved 
in the cultural sector, thus allowing them to work in both parties’ territory (Protocol on 
Cultural Cooperation, 2010).  

The Protocol has two sections, Section A and Section B, covering ten articles. In the first 
section (articles 1 to 4), the horizontal provisions are found. These horizontal provisions are 
made of articles that set the guidelines for the functioning of the agreement. The articles 
comment on the fostering of the cultural exchanges and dialogue, as well as the creation 
of a Committee on Cultural Cooperation (hereafter: the Committee), which serves the same 
purpose as the Trade Committee and has an independent jurisdiction. Moreover, the 
dispute settlement mechanism is the same as the one found in Chapter 14 of the FTA. 
Finally, there are the resolutions on artists and other cultural professionals and 
practitioners. Parties agree to facilitate the entry into and temporary stay in their territories 
of cultural professionals from the other party and the conditions for it to happen. 

The sectoral provisions are found in the second section of the Protocol (articles 5 to 10). The 
sectoral provisions are divided into Sub-section A, Provisions Related to Audio-visual Works, 
and Sub-section B, Promotion of Cultural Sectors other than Audio-Visual.  

In the first sub-section, the Protocol mentions that the co-production of audio-visual works 
shall be encouraged by both parties financially and negotiations-wise. It then poses the 
specific conditions in which the co-productions can benefit from the agreements made on 
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the Protocol. Also, in Sub-section A, more kinds of cooperation regarding audio-visual 
works are mentioned. In the last article of the first sub-section, the guidelines for the 
temporary importation of material and equipment for the purpose of shooting audio-visual 
works are established.  

Moving over to Sub-section B, this part of the Protocol starts with the framework for the 
performing arts, where joint productions are encouraged. Then it moves onto publications, 
where programmes such as fairs, seminars, literary events, and co-publishing translations 
and professional exchanges of workers in the sector shall facilitate the exchange of 
publications of the other party. Finally, the last article of Sub-section B mentions the 
protection of cultural heritage sites and historical monuments. It encourages the exchange 
and promotion of them following UNESCO’s world heritage mission. The aim of following 
UNESCO’s mission is to facilitate the exchange of experts, spread awareness of the 
importance of historic monuments and promote legislation and new measures to protect 
and integrate heritage into local life (Protocol on Cultural Cooperation, 2010). 

 

3. Present Status  
In the 2013 EU-South Korea: Current Trends of Cultural Exchange and Future Perspective 
report (hereafter: the 2013 report), the state of the cooperation between both parties was 
assessed, as well as their future goals regarding cultural exchanges. However, it was clear 
that audio-visual co-production, a focal area in the Protocol, had not shown astounding 
results. From 2009 to 2020, China and South Korea had co-produced 149 films, while the 
EU and South Korea had cooperated on 57 films (Go, 2021). Moreover, out of these 57 co-
produced films, 41 were alongside France, as a bilateral agreement was signed in 2006 (Go, 
2021). Some examples of co-produced films between France and South Korea are The 
Flower of Evil (2009), Zero Sum (2016) and Tour: The Best 49 Days of my Life (2017). Other 
EU and South Korea’s co-produced works include Italy and South Korea’s Second Twenty 
(2013) or Spain and South Korea’s Zombie Dumb (2017).  

Moreover, another issue that has been around for some years, as it was already mentioned 
in the 2013 report, is the fact that sometimes Member States, like France, do not see eye to 
eye with South Korea because of the nature of co-productions: while the French intend to 
create more artistic films, South Korea tends to look at the commercial part of a project (Le 
Sourd et al, 2013). Therefore, most of these co-produced films could be classified as indie 
cinema, not commercial. This means that, although a great cultural exchange, the possible 
benefits from creating true commercial film or television series blockbusters between the 
EU and South Korea continue to be unexplored.  

As mentioned earlier, another critical point for the Protocol is performing arts. The 
Committee meets annually and has had some achievements worth noting. The annual 
sessions held between 2016 and 2019 facilitated the participation of South Korean artists in 
the EU’s Creative Europe Programme, as well as European festivals. European artists were 
also invited to the annual Performing Arts Market in Seoul (hereafter: PAMS) in 2018. 
Moreover, PAMS selected Europe in general as a key area in 2007, 2012 and 2018. Other 
organisations, such as the Korea Foundation, also worked with PAMS and allowed artists to 
perform in European countries that were relatively foreign to Korean culture (Go, 2021). 
Therefore, it could be said that performing arts are being supported, yet, with the 
widespread of Korean mainstream music, maybe the challenge is to integrate performing 
arts not only into the more alternative creative spaces, but also the daily discourse.  
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Although these efforts show a will to strengthen cultural ties between both countries, aside 
from the events mentioned above, the Protocol has not been as exploited as some may 
think. President Moon Jae-in emphasised in 2020 that South Korea planned on reinforcing 
cooperation with the EU. After ten years of Strategic Partnership, both parties agreed on 
focusing on the post-Covid-19 era (Choi, 2020). Moreover, in 2021, the 9th meeting of the 
Trade Committee took place. Both parties agreed to continue the new trade union 
legislation, review and extend the list of geographical indications protected in the Annexes 
of the FTA and other motions (European Commission, 2021a). It is safe to say that future 
plans are being made regarding the FTA, yet the Protocol seems to stay more static for 
now.  

 

4. Challenges and Room for Improvement 
 

4.1 Challenges Found in the Horizontal Provisions 
It is mentioned in Article 3 of the Protocol that those who will be part of the Committee 
shall be formed by each party’s senior officials from the administration with expertise and 
experience in cultural matters and practices. It is also said that each party shall establish a 
Domestic Advisory Group composed of cultural and audio-visual representatives active in 
the fields covered by the Protocol, which can act as consultants.  

Nonetheless, although there are qualified senior officials in charge of the Protocol, fostering 
the youth involvement in public institutions is essential. Not only does the youth deserve a 
platform to raise their voice, but being aware of the latest incidents is vital to strengthen 
and optimise the Protocol: as culture evolves in a technology-led world, a diverse cultural 
environment is the goal, so governments and public institutions should take a fresh look at 
how it can be met (Burri, 2012).  

According to a study by a group of researchers led by Professor Shepherd Zeldin (2000), 
young people can have powerful and positive effects on adults and organisations, as they 
often speak their minds and bring a fresh perspective to organisational decision-making. 
The United Nations states that listening to young people and making them partners in the 
decision-making process can help governments enact more effective and legitimate 
policies and programmes for youth (2020). Moreover, synergy stems from the good fit 
between youth and adults who are in different stages of their lives, and therefore have 
different interests, skills, and experiences to bring to the table (Zieldin et al, 2000). 

Following initiatives such as the Youth Delegate Programme from the United Nations, 
there are ways in which young professionals can participate in diplomacy issues. The United 
Nations Youth Delegates represent the interests of the young people in their countries and 
help foster a debate on important issues in their communities. They are active participants 
in many intergovernmental conferences, such as the General Assembly or commissions of 
the Economic and Social Council (United Nations, n.d). Additionally, they organise informal 
meetings with diplomats or other professionals to offer them their point of view on issues 
that concern the youth.  

It should be noted that there are some non-profit organisations that do take measures to 
foster cultural exchanges between Europe and Asia, such as the Asia-Europe Meeting, from 
which the Asia-Europe Foundation is its permanent institution. The events have been 
successful in establishing meetings with Culture Ministers from Asia and Europe, 
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connecting civil societies, or creating cultural festivals to improve intercultural relations 
(Asia-Europe Foundation, n.d). Although they often partner with the EU and several of its 
institutions and organisations, it is important to remember that a non-profit organisation 
should act in a supplementary capacity, otherwise the State, or in this case the Member 
States, have proved to be inefficient in a particular situation (Lage & Brant, 2008). Therefore, 
cultural exchanges, as well as youth programmes to foster cooperation between the EU 
and South Korea, should fall into the action scope of the Protocol.  

 

4.2 Challenges Found in the Sectoral Provisions 
There are two main issues in the Protocol’s sectoral provisions that are interconnected: the 
prerequisites for the co-producing of audio-visual works and the type of content that is 
being produced by the EU and South Korea.  

Starting with the first challenge, there are various reasons as to why co-produced audio-
visual works are oftentimes difficult to manage. Yecies (2009), a Professor from the 
University of Wollongong, sums it up perfectly as he identifies five main reasons as to why 
international co-production agreements can be impractical: they are too complex, they 
often do not regard the funding options of the main partner’s native country, there are two 
sets of funding, paperwork and bureaucracy and staff, they can be more costly, and 
geographical differences can become an obstacle. 

In the case of the Protocol, the main problem lies with the complexity of the prerequisites 
to apply for funding, contemplated in Article 5. Not only are there two sets of national 
subsidies prerequisites (the EU’s and South Korea’s), but the Protocol also has some of its 
own. For example, in co-produced audio-visual works, the technical and artistic 
contribution of each Party’s producers altogether shall not vary by more than 20% 
compared to their financial contribution and cannot represent more than 70% percent of 
the overall contribution (Protocol on Cultural Cooperation, 2010). These difficult concepts 
propel some authors to argue that the application for funds can be too restrictive in the 
sense that not only the business aspect cannot be optimised, but also that the creative 
process suffers to obtain the approval of the providing institutions (Parc, 2020).  

If it is difficult for co-produced films to have a chance, television series have it even harder, 
which ties in with the second issue: the type of content being co-produced. 

Co-produced television series are not a new phenomenon, and if done right, they can 
become true successes, like the Scandinavian co-production Borgen, or the United 
Kingdom and United States’ Downton Abbey (Bondebjerg, 2016). Furthermore, data shows 
that co-production is an increasing trend. Creative Europe MEDIA reported that in 2019, the 
call for proposals to receive public EU funds to produce television series saw an increase of 
co-production projects: from 59 applications, 70% of them were co-productions (European 
Commission, 2019).  

Korean series have become such an important part of Korean culture exports that Netflix 
has made millionaire deals with South Korean production companies like Studio Dragon 
and television channels such as JTBC or TVN (MacDonald, 2019). Moreover, a demand for K-
Dramas has been increasingly penetrating European countries: popular Korean series Boys 
Over Flowers (2009) was distributed in France, and Jewel in the Palace (2003) was also 
acquired by Romania (Le Sourd et al, 2013). Therefore, although South Korea is famous for 
its diverse and well-produced television series, there are few details about Korean series 
being co-produced with the EU and thus promoted in the region. Furthermore, what is 
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more shocking is that top-rated Korean series, like Memories of Alhambra or Legend of the 
Blue Sea, have scenes filmed in Spain and Hungary (Salud, 2020), yet there are no official 
reports indicating that this cooperation was thanks to the Protocol.  

Moreover, the issue on the type of content that is overseen by the Protocol also affects the 
performing arts sector. According to the EU, the term of performing arts covers theatre, 
dance, opera, music, circus, street performers, puppetry, and all interdisciplinary works 
(European Parliament, 2002). In the Protocol, performing arts do not have the same focus 
as audio-visual works, which is arguably a big mistake, because even if music is implicitly 
included in the Protocol, it should have a lot more importance considering that South 
Korea has been creating state policies that emphasise and recognise the musical industry’s 
soft power capabilities since the mid 1990s. These state policies have succeeded greatly: 
the Hallyu wave has had a great impact on pop culture, and the most notorious example 
of this is the K-Pop phenomenon. In 2018, the four top K-Pop companies alone hit 
approximately US $1 billion (Tan, 2019). Since then, the Korean music trend has not slowed 
down, as in July 2021, K-Pop band BTS sold more than 1 million tickets for a streaming 
concert, which grossed over US $70 million (Shapiro, 2021). With one of the parties of the 
Protocol being so invested in their music sector, it seems strange that cooperation in this 
area is not as boosted as it should.  

 

5. Recommendations for the Improvement of the Protocol 
There are some key recommendations for the possible improvement of the Protocol, or to 
at least open a discussion so that further literature can start a debate on these issues. Firstly, 
starting with the challenges discussed on the horizontal provisions, the Protocol could be 
revitalised by opening spaces in which the youth from the EU and South Korea could voice 
their opinions. Then, in the sectoral provisions, the main recommendation is to widen the 
type of content that is being co-produced due to the Protocol, with a special focus on films, 
television series and music, considering the success of the Hallyu wave worldwide. 

Therefore, regarding the horizontal provisions, a way to improve communication and 
better the Protocol could be by incorporating the youth into the functioning of the 
Committee. As mentioned before, each party must create a Domestic Advisory Group 
formed by professionals who shall assist and give recommendations to the Committee. 
Hence, the role that young people could perform is to form another advisory group, formed 
by both young representatives from the EU and South Korea that would more or less follow 
the idea of the Youth Delegate Programme. It could participate in the Committee 
meetings, which meets at least once a year, and have, for example, trimester meetings to 
prepare consultative reports and recommendations to give to the Committee. By having 
two groups, one formed by professionals and the other one representing the youth of each 
party, not only would the Committee be greatly assessed, but young people could also 
make their voice and needs heard.  

Moving over to the sectoral provisions, research shows that trade agreements or cultural 
protocols can stimulate the co-production of films and series, but they need to be 
formulated correctly in order to eliminate or reduce discriminatory, thus strict, subsidy 
schemes (Parc & Messerlin). If not, and as mentioned earlier, co-produced audio-visual 
works will see themselves being limited to films d’auteur that only aim to enter European 
film festivals (Go, 2021). 



Journal of Asia and Europe Relations, Vol. 1, No. 1, ISSN 2754-3323 

 

58       

Lastly, the Korean music industry has grown so much in the past few years that it does not 
make sense for it not to be highlighted in the Protocol: the study Korea Focus: Exporting 
the Korean Wave to Europe concluded that South Korea’s cultural exports had a sizeable 
effect on the exports of its consumption goods to Europe, and the largest effect originated 
from the exports of music products, as expected from the K-Pop phenomenon (Cho, 2020).  

Therefore, the final advice regarding the sectoral provisions is to not forget that the 
Protocol is an annex to the FTA signed between the EU and South Korea. Thus, the 
economic aspect of it should not be neglected: if there is a high demand for commercial 
and trendy television series, films and Korean music, there should be a substantial offer 
from the public sector, as there is from the private companies.  

 

6. Conclusions 
The previous recommendations have not been issued because the original agreement is 
intrinsically wrong but rather because it can be optimised and updated. The Protocol 
entered into force ten years ago, and many things have changed in the last decade. Not 
only has there been the technological boom, but new transnational issues such as climate 
change, worldwide epidemics or cybercrime have arisen. These issues have made different 
societies realise that in order to tackle them, national borders do not suffice. Therefore, 
there must be trust put in international organisations and bilateral cooperation to fight 
against them.  

As previously mentioned, the EU and South Korea planned a revision of its Strategic 
Partnership to strengthen ties between both parties. However, it has been postponed due 
to the Covid-19 pandemic. Yet, the Protocol seems to be continuously forgotten, and it does 
not have a clear explanation as to why. As the world changes, priorities do as well, and the 
Covid-19 pandemic has highlighted that in darker times, what brings comfort and 
distraction is culture. Therefore, even if it seems difficult, countries and public institutions 
should make more efforts to protect it. That is why this article was focused on highlighting 
some things that may be missing from the Protocol. Starting with the horizontal provisions 
found in the Protocol, youth involvement and the revitalisation of the agreement could be 
a key point for strengthening cooperation between both parties. Young professionals being 
part of the existing institutions or creating new ones could offer new insights that maybe 
have not been achieved yet due to bureaucracy or simply because of generational gaps. It 
would also mean that the relationship between the EU and South Korea does contemplate 
future generations.  

Regarding the sectoral provisions, simplifying the co-production and subsidy scheme and 
widening the type of content provided by the Protocol is essential to ensure an accurate 
representation of current times where culture trends are concerned. Exploring the series 
co-production sector while relaxing the subsidies application process and including music 
as a key element of the Protocol could not only suppose big economic gains for the EU, but 
also create deeper bonds than the ones that are already in existence or contemplated in 
the Protocol.  

It must be mentioned that some difficulties have been encountered while writing this 
article. The most notorious one is the lack of information regarding the Protocol. There are 
not many official records of its achievements. The data or results found are of original 
creation, by academic researchers who have previously contributed to the literary 
discourse on the matter. The European Commission made some new publications on the 
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annual meetings of the Committee, but they are neither very complete nor easy to find. 
This does not give a lot of trust to the Protocol, as one wonders if exciting events are 
happening that are being missed or not recorded.  

Aside from that, this article was able to achieve its objectives in the sense that it explained 
the importance of the Protocol inside the FTA, as well as issued a few recommendations to 
improve it now that it marks its ten-year anniversary. If not, at least these suggestions can 
serve as a point of discussion for future research and debate. Finally, it is vital to be 
reminded that South Korea is the first Asian country ever to sign an FTA. Hence, entering a 
Strategic Partnership with the EU should not be taken lightly. The trust put into these 
agreements, and the will to better the existing relations means that both parties are serious 
about cooperation and their relationship. However, there is a part of the FTA that has not 
been explored enough, and, as countries navigate and try to adapt to the changes that new 
decades bring, agreements and treaties should follow.   
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Abstract 

Western countries are primarily responsible for the past and present greenhouse gas 
emissions, but the main victims of the climate change effects are those states who lack the 
resources and infrastructure to cope with the damage caused by the climate crisis. Floods 
such as those in Thailand or Cambodia, or the disappearance of numerous islands in the 
Pacific are some of the examples of the consequences of global warming in developing 
countries of Southeast Asia. This paper aims to analyse the responsibility and obligation of 
the EU to adopt an efficient external adaptation policy in relation to the effects of climate 
change on the Asian continent. As one of the most significant historical polluters, and as a 
colonial actor, the European Union should recognise its causal, moral and legal 
responsibility and its consequent obligation to repair and compensate less developed 
countries for the harmful and even irreparable effects of climate change. Therefore, the 
present research analyses the restoration and compensation measures adopted so far by 
European countries in Asia. In particular, it considers two case studies of adaptation 
measures financed or implemented by the European Union in Cambodia and in the Low 
Mekong River Basin.  From these considerations, it will be possible to identify the mistakes 
made to date, as well as the strategies that have achieved the agreed objectives, so that 
they can be applied to forthcoming challenges such as climate migration or the structural 
transformation of emerging economies towards a zero-emission model. 

Keywords: Climate Change, Responsibility, European Union, Adaptation Measures 

 

1. Introduction 
As has been confirmed by IPCC reports on several occasions, the regions where the effects 
of global warming are being most aggressive are also the regions that have generated the 
least emissions throughout history (Allen et al., 2018). These areas are mainly concentrated 
in the African continent, Southeast Asia, and the Pacific islands, and most of them are still 
suffering from the effects of European colonialism and imperialism (Allen et al., 2018).  

Specifically, in Southeast Asia, countries such as Vietnam, Myanmar, the Philippines, and 
Thailand are among the 10 countries in the world most affected by climate change in the 
past 20 years (Eckstein et al., 2017): in those areas the effects of global warming are causing 
great disruption as rising temperatures, rising water levels and new weather patterns 
directly affect sectors such as agriculture, fisheries and water management (Prakach, 2018). 
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It is expected that these effects will produce losses reaching 11% of gross domestic product 
by 2100, increasing the poverty level of many families and worsening access to food (Asian 
Development Bank, 2015).  All of these issues constitute urgent challenges and it is 
therefore also urgent to determine the actors involved in Climate Change, whether they 
have the obligation to respond, and how they might go about it. 

In particular, the European Union is an actor that for the last twenty years has advocated 
the implementation of green measures through an external policy that seeks to strengthen 
the resilience of countries that are victims of global warming (European Council, 2019) . 
However, it is necessary to analyse whether the EU's implementation of such measures 
depends exclusively on its will and climate leadership, or whether it is a moral and legal 
obligation born from its role as a historical polluting actor and colonial entity. 

This paper will analyse whether the European Union has a responsibility to take adaptation 
measures in Southeast Asia and, once this is answered, it will determine what these 
measures should consist of. Subsequently, it will be necessary to analyse a series of case 
studies to understand the EU's current approach to the climate challenge in the region, 
and from this to elucidate lessons and opportunities for the future.  

First, it will be necessary to analyse the concept of climate responsibility, and the three 
dimensions from which the academic literature analyses the matter: causal responsibility, 
moral responsibility and legal responsibility. Once this conceptual framework has been 
clarified, the extent to which the European Union might be found responsible will be 
determined given the three points of view mentioned above, and they will be suggested 
what obligations might arise from this responsibility.  

Once the existence of EU responsibility has been established, it will be necessary to 
consider how the climate obligations which arise from it are to be fulfilled; in particular, 
how adaptation measures are to be implemented in order to carry out effective reparation 
and increase the resilience of the recipient countries. In this section, the requirements for 
these measures to respect the sovereignty of countries will be discussed, as well as the 
methods to ensure that these measures are inclusive and equitable. 

The final section will contain an analysis of two projects for the implementation of 
adaptation measures by the European Union in Southeast Asian countries. In particular, 
the responsibility on the part of the European Union will be studied in regions such as 
Cambodia and the Mekong River area since: (i) they are one of the main regions hit by the 
effects of climate change where most climate urgency exists (Asia Development Bank, 
2021); (ii) they account for the 8.5% of the world's population (UNDESA, 2019); and (iii) due to 
colonial structures they have suffered from a lack of technological, economic and political 
development that they carry over to the present time (Derks, 2012, pp. 395–416).  

For this, it will be necessary to study the role of international actors, and especially the 
responsibility of the European Union in each case, as well as the role of national actors and 
stakeholders. There will be a special emphasis on determining whether the mechanisms 
used respect the sovereignty and independence of the recipient country, and whether they 
are adapted to the specific needs of the region. Finally, lessons and opportunities will be 
drawn which will allow current and future projects to efficiently meet their objectives and 
strengthen the resilience of Asian countries.  

The first case will be the Cambodia Climate Change Alliance, a climate adaptation project 
in Cambodia, which is still in its third phase. This project makes it possible to study the 
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measures taken in the poorest country in the region, where the effects of climate change 
are particularly severe and where the consequences of French imperialism are still being 
felt (Chhair & Ung, 2016). The project has so far produced satisfactory results (GCCA+, 2019), 
and is therefore useful for looking at synergies between national and international actors.  

The second case will be the Mekong River Commission's Climate Change and Adaptation 
Initiative, a project in the Low Mekong River Basin area. This project was completed, and 
the results were not as desired (GCCA+, 2012). In this way, it will be possible to determine 
what elements affected the failure to achieve the objectives, if the approach taken by the 
international actors contributed to the unsatisfactory results, and what different challenges 
arise in the case of projects involving multiple countries.  

Through the above-mentioned conceptual and practical analysis of climate responsibility 
and adaptation measures, it will be possible to draw a number of conclusions with the aim 
of fostering more inclusive, effective action that builds on the strengths of international 
cooperation.  

 

2. The Concept of Climate Responsibility, and the Role of the European 
Union as Responsible for the Effects of Climate Change.  
It is essential to determine responsibility for the effects of climate change, that is to say. the 
actors and factors causing a situation that is globally affecting the most disadvantaged. 
Such an assignment of responsibility does not merely aim to describe the structure of the 
world, but seeks to serve as an instrument of intervention and redress (Jamieson, 1970).  

Although the term climate responsibility is not free of debate, in order to delimit it this 
paper will  resort to the principles contained in the Stockholm Declaration of 1972, which 
was the first document in history on international environmental law, in which the right to 
preserve a healthy natural environment was recognised.  

First, Principle 21 of the Stockholm Declaration states that "States have (...) the responsibility 
to ensure that activities within their jurisdiction or control do not cause damage to the 
environment of other States or of areas beyond the limits of national jurisdiction".  

Likewise, Principle 22, determines that "States shall cooperate to develop further the 
international law regarding liability and compensation for the victims of pollution and 
other environmental damage caused by activities within the jurisdiction or control of such 
States to areas beyond their jurisdiction" since the concept of climate responsibility 
contained in the Declaration necessarily entails the obligation to respond to one's own 
actions and to redress the grievances of others.  

From the aforementioned principles, contemporary academia has inferred that, although 
the definition of responsibility is itself moot, it is possible to analyze it from a three-
dimensional perspective which includes causal responsibility, moral responsibility and 
legal responsibility (Langsam & Coleman, 1995).  

Thus, in the following sections we will analyse the climate responsibility in the Stockholm 
Declaration from each of the above-mentioned dimensions. Furthermore, it will be 
analysed whether it is possible to determine that the European Union, due to the large 
amount of historical emissions, and the role of modern imperialism, is causally, morally and 
legally responsible towards the impoverished countries of Southeast Asia for the effects of 
climate change.  
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2.1 Causal Climate Responsibility  
Climate causal responsibility is explicitly included in Principle 21 of the Stockholm 
Declaration, since what it regulates are all those actions that, as stated in the wording, 
cause damage to the environment outside a state jurisdiction, regardless of whether such 
acts are lawful or morally acceptable in those countries.  

When it comes to causal responsibility, we are dealing with the dimension that analyzes 
the liability that arises from the causation of specific damages as a consequence of the acts 
of the responsible agent, in the words of Dale Jamieson "If Jack has a seizure and breaks 
Jill's model airplane, we may say that Jack was causally but not morally or legally 
responsible" (Jamieson, , p.25), since causal responsibility is concerned only with the direct 
relationship between an act and its factual consequences, regardless of the moral or legal 
qualification of those acts and consequences (Talbert, 2019).  

However, when it comes to establishing a direct connection of causes and consequences 
in relation to climate change, it becomes a more complex task, since it is a chain of 
individual actions that give rise to consequences of global effect, and in which there are 
therefore various responsible parties, as well as various affected parties (Vanderhein, 2007).  

By virtue of the above, it is therefore possible to determine that all those entities that carry 
out polluting activities are causally responsible for the effects of climate change 
(Vanderhein, 2007). The direct connection between acts contrary to the environment and 
its consequences has been proven on different occasions by the IPCC reports, in which it is 
made explicit that water discharges, deforestation and the use of fossil fuels by companies, 
individuals and states, are the causes of increased global warming and the effects that this 
entails (Allen et al., 2018).  

In conclusion, states that generate greenhouse gas emissions, deforest or dump polluting 
waste will be held causally responsible for climate change, in proportion to the magnitude 
of their acts, and regardless of whether or not they are morally or causally responsible 
(Vanderheiden, 2011).  

 

2.1.1 The European Union and the Causal Responsibility  
From 1751 to 2017, the EU has emitted 353 billion tons of CO2, i.e. 22% of direct global 
emissions, being the second most polluting actor in the world after the United States 
(Ritchie, 2019).  

The total amount of emissions has led to a global average temperature increase of 1°C 
(Shaftel, 2021), an amount that is projected to increase by 20% for every decade that passes 
if current emissions are not reduced (Shaftel, 2021). However, this increase in temperatures 
has not been homogeneous, and the main victims have been the countries that have 
contributed the least to the problem and that have neither capacity to generate strategic 
responses, nor representation to take part in international decision-making processes 
(Allen et al., 2018). As we can see in Figure 1, warming has been mostly concentrated in 
South and Southeast Asian countries, as well as in regions of Africa. 

For instance, Southeast Asia countries have historically  contributed just  2.1% of the world’s 
total emissions (Ritchie & Roser, 2020). Nonetheless, it is predicted that due to global 
warming the region will suffer rising sea levels, heat waves, drought, and more intense and 
frequent rainfalls (Prakach, 2018).  
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Figure 1 Present-day Warming Across the Globe According to the IPCC  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Framing and Context. In: Global Warming of 1.5°C. An IPCC Special Report on the impacts of 
global warming of 1.5°C above pre-industrial levels and related global greenhouse gas emission 
pathways, in the context of strengthening the global response to the threat of climate change, 
sustainable development, and efforts to eradicate poverty, by Allen, M. R., Dube, O. P., Solecki, W., 
Aragón-Durand, F., Crammer, W., Humphreys, S., Kainuma, M., Kala, J., Mahowald, N., Mulugetta, Y., 
Perez, R., Wairiu, M., & Zickfield, K. (2018), IPCC.  

 

The effects of climate change in these regions take the form of natural disasters, heavy 
rainfalls, droughts, rising sea levels and the destruction of entire ecosystems. As these 
countries are heavily reliant on agriculture and fisheries, the economic impact is 
particularly severe, as it is the impact on food availability. There are also problems of water 
scarcity, with the number of people affected by it expected to rise to 5 billion by 2025, as 
well as health problems related to lack of water and food and the emergence of diseases 
such as malaria and dengue fever (Abeygunawardena et al., 2002). Ultimately this 
translates into increased mortality and forced displacement (Abeygunawardena et al., 
2002). 

Likewise, the modern imperialism of European countries in Southeast Asia during the 19th 
and 20th centuries led to an over-exploitation of agricultural land, intensive deforestation, 
the introduction of foreign plantations, and the structuring of an economic system focused 
on benefiting the metropolis (Boomgard, 1996). This had serious climatic consequences, 
mainly due to deforestation and intense land erosion, as well as political and economic 
consequences, generating great dependence on the part of the former colonies to this day 
and hindering their independence and development (Boomgard, 1996).  

Thus, according to the principles of the Stockholm Declaration, it is possible to determine 
that the European Union’s actions, specifically the historical production of greenhouse 
gases, have directly resulted in increased global warming leading to catastrophic effects in 
Southeast Asia. Consequently, it is possible to state that the EU is causally responsible for 
the effects of climate change in those regions. In this sense, and as will be developed below, 
causal responsibility will derive, in the case of the European Union, in moral responsibility, 
which generates the moral obligation to cease and remedy all those acts harmful to third 
parties. 

Lastly, it is necessary to point out that, as has been mentioned, given that climate 
responsibility arises from a chain of actions throughout history, this implies that there is not 
only one single responsible party. Therefore, even if the European Union admits its climate 
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responsibility, this does not exempt the rest of the polluting countries such as the United 
States, or currently China, from responsibility.  

 

2.2 Moral Climate Responsibility 
Moral responsibility consists in determining whether an actor has a series of powers and 
capacities, and judging whether or not he is acting in an ethically acceptable way in 
accordance with those powers and capacities. However, although moral responsibility 
arises from causal responsibility, there may be a causally responsible person who is not 
morally responsible because he lacks the capacities to be able to act differently or to know 
the error in his actions. Likewise, moral responsibility entails a series of obligations to direct 
one's actions towards what is morally acceptable (Talbert, 2019)  

In the case of climate moral responsibility, the powers and capacities referred to are the 
capacity to know the consequences of the acts carried out, that is, to know the effects of 
emissions, discharges and deforestation on the biosphere, as well as the power to modify 
these actions in order to stop the damage caused (Castán Broto, 2013).  

Therefore, when states and private companies, through the advance of scientific analysis, 
became aware that their actions were contributing to a serious deterioration of the 
environment, and also had the ability to stop or modify those actions, they became morally 
responsible for the effects of climate change at the global level (Held, 1970).  

This moral climate responsibility also generates the ethical obligation (which is not binding) 
to use the powers and capacities of each country to stop polluting acts, as well as to restore 
the damage caused, or in any case, to compensate the victims of such damage 
(Vanderheiden, 2011). Such moral obligations were set out in Principle 22 of the Stockholm 
Declaration, and in the 1992 Rio Declaration, and were further developed by UNESCO's 
Declaration of Ethical Principles in relation to Climate Change in 2017.  

 

2.2.1 The European Union and the Moral Responsibility  
In 1896, Nobel laureate in chemistry Steve Arrehnius first presented a description of global 
warming caused by human activity. However, it was not until the 1980s that humanity 
decided to pay attention to a phenomenon that was becoming increasingly urgent and 
damaging (Grant, 2019).  

It was not until the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) 
in 1992, and subsequently the Kyoto Protocol, that it was globally recognized that 
greenhouse gas emissions by countries had a direct effect on global warming. 

From that very moment, all countries, including the European Union, recognised the 
danger of maintaining the same level of emissions, and committed themselves, according 
to their powers and capacities, to reduce greenhouse gas emissions, as well as to work 
towards a sustainable economic transition, thus recognizing their moral responsibility as 
polluting actors (European Commission, 2021).  

Similarly, European countries acknowledged the effects of their actions during the over-
exploitation of resources in Africa and Asia in the 19th and 20th centuries of modern 
imperialism. Consequently, several European countries have apologised for the abuses 
committed during that period. Examples of this include Britain apologising for the crimes 
committed in Kenya (Engelhart, 2013), the Netherlands retracting for the crimes 
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committed in Indonesia (Vaessen, 2013), and France for the crimes committed in Algeria 
(Fanack, 2018), among others. 

However, it is not possible to determine whether these actions have been sufficient and 
therefore whether they have succeeded in fulfilling the EU's moral climate obligations. This 
is because according to the Climate Change Performance Index of 2021, there is still no 
country that meets the targets necessary to respect the limits set by the 2015 Paris 
Agreement (CICC, 2020; Germanwatch, 2020).  

Consequently, the European Union remains morally responsible for the effects of climate 
change in regions such as Southeast Asia, since it is aware of the effects of its actions and 
has the capacity to modify them in order to achieve the climate objectives set. It therefore 
has a moral obligation to implement sufficient measures to reduce greenhouse gas 
emissions, as well as measures to restore and compensate for the damage already caused 
by its actions.  

 

2.3 Legal Climate Responsibility 
As stated in Principle 22 of the Stockholm Declaration, the climate responsibility of states 
must be enshrined in an international body of law that is binding and that provides for the 
consequences of acts that damage the environment. Those consequences must consist of 
ceasing the actions, compensating the victims and that go from being a moral obligation 
to a legal and binding obligation for all countries.  

In the case of international legal responsibility, the principle on which the rest of the rules 
hinge is that "every internationally wrongful act by a State gives rise to international 
responsibility", as stated in the International Law Commission (ILC) Draft Articles on the 
Responsibility of States for Internationally Wrongful Acts, which, although not binding, 
constitutes a compilation of customary international law and common practices between 
states (Verheyen, 2005).  

Likewise, in these Draft Articles, the State is also held responsible for the acts of its internal 
institutions, its citizens or legal persons registered in that country. (Shaw, 2021) and provides 
that the state that has suffered damages is entitled to receive compensation and 
reparation of the situation to the state prior to the wrongful act committed.  

In the case of climate responsibility, given that there is no binding regime that codifies in a 
complete and general way the obligations and sanctions foreseen in relation to the 
environment, the aforementioned rules of international responsibility of states are 
applicable (Sands, 2003), and therefore, all those polluting acts that aggravate the effects 
of climate change beyond the borders of the countries generate a legal responsibility to 
cease such acts, as well as to repair the possible damages caused to third countries.  

In the same vein, it has recently been proposed that the crime of ecocide be added to the 
list of crimes against humanity, which gives binding international recognition, as well as 
instruments of judicial control at the international level to fight against "any unlawful or 
arbitrary act perpetrated in the knowledge that it is highly likely to cause serious, extensive 
or lasting damage to the environment" (Stop Ecocide et al., 2021, p. 5).  
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2.3.1 The European Union and the Legal Responsibility 
 

2.3.1.1 Legal Climate Responsibility at European Level 
As a consequence of the recognition of its moral responsibility towards the 
environment, the European Union has created a large number of strategies and 
plans for ecological transition and adaptation to the effects of climate change, 
which have been translated into directives and regulations binding on all member 
states and with legal effectiveness and direct effect in all of them.  

Examples of such directives and regulations are Directive 2008/99/EC on the 
protection of the environment through criminal law, Regulation (EU) No 525/2013 of 
the European Parliament and of the Council of 21 May 2013 concerning a 
mechanism for the monitoring and reporting of greenhouse gas emissions and for 
the reporting, at national or Union level, of other information relevant to climate 
change, Directive (EU) 2018/2001 on renewable energy, or Directive 2004/35/EC on 
environmental liability with regard to the prevention and remedying of 
environmental damage, among many others. However, all of them refer to the legal 
environmental liability of member states towards each other.  

 

2.3.1.2 Global Legal Climate Responsibility  
With regard to the European Union as an actor in the global arena, and its legal 
climate responsibility towards the rest of the countries, the aforementioned rules of 
international customary law apply, including the aforementioned doctrine of 
wrongful acts.  

The provisions contained in international treaties are also binding, although they 
are difficult to enforce. It is necessary to refer to the agreements and treaties signed 
during the Conferences of the Parties, such as the Stockholm Declaration, the Rio 
Declaration or the Paris Agreement, among others. In all of them, the European 
Union has agreed to adopt a series of obligations consisting of the development of 
adaptation measures in third countries which are victims of the effects of climate 
change, and which have insufficient resources to tackle the climate problem 
(Rudall, 2021) (Paris Agreement, 2015) (European Commission, 2016). 

Additionally, in 2017, the European Union published its Consensus on Development. 
In this legal document, the EU acknowledged its global role as a responsible actor 
in the fight against climate change and the fulfilment of the Sustainable 
Development Goals 2030, through its foreign policy. However, the recognition of 
causal and moral responsibility in this document is tacit, or in any case non-existent, 
since at no point does it expressly mention that these obligations arise from a causal 
and moral responsibility generated by its polluting actions, nor by the impact of 
imperialism in less developed regions (European Parliament et al., 2017).  

Consequently, the European Union is legally responsible for the effects of climate 
change to the extent that its polluting actions cause damage to the environment 
across borders, in violation of the doctrine of wrongful acts. It is also legally 
responsible to the extent that it has adopted a series of legally effective obligations 
that compel it to take external adaptation measures and to assist third states in the 
fight against climate change (Rudall, 2021). However, the EU needs to expressly 
acknowledge that the adoption of such legal obligations does not result from the 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32008L0099
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32008L0099
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/ES/TXT/?uri=celex:32013R0525
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/ES/AUTO/?uri=celex:32018L2001
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/ES/TXT/?uri=LEGISSUM:4372645
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mere goodness of its states, but from the recognition of the consequences of its 
historical pollution and colonial over-exploitation.  

This implies not only the adoption of mitigation measures, with the aim of ceasing 
the emission of transboundary harmful emissions, but also requires the 
institutionalisation of remediation obligations contained in international treaties 
(Rudall, 2021). Such obligations must be transposed into European law, in order to 
have binding instruments (Rudall, 2021), such as directives or regulations, that 
concretise and transfer the obligation of remediation to member states, and above 
all, promote equity and the protection of human rights.  

 

3. Adaptation Measures: The Balance between Historic Reparation and 
National Sovereignty  
Once the responsibility of the EU members has been determined, it is necessary to analyse 
what response they should offer to the countries of the Global South to restore and 
compensate for the damage suffered as a result of climate change. It is also necessary to 
determine the limits of this response, which must respect national sovereignty, the 
decision-making capacity of countries, internal idiosyncrasies and under no circumstances 
establish structures of domination or dependence between countries (McNamara & Buggy, 
2016).  

As introduced in the previous section, the European Union, in recognition of its causal, 
moral and legal climate responsibility, has the moral obligation to restore and compensate 
for the damages caused by its polluting actions throughout history. This moral duty has 
been translated in a legal mandate through the ratification of several international treaties 
which contain climate obligations such as carbon emission limits, and other mitigation 
measures, as well as measures to adapt to the effects of climate change (Vanderheiden, 
2011). For this, adaptation measures consist of two types of action: (i) aid for victims of 
climate disasters such as floods, droughts, pests or diseases; and (ii) creation of 
infrastructure to be able to react to future examples of climate change (Vanderheiden, 
2011), and should be implemented by the countries held accountable in the vulnerable 
regions affected.  

Adaptation measures are, therefore, both a question of a political and ethical obligation, 
given that it is a matter of historical acknowledgement and reparation for past 
environmental wrongful acts, as well as for the abuses carried out through European 
imperialism. All of those have resulted in a disadvantaged economic and political situation 
for the countries of the Global South, as well as an unequal distribution of the harms 
suffered (Mills, 2015).  

However, when implementing adaptation measures, the recipient countries must take the 
lead in decision-making, and management must be shared, and it should be always at the 
service of the communities where they are implemented (McNamara, 2013). This links 
directly to the moral climate obligation of polluting states towards recipient states, since 
adaptation measures are not only an example of international cooperation, but constitute 
a moral obligation to repair the damage caused by historical pollution and colonialist 
plunder over decades (García Portela, 2020).. 

This is why when we talk about cooperation for adaptation in third countries there is a risk 
that under the pretext of assisting the countries of the Global South, these adaptation 
measures are implemented as foreign aid rather than as reparations. This implies that, due 
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to the lower economic development of the recipient countries, unequal structures are 
generated. Therefore, receivers could develop a dependency on this foreign aid that 
directly infringes on their right to national sovereignty (Ifeoma, 2008). It is also essential that 
such reparations are not subject to any kind of conditionality, given that historically, the 
imposition of conditions for the granting of aid and resources has become a type of covert 
control by the North over the South, and has directly interfered with the sovereignty of the 
assisted peoples (Zormelo, 1996).  

It is therefore central when talking about adaptation measures to emphasise that they are 
not about external aid, but about reparation, understood as the will to restore a situation to 
its current state, or to compensate in the event that restoration is not possible (Ferstman, 
2017). Therefore, it must be the recipient country that determines the scope of such 
reparation coherently with the idiosyncrasies of its community, and should be only 
accountable to its population, not to third countries, through transparency and 
communication mechanisms.  

Thus, the EU must not only openly acknowledge that it is responsible for the effects of 
climate change in Southeast Asia due to its polluting actions and its imperialist past, but it 
must also fulfil its moral and legal obligation to repair the damage caused and compensate 
the recipient countries in order to act in accordance with climate justice. This must be done 
with full respect for national sovereignty, recipient country decisions and local 
idiosyncrasies. 

The above mentioned requirements are provided for in the Paris Agreement, which 
specifies that when carrying out adaptation measures, the control of these must be in the 
hands of the country in which they are carried out and they must consist of a participatory 
process that takes into consideration gender, and vulnerable ecosystems and 
communities. It also specifies that current scientific knowledge should be combined with 
the traditional practices and culture of the host communities (Paris Agreement, 2015).  

The latter is particularly important as it implies discarding colonial attitudes and giving 
indigenous knowledge the importance it deserves. As stated in the IPCC's Fourth 
Assessment Report in 2007, it is essential to draw on indigenous and traditional knowledge 
to implement climate resilience measures, not only to ensure effective adaptation, but also 
to prevent the measures implemented from undermining peoples' capacities and thus 
strengthening their self-reliance (UNFCC, 2013).  

Therefore, when creating a climate adaptation policy that draws on traditional knowledge, 
it is necessary to: (i) recognize the existence and importance of indigenous knowledge and 
customs; (ii) involving indigenous and local knowledge in all phases, and through a 
crosscutting strategy; (iii) involving indigenous and local leaders in the decision-making 
process; and (iv) ensuring benefit sharing (UNFCC, 2013).  

This is of particular importance when analysing adaptation measures implemented by the 
EU in Southeast Asia, since as an external actor with an obligation to redress and 
compensate as a consequence of its climate responsibility, it is essential that it considers 
and introduces the traditional knowledge and mechanisms of the region, not only to 
ensure greater effectiveness of adaptation measures, but also to respect the decision-
making power of the Southeast Asian communities (McNamara & Buggy, 2016). 

Finally, when carrying out climate adaptation measures, it is necessary to understand how 
the effects of climate change impact on the most vulnerable groups. This particularly 
includes women; a group that makes up more than 70% of the world's poorest population. 
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For this reason, since the Rio Declaration, has included the obligation that climate 
adaptation strategies and measures must include a gender perspectives, it is essential 
when creating adaptation strategies to give women the necessary means to empower 
themselves and fight against climate change, especially as a means to further instigate 
gender equality (UNFCC, 2013). 

In conclusion, moral and legal climatic responsibility asks for restoration and compensation 
for the wrongdoings caused by the polluting actors. Thus, adaptation measures are an 
obligation of the countries historically responsible for climate change, and imply a type of 
historical reparation whose main objective is to compensate and restore the damage 
suffered by the recipient countries. Furthermore, under no circumstances can they 
constitute an instrument of control, of imposing foreign ideals, or of seeking economic or 
political gain on the part of the third countries that implement them.  

 

4. Cambodia Climate Change Alliance  
 

4.1. Cambodia's Environmental and Economic Situation 
Cambodia is one of the poorest countries in Asia, with 14% of its population living below the 
poverty line (Asia Development Bank, 2021). This is due, among other factors, to weak 
political structures and high levels of corruption, as well as a poorly diversified economic 
structure and lack of industry, and a lack of basic infrastructure such as electricity or clean 
water in many regions (Borgen Project, 2017).  

On the other hand, the case of Cambodia is particularly relevant in view of the country's 
extreme vulnerability to the effects of climate change, especially considering that it is an 
economy based on agriculture and fishing. Therefore, the effects of global warming in that 
country, such as large floods and torrential rains, or periods of extreme drought, generate 
losses of almost 5% of national GDP, and it is expected that by 2050 losses will be up to 10% 
(USAID, 2019).  

Consequently, various adaptation measures are urgently needed to protect infrastructure, 
access to food, health and lives of Cambodian citizens from the effects of climate change. 
However, due to the lack of economic development, the weakness of Cambodia's public 
institutions, its high level of corruption, and the lack of technological development, external 
assistance from countries and international organizations is necessary (USAID, 2019)(GSSD, 
2019) (UNITAR, 2016) .  

Furthermore, this idea is reinforced by the fact that, as depicted in Figure 4, it is envisaged 
that through appropriate measures a steady growth of the Cambodian economy and the 
livelihood of its economic sectors can be ensured.  
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Figure 2 Three Adaptation Scenarios and its Effect to Cambodia's GDP   

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: ADDRESSING CLIMATE CHANGE IMPACTS ON ECONOMIC GROWTH IN CAMBODIA,  
GSSD (2019). 

 

Thus, as will be discussed in more detail, the EU's compliance with its moral and legal 
climate obligations in this country is essential to ensure the infrastructure and 
development of the region's economy and for society's adaptation to climate challenges. 

 

4.2 Project Description 
The Cambodia Climate Change Alliance (CCCA) is a project that started in the Kingdom of 
Cambodia in 2010 and is currently in its third phase of implementation. Its main objective 
is to contribute to the implementation of measures to help the country cope with the 
climate crisis, in particular the implementation of the Cambodia Climate Change Strategic 
Plan and its National Strategic Development Plan (both aimed at a mainstreamed 
implementation of environmental mitigation, adaptation and development policies) 
(GCCA+, 2014) (Ifeoma, 2008).  

The main areas of project implementation consist of the creation of a political and legal 
infrastructure to ensure the mainstreaming of climate measures, the adoption of 
accountability and transparency measures (GCCA+, 2014a), and the subsequent 
implementation of adaptation measures in sectors such as tourism, education, agriculture 
and raw material procurement, transport and water management to ensure their resilience 
and foster development (GCCA+, 2019). 

 

4.3 Actors involved in the CCCA 
 

4.3.1 International Actors, Special Focus on the Responsibility of the EU 
The CCCA was created and funded mostly by international actors: the European Union 
through its Global Climate Change Alliance Plus (GCCA+) initiative, the Kingdom of 
Sweden, and the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP Transparency Portal, 
2021).  

As analysed in section 2 of this paper, the European Union, as a highly polluting actor 
throughout history, and as a former imperialist actor in the region, has generated a causal 
responsibility for the effects of climate change at a global level, specially in Cambodia’s 
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region given its special vulnerability regarding climate events and its lack of resources to 
combat them. 

Equally, this causal responsibility is accompanied by a moral responsibility insofar as the 
European Union recognises how its actions generated a series of climatic and economic 
consequences that could have been avoided if it had acted correctly. Therefore, it does not 
conceive of adaptation measures as international aid born out of the unjustified goodness 
of states, but rather creates a project of reparation and cooperation that respects 
Cambodian sovereignty and gives the state instruments to achieve its objectives in its fight 
against climate change (GCCA+, 2014).  

Finally, climate legal liability is the materialisation of the European Union's moral 
obligations. Thus, the EU gives effect to these obligations through the GCCA+ programme, 
which seeks to develop climate assistance projects in Small Islands Developing States 
(SIDS), as well as in Less Developed Countries (LDCs) in the Asia, Africa and Pacific regions 
(GCCA+, 2016).  

By creating such an institution, the EU recognized, in an institutionalized way, that it had a 
moral and legal responsibility to make its financial and technical means available to 
countries that were suffering the worst effects of climate change. In the case of CCCA 
through: (i) a total funding of 18.21 million euros; (ii) transfer of technical know-how; (iii) 
education in project development and management; and (iv) monitoring and evaluation 
of the different phases (UNDP Cambodia, 2019).  

 

4.3.2 National Actors 
At the national level, the main actors in charge of implementing the aforementioned 
measures have been the Government of Cambodia and in particular the Department of 
Climate Change of the Ministry of Environment. These national institutions have been 
ultimately responsible for making both legal and economic decisions, i.e. adopting the 
necessary climate regulations and allocating the financial means to implement the project 
(GCCA+, 2014).  

However, such actions have only been possible thanks to the European Union's fulfilment 
of its climate responsibilities towards the region. As specified in the previous section, in this 
project the EU has been instrumental in providing financial support as well as the necessary 
training and personnel management to implement the GCCA (UNDP Cambodia, 2019).  

On the other hand, and even if the CCCA fully respects the national circumstances, the 
project does not include indigenous and traditional knowledge and mechanisms. This is a 
waste of opportunities to increase the climate resilience of the different peoples of the 
Kingdom of Cambodia, especially in areas such as agriculture, water management, or 
transport, and would allow for greater citizen participation (NCSD, 2019b). It is therefore 
advisable that the EU, in its role as a provider of know-how, as well as the national actors, 
consider the necessary introduction of traditional and indigenous knowledge into climate 
strategies when advising countries on the implementation of adaptation measures 

In the view of the above, synergies with national actors have been guided by respect for 
sovereignty and adaptation to regional circumstances, in line with the EU's moral and legal 
obligations (UNDP Transparency Portal, 2021). According to the decision-making process 
and to the implementation of the measures by the national actors, there has been a move 
away from a model of international aid that undermines the development and 
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independence of the recipient country, and the EU-Cambodia relationship has been raised 
as an example of reparations and climate justice. Nonetheless, it should be noted that there 
has been no explicit and public acknowledgement by the EU that actions taken were in 
fulfilment of moral and legal climate obligations caused by its historically polluting actions. 

 

4.4 Results and Opportunities 
Firstly, it is necessary to highlight that according to the evaluations of the GCAA+, the 
Swedish International Development Cooperation Agency, the UNDP reports and the 
Ministry of the Environment itself, phases I and II, which have already been completed, met 
the main objectives established namely: (i) the necessary legal and policy infrastructure 
was successfully created to implement cross-cutting climate measures, as well as 
transparency and accountability mechanisms (UNDP Cambodia, 2019); (ii) an effective 
engagement of national actors was achieved through the implementation of training 
programs across sectors, especially for farmers and fishermen, which enabled these 
workers to adopt sustainable mechanisms, and allow them to increase their resilience to 
natural disasters or harmful climate effects (GCCA+, 2019); and (iii) the strategies adopted 
paid special attention to elements such as equity and development, including vulnerable 
groups, such as women, in decision-making (Habtezion, 2013).  

Thus, it is possible to determine first of all that the implementation of adaptation measures 
in the country has been effective. However, this is not sufficient to be able to conclude 
whether the EU has fulfilled its climate obligations arising from causal, moral and legal 
climate responsibility. In order to determine whether it has acted in accordance with its 
duties as a responsible climate actor, it is necessary to analyse its role in the CCCA as well 
as the inclusion of the necessary actors and their functions.  

In terms of its role, as developed in the previous section, the EU can be seen as causally, 
morally and legally responsible for the effects of climate change in Cambodia, both 
because of the history of European imperialism in the region and because it is the second 
largest historical emitter of CO2 (Ritchie, 2019). The European Union has also been legally 
obliged through various international instruments to redress and compensate those 
countries that are particularly vulnerable to the effects of global warming (GCCA+, 2016). 
This moral and legal obligation to compensate and restore has been fulfilled in this case 
through the creation of the GCCA+ and the provision of financial, technical and human 
resources for the implementation of the project in Cambodia (UNDP Cambodia, 2019).  

However, in material terms, due climate justice having been fulfilled, after analysing 
different EU communications and regulations, in no case has it been explicitly stated that 
its actions were driven by an awareness of its climate responsibility (European Council, 2021; 
European Commission, 2019). It is therefore necessary to recognise that its role in Cambodia 
is not as a supportive international actor at the forefront of the climate challenge, but rather 
as a responsible actor with a climate obligation to redress and compensate for its historical 
actions (Langsam & Coleman, 1995).  

Lastly, the implementation of adaptation measures, and thus the fulfilment of climate 
obligations, has been carried out with full respect for the recipient actors. Decision-making 
processes have at all times been at the national level (GCCA+, 2014), and while it is true that 
most of the evaluation and monitoring of the project has been carried out by international 
actors, the EU has provided the necessary know-how to implement internal monitoring 
and accountability measures (UNDP Cambodia, 2019). Nonetheless, it is precise to mention 
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that in no case traditional or indigenous knowledge has been introduced in the project, 
neither by the EU, nor by the national actors, wasting valuable knowledge and diminishing 
local people's capacity to engage in climate decision-making (NCSD, 2019b).   

 

5. Support Programme to the Mekong River Commission's Climate 
Change and Adaptation Initiative (CCAI)  
 

5.1 Mekong River Basin Environmental and Economic Situation  
The Lower Mekong River Basin (LMRB) is an area comprising territories of Cambodia, Laos, 
Thailand and Vietnam, and is currently considered one of the regions most vulnerable to 
climate change, the effects of which are being felt by the 60 million people living there 
(Soutullo, 2019). In particular, it is worth mentioning that the Mekong Delta in Vietnam is 
the area where 56% of Vietnam's rice is produced, equivalent to 6% of the world's rice, as 
well as being the main fishing ground. It is therefore essential to the food supply of 
Southeast Asia (CCAFS & CGIAR, 2017).  

Currently, there are three main factors that are causing a profound deterioration in the 
region: (I) human pollution; (ii) the extreme weather conditions; and (iii) the construction of 
dams across the river (ESRI, 2021). On the one hand, human pollution has caused the 
Mekong River to carry 40 tonnes of plastic into the sea each year, seriously damaging river 
biodiversity and freshwater production (UNEP, 2021). 

Moreover, global warming has led to higher temperatures, longer-lasting droughts and 
more intense rainfalls. The latter are mainly responsible for floods that destroy the 
infrastructure on which the people of the area depend. From their homes to their source of 
food and wealth. According to a study by the Mekong River Commission, by 2060 rainfall is 
expected to decrease by 16% in the dry season and increase by 17% in the wet season 
(MRCSD, 2021).  

Lastly, the construction of hydropower dams without the consent of the other countries 
affects the water management of the whole region, and generates a series of knock-on 
effects as the economies of all the basin countries are connected (ESRI, 2021). One of the 
main examples of the aforementioned economic interdependence of these countries is 
that Thailand imports energy from Laos, which encourages the development of 
hydropower dams by Laos. This, in turn, has a high impact on Thai fishermen, as it reduces 
the number of fish available, thus directly affecting household income and access to food 
(Baleta et al., 2016).  

The above-mentioned circumstances will affect the area's hydropower supply in times of 
drought, while on the other hand in times of heavy rainfall the water supply infrastructure 
as well as rice crops in the Delta will be threatened (MRCSD, 2021). Furthermore, at the 
economic level, climate impacts in the region up to 2050 are expected to generate a loss of 
USD 18 trillion in infrastructure per year, as well as a decrease in productivity valued at USD 
16 trillion per year (Talberth, 2015).  
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Figure 3 Economic Values at Risk of Climate Change in the Low Mekong River  
Basin Countries 

Source: By the Numbers: Economic Impacts of Climate Change in the Lower Mekong Basin, 
by Talberth, J. (2015) 

 

In short, this is an area that is central to the survival of entire communities, and where, as a 
largely rural and peripheral area, the effects of climate change increase endemic poverty, 
scarcity of means to recover from natural disasters, and access to food is entirely conditional 
on environmental effects. It is therefore urgent, and a major challenge, to achieve cross-
border implementation of adaptation measures that enable citizens to withstand climate 
effects in the region.  

 

5.2 Project description 
The Climate Change and Adaptation Initiative (CCAI) was a programme created by the 
Mekong River Commission (MRC) and implemented from 2011 to 2017. Its main objective 
was to implement climate adaptation measures in the LMRB area (GCCA+, 2012). A cross-
cutting implementation was sought, from training households to be able to face the 
climate challenges and in particular the constant deterioration of the area, to a constant 
report to government agencies and policy makers for the adoption of strategies that would 
best restore and conserve the region's ecosystem (MRCSD, 2021).  

The project was structured in two phases, the first from 2011 to 2015 and the second from 
2015 to 2017. In which the objectives consisted in: (i) the creation of a mainstreamed 
planning of the necessary adaptation measures; (ii) the implementation of pilot projects 
and training projects; and  (iii) the study of the hydrology, biodiversity, floods and droughts, 
food security, hydropower and socio-economic factors for the creation that would improve 
long term solutions (MRCSD, 2014) (GCCA+, 2012).  

 

5.3 Actors Involved 
 

5.3.1 International Actors, Special Focus on the Responsibility of the EU 
The project has been funded by Australia, Denmark, Luxembourg, Sweden, Finland, 
Germany and the European Union, which contributed 15.9 million dollars in total. 
Specifically, the EU contributed a total of 11.55 million euros. It is important to highlight that 
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these collaborating countries have not directly implemented any project in the area related 
to the protection and restoration of the river, nor have they contributed other assets (know-
how, human capital, monitoring and evaluation) beyond mere financing (GCCA+, 2012).  

In order to determine the obligations of the European Union in the region, it is necessary 
to analyse the historical and current climate responsibility of European countries in the 
region. As it has been proved, the European Union has been the second most polluting 
actor in history, which has generated a causal responsibility for the effects of climate 
change at the global level. Likewise, this global causal responsibility acquires a relevant 
importance in the LRMB region due to the aftermath of French imperialism in countries 
such as Cambodia, Vietnam or Laos, which suffered the overexploitation and plundering of 
resources for almost two centuries.  

Thus, (i) the fact that the region is particularly suffering from the effects of climate change 
without having produced them; and (ii) that it lacks all the necessary resources due to 
historical precedents of imperialism; reinforces the argument that the EU is responsible for 
the causes of the effects of climate change in the LMRB.  

The aforementioned causal responsibility is the origin of a moral responsibility, since the 
European countries were aware of the effects of their actions at the climatic, economic and 
social level. This moral responsibility generates the obligation to repair and compensate for 
the damage caused. However, in this case the EU, instead of engaging proactively through 
the transfer of knowledge, technology and organisational support, limited itself to granting 
economic aid to the region (GCCA+, 2012). This approach can be considered as an 
incomplete reparation, which does not recognize the totality of existing moral obligations. 
Furthermore, because of its form of international aid, it encourages dependency and 
conditionality, thus undermining the sovereignty of states (Ifeoma, 2008).  

Finally, climate legal liability is the materialisation of the European Union's moral 
obligations. However, if the EU's action is limited only to providing money, it violates the 
international obligation recognised by both the Paris Agreement and the European 
Consensus on Development to also repair and assist through the transfer of knowledge 
and technology in the fight against climate change.  

 

5.3.2 Regional Actors 
The main regional actors involved were, in the first place, the LRMB countries, i.e. Cambodia, 
Vietnam, Laos and Thailand, as well as the Mekong River Commission, of which the above-
mentioned countries are members, and which is responsible for supervising and ensuring 
the survival of the Mekong River Basin population, the proper use of water resources, the 
response to floods and droughts, and the food production of crops irrigated by the river 
water, as well as of the Mekong fisheries.  

In this case, as has been stated, the EU's collaboration was very limited, as its collaboration 
was limited to the transfer of financial means. The work of creating Action Plans, managing 
resources, training staff and finding the technology was exclusively in the hands of regional 
actors (GCCA+, 2012). It is true that decision-making needs to be in the hands of local 
authorities to ensure a higher level of independence and appropriateness of measures to 
the environment (McNamara, 2013), however, this does not mean that in cases of reparation 
by an external actor, in this case the EU, cooperation is reduced to a mere pecuniary 
donation.  
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As has been repeatedly mentioned, moral and legal climate responsibility requires that 
those who consciously cause climate damage restore and compensate for the damage 
done (Vanderheiden, 2011), this obligation opens up the possibility of generating synergies 
between the recipient regional authorities and the EU. Those synergies could enable the 
combination of technical and traditional knowledge, as well as the implementation of 
efficient management measures together with a better understanding of the specific 
circumstances of the region (McNamara & Buggy, 2016). However, if collaboration is limited 
in the way it has been in this project, not only are opportunities for greater efficiency 
missed, but the nature of climate remediation is completely ignored. 

On another note, among the members of the Mekong River Commission, two actors were 
conspicuous by their absence, China and Myanmar. Although they consider themselves 
dialogue partners of the MRC, they act freely, taking actions in the upper reaches of the 
river that are highly detrimental to the lower reaches, e.g. China's construction in 2018 of 6 
dams on the river to prevent floods in its region (Soutullo, 2019). This not only worsened the 
water quality of the Low River Basin, but also accentuated the damage of the droughts 
suffered by the lower area that year (ESRI, 2021). In this case, the mediation of international 
actors such as the EU could have fostered cooperation among the different countries, thus 
an effective protection of the river, but as it has been stated, the role of the EU in the project 
was extremely limited and inefficient. 

 

5.4 Results and Opportunities 
The main problem faced by the Mekong River Commission's Climate Change and 
Adaptation Initiative has been the lack of cooperation and integration of regional and 
international actors. 

Firstly, the lack of effective EU cooperation breaks with the mandates of international 
treaties, which specify that the implementation of adaptation measures in third countries 
implies the transfer not only of financial means, but also of knowledge and technology 
(Vanderheiden, 2011).  

As previously argued, the EU is causally, morally and legally responsible for the effects of 
climate change in the region due to its role as a historical emitter; however, it cannot be 
argued that it has fulfilled the obligations that this responsibility constitutes, since its 
involvement has been minimal and insufficient, and in no case has effective reparation 
been achieved, nor has its role as climate responsible been manifestly recognised (GCCA+, 
2012). 

Furthermore, this lack of cooperation has resulted in a project of very limited efficiency and 
scope, in which stakeholders such as women and indigenous communities have been 
completely left out, not only in decision-making processes, but also in the provision of 
adequate measures to promote equity and inclusion of these groups (GCCA+, 2012). The 
European Union, together with the collaboration of regional actors, has the knowledge and 
capacity to ensure a broad scope of measures based on equity and inclusion, but these 
capacities were not made available to the project, resulting in ineffective and very limited 
measures which excluded essential actors such as women and indigenous communities.  

Finally, the lack of cooperation of the actors located in the North Mekong River has meant 
the adoption of measures detrimental to the lower Mekong basin, in particular the 
construction by China of dams that generated a profound river distortion resulting in 
droughts and fish shortages for the LMRB countries (ESRI, 2021; Biba, 2012).  
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In this context, the European Union has not taken a posture, and while it could have 
adopted a mediating position to promote dialogue between the countries, it decided to 
remain on the sidelines. While it is true that ASEAN is currently recognised as a body that 
can conduct mediation between ASEAN member states, the influence of powers such as 
China distorts the bargaining power of small LMRB countries in the negotiations 
conducted within the organisation (Biba, 2012). This is why mediation or even pressure from 
international actors such as the European Union as a sign of sanction to China's non-
compliance with its climate obligations in the region could have had a positive impact and 
change the dynamics between the aforementioned countries. This would lead to better 
resource management and the definitive implementation of adaptation measures to resist 
climate effects that are wiping out entire communities (Bergmann, 2020). 

Thus, it is possible to determine that the EU, although it can be held responsible for the 
effects of climate change in the region, has not adopted a proactive remedial role, which 
has resulted in inefficient measures and a lack of cooperation between the actors involved.  

 

6. Conclusion 
As previously discussed, climate responsibility can be analysed from three points of view, 
causal, moral and legal responsibility.  

Through the analysis of the emissions of the European Union it is possible to argue that it 
has a high degree of causal responsibility for the effects of climate change, especially in the 
areas where climate change is most severe, such as Southeast Asia (Vanderhein, 2007). 
Causal responsibility can also be seen insofar as the actions of European countries during 
modern imperialism have jeopardised the economic and political development of the 
region (Boomgard, 1996). As a result, they now have fewer economic, political and 
technological means to adapt to the climate challenge.  

Likewise, this causal responsibility is accompanied by a moral responsibility, understood by 
the academy as a responsibility that arises from the knowledge of the consequences of 
one's actions, and the possibility of changing them (Castán Broto, 2013). In this case the EU 
has been fully aware of the effects of its emissions and deforestation on the environment, 
as well as of the plundering carried out in the 19th and 20th centuries in Southeast Asia, 
and it had the possibility and capacity not to have acted in the aforementioned way. 
However, it is the desire for profit and resources that have caused the least responsible and 
the least capable to suffer the effects of global warming.  

Finally, moral responsibility is externalized as a legal responsibility, in which states are held 
accountable for all acts that have caused transboundary harm (Verheyen, 2005). In addition, 
this legal responsibility is also constituted by the obligations subscribed to by states in 
international treaties (Rudall, 2021). In the case of the EU, it has acknowledged its 
international obligation to implement adaptation measures in developing countries to 
ensure their climate resilience, but in no case has it explicitly acknowledged that this is due 
to its moral and causal responsibility as a polluter and colonial actor. 

Having determined why the European Union should take action against the effects of 
climate change in areas such as Southeast Asia, it was necessary to analyse what kind of 
strategies and mechanisms should be put in place.  

As it has been stated, one of the solutions are the adaptation measures, consisting of 
compensating, repairing and ensuring the resilience of countries to the effects of global 
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warming (Vanderheiden, 2011). These measures must above all respect the sovereignty of 
the recipient countries. Therefore, the external party, in this case the EU, must guarantee 
that decision-making is in the hands of the national actors, and in no case must the aid be 
subject to any kind of conditionality (Zormelo, 1996).  

Adaptation measures must include indigenous and traditional knowledge of the region 
where they are being implemented, which promotes the inclusion of these groups in 
decision-making and takes advantage of the knowledge of climate patterns and 
idiosyncrasies of the area. In addition, as established in international treaties, such 
measures must be analysed from a gender perspective to ensure implementation that 
promotes women's empowerment and equality (UNFCC, 2013).  

Once the conceptual framework has been determined, two cases in which the EU 
implemented adaptation measures in Southeast Asia have been analysed, and what 
opportunities and difficulties have been discerned from them. According to the above, the 
first case in Cambodia is a good example of the advantages of international cooperation 
where sovereignty remains entirely in the hands of the recipient country and where groups 
such as women are included in environmental policies. Although it is true that there are 
some organisational details that need to be improved, such as evaluation and monitoring, 
or leadership management, the results of the project are satisfactory (GCCA+, 2014) (UNDP 
Cambodia, 2019).  

The second case, however, is a clear example of the weaknesses of a project in which 
international actors limit their cooperation to mere funding, rather than a broad transfer of 
means, technology and knowledge. In this project, the results were insufficient, and aspects 
such as the gender perspective were not properly implemented. In addition, the 
implementation of the project was seriously affected by the lack of cooperation from the 
countries north of the river, which acted to the detriment of adaptation and water 
management measures (GCCA+, 2012).  

On the other hand, a common aspect of both projects is the lack of inclusion of indigenous 
thinking and traditional techniques, which would favour an effective and inclusive 
implementation of adaptation measures (McNamara & Buggy, 2016).  Climate responsibility 
does not only imply that there is an obligation to compensate third parties who have 
suffered damage, but also to ensure that such measures are effectively tailored to local 
circumstances, and that decision-making power involves all local actors (UNFCC, 2013). It is 
therefore important that both the EU and regional institutional actors integrate traditional 
local knowledge and local communities when establishing adaptation measures. 

In conclusion, and in order to be able to contribute to the implementation of adaptation 
measures in third countries by the European Union, and in particular in Southeast Asia, it is 
recommended that  

(i) The European Union, on behalf of its member countries, openly acknowledges 
its climate responsibility as a historical emitter and colonial actor;  

(ii) International cooperation must be guided by respect for the sovereignty of 
states, and therefore encourage decision-making, implementation and 
evaluation at the national level;  

(iii) Gender perspectives be included in the creation of projects in which not only 
measures adapted to the vulnerability of the group are taken, but in which 
women are also part of the decision-making process; and  
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(iv) Indigenous and traditional knowledge be recognized and used for greater 
effectiveness of projects. In addition, for greater understanding, a more in-depth 
analysis of the economic and social effects of the projects analyzed is 
recommended in order to determine strategies for greater resilience on the part 
of workers and families, as well as for fostering economic growth and 
development.   

  



Journal of Asia and Europe Relations, Vol. 1, No. 1, ISSN 2754-3323 

   83 

References 
Abeygunawardena, P., Vyas, Y., Knill, P., Foy, T., Harrold, M., Steele, P., Tanner, T., Hirsch, D., 

Oosterman, M., Rooimas, J., Debois, M., Lamin, M., Liptow, H., Mausolf, W., Verheyen, R., 
Agrawala, S., Caspary, G., Paris, R., Kashyap, A., & Sharma, R. (2002). Poverty and 
Climate Change Reducing the Vulnerability of the Poor through Adaptation 
prepared by: African Development Bank Asian Development Bank Department for 
International Development, United Kingdom Directorate-General for Develop- ment, 
European Commission Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation and 
Development, Germany Ministry of Foreign Affairs - Development Cooperation, The 
Netherlands Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development United 
Nations Development Programme United Nations Environment Programme The 
World Bank. https://www.oecd.org/env/cc/2502872.pdf   

Allen, M. R., Dube, O. P., Solecki, W., Aragón-Durand, F., Crammer, W., Humphreys, S., 
Kainuma, M., Kala, J., Mahowald, N., Mulugetta, Y., Perez, R., Wairiu, M., & Zickfield, K. 
(2018). Framing and Context. In: Global Warming of 1.5°C. An IPCC Special Report on 
the impacts of global warming of 1.5°C above pre-industrial levels and related global 
greenhouse gas emission pathways, in the context of strengthening the global 
response to the threat of climate change, sustainable development, and efforts to 
eradicate poverty. IPCC. 

Asia Development Bank. (2021, May 13). Poverty: Cambodia. Asian Development Bank. 
https://www.adb.org/countries/cambodia/poverty 

Asian Development Bank. (2015). SOUTHEAST ASIA AND THE ECONOMICS OF GLOBAL 
CLIMATE STABILIZATION. Asian Development Bank. 
https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/publication/178615/sea-economics-global-
climate-stabilization.pdf 

Baleta, H., Pegram, G., Goichot, M., Orr, S., Suleiman, N., & WWF. (2016). Mekong River In the 
Economy. WWF. 

Bergmann. (2020). The European Union as International Mediator. Springer International 
Publishing. 

Biba, S. (2012). China’s Continuous Dam-building on the Mekong River. Journal of 
Contemporary Asia, 42(4), 603–628. https://doi.org/10.1080/00472336.2012.712257 

Borgen Project. (2017, July 11). Why Is Cambodia Poor? 5 Reasons | The Borgen Project. The 
Borgen Project. https://borgenproject.org/why-is-cambodia-poor/ 

Castán Broto, V. (2013, March 6). Who Has Moral Responsibility for Climate Change? E-
International Relations. https://www.e-ir.info/2013/03/06/who-has-moral-
responsibility-for-climate-change/ 

CCAFS, & CGIAR. (2017, August 25). Mapping the problems and solutions: Implementing 
climate-smart agriculture actions in Mekong River Delta - Viet Nam. ReliefWeb. 
https://reliefweb.int/report/viet-nam/mapping-problems-and-solutions-
implementing-climate-smart-agriculture-actions-mekong 

CCPI. (2020, November 30). Ranking | Climate Change Performance Index. Climate Change 
Performance Index |. https://ccpi.org/ranking/ 

 

https://www.oecd.org/env/cc/2502872.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/env/cc/2502872.pdf
https://www.adb.org/countries/cambodia/poverty
https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/publication/178615/sea-economics-global-climate-stabilization.pdf
https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/publication/178615/sea-economics-global-climate-stabilization.pdf
about:blank
https://borgenproject.org/why-is-cambodia-poor/
https://www.e-ir.info/2013/03/06/who-has-moral-responsibility-for-climate-change/
https://www.e-ir.info/2013/03/06/who-has-moral-responsibility-for-climate-change/
https://reliefweb.int/report/viet-nam/mapping-problems-and-solutions-implementing-climate-smart-agriculture-actions-mekong
https://reliefweb.int/report/viet-nam/mapping-problems-and-solutions-implementing-climate-smart-agriculture-actions-mekong
https://ccpi.org/ranking/


Journal of Asia and Europe Relations, Vol. 1, No. 1, ISSN 2754-3323 

 

84       

Chhair, S., & Ung, L. (2016). Economic history of industrialization in Cambodia. Brookings. 
Learning 2 Compete. https://www.brookings.edu/wp-
content/uploads/2016/07/L2C_WP7_Chhair-and-Ung-v2-1.pdf 

Derks, H. (2012). History of the opium problem : the assault on the East, ca. 1600-1950 (pp. 
395–416). Brill. 

Eckstein, D., Künzel, V., Schäfer, L., & Germanwatch. (2017). GLOBAL CLIMATE RISK INDEX 
2018 Who Suffers Most From Extreme Weather Events? Weather-related Loss Events 
in 2016 and 1997 to 2016. 

Engelhart, K. (2013, June 6). British government apologizes for colonial crimes - 
Macleans.ca. Macleans.ca. https://www.macleans.ca/news/world/british-
government-formally-apologizes-for-colonial-crimes-offers-financial-compensation/ 

ESRI. (2021). Climate Change and its Effects on the Mekong Delta. Arcgis.com. 
https://www.arcgis.com/apps/Cascade/index.html?appid=3857a555fc89438fa3139e0
6136badad 

European Commission. (2016, November 23). Climate negotiations. European Commission. 
https://ec.europa.eu/clima/policies/international/negotiations_en 

European Commission. (2019, October 23). EU climate action and the European Green 
Deal. European Commission. https://ec.europa.eu/clima/policies/eu-climate-
action_en#:~:text=The%20EU%20is%20fighting%20climate,at%20least%2055%25%20
by%202030. 

European Commission. (2021). Press corner. European Commission - European 
Commission. https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/MEMO_04_43 

European Council. (2019). Taking the lead on climate change. Europa.eu. 
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/eu-climate-
change/#:~:text=EU%20leaders%20aspire%20to%20make,become%20climate%2Dne
utral%20by%202050.&text=Just%20a%20year%20after%2C%20EU,emissions%20com
pared%20to%201990%20levels. 

European Council. (2021, September 24). Climate change: what the EU is doing. Europa.eu; 
European Council. https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/policies/climate-change/ 

European Parliament, European Council, & European Commission. (2017). THE NEW 
EUROPEAN CONSENSUS ON DEVELOPMENT “OUR WORLD, OUR DIGNITY, OUR 
FUTURE.” https://ec.europa.eu/international-partnerships/system/files/european-
consensus-on-development-final-20170626_en.pdf 

Evers, J., & Pathirana, A. (2018). Adaptation to climate change in the Mekong River Basin: 
introduction to the special issue. Climatic Change, 149(1), 1–11. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10584-018-2242-y 

Fanack. (2018, December 25). France’s Recognition of Colonial Crimes in Algeria Gets Mixed 
Response. Fanack.com. https://fanack.com/politics-en/french-colonial-crimes-in-
algeria~108874/ 

Ferguson, A., & Sin, S. (2014). Sida Decentralised Evaluation. The Cambodia Climate 
Change Alliance (CCCA). SWEDISH INTERNATIONAL DEVELOPMENT COOPERATION 
AGENCY. 

https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2016/07/L2C_WP7_Chhair-and-Ung-v2-1.pdf
https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2016/07/L2C_WP7_Chhair-and-Ung-v2-1.pdf
https://www.macleans.ca/news/world/british-government-formally-apologizes-for-colonial-crimes-offers-financial-compensation/
https://www.macleans.ca/news/world/british-government-formally-apologizes-for-colonial-crimes-offers-financial-compensation/
https://www.arcgis.com/apps/Cascade/index.html?appid=3857a555fc89438fa3139e06136badad
https://www.arcgis.com/apps/Cascade/index.html?appid=3857a555fc89438fa3139e06136badad
https://ec.europa.eu/clima/policies/international/negotiations_en
https://ec.europa.eu/clima/policies/eu-climate-action_en#:~:text=The%20EU%20is%20fighting%20climate,at%20least%2055%25%20by%202030.
https://ec.europa.eu/clima/policies/eu-climate-action_en#:~:text=The%20EU%20is%20fighting%20climate,at%20least%2055%25%20by%202030.
https://ec.europa.eu/clima/policies/eu-climate-action_en#:~:text=The%20EU%20is%20fighting%20climate,at%20least%2055%25%20by%202030.
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/MEMO_04_43
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/eu-climate-change/#:~:text=EU%20leaders%20aspire%20to%20make,become%20climate%2Dneutral%20by%202050.&text=Just%20a%20year%20after%2C%20EU,emissions%20compared%20to%201990%20levels.
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/eu-climate-change/#:~:text=EU%20leaders%20aspire%20to%20make,become%20climate%2Dneutral%20by%202050.&text=Just%20a%20year%20after%2C%20EU,emissions%20compared%20to%201990%20levels.
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/eu-climate-change/#:~:text=EU%20leaders%20aspire%20to%20make,become%20climate%2Dneutral%20by%202050.&text=Just%20a%20year%20after%2C%20EU,emissions%20compared%20to%201990%20levels.
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/eu-climate-change/#:~:text=EU%20leaders%20aspire%20to%20make,become%20climate%2Dneutral%20by%202050.&text=Just%20a%20year%20after%2C%20EU,emissions%20compared%20to%201990%20levels.
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/policies/climate-change/
https://ec.europa.eu/international-partnerships/system/files/european-consensus-on-development-final-20170626_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/international-partnerships/system/files/european-consensus-on-development-final-20170626_en.pdf
about:blank
https://fanack.com/politics-en/french-colonial-crimes-in-algeria~108874/
https://fanack.com/politics-en/french-colonial-crimes-in-algeria~108874/


Journal of Asia and Europe Relations, Vol. 1, No. 1, ISSN 2754-3323 

   85 

Ferstman, C. (2017). Reparations. Oxford Bibliographies. 
https://www.oxfordbibliographies.com/view/document/obo-9780199796953/obo-
9780199796953-0003.xml 

García Portela, L. (2020). Moral Responsibility for Climate Change Loss and Damage: A 
Response to the Excusable Ignorance Objection. Teorema, 29(1), 7–24. 

GCCA+. (2012). Addressing ecosystem challenges through support to the Mekong River 
Commission’s Climate Change and Adaptation Initiative (CCAI) | Global Climate 
Change Alliance+. Gcca.eu. https://www.gcca.eu/programmes/addressing-
ecosystem-challenges-through-support-mekong-river-commissions-climate-
change 

GCCA+. (2014a). Cambodia Climate Change Alliance - Phase II | Global Climate Change 
Alliance+. Gcca.eu. https://gcca.eu/programmes/cambodia-climate-change-alliance-
phase-ii 

GCCA+. (2014b). Cambodia Climate Change Alliance | Global Climate Change Alliance+. 
Gcca.eu. https://gcca.eu/programmes/cambodia-climate-change-alliance 

GCCA+. (2014c). Programme on Climate Change Adaptation and Mitigation in the 
COMESA-EAC-SADC Region | Global Climate Change Alliance+. Gcca.eu. 
https://gcca.eu/programmes/programme-climate-change-adaptation-and-
mitigation-comesa-eac-sadc-region 

GCCA+. (2016). About EU GCCA+ | Global Climate Change Alliance+. Gcca.eu. 
https://www.gcca.eu/about-eu-gcca 

GCCA+. (2019). Cambodia Climate Change Alliance - Phase III | Global Climate Change 
Alliance+. Gcca.eu. https://www.gcca.eu/programmes/cambodia-climate-change-
alliance-phase-iii 

Germanwatch. (2020). Climate Change Performance Index: Still no country good enough; 
EU stands at a crossroads. Germanwatch.org. https://germanwatch.org/en/19686 

Grant, W. (2019, August 20). How we discovered the climate problem - Policy Forum. Asia 
and the Pacific Policy Society. https://www.policyforum.net/how-we-discovered-the-
climate-problem/ 

GSSD. (2019). ADDRESSING CLIMATE CHANGE IMPACTS ON ECONOMIC GROWTH IN 
CAMBODIA (pp. 11–16, 44–45). 

H. Meyer, L., & Roser, D. (2010). Climate justice and historical emissions. Critical Review of 
International Social and Political Philosophy, 13(1), 229–253. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/13698230903326349 

Habtezion, S. (2013). Gender and climate finance. UNDP. 
https://www.undp.org/content/dam/undp/library/gender/Gender%20and%20Enviro
nment/TM5_AsiaPacific_Capacity.pdf 

Held, V. (1970). Can a Random Collection of Individuals be Morally Responsible? The Journal 
of Philosophy, 67(14), 94. https://doi.org/10.2307/2024108 

 

 

https://www.oxfordbibliographies.com/view/document/obo-9780199796953/obo-9780199796953-0003.xml
https://www.oxfordbibliographies.com/view/document/obo-9780199796953/obo-9780199796953-0003.xml
https://www.gcca.eu/programmes/addressing-ecosystem-challenges-through-support-mekong-river-commissions-climate-change
https://www.gcca.eu/programmes/addressing-ecosystem-challenges-through-support-mekong-river-commissions-climate-change
https://www.gcca.eu/programmes/addressing-ecosystem-challenges-through-support-mekong-river-commissions-climate-change
https://gcca.eu/programmes/cambodia-climate-change-alliance-phase-ii
https://gcca.eu/programmes/cambodia-climate-change-alliance-phase-ii
https://gcca.eu/programmes/cambodia-climate-change-alliance
https://gcca.eu/programmes/programme-climate-change-adaptation-and-mitigation-comesa-eac-sadc-region
https://gcca.eu/programmes/programme-climate-change-adaptation-and-mitigation-comesa-eac-sadc-region
https://www.gcca.eu/about-eu-gcca
https://www.gcca.eu/programmes/cambodia-climate-change-alliance-phase-iii
https://www.gcca.eu/programmes/cambodia-climate-change-alliance-phase-iii
https://germanwatch.org/en/19686
https://www.policyforum.net/how-we-discovered-the-climate-problem/
https://www.policyforum.net/how-we-discovered-the-climate-problem/
about:blank
https://www.undp.org/content/dam/undp/library/gender/Gender%20and%20Environment/TM5_AsiaPacific_Capacity.pdf
https://www.undp.org/content/dam/undp/library/gender/Gender%20and%20Environment/TM5_AsiaPacific_Capacity.pdf
about:blank


Journal of Asia and Europe Relations, Vol. 1, No. 1, ISSN 2754-3323 

 

86       

Ifeoma, C. O. (2008). The impact of foreign aid on the sovereignty of states: A case study of 
Kenya (1980 - 2005). College of Humanities and Social Sciences (CHSS) of the Institute 
of Diplomacy and International Studies. 
http://erepository.uonbi.ac.ke:8080/xmlui/handle/123456789/20503 

Jamieson, D. (1970). Responsibility and Climate Change. Global Justice : Theory Practice 
Rhetoric, 8(2). https://doi.org/10.21248/gjn.8.2.86 

Klein, N. (2020). ON FIRE : the burning case for a green new deal. Simon & Schuster. 

Kreft, S., Eckstein, D., & Melchior, I. (2016). GLOBAL CLIMATE RISK INDEX 2017. Germanwatch 
E.V, 22. https://germanwatch.org/sites/default/files/publication/16411.pdf 

Langsam, H., & Coleman, J. L. (1995). Risks and Wrongs. The Philosophical Review, 104(3), 
274. https://doi.org/10.2307/2185643 

McNamara, K. E. (2013). Taking stock of community-based climate-change adaptation 
projects in the Pacific. Asia Pacific Viewpoint, 54(3), 398–405. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/apv.12033 

McNamara, K. E., & Buggy, L. (2016). Community-based climate change adaptation: a review 
of academic literature. Local Environment, 22(4), 443–460. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/13549839.2016.1216954 

Mills, C. W. (2015). Decolonizing Western Political Philosophy. New Political Science, 37(1), 1–
24. https://doi.org/10.1080/07393148.2014.995491 

MRCSD. (2014). Mid-Term Review of the MRC Programmes Climate Change and 
Adaptation Initiative. Mekong River Commission for Sustainable Development. 
https://www.dfat.gov.au/sites/default/files/mekong-river-commissions-climate-
change-adaptation-initiative-mid-term-review-report.pdf 

MRCSD. (2021). Climate Change and the Mekong River Basin. Mrcmekong.org; Mekong 
River Commission for Sustainable Development. https://www.mrcmekong.org/our-
work/topics/climate-change/ 

National Committee for Disaster Management UNDP. (2014). Cambodia Disaster Loss and 
Damage Analysis Report (p. 30). 
https://www.kh.undp.org/content/cambodia/en/home/library/environment_energy/c
ambodia-disaster-loss-and-damage-analysis-report-1996---2013.html 

NCCC. (2013). CAMBODIA CLIMATE CHANGE STRATEGIC PLAN 2014 – 2023. 
http://extwprlegs1.fao.org/docs/pdf/cam143041.pdf 

NCSD. (2019a). Department of Climate Change. Moe.gov.kh. 
https://ncsd.moe.gov.kh/dcc/department-climate-change 

NCSD. (2019b). Indigenous and Traditional Practices for Climate Resilience in Cambodia. 
https://ncsd.moe.gov.kh/sites/default/files/2019-
10/Indigenous%20and%20Traditional%20Practices_March%202019_En.pdf 

ODC. (2016, March 7). Forest cover | Open Development Cambodia (ODC). Open 
Development Cambodia (ODC). 
https://opendevelopmentcambodia.net/profiles/forest-cover/ 

 

http://erepository.uonbi.ac.ke:8080/xmlui/handle/123456789/20503
about:blank
https://germanwatch.org/sites/default/files/publication/16411.pdf
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
https://www.dfat.gov.au/sites/default/files/mekong-river-commissions-climate-change-adaptation-initiative-mid-term-review-report.pdf
https://www.dfat.gov.au/sites/default/files/mekong-river-commissions-climate-change-adaptation-initiative-mid-term-review-report.pdf
https://www.mrcmekong.org/our-work/topics/climate-change/
https://www.mrcmekong.org/our-work/topics/climate-change/
https://www.kh.undp.org/content/cambodia/en/home/library/environment_energy/cambodia-disaster-loss-and-damage-analysis-report-1996---2013.html
https://www.kh.undp.org/content/cambodia/en/home/library/environment_energy/cambodia-disaster-loss-and-damage-analysis-report-1996---2013.html
http://extwprlegs1.fao.org/docs/pdf/cam143041.pdf
https://ncsd.moe.gov.kh/dcc/department-climate-change
https://ncsd.moe.gov.kh/sites/default/files/2019-10/Indigenous%20and%20Traditional%20Practices_March%202019_En.pdf
https://ncsd.moe.gov.kh/sites/default/files/2019-10/Indigenous%20and%20Traditional%20Practices_March%202019_En.pdf
https://opendevelopmentcambodia.net/profiles/forest-cover/


Journal of Asia and Europe Relations, Vol. 1, No. 1, ISSN 2754-3323 

   87 

Prakach, A. (2018). The Impact of Climate Change in Southeast Asia – IMF Finance & 
Development Magazine | September 2018. Imf.org. 
https://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/fandd/2018/09/southeast-asia-climate-change-
and-greenhouse-gas-emissions-prakash.htm 

Ritchie, H. (2019). Who has contributed most to global CO2 emissions? Our World in Data. 
https://ourworldindata.org/contributed-most-global-co2 

Ritchie, H., & Roser, M. (2020, May 11). CO2 and Greenhouse Gas Emissions. Our World in 
Data. https://ourworldindata.org/co2-emissions 

Rudall, J. (2021). The Obligation to Cooperate in the Fight against Climate Change. 
International Community Law Review, 23(2-3), 184–196. 
https://doi.org/10.1163/18719732-12341469 

Shaftel, H. (2021, June 22). Overview: Weather, Global Warming and Climate Change. 
Climate Change: Vital Signs of the Planet. https://climate.nasa.gov/resources/global-
warming-vs-climate-change/ 

Shaw, M. (2021). international law | Definition, History, Characteristics, Examples, & Facts | 
Britannica. In Encyclopædia Britannica. 
https://www.britannica.com/topic/international-law 

Soutullo, J. (2019). The Mekong River: geopolitics over development, hydropower and the 
environment. Policy Department for External Relations of the EU. 
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2019/639313/EXPO_STU(2019)
639313_EN.pdf 

Stop Ecocide, Sands QC, P., Fall Snow, D., Mackintosh, K., J. Rogers, R., Cabanes, V., Fajardo, 
P., Rizwana Hasa, S., C. Jalloh, C., Lledó, R., Neroni Slad, T., Voigt, C., & Whitihng, A. (2021). 
COMENTARIO ACERCA DE LA DEFINICIÓN DE ECOCIDIO (p. 5). 

Talbert, M. (2019). Moral Responsibility (Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy). Stanford.edu. 
https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/moral-responsibility/ 

Talberth, J. (2015). By the Numbers: Economic Impacts of Climate Change in the Lower 
Mekong Basin. World Resources Institute. https://www.wri.org/insights/numbers-
economic-impacts-climate-change-lower-mekong-basin 

The Declaration of the United Nations Conference on the Human Environment or 
Stockholm Declaration, Principle 21 (1972). 

Tyner, J. A. (2017). From rice fields to killing fields : nature, life, and labor under the Khmer 
Rouge (pp. 25–30). Syracuse University Press. 

UNDESA. (2019). World Population Prospects - Population Division - United Nations. Un.org. 
https://population.un.org/wpp/Download/Standard/Population/ 

UNDP. (2014). Cambodia Climate Change Alliance – Phase 2 (CCCA-II) | UNDP in 
Cambodia. UNDP. 
https://www.kh.undp.org/content/cambodia/en/home/projects/cambodia-climate-
change-alliance--phase-2--ccca-ii-1.html 

 

 

https://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/fandd/2018/09/southeast-asia-climate-change-and-greenhouse-gas-emissions-prakash.htm
https://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/fandd/2018/09/southeast-asia-climate-change-and-greenhouse-gas-emissions-prakash.htm
https://ourworldindata.org/contributed-most-global-co2
https://ourworldindata.org/co2-emissions
about:blank
https://climate.nasa.gov/resources/global-warming-vs-climate-change/
https://climate.nasa.gov/resources/global-warming-vs-climate-change/
https://www.britannica.com/topic/international-law
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2019/639313/EXPO_STU(2019)639313_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2019/639313/EXPO_STU(2019)639313_EN.pdf
https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/moral-responsibility/
https://www.wri.org/insights/numbers-economic-impacts-climate-change-lower-mekong-basin
https://www.wri.org/insights/numbers-economic-impacts-climate-change-lower-mekong-basin
https://population.un.org/wpp/Download/Standard/Population/
https://www.kh.undp.org/content/cambodia/en/home/projects/cambodia-climate-change-alliance--phase-2--ccca-ii-1.html
https://www.kh.undp.org/content/cambodia/en/home/projects/cambodia-climate-change-alliance--phase-2--ccca-ii-1.html


Journal of Asia and Europe Relations, Vol. 1, No. 1, ISSN 2754-3323 

 

88       

UNDP. (2019). Cambodia Climate Change Alliance – Phase 3 (CCCA-III) | UNDP in 
Cambodia. UNDP. 
https://www.kh.undp.org/content/cambodia/en/home/projects/cambodia-climate-
change-alliance--phase-3--ccca-iii-.html 

UNDP Cambodia. (2018, June 5). Impact to Cambodian Economy from Climate Change 
Could Be Worse Than First Predicted. UNDP; UNDP. 
https://www.kh.undp.org/content/cambodia/en/home/presscenter/pressreleases/201
8/impact-to-cambodian-economy-from-climate-change-could-be-worse-t.html 

UNDP Cambodia. (2019). Final Evaluation of Cambodia Climate Change Alliance - Phase II 
Programme. https://erc.undp.org/evaluation/evaluations/detail/10006 

UNDP Transparency Portal. (2021). Undp.org. https://open.undp.org/projects/00059036 

UNEP. (2021). Plastic pollution threatens the Mekong, a wildlife wonderland. UNEP. 
https://www.unep.org/news-and-stories/story/plastic-pollution-threatens-mekong-
wildlife-wonderland 

UNFCC. (2013). Best practices and available tools for the use of indigenous and traditional 
knowledge and practices for adaptation, and the application of gender-sensitive 
approaches and tools for understanding and assessing impacts, vulnerability and 
adaptation to climate change. Technical paper, UNFCCC/TP/2013/11. 
http://unfccc.int/resource/docs/2013/tp/11.pdf 

UNITAR. (2016). Closing the Climate Finance Gap in Cambodia: Could Training be the 
Simple Answer? UNITAR. https://www.unitar.org/about/news-stories/stories/closing-
climate-finance-gap-cambodia-could-training-be-simple-answer 

Paris Agreement, Article 7 (2015). 
https://unfccc.int/files/essential_background/convention/application/pdf/english_par
is_agreement.pdf 

United Nations Human Rights Committee. (2020). HUMAN RIGHTS AND CLIMATE CHANGE 
Key Messages (p. 3). 

USAID. (2019). CLIMATE RISK IN CAMBODIA: COUNTRY RISK PROFILE. 2–7. 
https://www.climatelinks.org/sites/default/files/asset/document/2019_USAID_Cambo
dia%20CRP.pdf 

Vaessen, S. (2013, October 14). Dutch apologise 66 years after atrocities. Aljazeera.com; Al 
Jazeera. https://www.aljazeera.com/features/2013/10/14/dutch-apologise-66-years-
after-atrocities/ 

Vanderheiden, S. (2007). Climate Change and the Challenge of Moral Responsibility. 
Journal of Philosophical Research, 32(9999), 85–92. https://doi.org/10.5840/jpr_2007_5 

Vanderheiden, S. (2011). Globalizing Responsibility for Climate Change. Ethics & 
International Affairs, 25(01), 65–84. https://doi.org/10.1017/s089267941000002x 

Zormelo, D. (1996). IS AID CONDITIONALITY CONSISTENT WITH NATIONAL SOVEREIGNTY. 
Overseas Development Institute Working Papers, 10–20. 
https://cdn.odi.org/media/documents/7018.pdf 

https://www.kh.undp.org/content/cambodia/en/home/projects/cambodia-climate-change-alliance--phase-3--ccca-iii-.html
https://www.kh.undp.org/content/cambodia/en/home/projects/cambodia-climate-change-alliance--phase-3--ccca-iii-.html
https://www.kh.undp.org/content/cambodia/en/home/presscenter/pressreleases/2018/impact-to-cambodian-economy-from-climate-change-could-be-worse-t.html
https://www.kh.undp.org/content/cambodia/en/home/presscenter/pressreleases/2018/impact-to-cambodian-economy-from-climate-change-could-be-worse-t.html
https://erc.undp.org/evaluation/evaluations/detail/10006
https://open.undp.org/projects/00059036
https://www.unep.org/news-and-stories/story/plastic-pollution-threatens-mekong-wildlife-wonderland
https://www.unep.org/news-and-stories/story/plastic-pollution-threatens-mekong-wildlife-wonderland
http://unfccc.int/resource/docs/2013/tp/11.pdf
https://www.unitar.org/about/news-stories/stories/closing-climate-finance-gap-cambodia-could-training-be-simple-answer
https://www.unitar.org/about/news-stories/stories/closing-climate-finance-gap-cambodia-could-training-be-simple-answer
https://unfccc.int/files/essential_background/convention/application/pdf/english_paris_agreement.pdf
https://unfccc.int/files/essential_background/convention/application/pdf/english_paris_agreement.pdf
https://www.climatelinks.org/sites/default/files/asset/document/2019_USAID_Cambodia%20CRP.pdf
https://www.climatelinks.org/sites/default/files/asset/document/2019_USAID_Cambodia%20CRP.pdf
https://www.aljazeera.com/features/2013/10/14/dutch-apologise-66-years-after-atrocities/
https://www.aljazeera.com/features/2013/10/14/dutch-apologise-66-years-after-atrocities/
about:blank
about:blank
https://cdn.odi.org/media/documents/7018.pdf


Journal of Asia and Europe Relations, Vol. 1, No. 1, ISSN 2754-3323 

   89 

Carbon Goes to Market 
The Sustainable Development Potential of Carbon Trading  

in China 
 

Marina Hough* 

 

 

Abstract  

In the wake of intensifying international calls for increased action on climate, carbon 
markets have repeatedly been identified as key enablers of efficient and low-cost emission 
reductions. China’s newly established Emissions Trading Scheme (‘ETS’) is already the 
largest in the world and is set to expand to an additional seven sectors when fully 
operational. China has made comprehensive sustainable development a national strategy 
of which its ETS is a key component. Sustainable development requires the balancing of 
desirable environmental, social, and economic outcomes. Theoretically, ETSs work to 
harmonise environmental and economic outcomes by coupling decarbonisation with 
economic growth. How effective the ETS will be as a tool for sustainable development, 
however, will depend on its design and governance.  This paper outlines briefly what a 
‘carbon market’ or ETS is and traces the history of emissions trading in China. Thereafter, 
this paper analyses the coverage, allowance and cap setting, pricing, and monitoring, 
reporting and verification (‘MRV’) of China’s national ETS. Assessment of these key 
characteristics is undertaken to understand if the ETS is expected to be effective in 
producing real economic, environmental, and social outcomes thereby contributing to 
sustainable development in China. This article will then survey carbon market 
developments across Asia and assess the sustainable development benefits of the prospect 
of linking markets across international borders.   

Key Words: Chinese Carbon Market, Sustainable Development, Market Governance, China 
Net Zero, Carbon Leakage, North Asian Carbon Market 

 

1. Introduction  
In the wake of intensifying international calls for increased action on climate, carbon 
markets have repeatedly been identified as key enablers of efficient and low-cost emissions 
reduction. As China launches its long-awaited national emissions trading scheme (‘ETS’) in 
2021, the largest ETS to date, it is timely to reflect on how this ETS can contribute to real 
sustainable development improvements. China has made comprehensive sustainable 
development a national strategy of which its ETS is a key component (Huang, Shen & Miao, 
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2021). Sustainable development requires the balancing of desirable environmental, social, 
and economic outcomes. Theoretically, ETSs work to harmonise environmental and 
economic outcomes by coupling decarbonisation with economic growth. But for the ETS 
to prove itself as a successful sustainable development tool, it must result in both real 
environmental and social benefits. It must be acknowledged that the ETS is one policy 
within a larger sustainable development governance framework and, although China’s 
complementary regulatory policies will interact with the ETS, they are beyond the scope of 
this paper. This analysis will focus on the ETSs design elements to understand how 
effectively this market will function to achieve sustainable development outcomes.  

Zhang, Zhu & Fan (2017) and Gao, Li, Xue and Liu (2020), among others, summarise the 
literature establishing that China’s pilot ETSs have significantly reduced carbon emissions 
and a national ETS can amplify this effect. Whether it will achieve this goal, however, will 
depend on the structure and design of the ETS which shapes the extent to which 
environmental outcomes are beneficial and social outcomes are equitable. The efficacy of 
the ETS as a tool for sustainable development, therefore, depends upon the ETS operating 
effectively as a market that can sufficiently incentivise emissions reduction and low-carbon 
innovation. Lessons from the EU ETS, as the oldest and most established carbon market, 
are drawn upon throughout this analysis to understand how design choices in the Chinese 
ETS may impact economic, environmental, or social outcomes. This paper outlines briefly 
what a ‘carbon market’ or ETS is and traces the history of emissions trading in China. 
Thereafter, this paper analyses the coverage, allowance and cap setting, pricing, and 
monitoring, reporting and verification (‘MRV’) of China’s national ETS. Assessment of these 
key characteristics is undertaken to understand if the ETS is expected to be effective in 
producing real economic, environmental, and social outcomes thereby contributing to 
sustainable development in China. This article will then survey carbon market 
developments across Asia and assess the sustainable development benefits of the prospect 
of linking markets across international borders.   

 

2. What are Carbon Markets?  
Carbon markets or ETSs describe market-based mechanisms that enable the purchase of 
emissions allowances for entities obliged or volunteering to reduce their carbon emission 
footprint by ‘offsetting’ the emissions they are unable to abate. The most common form of 
the carbon market is a ‘cap and trade’ scheme which allows entities to continue to produce 
emissions up to a certain limit or ‘cap’, beyond which they are required to offset their 
emissions. The cap is measured from a ‘benchmark’ that is often calculated as an average 
of emissions produced over a period of time for a particular industry (Centre for Climate 
and Energy Solutions, undated). Entities that cannot keep emissions below their 
benchmark are required to purchase emissions allowances as offsets, while entities that 
can reduce their emissions below the benchmark benefit from an additional revenue 
stream through the sale of their remaining allowances. The structure and design of the ETS 
varies between systems but ultimately uses a carbon price to incentivise emissions 
reductions and stimulate low-carbon innovation.  

Currently, carbon emissions are (un)seen as a negative externality that is not costed into 
the price of the products and services being produced but imposes costs on others by 
contributing to climate change impacts and air pollution. Putting a price on carbon 
emissions incentivises emission reductions to avoid the cost of purchasing carbon credits 
and offsetting only where abatement is too difficult or detrimental. In this way, carbon 
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markets incentivise abatement where possible, and transfer urgent emissions reductions 
to places in the economy where it is the most cost-effective (Ibikunle & Gregoriou, 2018). 
This efficiency, however, can only be achieved when emissions allowance prices are high 
enough that purchasing offsets for extensive emissions is an undesirable option.  

 

3. China’s National Carbon Market 
 

3.1 History 
China’s significant participation in the international carbon trading regime under the Kyoto 
Protocol built capacity as institutions became accustomed to verifying emissions and 
participating in international carbon markets (Lucklock, 2021). In 2013, China launched pilot 
ETSs in two provinces and five cities: Hubei, Guangdong, Beijing, Shanghai, Shenzhen, 
Chongqing, and Tianjin (Zhang, Duan & Deng, 2019). The European Union ETS (‘EU ETS’) 
similarly engaged in a 2003 pilot phase before expanding to become a fully functioning 
market in 2008, which enabled both capacity building and market governance 
adjustments. China’s pilot markets were intended to provide data and experience for a 
national ETS to be launched in 2014, but this ultimately never took place. However, in 2017, 
China belatedly released its plan for the long-awaited national ETS, which identified a 
three-stage transition from the provincial/city-based pilot ETSs to a national system which 
started trading in July 2021 (Slater, 2020).  

 

3.2 Coverage 
ETSs are not usually economy wide and which sectors or companies are included in the 
ETS will determine the proportion of national emissions that become subject to the 
market’s emissions reducing incentives. The Chinese ETS will initially be limited to the 
power sector, already making it the largest ETS in the world, before gradually incorporating 
seven additional sectors. Ultimately, the ETS will cover electricity/heat, iron & steel, non-
ferrous metal, construction material, petrochemical engineering, chemical engineering, 
and civil aviation, although an official timeline has not yet been set for their inclusion 
(Nakano & Kennedy, 2021). The ETS will only apply to power producers emitting over 26 000 
tons of carbon per year, which includes all coal-fired power stations in China, and covers 
approximately 4,500 megatons of CO2, a substantial 40% of energy-related carbon 
emissions (International Energy Agency, 2020). A distinguishing feature of China’s ETS is 
that both direct emissions from the burning of fossil fuels and indirect emissions from 
associated uses of electricity and heat will be included in the ETS (International Energy 
Agency, 2020). This enables the ETS to reduce both production-based and consumption-
based emissions which limits the incentive for companies to move operations to countries 
without emissions reduction obligations, known as ‘carbon leakage’ (Gao et al, 2020). Thus, 
China’s ETS coverage is extensive enough so as to include the majority of large emitters 
which is crucial if it is to achieve significant emissions reductions. While covering only the 
power sector may appear to be a slow start, expanding the market gradually is beneficial 
for businesses’ preparedness and is therefore desirable to balance the economic and social 
impacts of the markets establishment.  
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3.3 Caps, Benchmarks, and Emissions Allowances 
Cap and trade ETSs require careful calculation of free emissions allowances during their 
developmental phases to ensure that the shock of the new market is not so severe as to 
disrupt business entirely but still incentivises rapid decarbonisation. Auctioning off carbon 
allowances is the most efficient method of distribution but has high initial costs and is 
politically challenging to implement. This leads most cap-and-trade ETSs to initially 
distribute 90-95% allowances free of charge (Wang et al., 2021). Balancing these factors in 
the new markets while navigating broader economic risks is complex, as we are reminded 
by the early EU ETS experience of over allocation of free allowances leading to inefficiently 
low carbon prices (Boute & Zhang, 2019).  China’s net-zero 2060 pledge, however, has 
coloured the development of the national ETS with more urgency than previously felt, and 
increasing global action on climate provides greater certainty of the long-term importance 
of this market. This demonstrates the interrelationship between market and non-market 
policies as the ETS enables flexibility and efficiency in how the economy distributes the 
financial and social burden of transitioning toward the ultimate emissions reduction target.  

In China’s ETS, emissions allowances are allocated to power producers based on an 
emissions intensity ‘benchmark’ for each category of power production and on the specific 
site’s historical output of electricity or heat supply (Liu, 2020). Benchmarks in China are 
measured as historical carbon emissions per unit of energy output and vary according to 
the category and size of the site (Liu, 2020). Because free allowances are tied to energy 
output, if a producer decides to increase their energy production, their quantity of allocated 
allowances also increases. This is intended to encourage sites to outperform their historical 
benchmark leading to more efficient production without reducing the quantity of power 
produced. An intensity-based cap was also utilised by other ETSs, including in the UK 
(during the first phase of the EU ETS) and Alberta, Canada (Slater, Shu & De Boer, 2021). 
Rather than having an absolute national emissions limit or ‘cap’, the cap on emissions is 
calculated ‘bottom-up’ as the sum total of all the benchmarks, with the possibility of ex-
post adjustments (Slater et al., 2021). Such an approach signals the need for emission 
reductions but perversely incentivises companies to produce more emissions to receive 
more free allowances which fundamentally undermines the environmental purpose of the 
market.   

Benchmarks have been criticised for being too generous, leading to companies being 
freely allocated more allowances than they need to cover their emissions, causing an 
oversupply of credits in circulation and ineffectively low carbon prices (Liu, 2020). Basing 
allowance benchmarks on historical emissions as power production trends toward greater 
efficiency invariably leads to overallocation of allowances and fails to incentivise more rapid 
decarbonisation (Wang et al., 2021). Concern also arises over the operation of potential ex-
post adjustments allowing sites that operate infrequently or at reduced capacity to receive 
additional allowances, thereby undermining the incentive to operate more efficiently (Liu, 
2020). This becomes a significant challenge considering that half of China’s coal fleet is 
currently running at below 50% capacity (Liu, 2020). In addition, coal-fired power plants are 
only required to purchase additional allowances to cover 20% of emissions produced in 
excess of the benchmark, and natural gas-fired power plants are excluded from any cost 
penalties, regardless of their emissions (Slater et al., 2021). The combination of generous free 
allocation of emissions allowances and limited penalties for emitting more than the 
benchmark both dilute the incentive that companies have to pursue rapid decarbonisation 
and invest in decarbonising innovation. However, the sheer ambition of China’s net-zero 
target has contributed to an expectation that free allocations will tighten over time (Jia & 
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Tang, 2021). Furthermore, this is only the first stage of the national ETS, and as seen in the 
development of the EU ETS, free allocations are expected to reduce, and penalties increase 
as companies adjust to new operating conditions.  

Choosing an intensity-based cap, rather than an absolute cap on emissions, demonstrates 
authorities attempting to balancing the social and economic impact of the ETS whilst 
pursuing rapid decarbonisation. While China’s net-zero pledge is valuable, it is economy 
wide and not yet legislated into the operation of the ETS. Significantly, an absolute 
emissions cap has been proposed in draft legislation and, although not yet accepted as law, 
recognises the importance of this in achieving the founding environmental aims of the ETS. 
An absolute cap on emissions creates a stronger signal for companies that emissions 
cannot exceed the cap, regardless of any increase in production, and allows greater 
stakeholder predictability which is critical to achieving low carbon innovation and overall 
emissions reduction (Slater et al., 2021). The EU ETSs allowance allocations were coupled 
with a declining absolute emissions cap linked to increasing emissions reduction targets in 
the EU which ensured that the ETS led to overall emissions reductions (Liu, 2020). President 
Xi’s pledge to the UN General Assembly that China will peak carbon emissions before 2030 
and achieve net-zero carbon emission by 2060 was a significant commitment from the top 
of the political hierarchy and an important market signal (Min, 2021). This dual-target 
incentivises both immediate action and longer-term net-zero planning utilising a variety of 
policy tools including the ETS market mechanism. China’s 14th Five-year Plan for 2021-2025 
legislates the emissions reduction target of 18% per unit of GDP in the next five years and 
requires regional governments to set absolute emissions caps and plan for carbon 
neutrality by 2060 (Chinese Communist Party, 2020). This combination of new 
developments powerfully reinforces commercial and political interest in the ETS and 
recognises the economic importance of certainty for incentivising rapid decarbonisation 
and low-carbon innovation thus resulting in real environmental and economic benefits.       

 

3.4 Pricing   
A strong carbon price signal indicates to the market that investment into decarbonising 
innovation will reap a return which is necessary to stimulate low-carbon innovation leading 
to economic, social, and environmental benefits. Carbon prices respond to a variety of 
factors, but allocation of free allowances plays the largest part in price setting, at least 
during early market development phases. Seventy-five per cent of respondents to China’s 
Carbon Market Pricing Survey in 2020 stated that carbon prices were most impacted by 
policy decisions, specifically by cap and allocation setting, while market factors were seen 
as having a smaller impact (Slater, De Boer, Quian & Shu, 2020). This perception reflects the 
complexity of creating an ‘artificial’ market by pricing a formerly unpriced commodity, 
especially within a centrally planned energy sector. Regional electricity prices and 
generation quotas are set annually by China’s central government which prevents 
generators from passing carbon prices on to consumers directly, at least until the 
government fixes the price at a higher rate (Slater et al., 2020).  

The effectiveness of the ETS will also be challenged by the market power of the state-
owned enterprises that are the primary electricity generation companies which must be 
managed to enable private companies to compete (Wang, Liu, Tan & Liu, 2018). Promisingly, 
three of the ‘Big Five’ state-owned enterprises that make up 50% of China’s installed power 
capacity have committed to peak emissions before 2025 or to reduce coal consumption 
(Min, 2021). This sets an important precedent for other players in the energy sector. 



Journal of Asia and Europe Relations, Vol. 1, No. 1, ISSN 2754-3323 

 

94       

Stakeholders in the national ETS expect a move away from traditional approaches, such as 
subsidiaries and mandatory closure of inefficient facilities, toward more market-orientated 
policies (Slater et al., 2020). Currently, both the ETS and electricity market reform 
demonstrate national efforts to enable the operation of market dynamics, shifting 
generation quotas toward a competitive market and allowing the market to set electricity 
prices in real-time (Wang et al., 2018). Regulatory barriers are necessary to buffer vulnerable 
populations from the costs of the energy transition but must be carefully constructed to 
enable the ETS market mechanism to increase the efficiency of decarbonisation and 
incentivise innovation.     

In both the EU and China, governments are responsible for setting emissions caps that 
determine carbon allowance pricing and such intervention creates uncertainty for 
investors. Consequently, ETSs have long received criticism for failing to provide investors 
with enough certainty due to price volatility and corresponding regulatory intervention 
(Boute & Zhang, 2019). Building on the EU’s experience, China has incorporated a market 
stability reserve into its national ETS, which can moderate the number of allowances in 
circulation, therefore, stabilising the carbon price and avoiding unwanted volatility (Boute 
& Zhang, 2019). Clearly limiting the extent of possible regulatory interventions can also serve 
to alleviate this uncertainty, but this is more difficult in a highly centralised energy sector. 
China’s ETS has mitigated this to some degree by utilising a three-tiered governance 
system including the MEE and provincial and local regulators, an important division of 
governing competencies to limit unwarranted market intervention (Boute & Zhang, 2019). 
Balancing the conflict between the necessity of managing price signals and limiting 
intervention in the market is important to incentivise significant investment into low-
carbon innovation and practices which are essential for the ETS to produce significant 
emission reductions alongside long-term growth within a decarbonised economy.  

 

3.5 Monitoring, Reporting, Verification and Compliance  
For the ETS to function effectively, compliance mechanisms that ensure monitoring, 
reporting, and verification (‘MRV’) of emissions reductions are accurate and transparent 
must be implemented and enforced. At the end of each reporting period, ETS participants 
will surrender a number of emissions allowances equal to the amount of carbon they have 
emitted. Transparency is significantly improved by regulations mandating that company-
level emissions are disclosed to the public. This transparency is expected to raise the level 
of compliance, enable the financial market to access important information, and even 
enable public resistance to non-compliance or prosecutions (Slater et al., 2021). The ETS will 
have a three-tier governance system constituted by MEE as the national authority with joint 
oversight of trading with other regulators and authorities at the provincial and municipal 
level that oversee management and implementation of ETS rules locally (International 
Carbon Action Partnership, 2021). All regulated entities will be subject to MRV requirements 
for their emissions throughout 2019 and 2020 as well as into the future. In addition, sites 
with emissions exceeding 26,000 tons of CO2 in the seven other sectors to be included in 
the national ETS will also have to undergo MRV for 2020 emissions despite having their 
inclusion in the national ETS postponed (Liu, 2020). This is an important trial run that will 
test the veracity of MRV of future ETS sectors and build capacity within businesses, verifiers, 
and regulators.  

The new draft ETS legislation aims to remedy a key criticism of the previous ETS regulations 
by significantly increasing the penalty for failure to meet reporting and compliance 
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obligations (Ministry of Ecology and Environment, 2021). Moreover, any difference identified 
between the number of allowances surrendered and the emission produced will be 
deducted from the next year’s emission allowance allocation, among other financial and 
non-financial penalties (International Carbon Action Partnership, 2021). Significantly, the 
draft legislation also proposes that ETS compliance records be integrated into China’s social 
credit system, which is based on the premise that ‘once proven untrustworthy, restrictions 
should apply everywhere’ (Liu, 2020). Such integration would be expected to ensure 
compliance as both entities and individuals with poor social credit scores may receive 
sanctions that can impact their access to credit, government subsidies and even business 
registration (Liu, 2020). The substantial increase in non-compliance penalties proposed 
reflects the increasing importance placed on the ETS to achieve China’s ambitious targets 
and the transition from a trial period toward a fully operational market. These transparency 
and accountability measures are encouraging because they will ensure effective market 
design translates into real economic and environmental gains. 

 

4. Regional ETS developments 
As the emissions reduction race intensifies globally, China is not alone in its ambition to 
efficiently pursue greater emissions reductions while stimulating decarbonising 
innovation. South Korea’s ETS had a challenging start in 2015 but has matured into a core 
policy of their emissions reduction strategy with widespread business acceptance and 
almost 100% compliance (Li, Kardish & Hall, 2021). The success of an ETS in South Korea’s 
energy-intensive and export orientated economy with government-controlled electricity 
prices makes this a valuable example for the region (Ritchie, 2020). Japan has two linked 
sub-national ETSs in Tokyo and Saitama, which Prime Minister Suga seeks to expand (Li et 
al., 2021). Both South Korea and Japan have made 2050 net zero emissions targets which 
provide a valuable market signal and intensify efforts into market development. Indonesia’s 
pilot ETS for the power and industrial sectors is underway, with a national ETS intended for 
launch in 2024, a significant development considering Indonesia is forecast to be the 
world’s fourth-largest economy by 2050 (Ritchie, 2020). Taiwan has also been in the process 
of developing an ETS while Vietnam launches its ETS pilot in 2025, expected to be fully 
operational in 2027 (Li et al., 2021). Concurrently, Thailand has conducted pilot scheme 
testing to build industry capacity, under which participants have had compliance 
obligations since 2013, and the Philippines is considering legislating an ETS for its largest 
emitters (Li et al., 2021).  

China, Japan, and South Korea collectively account for over 21% of global GDP and produce 
over 30% of global greenhouse gas emissions, making their emissions reductions strategy 
globally significant both environmentally and economically (The World Bank, 2016). 
Ensuring that their ETSs significantly reduce emissions without seriously disrupting 
economic growth, therefore, is a key concern which has encouraged the prospect of 
‘Carbon Clubs’ or a ‘North-East Asia Carbon Market’. Expanding ETSs through cross-border 
trading could create a broader, more stable market, increase resilience to market shocks, 
increase regulatory certainty, increase liquidity, and contribute to a stronger price signal 
(The World Bank, 2016). For businesses, linking carbon markets will remove the incentive of 
transferring operations to countries without a carbon price and increased harmonisation 
between compliance obligations decreases the regulatory burden of operating in multiple 
ETS jurisdictions (Ritchie, 2020). This regional cooperation is intensifying through 
intergovernmental forums and a variety of bilateral initiatives (Ritchie, 2020). These 
collaborations are beneficial not only to the future possibility of a linked market, but also to 
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share design and operation experience to expedite the learning process and move toward 
a region of effective ETSs and global climate leadership. Furthermore, reducing the cost of 
emissions abatement supports countries’ ability to increase the ambition of their ‘nationally 
determined contribution’, a cornerstone of the Paris Agreement’s dynamic climate 
mitigation framework.   

Such a proliferation of ETS progress exemplifies the intense economic and diplomatic 
interconnection in the region which has created its own momentum toward emissions 
reduction through example setting and the risk of isolation. An important finding from Gao 
et al (2020) identified that China’s pilot ETSs’ were able to influence carbon emitting 
practices before the ETS was imposed and in neighbouring provinces. When provinces 
became aware that an ETS would be imposed, their emissions began to contract before 
the market commenced trading in anticipation of costly obligations for high emissions. 
Similarly, neighbouring provinces reduced their emissions in anticipation of an ETS being 
implemented in their jurisdiction or impacting their trade and supplies. This is significant 
for the region as South Korea, Japan, and China, have now instituted carbon trading which 
sends a compelling signal to surrounding countries. Neighbours have evidently responded 
by trialling and implementing a variety of carbon trading solutions. China, as the largest 
country with the highest carbon emissions, implementing a nation ETS provides a 
significant example to all developing countries and countries reliant upon heavy industry. 
Huang et al (2019) forecasted that, under an ETS, China’s emission will peak around 2025, 
five years before a ‘business-as-usual’ scenario and GDP can actually increase under an ETS 
due to increased efficiency and redistributive economic gains.  

The sustainable development benefits of a larger, interconnected ETS across the region are 
significant due to the avoidance of carbon leakage. Carbon leakage is the term giving to 
emissions that are shifted to jurisdictions outside the ambit of an ETS by companies 
seeking to avoid onerous carbon reduction and reporting obligations. Gao et al (2020) 
identified that carbon leakage had occurred as emissions had shifted from provinces 
included within a pilot ETS to ones that had no such restrictions. Carbon leakage not only 
undermines the environmental benefits of the ETS but also concentrates environmental 
degradation in certain areas leading to harmful social inequalities (Yan et al, 2020). The EU 
is currently deliberating the imposition of a carbon border adjustment tariff to ensure that 
goods produced in jurisdictions with less onerous carbon reduction obligations do not gain 
a competitive advantage when brought into the EU, where companies operate under the 
EU ETS. This highlights the benefits of China implementing a national, as opposed to 
regional, ETS to prevent fragmentation of emissions reduction efforts, but also reiterates 
the benefits of a potential North Asia carbon market. Linking ETSs across the region would 
prevent heavy emitters relocating to less regulated jurisdictions causing concentrated 
environmental destruction and social detriment therefore reinforcing the sustainable 
development benefits of the ETS across all participating states.  

 

5. Conclusion  
While China’s national ETS is very new, it is already the largest ETS in the world and its 
economic and environmental impact will have global significance for sustainable 
development and climate change mitigation. ETSs provide a valuable tool to incentivise 
emission reductions where they are most cost-effective and incentivise innovative low-
carbon products and methods. Although China’s ETS covers only the power sector initially, 
this is substantial enough to provide significant national scale experience to inform market 
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governance before the gradual inclusion of seven additional sectors. Emissions allowances 
are allocated according to an intensity-based cap causing concern as to whether this ETS 
will result in overall emissions reductions. However, new draft legislation proposing an 
absolute cap combined with China’s 2030 emissions peak and 2060 net-zero pledges 
indisputably set a whole-of-economy decarbonisation trend. The carbon price is 
significantly impacted by regulators allocation of allowances and setting of emissions caps 
giving rise to the inherent conflict between investor confidence and regulatory 
intervention in environmental markets. China’s ETS has incorporated a market stability 
reserve based on lessons from the EU ETS, which will allow regulators to adjust the number 
of emissions allowances in circulation and, therefore, the carbon price. As carbon allowance 
trade volumes increase and companies adapt their practices to take advantage of 
decarbonisation incentives, prices are expected to increase which is essential to effectively 
motivate low-carbon innovation and investment. The ETSs MRV and compliance design 
elements are strong through the introduction of public site-specific carbon emission 
reporting and the expected increase in non-compliance penalties.   

China is far from alone in its use of markets to pursue emissions reductions as the region 
sees an eruption of ETSs from the pilot stage to fully operational. This has led to regional 
and bilateral initiatives exploring the potential of cross-border emissions trading or linking 
ETSs to increase efficiency, stabilise carbon prices, and boost market resilience. The 
progress of this market-linkage idea will be impacted by the Paris Agreement’s 
international carbon trading framework that will govern whether cross-border carbon 
allowance purchases can contribute to a country’s ‘nationally determined contribution’, a 
mechanism that will continue to be finalised at the UNFCCC climate conference in Glasgow 
2021 (Asia Society Policy Institute, undated). The largest ETS in the world has now 
commenced trading, guided by a national peak emissions and net-zero target, and in the 
global context of rapidly intensifying decarbonisation efforts. Each of these climate action 
milestones mark only the beginning as free allocations are expected to tighten, carbon 
prices to increase, and emissions cuts to become deeper. These changes are necessary to 
ensure that widespread emissions reductions will be achieved and the ETS contributes to 
sustainable development progress in China by aligning environmental benefits and 
economic growth. Utilising this market mechanism shifts emissions reductions to where 
they are most cost-effective thereby minimising the disruption of energy transition which 
is socially and economically beneficial. Pricing carbon fundamentally combats our 
conception of environmental destruction as an unfortunate negative externality and the 
commencement of China’s national ETS is an especially significant milestone on the road 
to greater global alignment between beneficial social, environmental, and economic 
governance.  
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Abstract 
This paper aims to examine the implications of China’s environmental policy for its grand 
strategy. By analysing the history and recent developments of China’s environmental 
policy, this article argues that there is much continuity in the way in which China’s 
environmental policy have been used over the past five decades to increase China’s 
international influence and economic power. This article is divided into the following three 
parts. The first part explores the relationships between China’s environmental policy and 
grand strategy, and investigates the underlying motives that have driven China’s 
environmental policy over the past decades. Since the 1970s, China’s environmental policy 
has allowed it to pursue a global leadership role, particularly with regards to the climate 
change crisis, without impeding its primary objective: economic development. Part two 
examines recent developments in China’s environmental policy, particularly its 
reorientations towards green overseas investment and green finance, from what was 
primarily a domestically focused environmental policy outlook. This has provided new 
avenues for China to shape the international agenda on climate change and international 
environmental regulations. Using soft power as a theoretical framework, this section 
analysis how these new avenues allow China to improve its international reputation, to 
increase its international influence, and to create a new international environmental order 
under Chinese influence. In response to recent intensifications of the great power rivalry 
between China and the West, particularly the United States, this element of international 
leadership has become all the more important to China. The third and final part evaluates 
the implications of China’s new environmental policy practices for its grand strategy, and 
lists four potential challenges facing China in the near future: the Chinese government’s 
ability to fulfil its promises, both domestically and internationally, China’s difficulty in 
coordinating its national bureaucracy, and the Chinese government’s complicated 
relationship with the Chinese and international private sectors. Nevertheless, as these 
developments are rather recent and still under revision, this paper is far from exhaustive. 
This paper could hopefully be a stepping stone for future researches on the effectiveness 
of China’s environmental policies in promoting its grand strategy as climate change issues 
becomes an increasingly prominent area for great power competition.  

Keywords: Environmental Policy, Grand Strategy, Geopolitics 
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1. Introduction 
Although the Chinese government’s recent prioritisation of environmental policy may 
seem inconsistent with its traditional emphasis on countries’ right to develop, this article 
argues that this transition does not necessarily contradict previous policy. Instead, this 
article examines how the Chinese government has consistently used environmental policy 
to promote its grand strategy. In order to lay the foundation for the following analysis, this 
introduction aims to answer three theoretical questions: How is grand strategy defined? 
What does grand strategy mean in the Chinese context? And, how does environmental 
policy relate to grand strategy?  

The term ‘grand strategy’ was introduced by Basil Henry Liddell Hart to analyse military 
problems during the First World War (Liddell Hart, 1941) and became widely used by 
politicians, military commander, and scholars to describe the highest level of planning for 
a state to use a variety of instruments ranging from political, diplomatic, military, economic, 
socio-cultural, and environmental policies to realise its long-term goals (Hooft, 2019). John 
Lewis Gaddis has subsequently defined grand strategy as coordinating ‘potentially 
unlimited aspirations with necessarily limited capabilities’ (Gaddis, 2019), whilst Paul 
Kennedy has defined it as ‘the capacity of the nation's leaders to bring together all of the 
elements, both military and non-military, for the preservation and enhancement of the 
nation's long-term (that is, in wartime and peacetime) best interests’ (Kennedy, 1991). As the 
highest level of state planning, it often concerns the ultimate ends for a state such as 
national interest, ideology, and international position, and outlines key principles governing 
more specific tactics and policies to be implemented (Freedman, 2019). Many scholars have 
written extensively on grand strategies employed by great powers in history including the 
British Empire, the Soviet Union, and the United States and have drawn lessons from the 
successes of failures of their grand strategies for political leaders (Hooft, 2019). William C. 
Martel has listed four categories of strategists - practitioners, social scientists, historians, 
and military strategists -, each with their own preferred methodology (Martel, 2015) 
(MacDougall, 2018). This can be illustrated by the debate about the American grand 
strategy in the Cold War, started by George Kennan who proposed the global containment 
of the Soviet Union after the defeat of Fascism (Kennan, 1946). His ‘Long Telegram’ and ‘X 
Article’ influenced Washington not to return to the isolationist tradition and to pursue a 
globalist grand strategy instead (Leffler, & Foner, 1994).  

International Relations scholars had also made significant contributions by theorising on 
grand strategy literature with different paradigms. Hans Morgenthau has offered a classical 
realist interpretation of America’s global intervention to defend its American national 
interest (Morgenthau, 1962), whilst John Ikenberry provided a liberal understanding of the 
American grand strategy as the promotion of an international order based on liberal values 
(Ikenberry, 2011). Taking an inductive, historical approach, John Lewis Gaddis has presented 
a holistic overview of the American grand strategy throughout the Cold War and how it 
was effectively implemented to achieve its ultimate goal of containing the Soviet Union 
despite different tactics deployed by different administrations (Gaddis, 2010). 

Regarding grand strategy in the Chinese context, this article adopts a historical, inductive 
approach, without being confined to any particular International Relations paradigm. This 
is due to the global scale and long duration of China’s grand strategy, which has been 
repetitively adjusted over time and thereby requires a flexible approach to trace its 
evolution and to explore its underlying continuity. This approach is supported by Hal 
Brands’ framing of grand strategy as a process that involves interactions and adaptations 
in implementation over time instead of a set of rigid doctrines (Brands, 2021). Although it 
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does not necessarily use the exact term ‘grand strategy’, the Chinese government is not 
unfamiliar with long-term planning to achieve its highest political ends. Since Deng 
Xiaoping’s ‘reform and opening-up’ in 1978, the Chinese government has adhered to a 
grand strategy, implemented through successions of five-year plans. Building upon the 
cornerstone of economic development, China’s grand strategy allowed it to effectively 
increase China’s national power, maintain social stability, and reinforce the Chinese 
Communist Party’s legitimacy altogether (Zheng, 2014). However, there has been much 
academic debate about what China’s current grand strategy has become since 2012, when 
the new President Xi Jinping shifted away from Deng’s ‘keeping a low profile 
(taoguangyanghui)’ towards ‘striving for achievement (fenfayouwei)’ (Yan, 2014).  

Scobell et al. (2020) have framed it as a narrative of ‘the rise of China’ and identified five 
underlying themes that have remained consistent over time including good governance, 
social stability, economic prosperity, military might, and advanced technologies though 
sometimes one prioritised over another. Some scholars deem these themes as primarily 
inward looking with Zeng et al. (2015) arguing that China’s grand strategy is focused on 
defending China’s ‘core interests’. Some scholars view this ‘rise of China’ grand strategy as 
more aggressive, with Rush Doshi (2021) interpreting it as ultimately aimed at displacing 
the U.S.-led international order.  

When it comes to environmental policy, its diverse and broad nature makes it extremely 
difficult to separate environmental policy from economic, political, and foreign policies. 
Therefore, the literature on the relationship between China’s environmental policy and 
grand strategy is often inter-disciplinary. Some scholars have explored how China has used 
environmental policy to further its grand strategy from a diplomatic perspective. Yu 
Hongyuan’s (2008) analysis of China’s environmental diplomacy has shown how China has 
used flexible environmental standards to safeguard economic development in the 1990s 
by defending its right to development and avoiding making firm commitments to lower 
emissions in international negotiations. Coenen et al. (2020) have discussed how China 
currently uses environmental policy to develop a new international institutional 
architecture to engage other countries in international environmental governance. Some 
other scholars have explored how environmental policy interacts with China’s grand 
strategy from an economic perspective. Li Wanxin (2009) has elaborated on how China has 
used environmental policy to restructure its economy in order to upgrade its industries and 
enhance its global competitiveness, whilst Zhang et al. (2016) have evaluated the 
effectiveness of China’s recent efforts to integrate environmental and economic policies to 
synergistically promote its grand strategy.  

Centering on the relationships between China’s environmental policy and its grand 
strategy, this article aims to contribute to the literature by evaluating the effectiveness of 
recent developments in China’s environmental policy in achieving its grand strategic aims. 
Adopting an eclectic approach, this article argues that China uses environmental policy to 
increase its international influence, which is symbolic of ‘the rise of China’, and by 
enhancing its energy and economic security, which will safeguard its economic prosperity, 
and thereby facilitating the pursuit of its grand strategy. Soft power, defined as the ability 
to shape other actors’ preferences in alignment with one’s own strategic goals through 
values, cultural influences, and attractions instead of using force or coercions (Nye, 2004), 
is the key mechanism. Environmental policy, as an instrument that may be used to increase 
China’s soft power, has the potential to improve China’s international image as a credible 
great power who proactively takes responsibility for the protection of global public goods 
such as fresh air, low carbon emissions, and clean water. At the same time however, it could 
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allow China to co-opt other countries into a new international order, one that is 
environmentally friendly and independent from the current U.S.-led international order, 
without intensifying extant fears surrounding the ‘rise of China’.  

 

2. Underlying Continuity  
China’s environmental policy has undergone significant changes since the start of the 
economic reform in 1978 and has played an increasingly important role in its grand strategy 
over time. From 1978 to the late 1980s, China prioritised economic development, which was 
deemed to be the crux of its grand strategy after the devastating Cultural Revolution (Wu, 
Shen, Guo, & Xing, 2020). Consequently, environmental policy was relegated to a lower 
priority and became limited to responses to particular environmental issues caused by 
economic development (Wang et al, 2018). For example, as GDP grew by 10 per cent per 
annum on average from 1978 to 1996, a range of environmental problems emerged (The 
State Council Information Office, 1996). As a response, environmental policies, such as the 
1987 Water Pollution Prevention and Control Law, the 1988 Air Pollution Prevention and 
Control Law, and the 1989 Prevention and Control of Pollution From Environmental Noise 
Law targeted specific industrial pollutants (The State Council Information Office, 1996) (Wu, 
Shen, Guo, & Xing, 2020). These practices hardly seem comparable to the current Chinese 
government’s prioritisation of environmental policy through the Green Belt and Road 
Initiative and green finance.  

Although environmental policy had to give way to domestic economic development in 
China in the 1980s, it has since come into prominence in Chinese foreign policy, and has 
been actively used to increase China’s international influence. Beijing reclaimed its seat in 
the United Nations Security Council on 25 October 1971 when the United Nations General 
Assembly passed Resolution 2758 to expel Taipei from the UN and formally recognise 
Beijing instead (United Nations, 1971). The first big international event after China’s 
accession to the UNSC, the First United Nations Conference on the Human Environment 
held in Stockholm, Sweden in 1972, naturally became Beijing’s debut show and became a 
top priority in its foreign policy (Chan, Lee, & Chan, 2008). This led the Chinese government 
to create the Leading Team for Environmental Protection; a prototype of the Ministry of 
Ecology and Environment, which was officially formed in 2008. Soon thereafter, in 1978, 
China joined the United Nations Environment Programme (Ministry of Ecology and 
Environment, 2018). Since then, environmental policy has become a convenient tool for the 
Chinese government to shape international agenda and increase its international 
influence.  

From the 1990s to late 2000s, China’s environmental policy began to flourish, and the 
Chinese government became increasingly experienced in using environmental policy as a 
way to seek global leadership. Although climate change became one of the top priorities 
for the United Nations, and while most countries reached the consensus that synergistic 
efforts were crucial to reduce global carbon emissions, developing and developed 
countries alike found it hard to agree upon the exact measures and terms (He, 2010). This 
was particularly challenging to the Chinese government, which had traditionally positioned 
China as the leader of developing countries. Eventually it decided to side with developing 
countries and defend the right to development (Edmonds, 2011). However, as a result of 
China’s rapid industrialisation, a quarter of its cities began to experience acid rain on over 
60 percent of rainy days, for every year in the 1990s (Ministry of Ecology and Environment, 
2001). This put the Chinese government in a position where it would be against China’s own 
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national interest to insist upon its pro-development stance. Nevertheless, this dilemma 
presented China with a prime opportunity to increase its influence abroad.  

Already on its way to become the largest emitter of sulphur dioxide and the third largest 
emitter of nitrogen dioxide in the world by the year 2000 (Liu & Diamond, 2005), China used 
its position as a large-scale polluter as leverage to bargain with developed countries. Aware 
of the fact that developed nations needed China to comply to make an impact, China 
insisted that climate change conventions should use carbon intensity, emissions per capita, 
and historical cumulative emissions instead of total emissions which would disadvantage 
China due to its large population (Lewis, 2008). Furthermore, Chinese diplomats had 
repetitively emphasised that developed countries were those mainly responsible for 
climate change and that they had to take the lead (Yang, 2007), whilst developing countries 
such as China were mere victims. (Reuters, 2007). This gave China greater leverage and 
allowed it to effectively demand funding and transfer of advanced technologies from 
developed countries to upgrade its industries and green its economy (He, 2010). 

This strategy was further demonstrated during the 1992 Rio de Janeiro Earth Summit. On 
the one hand, China’s objections to accepting any international, legally-binding 
commitments on emissions and its emphasis on developed countries’ historical 
responsibilities for cumulative emissions won support from developing countries in the G77 
(He, 2010). Just prior to the 1992 Rio de Janeiro Earth Summit, China even hosted a 
conference of developing countries in 1991 to align their positions (Edmonds, 2011). Then, 
having established itself as a leader of developing countries worldwide, China defended 
their collective position at the 1992 Rio de Janeiro Earth Summit by opposing any (Western) 
interference in the internal (i.e. environmental) affairs of developing countries (McBeath & 
Wang, 2008). On the other hand, China, realising that climate change was now a new area 
for international cooperation/competition, signed on to the United Nations Framework 
Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC), and shifted its emphasis to ‘sustainable 
development’ as a new policy guideline, instead of solely prioritising industrialisation and 
the right to develop (The State Council Information Office, 1996). 

Modelled upon the UN Agenda 21, the Chinese government published its own China's 
Agenda 21: White Paper on China's Population, Environment, and Development in the 21st 
Century in 1994 to align its domestic climate policy with that of the United Nations 
(Consulate-General of the People's Republic of China in Khabarovsk, 2004). It formalised 
China’s environmental policy for the 21st century and was intended to transform China’s 
entire economic structure, putting an immense focus on investments in green industries 
and renewable energy (Wu, Shen, Guo, & Xing, 2020). This incentivised the Chinese 
government to initiate projects such as the Eco Industrial Park demonstration program in 
2003 and the Circular Economy Demonstration Industrial Parks in 2005, which would 
demonstrate its commitment to emission reductions to the international system, thereby 
justifying its global leadership (Kim, 2017).       

Overall, this period in China’s environmental policy played a relatively effective role in 
moving towards achieving its grand strategic goals. China’s environmental policy not only 
increased its international influence, through its successes in shaping the international 
agenda, but it was also kept flexible enough to not impede on its own economic growth. 
Under this approach, China’s economic power continued to grow at a breakneck speed of 
around 8 to 12 percent from the mid-1990s to the mid-2000s (World Bank, 2021), and carbon 
dioxide emissions continued to rise, bypassing American emissions by 8 percent in 2006 
and surging to 6,200 million tonnes; the highest in the world (Vidal & Adam, 2007). Thus, in 
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the 1990s and early 2000s China appears to have been able to use its environmental policy 
to direct international cooperation on climate change, maintaining a delicate balance 
between developing and developed countries and paving a way for China to seek 
leadership in global environmental policy. 

 

3. Reorientation 
Since President Xi Jinping’s rise to power in 2012, Chinese grand strategy has undergone a 
major revision. China shifted towards a more proactive approach in its quest for global 
leadership and began to compete more overtly with other great powers. This reorientation 
did not come from nowhere and could be traced back to the late years of Hu Jintao’s 
presidency. The 2008 Beijing Olympic started this transition in China’s grand strategy and 
environmental policy. Traditionally, China had relied upon the G77 and collectively 
defended the right to development for developing countries; something which enhanced 
its negotiation power against developed countries (Lewis, 2008). The 2008 Beijing Olympic 
and later the 2010 Shanghai World Expo were two monuments in the ‘rise of China’ and 
symbolised China’s rapidly increasing international influence (Zheng, 2014). As 
unprecedented opportunities to improve China’s international reputation, they propelled 
the Chinese government to make efforts to portray China as a responsible green power. 
China was determined to design a ‘Green Olympics’ and harmonised its environmental 
standards with international standards in its ‘Air Quality Guarantee Plan for the 29th 
Olympic Games in Beijing’ (Cao, Fujii, & Managi, 2013). The 2010 Shanghai World Expo also 
motivated China to introduce green infrastructure and promote recycling and renewable 
energy in Shanghai (Bureau Internationale des Expositions, 2011). These trends continued 
to intensify after Xi took office.  

On 22 April, 2016 China deviated from its ostensible position when both China and the USA 
did the unexpected and signed the Paris Agreement. At the time, these two states alone 
accounted for 55 percent of the world’s yearly greenhouse gas emissions (Davenport, 2016). 
Several years later, when US President Trump withdrew from the agreement, China was 
given a prime opportunity to fill in the vacuum left by the United States in the global 
leadership on climate change (Dennis, 2020).  

President Xi had previously promised that China would reach peak carbon dioxide 
emissions by 2020 and would reduce the overall carbon emissions rate by 60 to 65 percent 
below 2005 levels by 2030 (Davies, Westgate, & Prall, 2020). However, after Trumps’ 
withdrawal from the Paris Agreement, Xi made a jump for global environmental leadership 
by promising a carbon neutral China by 2060, in his September 22, 2020 United Nations 
General Assembly speech (McGrath, 2020). This was a sea change from China’s previous 
refraining from committing to any binding international commitments on climate change 
as a developing country. This change would allow China to counter previous criticism of its 
failure to take international responsibility. It aimed to improve China’s reputation as a 
credible great power and therefore, increase its soft power, which is symbolic of the ‘rise of 
China’.  

Another crucial development has been China’s Green Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). One of 
Xi’s signature foreign policy and adopted by the Chinese government in 2013, the BRI is an 
ambitious international cooperation strategy, focusing on infrastructure investments in 
China’s near abroad (Leverett, & Wu, 2017). The Belt and Road Initiative has tremendous 
geopolitical and geoeconomic implications for China’s grand strategy. Through 
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infrastructure investment in over a hundred countries, the Belt and Road Initiative allows 
China to integrate the massive Eurasian market and mobilise rich resources in Africa, Latin 
America, Southeast Asia, and the Middle East, which will help China expand its global 
influence and circumvent the U.S.-led international order (Sum, 2018). Although it was 
initially designed to promote economic development in developing countries and was 
often criticised for its negative environmental impacts (Ascensão et al, 2018), the Belt and 
Road Initiative has since become an integral component of China’s environmental policy 
and environmental foreign policy. This integration of environmental policy into the BRI was 
done to increase the Belt and Road Initiative’s chance of success and safeguard China’s 
higher geopolitical goals. This became explicit at the 2019 Belt and Road Initiative Forum, 
where Xi stressed that the Belt and Road Initiative must be green and sustainable to make 
it a success (Goh & Cadell, 2019). Taking into consideration the Chinese government’s recent 
efforts to green the BRI and achieve its development goals at the same time, this ambitious 
strategy should be seen as a continuation of China’s traditional foreign policy, which aimed 
to maintain a delicate balance between those developing countries which prioritise the 
right to development and those developed countries which value environmental 
protection more. In doing so, China is attempting to maximise its international influence 
on both sides of the environment-development debate. 

In addition to the economic incentives employed to win over developing countries, the 
Chinese government is also transforming the Belt and Road Initiative into a platform that 
will set norms for sustainable development and international regulations, which especially 
concern developed countries. These efforts could make the Belt and Road Initiative more 
inclusionary. By actively engaging the Western developed countries in open cooperation, 
China could show it shares certain fundamental values with the West such as 
environmental protection instead of challenging those values. China could also alleviate 
fears about potential Chinese expansionism through the Belt and Road Initiative and 
reduce resistance to its growing international influence. For example, China established 
the Green Belt and the Road Initiative Centre and the Belt and Road Initiative Green 
Development Coalition in 2019, which serve as platforms to evaluate and mitigate the 
environmental impacts of the Belt and Road Initiative (Green Belt and Road Initiative 
Centre, 2021), particularly in cooperation with international partners such as the European 
Commission, the Asian Development Bank, and the United Nations Development 
Programme (Wang, 2019). Consequently, more measures have been taken to harmonise 
the Belt and Road Initiative with international environmental standards. In line with these 
developments, the Chinese Ministry of Ecology and Environment has since also introduced 
the Green Development Guidelines for Foreign Investment and Cooperation (Wang & 
Tang, 2021) and the ‘Green Light System for the Belt and Road Initiative’ (Wang, 2020) to 
rate and categorise Chinese overseas investments by their environmental impacts. Today, 
BRI projects using fossil fuels or damaging biodiversity will be placed on the red list and be 
viewed less favourably by investors compared to renewable energy projects listed on the 
green list (Dezan Shira & Associates, 2020). Taking a step further, Xi made a new pledge not 
to build any coal-fired power projects abroad in his September 22, 2021 United Nations 
General Assembly speech (Volcovici, Brunnstrom, & Nichols, 2021).  

To achieve these ambitious international aims, China has to entirely restructure its 
domestic development model. In addition to financing expensive green subsidies, China 
now needs to build a comprehensive mechanism to incentivise growth in its green 
industries and to incentivise industries’ transition to greener production methods. This 
especially concerns economic prosperity in its grand strategy (Cavanna, 2019). The Chinese 
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economy is highly dependent on imported fossil fuels, with 72.5 percent of its oil and 40.6 
percent of gas imported from overseas in 2019 (International Energy Agency, 2020). These 
new policies would not only reduce China’s reliance on energy imports from overseas to 
enhance China’s energy security, which is vital to economic development and social 
stability, but also help China to gain the upper hand in the international competition with 
the United States who is still dependent on fossil fuels (Jaffe, 2018). An important 
breakthrough in this regard has been the creation of a green financial market to attract 
public and private investors (Ministry of Ecology and Environment, 2019). The People’s Bank 
of China for example has introduced green bonds, green credits, green development funds, 
and green insurance under the Guidelines for Establishing the Green Financial System in 
2016 (People's Bank of China, 2016). These are financial instruments specially designed to 
promote projects which meet the environmental criteria set by the People’s Bank of China 
such as clean energy, ecological protection and climate change adaption. Credits given to 
renewable energy firms can be refinanced through green bonds for financial investment 
(People's Bank of China, 2016). In 2018, out of a total of USD42.8 billion green bonds, 28 
percent were invested in renewable energy firms (Climate Bonds Initiative, 2019). 
Nevertheless, foreign investors still face significant obstacles to investing in this 
burgeoning market, due to the divergence of Chinese standards for green finance from 
international regulations, such as the Green Bond Principles by the International Capital 
Market Association (2018).   

Another breakthrough has been in the Chinese emissions trade market. Since the 
ratification of the Kyoto Protocol in 2002, China has been actively engaged in the global 
emissions trade through the Clean Development Mechanism, which has not only offered 
China a new instrument to allocate investment to green industries, but also as an avenue 
to increase its international influence (He, 2010). This mechanism signified China’s greater 
willingness to engage in international environmental governance while at the same time 
increased China’s influence over the European Union as European countries were major 
buyers of China’s credits (Lewis, 2008). By 2012, China had contributed 1.2 billion tonnes of 
total emissions reductions, or 52 percent of global Clean Development Mechanism credits 
that were sold to other countries at a price of US$10 per tonne (Lewis, 2008). These revenues 
have been reinvested in green industries through the China Clean Development 
Mechanism Fund, which is said to have spent around US$81 million on over 200 green 
projects by 2021, and reduced Chinese carbon emissions by another seven million tonnes 
(United Nations Climate Change, 2021).  

This important mechanism has, however, also faced several administrative restrictions in 
China, including requirements of Chinese control and certain exorbitant levies on Certified 
Emission Reductions revenues, including a 65 percent levy on HFC (hydrofluorocarbon) 
destruction projects (Kinkead, 2012). To tackle these problems, China has further liberalised 
the domestic emissions trade by opening its own national carbon market at the Shanghai 
Environment and Energy Exchange on July 16, 2021 (Xu, Stanway, & Woo, 2021). Today, as 
the world’s largest carbon market, it allows over 2,225 coal and gas energy companies, who 
are responsible for 10 to 14 percent of global energy-related emissions, to buy and sell 
emission allowances (Koty, 2021). Nevertheless, China is still lagging behind as 45 other 
countries had already initiated similar carbon-pricing mechanisms over the past years 
(Nogrady, 2021). Overall, unlike China’s extensive overseas investments which had been in 
place for decades, green finance is still at its embryonic stage and limited to the domestic 
market. More needs to be done if China aims to use green finance to lead international 
cooperation on climate change as well. 
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4. Potential Challenges  
While this paper primarily focuses on the policymaking process and aims to analyse the 
motives of China’s environmental policy as they pertain to China’s grand strategic aims, it 
is important to note that it requires a lot of time and tremendous resources to achieve the 
goals as stated in the central government’s agenda. Hence, this section attempts to identify 
and evaluate potential challenges, which might eventually undermine China’s ambition to 
use environmental policy to further its grand strategy agenda.  

The first potential challenge is the Chinese government’s commitment to its domestic 
environmental policy. As the earlier discussion on the history of Chinese environmental 
policy has shown, there is a deep, underlying tension between economic development and 
environmental protection in China’s grand strategy. Throughout its modern history, it has 
not been uncommon to see the Chinese government prioritise China’s economic 
development over environmental protection, both domestically and internationally. It is 
possible then that, despite China’s ambitious plans to reduce carbon emissions, the 
Chinese government may return to a focus on economic development at the cost of 
environmental protection, if it sees its economic performance slump. In fact, its GDP 
growth rate has substantially declined from 6.75 percent per annum in 2018 to only 2.3 
percent in 2020 (World Bank, 2021) which was the lowest since 1978 although partly 
attributable to the SARS-CoV-2 pandemic. To that point, China has just opened three 
quarters of the world’s newly built coal plants in 2020, which is not unrelated to its rapid 
recovery from the SARS-CoV-2 pandemic (McGrath, 2021). Despite its progress in renewable 
energy, coal-fired power plants still contributed 64 percent of the total energy use in China 
in 2019, whilst renewable energy made up only 8 percent and hydroelectric energy just 17 
percent (Duesterberg, 2020). A report by TransitionZero estimates China still has 1,058 coal-
fired power plants in operation in 2021, more than half of the world’s total. (Harrabin, 2021).  

In order to fulfil President Xi’s promises, China needs to reduce its energy production from 
coal-fired power plants to 680 gigawatts by 2030, yet current government plans estimate 
it will rise instead to a staggering 1,300 gigawatts by that same year (Phys.org, 2020). 
Moreover, environmental policy may disrupt the labour market in the short term. Strict 
environmental regulation may phase out a range of traditional industries which have 
employed a large number of workers (Liu, Xu, & Zheng, 2018). These workers may find it 
hard to acquire skills to find new employment. A 2018 research has shown that there is a U-
shaped correlation between environmental regulation and employment in China (Liu, Xu, 
& Zheng, 2018). This means that strict environmental regulations could negatively affect 
employment in the short term until workers eventually find new employment. Therefore, 
to boost employment, the Chinese government may have to scale back environmental 
policy and return to a focus on economic development if unemployment becomes a 
serious socio-economic issue due to economic slowdown as a result of (too) strict 
environmental regulations.  

Second, even if the Chinese government remains committed to its domestic 
environmental policy, there are still concerns about its commitment to the international 
commitments it has made. Although the Chinese government believes it crucial to pursue 
a global leadership role in international cooperation on climate change, and although it 
actively seeks to influence global environmental policy, as a self-appointed leader of 
developing countries, it remains torn between defending the right to development and 
promoting stricter environmental regulation. This issue is particularly pertinent to Chinese 
overseas investments, which are regularly criticised as a form of pollution export, because 
of their questionable environmental standards and the potential damages they cause to 
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local landscapes and biodiversity (Edmonds, 2011). China’s investment in the Merowe Dam 
in Sudan (partly built by China International Water & Electric Corp, Harbin Power 
Engineering Company, and Jilin Province Transmission and Substation Project Company, 
and financed by China Export Import Bank) is one such example (McDonald, Bosshard, & 
Brewer, 2009), which has burdened local communities with drastic environmental costs 
since 2004 (International Rivers, 2009).   

These concerns have only grown further since 2013, as China increased its overseas 
investments through the Belt and Road Initiative (Putten & Martin, 2020). One major 
concern is the concentration of Chinese investment in the fossil fuels industry instead of in 
renewable energy (Obonyo, 2021). Renewable energy is preferred by host communities and 
also happens to be China’s strength (Ye, 2019). Overall, the China Development Bank and 
the China Export-Import Bank of China have invested US$245.8 billion overseas in the 
energy sector from 2000 to 2020 (Ma, Gallagher, & Chen, 2021). These investments were 
predominantly made under the umbrella of the Belt and Road Initiative, with 78 percent or 
US$192.5 billion of these two banks’ overseas energy finance going to hydropower and coal-
fired power plants in Africa, Asia, and Latin America (Ma, Gallagher, & Chen, 2021). Of that, 
investments in coal alone amounted to US$44.7 billion, or 18 percent of their total overseas 
investment (Boston University Global Development Policy Centre, 2021). Due to their 
immense carbon footprint, these projects could have long-lasting environmental impacts 
if they are completed and kept operational for their estimated thirty-year lifespan 
(Roxburgh & Weerasekara, 2020). Other negative externalities of BRI projects include soil 
erosion, deforestation, and loss of biodiversity (Teese, 2018) (Teo et al, 2019). This evidence 
seems to so far contradict the idea of a “Green” Belt and Road Initiative (China Council for 
International Cooperation on Environment and Development, 2018).  

Hence, despite China’s ambitious plans to reduce emissions, its pursuit of leadership in 
global environmental policy could be undermined if China continues to promote such 
overseas investment with significant environmental impacts in order to win over 
developing countries. This is because the unique nature of soft power makes it dependent 
on a country’s credibility (Nye, 2004). Unlike hard power which could force other countries 
to behave in a certain way with coercion, environmental policy is intended to increase 
China’s soft power by improving its image as a credible great power which proactively takes 
responsibility for global public goods. If China fails to honour its promises, its international 
reputation would be damaged. China would also face increasing international pressure if 
more countries turn to criticise it and lose confidence in other China-led international 
initiatives. All of these could undermine China’s credibility, hence curtailing its soft power 
to achieve its grand strategy.  

Furthermore, given its global span, the Green Belt and Road Initiative necessitates China 
to maintain close cooperation with more than a hundred countries across the world which 
have different environmental standards and development needs. Aside from governments, 
China also needs to communicate and coordinate with private firms, international 
organisations, and local communities who are involved in the Green Belt and Road 
Initiative. This makes the Green Belt and Road Initiative a formidable task which requires 
huge amounts of resources and efforts. Therefore, it is an unprecedented challenge to 
China’s diplomacy (Coenen et al, 2020). 

The third challenge is to streamline and coordinate China’s policy making bureaucracy at 
the central level. The Ministry of Ecology and Environment (MEE) was only very recently 
created, in 2008 (Ministry of Ecology and Environment, 2018). Designed to standardise and 



Journal of Asia and Europe Relations, Vol. 1, No. 1, ISSN 2754-3323 

   111 

institutionalise the decision-making process of environmental policy in China, it is meant 
to allow China to better coordinate its own policies with those of other international actors 
(Wang, 2018). Nevertheless, the decision & policy making process has remained relatively 
fragmented within China until 2018, due to the syncretism needed in addressing these 
issues (Wang et al, 2015). The decision-making process in this period was somewhat 
disparagingly described with the phrase ‘nine dragons rule the waters’, as the National 
Development and Reform Commission (NDRC), the Ministry of Land and Resource, and the 
Ministry of Water Resources were also each responsible for creating their own independent 
environmental policy, with little coordination between them (Sun & Gao, 2018). The MEE 
also still had to compete for resources with the NDRC, which was one of the most powerful 
agencies in charge of economic development with an independent climate change 
division until 2008 (Li, 2018). This problem has been relatively ameliorated after the MEE 
was given greater power to coordinate environmental policy across ministries in 2018 
(Ministry of Ecology and Environment, 2018). Nevertheless, tensions between the NDRC and 
the MEE are representative of the underlying tensions between economic development 
and environmental protection that permeate China and impact its grand strategy. If out of 
control, such tensions may endanger economic prosperity which is a vital component of 
China’s grand strategy. 

The fourth challenge is the complicated relationship between the public and private 
sectors, which might cause inefficiency and incur external restrictions. When it comes to 
environmental policy, the Chinese government remains largely in control of the private 
sector (OECD, 2009), as is evident from the pervasive influence exerted by the Ministry of 
Ecology and Environment on all industries within China. The MEE was also responsible for 
using China’s environmental policy to further its grand strategy in the international arena 
(Wang et al 2015). Of the ministry’s 23 Departments, the Department of Climate Change is 
tasked with ‘carrying out China’s role in the United Nations Framework Convention on 
Climate Change and working with relevant governmental departments to participate in 
international negotiations and conferences’ particularly through bilateral and multilateral 
cooperation (Ministry of Ecology and Environment, 2018); The Department of International 
Cooperation is in charge of monitoring and reducing the impacts of China’s overseas 
investment on global climate change including the Belt and Road Initiative (Ministry of 
Ecology and Environment, 2018); and, the Department of Science, Technology, and Finance 
helps develop green industries by ‘promoting green procurement, cleaner production, 
circular economy and environmentally-friendly industrial development’ (Ministry of 
Ecology and Environment, 2018). It also helps finance these green industries by allocating 
and managing ‘subsidies and allowances of the Ministry and its affiliated institutions’, and 
‘Central Government special funds’ (Ministry of Ecology and Environment, 2018). These 
departments work together to improve China’s reputation as a credible green power and 
to promote a prosperous green economy.   

While the Chinese government’s pervasive control of all industries and sectors involved in 
its environmental policy, both domestically and internationally, may be perceived as a 
unique strength to be used to boost green industries, it has also been susceptible to 
misjudgement and mismanagement. By 2010, US$14 billion had been invested in wind 
power, much of which was publicly funded, which funded the installation of 30 gigawatts 
worth of wind turbines (Yang, 2011). However, state-directed investments often led to 
inefficiency and wastage. Massive investment in wind turbines is just the first step to 
develop wind power; More important is that the entire electrical grid has to be ungraded 
to be compatible with wind turbines and that the network needs to be adjusted to 
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maximise the efficiency of power distribution. Otherwise, electricity generated could not 
be fully delivered to users, resulting in waste power. Particularly the local governments in 
the northwest of China often failed to do this adequately in planning when they installed 
wind turbines on a large scale. For example, in 2016 as much as 43 percent of wind power 
generated in Gansu Province was wasted in this way (Zhu et al, 2020). In contrast, the 
private sector could play an essential role in optimising the development of green 
industries such as renewable energy whilst remaining highly motivated to minimise costs. 
However, the Chinese government’s strong dominance over firms remains a hurdle and 
limits the role the market plays in facilitating the development of green industries (Zhang 
et al, 2016).  

Pervasive government monitoring and influence also causes decision making within 
Chinese companies to become increasingly politicised, jeopardising the security of these 
private firms in the international market. This could particularly concern those firms in 
green industries which have technologies, supply chains, or market share indispensable for 
the implementation of Chinese grand strategy. As the Chinese government uses 
environmental policy to further its grand strategy, international competitors may begin to 
economically target those firms closely related to the Chinese government. These firms 
may face sanctions or restrictions imposed by China’s international competitors and incur 
financial losses. A recent example of this is the American import restrictions on Chinese 
renewable energy firms, such as Daqo New Energy Corp, over alleged human rights 
concerns related to Xinjiang (Martina, Shepardson, & Freifeld, 2021). As the leader in the 
global solar energy industry, China accounts for around 80% of global polysilicon 
production - an essential component in solar panel production - with 45% of that being 
produced in Xinjiang alone (Martina, Shepardson, & Freifeld, 2021). This suggests that these 
import restrictions may have an ulterior motive, related to China’s leading position in the 
solar panels market. As such, this measure by the United States could be regarded as a 
counteraction to the Chinese government’s efforts in supporting green industries and 
innovation. As competition between great power rivalry intensifies, the American 
government may place more restrictions on Chinese firms and other countries may follow 
suit, which would decimate Chinese green industries. Such international pressures might 
undermine China’s both pursuits of economic prosperity and expansion of international 
influence.  

 

5. Conclusion 
In an attempt to explore the relationships between China’s environmental policy and its 
grand strategy, this article has argued that China has consistently used environmental 
policy to promote its grand strategy by increasing its international influence and 
safeguarding its own economic development. China’s grand strategy revolves around the 
‘rise of China’ and is reflected in its pursuit of greater international influence and economic 
prosperity. While environmental policy has also been used to safeguard China’s economic 
development, this article focuses on how it has been and is used to increase China’s soft 
power by improving China’s international reputation as a credible great power which takes 
responsibility for global public goods and which actively leads in the creation of a new 
international order for environmental governance. In particular, this article approaches 
China’s environmental policy and grand strategy with specific reference to two recent 
developments, the Belt and Road Initiative and green finance, a reorientation since 1978. 
Both symbolise a more proactive approach to pursue leadership for international 
cooperation and norm-setting power for environmentally friendly development models. As 



Journal of Asia and Europe Relations, Vol. 1, No. 1, ISSN 2754-3323 

   113 

great power rivalry intensifies, the Chinese government is also facing increasing resistance 
and its Grand strategy might be undermined by potential challenges such as Chinese 
government’s commitment to its promises, the need to coordinate its bureaucracy, and its 
complicated relationship with the private sector. 

Despite the author’s best efforts there are limitations to the research presented in this 
article. Like many other articles examining recent developments in China’s environmental 
policy, one of its major limitations is the difficulty to gather detailed and updated sources 
for research analysis. As the paper has repeatedly emphasised, the Chinese government is 
currently still adjusting its grand strategy in order to effectively incorporate environmental 
aims and hereby its environmental policy still remains under revision. This makes it 
particularly difficult to assess the efficacy of certain environmental policy which might be 
outdated soon. It is equally challenging to assess new developments in environmental 
policy, many of which were initiated within the past five years. Thus, it is risky to determine 
their long-term implications. This is complicated by the rapidly changing geopolitical 
dynamism. As the Chinese government proactively seeks to use environmental policy to 
promote its grand strategy, its pursuit of leadership in international cooperation for climate 
change often provokes other countries to respond either positively or negatively. As a result, 
their actions would affect the effectiveness of China’s environmental policy.  

Hence, further research could follow up on the intensifying international competition in 
environmental policy. As climate change remains a high priority on the United Nations 
agenda, it is likely that more great powers would use environmental policy as a vehicle to 
influence international agenda and exercise their soft power. In a recent article, Joseph Nye 
has argued that the American grand strategy has returned to great power competition 
(especially with China) after two decades of ‘war on terror’ (Nye, 2021). In addition to national 
security and geopolitics which had traditionally been prioritised, he proposed to 
incorporate climate change and ecological globalisation into the American grand strategy 
(Nye, 2021). Therefore, it would be encouraging to see future research to compare 
environmental policy’s implications for grand strategies in different countries such as China 
and the USA.  
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Abstract 
The European Union (EU) is one of the oldest dialogue partners of the Association of 
Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN). Relations between the two blocs began in 1972 and were 
initially focused on trade and investments. Over the years, ASEAN-EU relations expanded 
and developed to include economic, cultural, and political matters. In 2020, relations 
between the two have been upgraded into a strategic partnership solidifying the 
commitment of both parties to cooperate on various key areas. Recently, environmental 
and climate issues have also been emphasised by the two groups, leading to the 
establishment of the High-Level Dialogue on Environment and Climate Change in 2019. 
The ongoing COVID-19 pandemic, which has caused unprecedented social, economic, and 
political disruptions, is widely regarded as having a zoonotic origin. As such, the pandemic 
has extensively been framed as an environmental issue and has concretised the 
transnational effects of environmental degradation. Using the theoretical framework of 
neoliberal institutionalism, the article posits that the pandemic will reinvigorate 
environmental diplomacy between states in the post-pandemic world, particularly 
between ASEAN and the EU. The article furthermore analyses the concept of 
environmental diplomacy and historicises the relationship between these two 
intergovernmental organisations. 
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1. Introduction  
The ongoing COVID-19 pandemic has caused unprecedented repercussions in the health 
status of people worldwide, as well as in the global healthcare system. There has been 
substantial evidence supporting the idea that the virus causing COVID-19, the severe acute 
respiratory syndrome coronavirus 2 (SARS-CoV-2), originated from animals and was 
transmitted to humans. As such, the COVID-19 pandemic is widely regarded as having 
originated from zoonosis (Zhang & Holmes, 2020; WHO-convened Global Study of Origins 
of SARS-CoV-2: China Part, 2021). Zoonoses are infectious diseases caused by viral, parasitic, 
bacterial or other unconventional pathogens that have been transmitted from animals to 
humans (Zoonoses, 2020). The zoonotic origin of the COVID-19 pandemic has been 
supported by the WHO-convened Report on the Origin of the Virus, which identified bat 
populations as the most likely source of the virus. In addition, the same report concluded 
that introduction through an intermediate host was the most plausible pathway for the 
virus (WHO-convened Global Study of Origins of SARS-CoV-2: China Part, 2021). 

Widely seen as a zoonotic disease, the COVID-19 pandemic is increasingly being framed as 
an environmental issue. This is because human activities, such as practices related to 
industrial food production and changing land use, have been cited as key contributors to 
the prevalence of zoonotic diseases. Aside from that, climate change is also said to affect 
the transmission of diseases. As such, many scholars have cited the need to prioritise 
biodiversity protection and conservation to mitigate the effects of the pandemic and 
prevent future outbreaks (Everard et al., 2020; Halabowski & Rzymski, 2021). In response to 
this, environment-related policies have been highlighted in many countries’ post-
pandemic responses, dubbing it as “green recovery” (Lim et al., 2021; Green Recovery, 2021). 
For example, the NextGenerationEU, the European Union’s (EU) post-pandemic recovery 
package, prioritised environmental protection and carbon neutrality.  As part of this plan, 
the EU has vowed to allocate 30% of its recovery funds to combat climate change (Recovery 
plan for Europe, n.d.). The growing recognition of the pandemic as an environmental 
problem, along with the implementation of green recovery packages, can further 
environmental action in the international arena as states become increasingly aware of the 
global impacts of environmental degradation.  

With these premises, this article will explore the concept of environmental diplomacy and 
its potential to sustainably develop the relations between the Association of Southeast 
Asian Nations (ASEAN) and the European Union. The next section will further elaborate on 
the interlinkages between the COVID-19 pandemic and environmental degradation. 
Afterwards, the concept of environmental diplomacy will be presented and analysed, 
followed by an overview of theories explaining international environmental cooperation. 
Next, ongoing dialogues on environmental issues between ASEAN and the EU and the role 
of environmental diplomacy in furthering interregional relations will be tackled. Lastly, the 
article will end with concluding remarks, emphasising the potential of environmental 
diplomacy in the post-pandemic world and proposing policy actions to be pursued by both 
ASEAN and the EU.  

 

2. COVID-19 and the Environment  
Anthropogenic activities and its impacts on the environment are well-connected to the 
ongoing COVID-19 pandemic and other zoonotic outbreaks (Mishra et al., 2021), in particular 
through the ways in which it causes changes in humidity and temperature, which affects 
the survival of microbes. Additionally, climate change-induced natural disasters (e.g. 
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droughts, flooding, wildfires, etc.) cause abrupt spikes in the population of some species, 
which can accelerate the development of new infectious diseases (Science points to causes 
of COVID-19, 2020). Meanwhile, the rise in the demand for food and real estate has fuelled 
the conversion of forests and other natural environments to agricultural land, urban 
centres, and industrial facilities. Apart from their negative impact on wildlife habitats, these 
factors have also weakened the natural buffers between animals and humans, which 
prevent the emergence of new pathogens through zoonosis (Science points to causes of 
COVID-19, 2020). 

As early as 2016, the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) classified zoonosis as 
an emerging global concern. Besides COVID-19, there have been other zoonotic outbreaks 
and epidemics in the past years, such as the West Nile virus (2019), Zika virus (2015-2016), 
Middle East Respiratory Syndrome (MERS; 2012), the H1N1 flu (2009), and Severe Acute 
Respiratory Syndrome (SARS; 2002). Currently, 70% of emerging diseases are considered as 
zoonoses (Science points to causes of COVID-19, 2020). Meanwhile, nearly all known 
pandemics are caused by zoonotic diseases (IPBES, 2020). Because of the absence of prior 
exposure to these new diseases, humans have not yet had the chance to developed 
antibodies to protect themselves against these pathogens, and, as such, these diseases 
pose significant health risks to the global population, as the ongoing pandemic has shown 
(Science points to causes of COVID-19, 2020). 

The pandemic has concretised the interlinkages of the environment and human health. 
Protecting the environment and advancing efforts to increase ecosystem integrity is the 
long-term solution to prevent the emergence of zoonoses (Science points to causes of 
COVID-19, 2020). According to the International Panel of Experts on Sustainable Food 
Systems (2017), increasing the genetic diversity among animal populations yields disease 
resistance and makes outbreaks less likely. As the pandemic is regarded as an 
environmental issue, it is expected that environmental diplomacy will become a principal 
agenda point of the international community in the post-pandemic world. The drastic 
consequences brought about by the pandemic compel states to focus on implementing 
environmental initiatives in their territories and to scale-up international environmental 
cooperation.  

A pertinent example is Southeast Asia, which has been widely regarded as a hotspot for 
zoonotic diseases due to a combination of environmental and socio-economic factors. The 
rich biodiversity of the region, the increased human-wildlife contact due to deforestation 
and population growth, as well as the high number of endangered species increase the 
likelihood of new infectious diseases (Engel & Ziegler, 2020; Bordier & Roger, 2013). Aside 
from this, the rising demand for animal protein and the widespread practice of wildlife 
consumption and trade also contribute to the risk of zoonosis. As such, it is unsurprising 
that Southeast Asia has received much attention due to cases of the Nipah virus, avian 
influenza, and new strains of influenza A H1N1 viruses, among others (Engel & Ziegler, 2020). 
Hence, the effective implementation of environmental protection initiatives in ASEAN plays 
a key role in global environmental governance and the prevention of future pandemics.  

 

3. The Concept of Environmental Diplomacy  
The practice of environmental diplomacy has existed for a long time. According to Orsini 
(2020), international efforts to protect the environment can be traced back as early as the 
14th century when European powers entered into bilateral agreements for the 
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management of fishing resources. Over time, environmental diplomacy took on a 
multilateral dimension. Due to the growing concern about the environment, the 
Stockholm Summit, the first multilateral summit dedicated to tackling environmental 
issues, was organised in 1972 (Ali & Vladich, 2016; Orsini, 2020).  

The Stockholm Summit led to the establishment of the United Nations Environment 
Programme (UNEP) and the positioning of the environment as a key international issue. 
During this time, the term environmental diplomacy was formalised and began to gain 
prominence (Ali & Vladich, 2016). Nearly twenty years after the establishment of UNEP, the 
United Nations Conference on Environment and Development, more commonly known as 
the Earth Summit, was held in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil in 1992. The Earth Summit led to further 
development of environmental diplomacy like the inclusion of and participation of diverse 
non-state actors (Ali & Vladich, 2016). The Earth Summit also mainstreamed the use of 
multilateral agreements to solve regional environmental issues and even global 
agreements to address planetary issues (Dorsey, 2014).  

The conceptualisation of environmental diplomacy has varied over time. Ali and Vladich 
(2016) maintained that the definition of environmental diplomacy remains contested and 
nascent. The earliest conceptions of environmental diplomacy followed the Westphalian 
tradition of nation-states and the conventional view of diplomatic processes. In line with 
this, environmental diplomacy was seen as a process whereby nation-states discussed and 
negotiated to form bilateral or multilateral commitments. However, contemporary 
definitions of environmental diplomacy recognise that the environment is a wide-ranging 
issue that has multiple levels of engagement. Broadhurst and Ledgerwood (1998) defined 
environmental diplomacy as international negotiations that aim to solve issues regarding 
pollution and environmental degradation. They also argued that the process should not be 
viewed just in terms of states approving treaties, but rather as an inclusive process that 
takes into account the views of non-state actors. Regarding its subject area, environmental 
diplomacy is, in theory, solely concerned with environmental issues; in practice, however, 
the environment is a cross-cutting issue related to other topics such as intellectual 
property, health, security, trade, and energy (Orsini, 2020).  

In the past two decades, there has been a growing focus on the participation of non-state 
actors in environmental diplomacy. The 2002 World Summit on Sustainable Development 
in Johannesburg encouraged the participation of non-state actors in “Type II partnerships”. 
This term was used to describe agreements between partners of various kinds, from 
intergovernmental organisations and non-government organisations to companies and 
states, veering away from traditional state-centric approaches. By the end of the summit, 
more than 200 Type II partnerships were launched. This move was motivated by the desire 
to improve the effectiveness of environmental agreements and measures, as involving 
non-state actors allowed the implementation of environmental programs to be delegated 
to actors working in the field (Orsini, 2020). 

Regardless of the type of actor that is primarily involved, environmental diplomacy usually 
results in the signing of treaties at both bilateral and multilateral to ensure compliance with 
the agreed-upon commitments (Li et al., 2020). Citing UNEP data, Susskind and Ali (2014) 
and Li et al.  (2020) noted that there have been over five hundred internationally recognised 
agreements relating to the environment. This includes 155 agreements relating to 
biodiversity, 61 relating to the atmosphere, 196 broadly relating to water, 179 relating to 
chemicals and other hazardous wastes and substances, and 46 relating to land. In short, 
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much like trade issues, environmental concerns have now become a popular subject of 
international agreements.  

In the post-pandemic world, environmental issues are expected to receive increased 
attention in international affairs. In September 2020, world leaders encouraged making 
environmental protection a central theme of post-pandemic recovery (Make Bold 
Environmental Action Central Focus of Post Pandemic Economic Recovery, 2020). In the 
same vein, UNEP Executive Director Inger Andersen affirmed the potential of 
multilateralism in achieving an environment-focused recovery (Multilateral action for a 
green post-COVID-19 recovery, 2020). Better implementation of existing environmental 
agreements has also been cited as a salient element in ensuring a sustainable world post-
COVID-19 (McNeely, 2021).  

 

4. Effectiveness of Environmental Diplomacy 
There is mixed evidence concerning the effectiveness of environmental diplomacy and 
international environmental agreements. In some cases, the goals of the negotiations have 
been achieved and have led to improved environmental quality (Mitchell, 2003). Many 
scholars argue that environmental diplomacy which results in international agreements 
can change states’ cost-benefit calculation through the provision of critical information 
regarding the costs of environmental degradation. Under this, agreements are seen as 
significant tools in improving environmental conditions (Vollenweider, 2012). For instance, 
the Montreal Protocol, which was signed in 1987 to phase out chlorofluorocarbons (CFCs), 
has successfully reduced the production and use of CFCs in developed countries 
(Ozonaction, n.d.). Another example is the convention protecting fur seals, signed in 1911, 
which significantly aided the recovery of fur seal populations.  

However, some agreements have had no substantial effect, failing to prevent the continued 
deterioration of the environment. For example, despite global and regional efforts, the 
condition of fish stocks and marine ecosystems have worsened worldwide (Mitchell, 2003; 
De Zeeuw, 2015). Meanwhile, Li et al. (2020) examined the effect of environmental 
diplomacy on a country’s carbon dioxide (CO2) emission level. In particular, the study 
analysed whether a country’s signing of an environmental treaty led to an actual decrease 
in national CO2 emissions. The study revealed that in the short term, there was a correlation 
between signing environmental treaties and the reduction of developing countries’ CO2 

emissions. However, in the long-term, more signed treaties were associated with an 
increase in CO2 emissions for both developed and developing countries. Similar results were 
noted by Khan and Hou (2021). Focusing on the United States, the authors found that the 
United States’ increased participation in environmental diplomacy has actually led to 
higher CO2 emissions.  

The exact effects of international environmental agreements are inconclusive, however, 
due to the difficulties associated with assessing their impact. Kellenberg and Levinson 
(2014) point to two challenges in empirically examining the impact of environmental 
agreements: (1) problems in estimating counterfactual outcomes; and (2) unavailable or 
limited data of the indicators before the implementation of the agreement. Due to these 
constraints, only a small number of agreements have been analysed for their efficacy. 
Additionally, several variables have been identified to explain the variations in the 
effectiveness of environmental agreements, which include both endogenous and 
exogenous factors, like the specific design features of the agreement, the characteristics of 
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the parties, the environmental issues, and the international context (Mitchell, 2003). 
Despite disagreements over its impact, environmental diplomacy continues to play a 
significant role in global environmental governance, as conventions and agreements 
remain the main legal instruments in international environmental protection (Escobar-
Pemberthy & Ivanova, 2020).  

 

5. Theories of International Environmental Cooperation  
While international relations theory has grown in recent years, there have been traditionally 
two key theories cited: realism and liberalism (McGlinchey et al., 2017). Realism focuses on 
competition and conflict in the international arena. The theory posits that states are the 
principal actors in international relations and they act in accordance with their national 
interests. Moreover, as no one rules international affairs, states coexist in an anarchic 
international system (Antunes & Camisao, 2017). In contrast to this, liberalism offers a more 
cooperative and optimistic view of international relations. In general, liberalism posits that 
individual rights and freedoms, human reason, and progress can lead to harmonious 
relationships between and among states. Liberal scholars put forward that economically 
interdependent and stable democratic states are less likely to begin conflicts and tend to 
seek cooperative routes to resolve disagreements (Walker & Rousseau, 2016).  

Stemming from liberal ideas, the neoliberal institutionalism perspective is currently one of 
the most widely used theories in international relations, especially in international 
environmental protection. Generally speaking, environmental diplomacy is more closely 
aligned with liberalism because of its reliance on soft power, rather than traditional military 
power (which is more commonly associated with realism). Current scholarship on 
neoliberal institutionalism emphasises the role of international organisations in 
encouraging cooperation by removing incentives from states for non-compliance to 
international agreements and norms and other related issues (Meiser, 2017; O’Neill, 2017). 
Examining mostly environmental and economic issues, neoliberal institutionalists focus on 
self-interest, recognise anarchy at the international level, and employ game theory to 
explain cooperation among states and institutions (Stein, 2008).  

Many externalities arising from environmental issues are widely spread, affecting many 
countries and regions. Global environmental externalities are defined as “negative 
environmental consequences of direct natural resource use and human production and 
consumption activities arising in broad spatial settings in the presence of incomplete 
property rights” (Libecap, 2014). Some externalities like the effects of greenhouse gas 
emission are global while others are more regional. But, in general, all these lead to further 
biodiversity loss, ecosystem damage, and emergence of health hazards. As a response to 
this, states commonly turn to environmental diplomacy to enact international 
environmental agreements that can help manage and address these externalities (Barrett, 
2005).  

Neoliberal institutionalists usually utilise game theory to model environmental diplomacy 
and international environmental cooperation. They argue that, in environmental 
diplomacy, states are the main decision-makers and their level of welfare is 
interdependent. This means that one country’s actions can affect others. As such, the 
management and protection of transnational environmental issues are considered a game 
that states enter to mutually ensure benefits (Barrett, 2005). Due to the problem of anarchy 
in the international arena, there are incentives for states to evade responsibilities set out in 
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international agreements. When this happens, that state can enjoy the benefits of the 
agreement without incurring any costs for the adjustment. This is also known as the free-
rider problem. Under this situation, states have no incentives to actively participate and 
cooperate in solving international problems, choosing instead to rely on the efforts of other 
actors. In resolving this, neoliberal institutionalists look to mechanisms that will allow for 
the recognition of mutual gains and institutions that can track compliance, minimise the 
costs of cooperation, and prevent non-fulfilment of obligations. Multilateral non-state 
institutions, such as the United Nations, and non-governmental organisations commonly 
take this role intending to promote transparency leading to higher chances of creating 
long-term agreements (O’Neill, 2017).  

Barrett (2005) argues that international environmental agreements can be analysed as a 
stage game. Under this idea, a state’s decision to participate in an agreement or not is 
different from the decision regarding the state’s commitments in the agreement. In this 
model, it is assumed that states maximising welfare are the main actors in the negotiations 
and agreements and there is no supranational entity that can force states to participate in 
an agreement.  

As noted earlier, environmental degradation causes transnational problems that do not 
recognise state boundaries. Hence, all states and, most especially supranational entities 
which have a wider geographical purview, have incentives to pursue international 
environmental cooperation. Cerda-Tena (2011) argues that cooperation in environmental 
protection is important for the following reasons: (1) the scope of environmental issues is 
too wide to be solved by a single player; (2) lower costs of abatement in multi-state set-ups; 
and (3) potential for higher welfare.  

Cognisant of the transnational nature of environmental issues, the EU has positioned itself 
as a leader in global environmental governance and has taken a proactive role in 
environmental diplomacy (Vogler & Stephan, 2007). The region has also experienced the 
impacts of climate change first-hand. In Southern and Central Europe, there have been 
more heatwaves, droughts, and forest fires affecting the agriculture sector and energy and 
water supply of the region. Additionally, the EU’s northern section is becoming wetter, 
while the Mediterranean area is becoming drier. Climate change is also expected to 
exacerbate flooding across the continent, as was seen during the devastating floods of July 
2021 (How will we be affected?, 2016; Climate change consequences, 2016).  

Meanwhile, several ASEAN member states have been consistently identified as the 
countries with the highest risk of climate hazards (Institute for Economics & Peace, 2019; 
Eckstein et al., 2021). Aside from this, the region as a whole has been identified as a zoonotic 
hotspot making it an area of concern in the prevention of future pandemics. The 
universality of environmental disturbances and the increasing attention on environmental 
issues and green recovery presents an opportunity for ASEAN and the EU to bolster 
collaboration on environmental programs and initiatives. Environmental cooperation can 
deepen relations between the regions, help them move beyond traditional areas of 
cooperation, and enable people-to-people exchange.  

 

6. Strengthening ASEAN-EU Relations 
Spanning more than 40 years, ASEAN and the EU have a long history of strategic 
partnerships and collaboration (ASEAN and the EU, 2016). Because of this, the EU is 
considered one of the oldest dialogue partners of ASEAN (Yeo, 2020). In 1972, the European 
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Economic Community (EEC) was the first entity of the EU to initiate informal ties with 
ASEAN. Five years later, in 1977, the relations between EEC and ASEAN was formalised 
during the 10th ASEAN Foreign Ministers Meeting. In recent years, several developments 
have strengthened the deepening of relations between the two organisations. These 
developments include the EU’s establishment of a diplomatic mission to ASEAN and 
appointment of an ambassador to the region in 2015 (ASEAN and the EU, 2016) and the 
elevation of relations to a strategic partnership which obligates both parties to summit-
level conventions (EU ASEAN Strategic Partnership, n.d.; Allison-Reumann & Murray, 2021).  

Trade has been a key area of engagement between ASEAN and the EU. In the past decade, 
trade and investment relations have intensified. Currently, the EU is ASEAN’s second-
largest trade partner only behind China. Meanwhile, ASEAN is the EU’s third-largest trade 
partner outside Europe only behind the United States and China. However, ASEAN-EU 
relations have started to move beyond trade and has also encompassed non-traditional 
security concerns like the environment as evidenced by the adoption of both parties of the 
Bandar Seri Begawan Plan of Action (ASEAN and the EU, 2016).  

In terms of environmental cooperation, the EU has partnered with ASEAN in the 
formulation and implementation of various environmental programs. In the cooperation 
agenda for 2014-2020, climate change and environment and disaster management were 
one of the three priority sectors, along with sustainable and inclusive economic integration 
and comprehensive dialogue facility. Around €60 million or 37.5% of the total funds were 
earmarked to fund climate change and environmental initiatives. To this end, promoting 
the sustainable use of peatlands and addressing problems associated with haze were 
highlighted. Moreover, environmental education and sustainable, low carbon, and climate-
resilient cities were also included in the priority areas. Aside from this, the EU also plans to 
improve disaster reduction and management capabilities of ASEAN countries (ASEAN and 
the EU, 2016). Funding was also earmarked for the Forest Law Enforcement, Governance 
and Trade in ASEAN to prevent deforestation. On top of multilateral engagements, the EU 
also works with ASEAN Member States on various environmental projects. For example, the 
EU has contributed to Singapore’s Green Plan 2030 and Thailand’s Bio-Circular-Green 
Economic Model (Hutt, 2021). 

Aside from funding, there have also been different forums to which both parties tackled 
environmental issues. In 2020, the 2nd High-Level Dialogue on Environment and Climate 
Change where senior officials from ASEAN and the EU discussed shared regional and global 
environmental challenges and the role of international cooperation. Specifically, the 
dialogue provided an avenue for the two parties to exchange views and experiences on 
environmental protection, climate action, and solutions for a green transition. During the 
dialogue, the EU also informed ASEAN counterparts on its plan to develop a global 
agreement on plastics. The progress regarding the EU-supported ASEAN Platform on 
Circular Economy was also discussed. Other matters that were discussed during the 
dialogue were commitments to the Paris Agreement, marine litter, and biodiversity 
protection (ASEAN and EU hold 2nd High-Level Dialogue on Environment and Climate 
Change, 2020). Apart from this, the First Meeting of the Joint Working Group on Palm Oil 
between the EU and Relevant ASEAN Member Countries was held in January 2021. 
Participants of the working group mainly discussed the sustainability of vegetable oils, 
especially palm oil (First Meeting of the Joint Working Group on Palm Oil between the 
European Union and Relevant ASEAN Member Countries, 2021). Furthermore, a dedicated 
dialogue regarding the clean energy transition between the two regions is currently being 
planned (Hutt, 2021). 
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In light of the pandemic, both ASEAN and the EU have pushed for bolder environmental 
protection and focused on the importance of a green recovery in the post-pandemic world 
(Recovery plan for Europe, n.d.; ASEAN Comprehensive Recovery Framework, n.d.). In 
particular, the EU has adopted a new strategy that will make the region climate resilient by 
2050. The strategy aims to ensure that climate adaptation will be better and broader in 
scope and participation. With this, the EU aims to amplify its support for international 
projects concerning climate resilience and preparedness. As such, the union has 
committed to provide resources and bolster international financing of climate adaptation 
efforts (EU Adaptation Strategy, n.d.). Meanwhile, ASEAN adopted the ASEAN 
Comprehensive Recovery Framework last 2020 which highlighted sustainability as one of 
the broad strategies for the region’s post-pandemic recovery (ASEAN Comprehensive 
Recovery Framework, n.d.). Given Southeast Asia’s status as a zoonotic hotspot (Engel & 
Ziegler, 2020) and the improving relations between ASEAN and the EU, it is expected that 
environmental issues will further be prioritised in the bilateral agenda leading to more 
environment-related projects, especially concerning carbon neutrality and wildlife 
conservation, in ASEAN. Additionally, the establishment of more diplomatic avenues to 
consolidate and solidify climate mitigation and adaptation policies is also expected. Hence, 
environmental diplomacy offers an opportunity for both parties to strengthen relations 
through different levels of engagement.  

ASEAN and its member-states have always recognised the importance of international 
environmental cooperation and have actively participated in environmental cooperation 
agreements. Member-states have worked together on key environmental issues and 
collaborated with countries outside the region. One notable example of cooperation within 
the region is the ASEAN Agreement on Transboundary Haze Pollution (AATHP) that aimed 
to monitor and prevent land fires and control the haze pollution in the region. The 
agreement was a reaction to the land and forest fires that happened in the late 1990s 
(About ASEAN Cooperation on Transboundary Haze Pollution Control, 2018). AATHP is the 
first agreement to require neighbouring states to manage transboundary haze originating 
from forest and land fires. However, the agreement was criticised for being too weak, owing 
to the ASEAN way of non-interference. Nevertheless, in recent years, coordination efforts to 
prevent transboundary haze pollution (e.g. gathering data and information and 
conducting simulation exercises) have progressed (Heilmann, 2015). Aside from regional 
collaboration, ASEAN has also partnered with other states outside the region to address 
environmental challenges. While there has been no comprehensive study analysing the 
effect of international environmental cooperation in the region, reports of individual 
initiatives reveal positive gains for the environment. For example, the ASEAN-Korea 
Environmental Cooperation Project (AKECOP) was launched to support the restoration of 
degraded forest ecosystems in Southeast Asia. Under the project, different research, 
capacity building, and technology transfer activities were undertaken. In particular, the 
project was able to conduct more than 50 research activities and 20 training programs. The 
project was also able to support the post-graduate degrees of 20 scholars at the Seoul 
National University. Equally important, AKECOP has also spearheaded community-based 
initiatives like building a communal plant nursery in Mount Makiling in the Philippines and 
establishing a model of forest restoration in Mount Walat in Indonesia (ASEAN-Korea 
Environmental Cooperation Project, 2019).  

While ASEAN has been receptive to environmental diplomacy, it should be noted that the 
progress of environmental cooperation agreements may be severely limited by the region’s 
socio-economic development. In terms of energy needs, it is estimated that the energy 
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demand for ASEAN will rise by 60% in 2040. This is due to the region’s high economic 
growth, rapid rates of urbanisation and industrialisation, and declining poverty rates. The 
rising energy demand from the region is expected to be met by the increased consumption 
of fossil fuels. Consequently, by 2040, ASEAN carbon dioxide emissions could reach more 
than 2.4 gigatonnes (Southeast Asia Energy Outlook 2019, 2019; Pjanic 2021). With this, the 
EU’s environmental diplomacy with ASEAN must take into account Southeast Asia’s 
economic expansion and reliance on dirty energy. Pursuing climate action policies should 
not be detrimental to the growth and development of Southeast Asia, especially the least 
developed countries – Cambodia, Laos and Myanmar (Pjanic, 2021). However, the EU can 
take this as an opportunity to play a niche role in financing ASEAN’s transition to clean 
energy and environmental protection. According to Teo (2021), Asia needs around an 
annual investment of USD 1.7 trillion until 2030. This will mitigate Asia’s carbon emissions 
while also sustaining poverty eradication and economic growth. With this, the EU can lead 
in the mobilisation of necessary capital to address financing gaps, especially in ASEAN. The 
EU and European development banks have already provided an initial boost in climate 
financing by committing to support the ASEAN Catalytic Green Finance Facility (ACGF).  

 

7. Conclusion 
More than a health issue, the COVID-19 pandemic has been recognised as an 
environmental issue due to the possible zoonotic origin of the virus. Climate change and 
environmental degradation are seen as main contributors to the emergence of infectious 
diseases. As a response to this, there has been an emphasis on the need for sustainability 
and climate action in post-pandemic recovery plans (Biodiversity and the economic 
response to COVID-19, 2020; Lim et al., 2021; Zachariadis, et al., 2021). Hence, it is expected 
that the environment will be a priority area of collaboration in international relations. As a 
global environmental leader, the EU has set ambitious targets for itself and has also actively 
pursued environmental diplomacy with different countries and organisations, such as 
ASEAN. Relations between ASEAN and the EU have spanned for more than 40 years and 
have upgraded their relations to a strategic partnership (Allison-Reumann & Murray, 2021). 
Initially, relations focused on bilateral trade and investments. However, in recent years, 
relations between the two regions have moved from economic partnerships to non-
traditional security areas such as the environment. Different environmental projects in 
ASEAN have been implemented through cooperation with the EU. Besides this, avenues 
for discussing environmental issues important to both regions have been set up. 
Environmental cooperation projects between ASEAN and the EU are expected to expand 
in both scope and number in the post-pandemic world. Boosting climate action and 
speeding up the transition to clean energy in Southeast Asia are crucial steps to pandemic-
proofing the future and advancing global environmental goals. As the ASEAN consists 
mostly of developing countries, the lack of capacity and resources to respond to climate 
mitigation and adaptation have remained a significant challenge. As such, in pursuing 
environmental cooperation with ASEAN, the socio-economic context of the region must be 
recognised. This will ensure that strategies employed will yield environmental benefits 
without compromising the economic growth of the ASEAN Member States and the 
livelihood of its people. In particular, the following policies can be jointly pursued by ASEAN 
and EU to capitalise on the momentum brought about by the pandemic:  

1. Establishment of a cooperation fund 
ASEAN’s weak financial structure and lack of funding has been pointed out as a key 
constraint in its environmental response (Kato & Takahashi, 2001). As the ASEAN 
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member-states are mostly developing countries, funding green and climate-
resilient technology and environmental monitoring have remained a challenge. The 
EU can support initiatives in the region to build more green infrastructure and 
accelerate the region’s transition to renewable energy. This can be done through 
the establishment of a cooperation fund and/or increasing support for the ACGF. A 
possible model for this is the ASEAN-Korea Cooperation Fund (AKCF) established in 
1990. The AKCF has supported a wide array of environmental research and capacity-
building programs focusing on ecosystem restoration and biodiversity 
conservation. The fund has also facilitated people-to-people exchanges between 
ASEAN and the Republic of Korea (ASEAN-Korea Environmental Cooperation 
Project, 2019; ASEAN-Republic of Korea Cooperation Fund, n.d.).  

2. Promotion of green investments  
Currently, the EU is the biggest investor in ASEAN economies (Association of South East 
Asian Nations (ASEAN), n.d.). However, it is imperative to streamline investments for 
low-emitting sectors and encourage investments to companies committed to 
environmental sustainability. This will ensure that there is private sector participation in 
the renewable energy sector to reduce the burden on public funds and international 
aid. Ultimately, increased investments in green sectors are needed to accelerate the 
phase out of the use of fossil fuels, especially coal, in the region.  

3. Implement green technology transfer programs 
Technology transfer is stipulated in the United Nations Framework Convention on 
Climate Change. Green technology transfers cover mechanisms and processes that 
enable the transfer and dissemination of skills, knowledge, and equipment aimed at 
climate change mitigation and adaptation to different stakeholders like the 
government, research institutions, businesses, and non-government organisations 
(Technology Transfer, 2016). These programs ascertain access, especially of developing 
countries, to current technologies and practices. Moreover, green technology 
ascertains the full involvement of all countries in combating climate change and aids 
in the attainment of their environmental pledges. ASEAN and the EU can implement 
mechanisms that will ease and encourage setting up green technology transfer 
programs.  

This paper contributes to the existing literature on environmental diplomacy by positing 
that certain global events linked to environmental degradation can affect the game. O’Neill 
(2017) used the term ‘crises' and argued that they provide an impetus for states to open 
negotiations. This paper furthers this by arguing that these types of events can catalyse 
trust and cooperation among states to urgently and effectively form international 
environmental agreements. This is because it is in the mutual interest of all states to 
immediately resolve and manage the crisis, mitigate its effects, and prevent it from 
happening in the future. As the COVID-19 pandemic is widely seen as linked to 
environmental issues, the pandemic illustrates a crisis, hence, it has the potential to boost 
cooperation between and among states. Moreover, in recognition of neoliberal 
institutionalists’ emphasis on non-state actors, this paper also moves away from traditional 
state-centric analysis of diplomacy and cooperation to a focus on supranational 
intergovernmental organisations, particularly ASEAN and the EU.  .  
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Abstract 
Frictions between China and the United States, and the European Union by extension, have 
been on the rise for several years even before the COVID-19 pandemic came about, 
exacerbating the pre-existing political tensions and prompting a united front to stand up to 
the perceived threat. This confrontation logic, which some have even described as a Second 
Cold War, is spreading to the ordinary citizens in a way that erodes mutual trust and polarises 
public opinion. Reflecting this negative trend, cultural cooperation between the European 
Union and China is gradually being transformed into a competition. While the COVID-19 
lockdowns have ravaged an already precarious cultural and creative sector, they have also 
demonstrated the centrality of culture for social and human well-being. Recognising the 
crucial role culture plays in conflict prevention and trust building efforts, this paper examines 
the state of play of cultural relations between the People’s Republic of China and the European 
Union with the purpose of identifying potential areas of improvement. It first maps existing 
collaboration frameworks, both on bilateral and multilateral basis as part of larger international 
fora. It then zooms into the different approach of each side, being the European one focused 
on International Cultural Relations, while the Chinese one is advancing a strategy of Cultural 
Soft Power. Along with official policies, practical implementation is analysed in depth in order 
to shed light on the lost momentum for culture in the Sino-European relations, with special 
emphasis on digital and youth issues. Ultimately, the paper draws the attention to the need 
for a genuine apolitical intercultural dialogue, which in turn will create positive spillover effects 
for a non-zero-sum game between the two global players. 
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1. Joint EU-China Actions Promoting Cultural Exchanges 
 

1.1 High-Level People-to-People Dialogue  
Official diplomatic relations between the European Communities and the People’s Republic 
of China were established in 1975, soon after the socialist state was reincorporated into the 
international community through the admission to the United Nations and the visit by 
president Richard Nixon. Since then, the relation between the Union and China has 
transitioned through periods defined by Snyder (2009, pp. 309-654) as “exploration and 
construction”, “deepening and maturing” and “managing partnership and competition”, with 
a strategic partnership being signed in 2003.  

However, it was not until 2012 that cooperation in cultural matters was institutionalised 
through the formation of the People-to-People Dialogue as the third pillar of the EU-China 
relations. In this framework the Chinese vice-premier meets the European Commissioner for 
Education and Culture every two years, starting with the 2012 Summit celebrated in Brussels, 
the 2014 one in Beijing and so on, altering between the two continents. Yet, the architecture 
of Sino-European relations (EEAS, 2015) reveals that the cultural pillar is still the weakest – it 
only comprises three policy dialogues, namely on the topics of higher education, cultural affairs 
and youth, while the political and economic pillars include minister-level meetings and more 
than sixty policy dialogues in total.  

In addition to the two-day event, 2012 was designated EU-China Year of Intercultural Dialogue. 
It also saw the launch of the joint project Tuning EU-China Study for the modernisation of 
higher education in China, finally published in 2019. The next year, the EU-China 2020 Strategic 
Agenda for Cooperation recognised people-to-people exchanges as “an essential vector of 
peace, while contributing to economic development” (European Union and People’s Republic 
of China, 2013, p. 15). In 2015, another co-financed research produced the Mapping the EU‐
China cultural and creative landscape, which contained valuable expert recommendations 
such as the creation of a Culture Exchange Committee, a Cultural and Creative Business 
School, and an Annual Heritage Award (Staines, 2015, pp. 40-41 and 80-88). It is also worth 
mentioning the celebrations surrounding the anniversaries of diplomatic relations, for 
instance, the 2005 Europe Street and Showcase Europe, or the 2015 China Unlimited Creative 
Contest and China Arts Festival. 
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Figure 1. Timeline of High-level Dialogues, Major Event Celebrations and Co-financed Research in 
the Sphere of EU-China Cultural Relations 

 

Source: Author. 

 

The areas most propitious to cultural cooperation between the EU and China are cultural 
heritage, tourism, and higher education. This can be explained by the sheer extent of their 
market, as well as attractiveness stemming from their long history. Hence, in 2018 the two 
civilisations took stock of the potential for intensified exchanges through the Tourism Year, 
which featured the EU-China Light Bridge and a Virtual Travel Fair on Cultural Tourism. In a 
similar fashion, the 2020 High-Level People-to-People Dialogue divided the theme of culture 
into the topics of creative ecosystems and renovation of cultural heritage, the remaining big 
four themes being mobility, gender, sport and youth (European Union & People’s Republic of 
China, 2020).  

Thus, while in 2012 the two sides recognised that people-to-people exchanges are a 
“partnership of civilisations” and “ever more important in these challenging political and 
economic times” (Vassiliou, 2014), progress over the past decade has been only modest, since 
the momentum was lost to increasing political frictions between the West and China, as both 
adopt a more assertive and geopolitical stance. A major contentious issue is Human Rights, 
which led to the recent “downward spiral” in relations after the EU imposed sanctions on China 
for the first time in thirty years (Liboreirto & Pitchers, 2021).    

Overall, no dedicated joint programme has been created, and the one-off initiatives are 
insufficient to implement the high-level promises. Moreover, no specific legal framework on 
culture has been signed, unlike the case of South Korea which attached a protocol on cultural 
cooperation to the Free Trade Agreement dating back to 2011. Such a document would not 
only produce mutual obligations for the parties, but also increase the visibility of culture and 
raise awareness among the creative sector.  
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1.2 Economic Relations as a Means of Cultural Cross-Fertilisation  
Cultural goods and services present a unique dual nature – they have both an economic 
(material) and a cultural (symbolic) dimension, and this is why their specificity has been 
recognised at the international level through the 2005 UNESCO Convention on the Diversity 
of Cultural Expressions, signed by both China and the EU1. Furthermore, trade remains the 
primary aspect of the relations between the Union and China since they are each other’s 
biggest trading partners, with an annual volume of more than 600 billion euro (European 
Commission, n.d. b).  

Ascending to 8 million euro, the trade in cultural goods and services accounts for only 1,3% of 
the total exchange between the EU and China, but at the same time it amounts to 28% of the 
overall cultural imports of the EU and 42% of its cultural exports (Eurostat, 2020). In addition, 
the European Union provides Official Development Aid to China, 1% of which was destined to 
the cultural and recreational sector in the period between 2007 and 2021 and 30.8% to the 
educational sector (EU Aid Explorer, n.d.), reflecting once more the preponderant position of 
the latter. While co-production of films is still limited, it steadily increases over time. Moreover, 
culture is recognised as a strong driver for tourism, although no authoritative statistics are 
available2.  

  

 
1 According to the UNESCO Institute for Statistics (2009, p. 22-23) “[c]ultural goods and services encompass artistic, 
aesthetic, symbolic and spiritual values” and “differ from other products”. The culturally productive industries are 
grouped as follows: cultural and natural heritage, performance and celebration, visual arts and crafts, books and press, 
audio-visual and interactive media, design and creative services, and intangible cultural heritage. Three additional 
domains can be considered: education and training, archiving and preservation, and equipment and supporting 
materials.  
2 UNESCO (2021) reports that: “Cultural tourism - defined by the UNWTO as tourism centred on cultural attractions 
and products - is one of the fastest-growing segments of the tourism industry, accounting for an estimated 40% of all 
tourism worldwide. It intersects with heritage and religious sites, crafts, performing arts, gastronomy, festivals and 
special events, among others.” See also the dedicated page to Tourism and Culture of the UN World Tourism 
Organisation: https://www.unwto.org/tourism-and-culture  

https://www.unwto.org/tourism-and-culture
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Figure 2. EU-China Trade in Cultural Goods and Services 

 

Source: Author based on data from Eurostat, 2020 

 

Despite these promising figures, trade too is embroiled in political tensions, most notably the 
trade war between the United States and China. Disputes range from fair trade and intellectual 
property, through privacy over the use of Chinese 5G networks, to the geopolitical implications 
of the 16+1 and the Belt and Road initiatives. Market access in the audio-visual sector stands 
out as a persistent challenge for European companies wishing to operate in China (European 
Commission, 2013, p. 95).  

On the other hand, the breakthrough in the negotiation of the Comprehensive Agreement on 
Investment, started in 2013 and finalised at the eleventh-hour before Biden’s inauguration, has 
then been stalled by the European Parliament over Human Rights concerns. Should it enter 
into force, the Agreement accepts cultural diversity as a legitimate policy objective and 
includes a cultural exception, in line with the UNESCO conceptualisation of cultural goods as 
conveyors of symbolic meaning.  

 

1.3 UNESCO, ASEM and Other Multilateral Fora 
Serving as a global ministry on culture, UNESCO is the go-to place for international cultural 
cooperation. As mentioned above, both the EU and China are signatories, and strong 
supporters, of the 2005 UNESCO Convention on the Diversity of Cultural Expressions, and 
contribute to the International Fund for Cultural Diversity. Moreover, in July 2021 with a new 
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total of 56 UNESCO World Heritage Sites, China lost the shared first place to Italy (now 58)3. The 
Silk Roads Programme stands out as a means to connect China with Europe and Africa, 
including an interactive online platform. In 2018, coinciding with the Tourism Year, the EU and 
China co-hosted the High-Level Conference on World Heritage and Sustainable Tourism.  

On the other hand, both the European Union and China have been partners of the Asia-Europe 
Meeting (ASEM) since its very creation in 1996, to a large extent triggered by the Commission’s 
1994 Towards a New Strategy for Asia (Asia-Europe Meeting, n.d.). ASEM’s dedication to “issues 
of common interest in a spirit of mutual respect and equal partnership” (Asia-Europe Meeting, 
n.d.) illustrates that cultural relations lie at the heart of the dialogue, but the intergovernmental 
process goes even further through efforts under its Social, Cultural and Educational Pillar. One 
example is the ASEM Cultural festival, first celebrated during the 2009 summit in Beijing, and 
then resuscitated in 2018 in Brussels, only to become an annual event.   

According to DRN, ECDPM, Ecorys and Particip (2014, p. 3), the European Union is the largest 
donor to the Asia-Europe Foundation (ASEF), which is the only permanent body of ASEM, that 
enables exchanges and creation of networks, and mediates between civil society and ASEM 
governments. However, European members are slowly reducing their voluntary contributions, 
while China is increasingly willing to provide funding and thus assume an agenda-setting role 
(DRN et al, 2014, p. 3), converting even ASEF into an arena for competition. Ultimately, the 
building of a bi-regional cultural space is hindered by polarisation stemming from current 
political issues and long-standing colonial memory (DRN et al, 2014, p. 7). 

The ecosystem of cultural actors would not be complete without civil society. Non-
governmental initiatives include the EU-China Friendship Association, the China-EU 
association, the Asia Centre, the Europe-China Foundation, the European Association for 
Chinese Studies, the EU–China Business Association, inter alia. To these can be added the 
Student Think Tank for Europe-Asia Relations (STEAR) as an example of a bottom-up youth 
engagement in socio-political life in Europe and Asia. The proliferation of such activities 
testifies to the mutual interest of citizens regardless of the geopolitical situation. Furthermore, 
they prove crucial to the development of intercultural skills and understanding, a prerequisite 
for managing the complicated political relations and mitigating the differences between the 
EU and China.  

  

 
3 Following a delay caused by COVID-19, in 2021 UNESCO examined the nominations presented in both 2020 and 2021 
and decided to inscribe a total of 34 new properties, one of which located in China and three with Italian participation. 
The list is available online: https://whc.unesco.org/en/newproperties/  

https://whc.unesco.org/en/newproperties/
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2. Comparison between the European and the Chinese Approaches to 
Culture in External Action 
 

2.1 EU Strategy for International Cultural Relations towards China  
The EU’s common action on cultural diplomacy / international cultural relations4 was outlined 
in the 2016 Joint Communication Towards an EU strategy for international cultural relations, 
which identified cultural heritage, peaceful inter-community relations and sustainable 
development as the main areas of cultural action. However, although in 2019 the Council 
conclusions on an EU strategic approach to international cultural relations and a framework 
for action called for the “preparation, implementation, monitoring and evaluation of common 
local cultural strategies and projects in third countries” (Council of the European Union, 2019, 
p. 6), there is still no agreed course of action in regards to China. This can be attributed to the 
diverging opinions of Member States on the relations with China and even the competition 
between them, for instance between the branches of their national cultural institutes located 
in China.  

Yet, multiple reports have been commissioned by different EU institutions in an attempt to 
map the existing cultural exchanges and offer some guidance on how to improve them. These 
include: the 2009 Parliament’s The Potential for Cultural Exchanges between the European 
Union and Third Countries: The Case of China, the 2012 European Expert Network on Culture’s 
Mapping Existing Studies on EU-China Cultural Relations and Expert Group on Culture and 
External Relations’ Culture in the EU's external relations: A strategy for EU-China cultural 
relations, as well as the 2014 Country report on China in the Preparatory Action for the Joint 
Communication.  

This high interest in cultural cooperation with China faded away after 2016, since on the one 
hand, the adoption of the 2016 Joint Communication was the final fruit of the efforts on 
defining a cultural diplomacy framework, and on the other hand, the election of Donald Trump 
marked the beginning of the intensified antagonism between the West and China. The latter 
led to a new narrative, more geopolitical in nature, detailed in the 2019 EU-China – A strategic 
outlook, which referred to China as “a cooperation partner, a negotiating partner, and a 
systemic rival” (European Commission & High Representative, 2019, p. 1). The fact that culture 
was not mentioned in the policy paper illustrates that it is not considered a priority area for EU-
China engagement. Notwithstanding, the three different conceptualisations are also 
applicable to the cultural relations between the two, depending on the specific issue.  

 
4 There is an ongoing debate between the concepts of cultural diplomacy and international cultural relations, the 
former being preferred by states like France, and the latter defended by the United Kingdom and Germany. While 
both terms are present in the 2016 Joint Communication Towards an EU strategy for international cultural relations, 
since then there has been a shift towards the use of cultural relations, or the currently emerging and thus more neutral 
concept of external cultural action. For an overview of the differences between the two terms, see Rivera, T. (2015). 
Distinguishing Cultural Relations From Cultural Diplomacy: The British Council’s Relationship With Her Majesty’s 
Government. https://www.cultureinexternalrelations.eu/cier-data/uploads/2016/08/Report15.pdf 

https://www.cultureinexternalrelations.eu/cier-data/uploads/2016/08/Report15.pdf
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The lack of a master plan in turn results in a limited funding for culture. There is no specific 
programme dedicated to China, with the newly created Neighbourhood, Development and 
International Cooperation Instrument (NDICI) – ‘Global Europe' allocating only 10% of its € 80 
billion budget in 2021-2027 to the Asia-Pacific region (European Commission, 2021), despite its 
immense territory and population. What is more, it is still unclear what part of NDICI will be 
destined to cultural actions, especially taking into account that China is not eligible for 
participation in Creative Europe as the only EU programme explicitly dedicated to culture. 
However, since 2020 there is a minor exception to this – the Asia Edition of the Young Talent 
Architecture Award is open to the four strategic partners in the East (including China).  

The country is covered by other European projects, such as the Global Cultural Leadership 
Programme led by the Cultural Relations Platform, the collaboration between the European 
Capitals of Culture and the Culture Cities East Asia, the EU Policy and Outreach Partnership, or 
the EU Alumni network. Most importantly, China takes part in Erasmus+ which allows for the 
mobility of students, professors and researchers. However, with only 3,000 Chinese nationals 
visiting Europe and 2,000 Europeans travelling to China between 2014 and 2020 (European 
Commission, n.d. a), the scope of the exchanges falls short of satisfying the needs of the 1.4 
billion population, and especially the youth.  

In addition, in March 2021 China retaliated against the EU sanctions over Human Rights 
concerns by targeting European scholars and institutes that “maliciously spread lies and 
disinformation” (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People’s Republic of China, 2021a). The effects 
of the mutual sanctions go beyond the specific entities that are banned because they decrease 
citizens’ willingness to undertake an exchange and create a hostile environment not 
propitious to cross-border cooperation.  

Not only the centrally-managed programmes are affected by the shortage of funds, but also 
the actors on the ground, among which stands out the EU Delegation to China. It carries out 
multiple activities with a cultural dimension (Europe Day, EU Open Days, EU Film Festival, EU 
Book Festival, Children's Art Exhibition, Europe Street Festival) and at the same time 
coordinates Member States’ embassies. However, since now there is no cultural focal point5, all 
efforts fall under the Press and Information section, which carries out public diplomacy rather 
than cultural relations.  

The Delegation collaborates with another important player – the European Union Network of 
Institutes for Culture (EUNIC), with clusters in Beijing and Hong Kong. In 2020 they jointly 
organised the hybrid exhibition European Cultural Routes. In 2011 EUNIC composed the 
Europe-China Cultural Compass, and between 2008 and 2014 it organised EU-China cultural 
dialogues. Nevertheless, EUNIC faces numerous challenges, such as the Chinese government’s 
preference for interacting with official agencies (Smits & Raj, 2014, p. 34), or the difficulty to 
reach citizens beyond the capital (a disadvantage shared by the EU Delegation and 
contrasting with its counterpart – the Confucius Institute). 

 
5 A cultural focal point is an officer in charge of cultural matters, the equivalent of a cultural attaché in Member State 
embassies. The notion was created by the 2016 Joint Communication Towards an EU strategy for international cultural 
relations.  
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2.2 Chinese Cultural Soft Power in the EU 
The opening of the first Confucius Institute in 2004 marked the entry of China into the global 
competition for soft power. Despite being a latecomer, China has adopted a strategic 
approach to culture in international relations, and ever since 2011 the aim has been to become 
a socialist cultural superpower. Progressively the term cultural soft power emerged and 
replaced other related concepts. This is largely due to high-level political support, including 
multiple remarks made by Xi Jinping and references in the five-year plans. In particular, 
Chapter 10 of the fourteenth plan is entitled “Develop advanced socialist culture and enhance 
national cultural soft power” and envisions the “use [of] online and offline to tell Chinese stories, 
spread [of] Chinese voices” and “activities of Perceive China, Read China, Audio-visual China” 
(Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People’s Republic of China, 2021b). 

The massive investment in culture has paid off by converting China into a “cultural juggernaut” 
according to the Soft Power 30 index (Portland, n.d.). This is achieved through pragmatic 
rhetoric, centrality of the state, blending of public diplomacy and propaganda, and protection 
of cultural security at home (Silva & Menechelli, 2019). While these “Chinese characteristics” 
have led to an intense criticism from the West, scholars point out that the European Union 
would benefit from incorporating elements of such a “realist view of culture” by taking 
advantage of culture and language for its strategic strengthening (Hartig, 2016, p. 6). Further 
difficulty stems from China’s lack of self-confidence resulting in a “simplified and standardised” 
folkloric image being projected abroad (Cappelletti, 2016, p. 9), in contrast to the EU’s motto 
“United in diversity”. 

Another point that differentiates China from the EU is the fact that the former includes culture 
as an integral part of its strategy towards the latter. Accordingly, the first Chinese white paper 
on the EU, adopted in 2003, sets out to “promote cultural harmony and progress between the 
East and the West” and dedicates an entire section to education, science, technology and 
culture (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People’s Republic of China, 2003). However, the 
wording and content of the 2014 and the 2018 policy papers suggest that the attention given 
to culture is shrinking, thus reflecting the trend of rising competition with the European 
Union6.  

The EU is the second most important destination for Chinese cultural diplomacy efforts, only 
surpassed by the United States of America. This is demonstrated by the concentration of 
Confucius Institutes, the main instrument of Chinese soft power, in European states – 23% in 
EU Member States, 12% in other European countries and even one centre in Brussels 
specifically categorised as EU (Hanban, n.d.). Nevertheless, the Confucius Institutes 
headquarters, known as Hanban, have faced significant discontent, including closures of 
multiple branches, most notably in the United States but also in Europe. Thus, in 2020 China 
undertook a rebranding campaign to counter propaganda criticism and change its name to 

 
6 The 2014 policy paper features a section on education, culture, press, publication and youth exchanges (Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs of the People’s Republic of China, 2014), but it is primarily focused on enhancing existing information 
exchange and mobility schemes. The 2018 paper only mentions culture twice, both in Part One Guiding principles: 
“friendly cooperation in such areas as economy, trade, culture” and “Despite differences in history, culture, social 
systems and development stages” (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People’s Republic of China, 2018).  
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Centre for Language Education and Cooperation. In a similar fashion, the opening of a Fudan 
University campus in Budapest sparked mass protests in June 2021. 

A far less-known actor is the China Cultural Centres Abroad – with only 36 branches (ten of 
which in EU Member States) they cannot compare to Confucius Institute’s influence exercised 
through more than 550 institutes and 2,000 classrooms (Hanban, n.d.). Although the Cultural 
Centres Abroad precede the Confucius Institutes by twenty years, the latter were entrusted to 
the Ministry of Education and thus created competition with the Ministry of Culture and 
Tourism, as well as a duplication of efforts in terms of cultural events and exchanges. The 
Ministry is also in charge of the chinaculture.org online portal and the bilateral cultural years 
held with states like Italy in both 2010 and 2022.  

The Chinese preference for bilateral and high-level communication is reinforced by its 
embassies around the Union. Thus, they provide a wide network that has the potential to 
deliver cultural content to the European citizens beyond Brussels. Yet, this requires 
coordinated actions, while the China Mission to the EU is primarily focused on high-level EU 
staff. Nevertheless, the Mission has an Education and Culture Department, whose main task is 
the celebration of the Chinese New Year, similarly to the Europe Day in the EU Delegations.  

Rather than establishing a specific cultural programme for the EU, China relies on project-
based funding or expects the EU to disburse their joint initiatives due to the European policy 
in the 1990s (Smits & Raj, 2014, p. 26). Major global outreach schemes include the Belt and Road 
Initiative (with an increasing art and culture component, as well as reliance on local partners 
(Cappelletti, 2016)) or the hosting of international summits (like the Olympic games in 2008 
and the upcoming winter ones in 2022). However, these are embroiled in controversies up to 
the point of the EU Parliament calling for boycotting the Olympics and the Commission 
launching a Global Connectivity programme (after the failure of the G-7 countries to set up a 
Clean Green Initiative). 

  



Journal of Asia and Europe Relations, Vol. 1, No. 1, ISSN 2754-3323 

 

148       

Table 1. Summary of the Differences between the External Cultural Action of the EU and China 

Entity European Union People’s Republic of China 

S
t
r
a
t
e
g
y 

Latest policy on 
counterpart   

EU-China - A strategic outlook (2019) China's Policy Paper on the European 
Union (2018)  

Cultural Diplomacy 
policy 

Towards an EU strategy for international 
cultural relations (2016) 

No* 

Preferred concept  International Cultural Relations Cultural Soft Power 

Stated objectives  

Promote cultural diversity and Human 
Rights; 

Foster mutual understanding and 
intercultural dialogue 

Create a lovable image of China; 

Build a harmonious world  

Approach  

Cultural sector at arm’s length; 

Contemporary art;  

United in diversity  

Official bilateral communication with 
Member States; 

Traditional culture;  

Simplified monolithic image 

I
m
p
l
e
m
e
n
t
a
t
i
o
n 

Actors 

EEAS and DG EAC, EU Delegation to 
China (no cultural focal point), EUNIC 
Beijing and Hong Kong clusters 

MFA and Ministry of Culture and 
Tourism, China Mission to the EU 
(Education and Culture Department), 
Confucius Institutes, Cultural Centres  

Actions and 
programmes  

Erasmus+, EUPOP and Global Cultural 
Leadership Programme, EU Alumni 
network, Young Talent Architecture 
Award; 

Europe Day, EU Open Days and EU Film 
Festival, EU Book Festival, Children's Art 
Exhibition, Europe Street Festival 

Language education, Chinese Bridge 
competition; 

Chinese New Year, European Youth in 
China; 

Belt and Road Initiative; 

Broadcasting  

Strengths  
Credibility, neutrality, openness, expertise 
in culture, flourishing creative sector    

Commitment, strategic long-term 
planning, centralisation, attractiveness 
to the public  

Weaknesses  

Limited funding and fragmentation, 
decreasing interest and lack of awareness 
within the EU, limited actorness and 
knowledge among the public    

Credibility and creativity deficit, 
protectionism, aggressive diplomatic 
style     

* Although there is no publicly available policy, enhancing the international influence of Chinese culture 
is part of the five-year plans and might have been further developed in a confidential document.  
Source: author 

 

3. Current Issues in Cultural Engagement: COVID-19, Digital and Youth 
The years 2020 and 2021 saw the overall level of diplomatic relations between the European 
Union and China dramatically deteriorate. Although ongoing issues such as Human Rights and 
geopolitical competition are at the heart of the quarrels, the COVID-19 pandemic has 
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undeniably provided an additional cause for hostility. Calling it “the Chinese virus” negatively 
impacted the international image of the country (Pew Research Center, 2020), thus unleashing 
a battle of narratives, and possibly propaganda campaigns. The state-level animosity has 
translated into people-to-people daily interactions, with Asian hate surging not only in 
America but also in Europe, despite the compensatory tactics of the Chinese “vaccine 
diplomacy”7. 

The pandemic has impaired cultural relations not only by eroding mutual trust, but also by 
bringing to a halt the usual methods of collaboration. Overall, the cultural and creative sector 
has been among the most severely affected by the COVID-19, which exposed its pre-existing 
fragmentation and precarious working conditions. Sanitary measures like travelling 
restrictions and social distancing have made impossible not only mobility but also offline 
projects – the two core aspects of cultural exchanges (Cultural Relations Platform, 2021). Thus, 
cultural venues like galleries, concert halls and museums8 remained closed despite the 
absence of new cases in China, or were subject to partial re-openings and sudden closures in 
Europe. In addition, cancellations of festivals and film production accompanied the halt of 
trade in cultural goods and services.  

It must be bore in mind that culture is a chronically underfunded policy area and often the first 
one to suffer budget cuts in times of crisis. Although in the majority of the states the cultural 
sector has received financial support from both government and non-government actors, its 
scope is insufficient to adequately address the issue, while a major challenge stems from the 
uncertainty surrounding the possible recovery (Cultural Relations Platform, 2021). In this 
regard, the EU Parliament has pledged to dedicate 2% of the Resilience and Recovery Funds 
to culture, and the Creative Europe programme has seen a budget increase by 50% (IETM, 
2021).  

Nevertheless, the COVID-19 lockdowns have also brought positive takeaways, namely the 
recognition of the value of culture for both social and human well-being, and the increased 
experimentation with new formats and themes. Most importantly, the digitalisation, already 
present in the cultural sector for years, multiplied and accelerated to unprecedented levels. 
One clear example of this is the fact that the 2020 High level People-to-people dialogue was 
celebrated entirely online, with a dedicated website and a space for networking. However, the 
topic of digitalisation was not on the table.  

Similarly, new technologies are absent from the main body of the Comprehensive Agreement 
on Investment. The only place where internet and electronic means are mentioned in relation 
to the cultural and audio-visual sector are the reservations of the Chinese party, namely entries 
from 20 to 24 on press, publication, radio and television, film, culture and recreation. In 
addition, entry 25 is explicitly dedicated to “Network Audio-Visual Service, Internet Culture 
Operation”. Therefore, there is “a clear imbalance created by the EU’s commitment to 

 
7 The term “vaccine diplomacy” refers to the practice of accompanying free “vaccine deliveries (…) with soft-power 
messages”. See more from Leigh, M. (2021, April 27). Vaccine diplomacy: soft power lessons from China and Russia? 
Bruegel. https://www.bruegel.org/2021/04/vaccine-diplomacy-soft-power-lessons-from-china-and-russia/  
8 According to the International Council of Museums (2020), in April 2020 almost 95% of the museums around the 
world were shut down and 13% might not re-open.  

https://www.bruegel.org/2021/04/vaccine-diplomacy-soft-power-lessons-from-china-and-russia/
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technology neutrality and China’s awareness of the importance of digital culture” (Vlassis, 
Richieri Hanania & Kokinova, 2021, p. 8).  

Recently the Chinese concerns over digital data have become evident through the recent so-
called crackdown on tech giants like Alibaba and Didi, as well as on online education (Carr & 
Liu, 2021). The importance of the Chinese market resides in its sheer volume (over a billion 
active users), and its willingness to adopt new technologies. Moreover, the emerging BATX 
(Baidu, Alibaba, Tencent, Xiaomi) competition to the GAFAM companies (Google, Apple, 
Facebook, Amazon, Microsoft) adds to outstanding geopolitical issues new ones like 5G 
networks and microchips. While the EU aligns with the USA in terms of values, it is now 
reclaiming its digital sovereignty and advocates for a middle ground between the two 
superpowers, thus being able to act as a mediator and a norm-setter (Hellendorff & Nicholas, 
2020). 

Notwithstanding, this cautious European approach results in a slower pace of new technology 
adoption. In this regard, digital communication is underexploited by the EU Delegation to 
China. Although between 2019 and 2020 a comprehensive social media campaign brought 
European culture to Chinese netizens under the call #ExperienceEurope, currently the official 
EU accounts barely publish culture-related content9. By contrast, the Chinese mission to the 
EU is taking advantage of traditional festivals and art performances to alternate with politics. 
In any case, the online presence of both the EU and China is dominated by unilateral 
statements on sensitive political issues rather than genuine bidirectional exchanges with the 
citizens. 

It is commonplace to consider online actions as targeting only the young population. And 
indeed this is often the case, with notable vehicles of intercultural exchange including 
language learning applications and videogames. Despite the difficulties originated by the so-
called “Great Firewall” around the Chinese internet space (Wang, 2020), youth Sino-European 
engagement remains a rather informal process since, as mentioned above, the Erasmus+ 
programme has enabled the mobility of only 5,000 students over a seven-year period, a 
number far too low considering the population in school and university age in China and the 
EU. Although the younger Chinese cultural consumers show a strong preference for local 
content, they have “an enormous appetite for knowledge of the arts, not just coming from 
China but from the rest of the world as well” (Lu, 2021).  

Official-level support for youth activities peaked during the EU-China Year of Youth, which took 
place in 2011. The celebration included opening ceremonies in both Brussels and Beijing, a 
European Youth Week and an EU-China Culture Week, as well as a Youth Festival and a Young 
Leaders Summit, complemented by a wide range of activities organised by different 
stakeholders. In addition, the European Commission and the All-China Youth Federation 
signed a Joint Declaration on Youth. In a final 400-pages report the two sides expressed their 

 
9 In 2015 Bjola and Holmes (2015, pp. 75-80) identified a “clear focus on culture” thanks to 30% of the 200 Weibo posts 
over the course of two months. However, in 2021 over a comparable period of time between April and May the official 
account posted only 23 weibos and none was related to culture. Another sign of decreasing European presence in the 
digital realm is the information portal in Chinese (oumeng.eu), launched in 2015 but not accessible anymore. 
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will to “build on this success story by moving on to the 2012 EU-China Year of Intercultural 
Dialogue” (European Union & People’s Republic of China, 2011, p. 6).  

Nevertheless, the overall deterioration of the EU-China relations has also frozen efforts in the 
area of youth exchange. One example of recent initiative is the theme on youth during the 
2020 High-level People-to-People Dialogue, both topics of which were focused on the role of 
young people in the green transition. In order to increase the effectiveness of these high-level 
talks by the European Union and China, it is crucial to back them with appropriate 
programmes on the ground specifically dedicated to youth exchanges with the objective of 
improving long-term mutual understanding. 

 

4. Conclusion 
The above overview of the cultural aspects of the relations between China and the European 
Union has demonstrated their vulnerability to ever-increasing political tensions, as well as their 
lower priority as compared to economic ties. All in all, the EU’s current investment in 
international cultural relations is targeted at its neighbourhood, while China is seen as distant 
in both geographical and cultural terms. Whereas the EU does not perceive culture as a key 
area of interaction with China, the latter attaches great importance to the concept of cultural 
soft power and Europe is its second recipient region.  

Hence, it can be claimed that the EU’s weaknesses are China’s strengths and vice versa. For 
instance, the European Union enjoys high levels of trustworthiness, enabled by its “arm’s 
length” approach, and China suffers from a “credibility and creativity deficit” (Gu, 2020) and an 
image loss due to the so-called “wolf warrior diplomacy”. However, the EU lacks a strategic and 
long-term vision of culture in external action, including funding streams or a cultural 
department in its Delegation, especially after the end of the mandate of High Representative 
/ Vice-President Federica Mogherini, a key promoter of the 2016 Joint Communication.  

What both actors share is the emphasis on showcasing one’s own culture, instead of 
questioning it in a participatory manner and co-creating cultural products and meanings. This 
satisfies the audience’s curiosity but at the same time increases the sense of exotism and 
otherness (Zhou, 2012, p. 30). As a result, culture is caught up in polemic issues, specifically 
Human Rights, technology or Intellectual Property Rights10, rather than effectively 
strengthening mutual understanding. While the present article has primarily focused on 
cultural diplomacy at the state level, further research is needed on citizen-level cultural 
interactions, as well as the impact of digital technologies. Below, policy makers can find a 
preliminary set of proposed measures of improvement of Sino-European cultural relations.  

Positive cultural relations entail learning from each other and engaging in a listening exercise. 
One possible way to achieve this is by leaving behind well-known demands on long-standing 
disputes and concentrating instead on building upon the already existing areas of 
collaboration, namely cultural heritage protection, tourism and trade. This will lay the ground 

 
10 With the increasing digitalisation of the cultural and creative sector, both production and consumption of cultural 
goods and services is transferring to the cyberspace, thus becoming tied to outstanding disputes over free market 
and internet access. On the other hand, protection of authors’ rights is crucial to incentivising cultural creation but 
continuing concerns exist over alleged stealing of trade secrets and rights enforcement by Chinese authorities.  
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for slowly moving on to current issues like technology and climate change11. Moreover, it is 
crucial to lay down the basis of cultural cooperation in a formal legal document, overcoming 
the vagueness of declarations. In this regard, replicating previous successful activities is the 
easiest and safest path, starting from the designation of an EU-China Culture Year to 
commemorate one decade from the 2012 Intercultural Dialogue one.  

The effectiveness of cultural relations will greatly benefit from adopting a people-centred and 
bottom-up approach. In order to switch the focus away from the High-Level People-to-People 
dialogues towards the citizens, it is pertinent to mobilise the cultural actors from below since 
they are the best positioned to engage the general public. This can be achieved through the 
establishment of a specific joint programme on culture, which could draw inspiration from the 
existing ones with other regions. Splitting the costs of such a programme between the two 
will ensure its sustainability, put the partners on an equal footing and tap into the generous 
Chinese budget for cultural soft power. 

The key to strengthening cultural cooperation is working together. On the one side, European 
countries need to speak with a single voice by devising and implementing a common cultural 
strategy on China. This does not entail delineating a single European culture, prejudicial to 
both Member States’ interests and the promotion of cultural diversity, but rather establishing 
concrete practical means to capitalise on the “United in diversity” motto. On the other side, 
China would have to add to its bilateral official level communication with each Member State 
a supplementary layer of multilateral and multi-level engagement.  

While improvement of cultural ties is a slow and difficult to evaluate process, it has the 
potential of forging trust and understanding, thus creating positive spillover effects not only 
on other areas of relations, but also in other regions of the world, taking into account that China 
and Europe are increasingly competing for influence in Africa and Asia. Establishing and 
maintaining interpersonal relations has proven extremely challenging under the COVID-19 
circumstances. Until in-person activities are resumed, digital engagement should be 
promoted as an immersive and interactive way of getting to know each other’s cultures. In 
particular, new media provides embassies with a cost-effective means of reaching a broader 
public beyond the capitals.  

While China and the EU need to tackle the digital divide, they should also take into account 
the current predominance of young internet users and accordingly adapt their messages to 
the target. A worthwhile means of reaching different publics is by tapping into public-private 
partnerships, bringing together officials with the cultural and the technological sectors. On the 
other hand, whereas static information portals are easy to manage, it is crucial to offer 
possibilities of user interactions, such as online workshops, chatrooms, games, polls, 
competitions, etc. One area of powerful collaboration could be language learning, critical to 
fostering mutual understanding. In this way, young European and Chinese citizens can come 

 
11 This move refers to both culture-related matters in the mentioned areas, and a spillover of trust created through 
cultural cooperation onto unrelated topics. The synergies between technology and culture have been discussed in the 
previous section. The intricate relation between climate change and culture is becoming apparent in the EU’s New 
European Bauhaus initiative.  
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together in a safe cultural space, as a first step towards forgoing competition in favour of 
cooperation and building bridges between the European Union and China. 
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Serbia’s Balancing Act: THE EU-CHINA Discourse  
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Abstract 
As a European Union member candidate and China’s third-largest trading partner for 
imports, Serbia represents a unique case of balancing the road to EU membership and the 
rise of China. With the European Union placing an export ban on medical products, Serbia 
has further turned to China for help with managing the health crisis during the Covid-19 
pandemic. EU-China relations deteriorated over the Xinjiang dispute, leading to sanctions 
from both sides, including the EU Parliament blocking the EU-China Comprehensive 
Agreement on Investments. In this, Serbia’s political elite has been anything but a passive 
observer. President Vučić has accused the bloc of hypocrisy and derided European 
solidarity as a fairy tale, making Serbia’s future in the bloc seem uncertain. While efforts to 
analyse Serbia’s foreign and trade policy with China and the EU are prevalent, this article 
addresses the research gap that exists with respect to understanding the discourse of 
Serbia’s political elite on these policies. Using discourse analysis as its primary research 
design, this article analyses speeches made by the Serbian President Vučić before and after 
the Covid-19 pandemic. Through that, the article seeks to understand (1) the discourse 
preferred by President Vučić on Serbia’s relations with the EU and China, and whether the 
pandemic has affected the prevailing discourse, and (2) whether the Serbian public and the 
media agree with the discourse. Ultimately, this article addresses whether Serbia still 
perceives EU membership as a part of its future or if it is steering further towards the East.     

Keywords: China, European Union, Serbia, Discourse Analysis, European Membership, 
Western Balkans      

 

1. Introduction 
Serbia’s accession to the European Union (the EU) and its balancing act with “the East,” 
especially China, has been a topic widely discussed in the media, especially after the Covid-
19 pandemic seemingly strengthened Serbia-China bilateral relations. While most      
analyses focus on whether Serbia will survive this balancing act economically and politically 
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(Hartwell and Sidlo, 2017; Duško, 2018; Knežević and Naimark, 2020; Casermeiro and 
Francisco, 2021; Csapó, 2021), they have rarely looked at the discourse employed by Serbian 
President Vučić; particularly when it comes to how China and the EU are constructed in 
this discourse, and whether said discourse has been accepted by the public and the media. 
Although Serbia has been in the process of joining the EU since 2009, it has primarily turned 
towards China for infrastructure development and trade relations, filling a gap that the EU 
has been unable to fill (Ozturk, 2019; Colibasanu, 2021).  

As China's investments increase in Serbia, the EU membership prospect is seemingly put 
on a sidetrack. This should concern the EU, as China, one of its biggest competitors, appears 
to be taking over in its immediate neighbourhood. This spread of China’s influence could 
endanger the harmony of EU relations with the Western Balkans, something which the EU 
is striving for in the name of political and economic stability. In this light, this article takes a 
post-structuralist approach to analyse where Serbia’s political elite stands on the issues 
presented. In the article speeches and interviews by President Vučić, from the last four 
years are analysed. We are interested to see how, if at all, the Covid-19 crisis has affected the 
respective discourses on EU membership and cooperation with China in Serbia, by taking 
a discourse-historical approach (as part of critical discourse analysis). After an analysis of 
the discourse by the Serbian President, we will determine whether or not the public or the 
media have accepted it. The first section of the article contains a review of our methodology 
and offers an analytical framework. In the second section, we apply our analytical 
framework to the elite discourse in Serbia. In the third and last section, we provide a short 
discussion of our results and a conclusion to our findings. 

  

2. Methodology: The Discourse-Historical Approach 
The discourse-historical approach (DHA) considers discourse to be socially constituted and 
socially constitutive, meaning discourse is both shaped by societal context and shapes the 
social reality we exist within (Wodak and Reisigl, 2017, p. 90). There are three main steps 
involved in the DHA analysis of discourse; first, identifying topics and contents of discourse, 
in this case, the Serbia-EU and Serbia-China relationships. Second, investigating discursive 
strategies, including argumentation strategies that are used to justify attributes assigned 
to actors, phenomena and processes within a discourse. Lastly, examining linguistic means 
to realise certain discourse strategies, we look at which terms are used to describe the EU, 
Serbia and China (Wodak and Reisigl, 2017, p. 93; Aydın-Düzgit, 2016, pp. 48–49). In this 
paper, we are guided by five questions: (1) how are actors, persons, phenomena, etc. named 
and referred to in a discourse, (2) what characteristics are attributed to them, (3) what 
arguments are deployed related to the discourse, (4) from what perspectives are these 
parts of the discourse expressed, and (5) are these utterances expressed overtly, mitigated 
or intensified? (Wodak and Reisigl, 2017, pp. 93–94).  

This paper will look at the discourse that Serbian political elites employ in regards to 
Serbia’s membership in the Union, as well as the discourse on China as one of Serbia’s main 
partners. China has invested extensively in Serbia in the past four years and is currently at 
odds with the EU over human rights violations, intellectual rights and trading 
disagreements. The main goal of our analysis is twofold; to determine (1) the discourse 
preferred by President Vučić and whether the pandemic has affected the prevailing 
discourse, and (2) whether the public and the media agree with the discourse. We are 
interested to see whether the discourse by President Vučić with regards to EU membership 
has changed over the course of the COVID-19 crisis. The EU has been accused of inability 
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and unwillingness to help Sernia, while China has led an extensive donation campaign of 
vaccines and medical supplies, even helping build a vaccine factory (Simić, 2020; Zhang, 
2021). Even before the pandemic, Serbia and China were close partners, as China invested 
significantly in  infrastructure projects in Serbia. From the Belgrade metro, to a copper 
smelter in Bor, car tyre factory in Zrenjanin, oil refinery in Smederevo, the Belgrade-
Budapest high-speed railway and the Belgrade-South Adriatic highway, all projects have 
been made possible by Chinese investments (Shopov, 2021; Wang and Resare, 2021).  

Between 2012 and 2020, Serbia has  received US$9.5billion in publicly announced Chinese 
investments. This amounts to more than half of China’s investment in the region (Hopkins, 
2021; van der Made, 2020). In order to facilitate investment in Serbia, Chinese companies 
are often able to bypass local laws, given tax exemptions or other forms of preferential 
treatments (Standish, 2021). While the EU is still Serbia’s largest trading partner, the growth 
of imports from China has reached 89.6 % over the last 3 years, which is twice as much as 
growth of imports from Germany, which is the top importer to Serbia (Observatory of 
Economic Complexity, n. d.). This gives China political influence as well. For example, Serbia 
was the only Western Balkan country that did not support any EU resolutions which were 
strongly critical of China, whether about human right violations, geopolitical issues or 
China’s interests in Hong Kong and in Tibet (Obradović 2021).  

Furthermore, the analysis will answer the question of whether Serbia is actually moving 
away from the EU and towards China, or not. The selected discursive strategies and 
linguistic means utilised in these respective discursive topics will be presented in the article 
through excerpts of speeches, interviews and texts.1 

Wodak and Reisigl (2017, p. 97) identify eight steps to a DHA analysis, which we have 
adapted to the scope of our analysis. These steps include: 

1. Activation and consultation of preceding theoretical knowledge (analysis of 
previous existing literature), 

2. Systematic collection of data and context information 
3. Selection and preparation of data for specific analyses (filtering through the data, 

downsizing, selecting the most relevant data), 
4. Specification of the research question and formulation of assumptions (based on 

literature review and data collection), 
5. Qualitative pilot analysis, 
6. Detailed case studies, 
7. Formulation of critique, 
8. Application of the detailed analytical results, making them accessible to the public 

(Wodak and Reisigl, 2017, p. 97). 
 

This project is smaller by scope, so steps 5 and 6 have been merged in the analysis below.  

The empirical data collected considers all criteria put forward by Wodak and Reisigl (2017, 
p. 96). All data collected has then been filtered through, determining whether it is useful 
according to the criteria of uniqueness, intertextuality, interdiscursivity, representativity, to 
name but a few (Wodak and Reisigl, 2017, pp. 97–99). We have decided to analyse speeches 

 
1 These excerpts are what we call “typical discourse fragments,” meaning they represent a wide array of discursive 
topics and linguistic means that have been used in other main parts of the speeches – they are typical for the 
discourse (Jäger and Maier, 2009, p. 54). 
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(in verbal and written form) as well as interviews, since they clearly articulate actors’ 
positions, identities and policies. Furthermore, the speeches have a persuasive and 
manipulative function, meaning they are used to persuade the public into supporting a 
certain stance or manipulate the topic so as to benefit the political actor (Hansen, 2006, p. 
85; Wodak and Reisigl, 2017). What is not said or what is omitted can be as powerful as the 
utterances we analyse, as the omission of facts, actors or processes by a politician can also 
be used for persuasion or manipulation, and can be as powerful as the inclusion of other 
facts (Aydın-Düzgit, 2016, p. 50). The speech acts possess formal authority (i.e. are powerful), 
because they are uttered by powerful people who hold legitimacy (i.e. the Serbian 
president), and are televised, meaning they are accessible to a wide public, and giving them 
the power to define social reality (Hansen 2006, p. 85; Wodak and Reisigl, 2017).  

 

3. Scope of the Study 
According to recent research, President Vučić has the most media exposure of all Serbian 
politicians (BIRODI, 2021). A study conducted by the Bureau for Social Research (BIRODI) 
between 1 December 2020 and 15 April 2021 concluded that President Vučić had a 38% 
higher presence in news programs on Serbian television than all other government officials 
combined. Thus, we focus on the President, who can be characterised as the “main creator 
of narratives when it comes to the European Union,” as well as a generally more favourably 
and frequently represented senior politician in the Serbian media (European Western 
Balkans, 2021; N1, 2021). In order to determine to what extent the President’s discourse has 
been translated into public and media opinion, we will then compare his discourse to that 
expressed in headlines of Serbia’s most-read media outlets, as well as public opinion polls 
on the EU and China, both pre- and post-Covid. This will give an insight into how aligned 
the public and media are with the President, and whether public support for Serbia’s 
membership in the EU has been affected by the President's discourse at all. The most 
visited digital media websites by audience share in Serbia are: Blic.rs, Kurir.rs, 
srbijadanas.com, and telegraf.rs. All online media outlets in Serbia are completely privately 
owned, except novosti.rs, which has been privatised in 2000, but the Serbian state still holds 
a large share. It will be included in the analysis in order to determine whether the reporting 
and discourse by privately- and mixed-owned media with some state influence vary 
significantly, despite the fact it is not in the top by audience share (BRIN, n. d.). 

 

4. Analysis of President Vučuć's Discourse 
 

4.1 President Vučić’s Discourse before the Covid-19 Pandemic  
President Vučić, in an interview in 2017, highlighted the importance of Serbia’s path into 
the EU, while also stressing the importance of maintaining good relations with Russia, the 
U.S., China and others. He has also mentioned that some members of the government 
remain staunchly anti-Western, even if one of the main goals of Serbia is to attain full-
fledged EU membership. According to President Vučič, Serbia  needs to be a part of the EU, 
which is a task that he has said he will fulfil during his presidency (Gec and Stojanović, 2017). 
Following the EU path was also emphasised heavily in 2018, when President Vučič stated 
in an interview on Serbia’s foreign policy that Serbia wants to belong to a European type of 
society. The EU, as a bloc of peace, tranquillity, and long-term stability, according to 
president Vučić, is something that Serbia needs and wants in its future (Birnbaum, 2018). 
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Based on the polls at that time, he was sure that if there was a referendum on Serbia’s 
membership in the EU, the EU path would win (Birnbaum, 2018). Hence, it is clear that, at 
this moment in time, the EU was portrayed as Serbia’s way to a better and more stable 
future.  

In an interview from 2019, however, President Vučić was asked about Serbia’s recent foreign 
policy moves, balancing between the West and the East.  To that question,   he answered 
that while Serbia’s long-term goal was EU membership, they will continue to have good 
relations with China, as it remains in Serbia’s national interest to do so. When asked about 
the move away from the European Union, he once again stressed that it is the goal of Serbia 
to join the European Union, adding that Serbia pursues an honest policy on this in relation 
to other countries (Mayr, 2019). This  rhetoric towards the EU remains unchanged for a long 
period of time.When asked about China, President Vučič repeatedly answered that Serbia 
will maintain good relations with other countries as well (Mayr, 2019).  

In October 2019, President Vučić attended, together with the Deputy Minister of Trade of 
the People's Republic of China, Zhen Keming, the arrival of the first train from China to 
Serbia; a train carrying equipment for the construction of a high-speed railway through 
Serbia. . In a speech given on this occasion, Vučić stressed that Serbia would not have been 
able to do all this without the help of Chinese President Xi Jinping,  great friend of their 
country (The President of the Republic of Serbia, 2019). Furthermore, in his speech, at the 
concert marking the 70th anniversary of the founding of the People’s Republic of China, 
President Vučić said that China is the most honest and trustworthy friend of Serbia, and 
praised China’s financial aid toward Serbia (Vukšanovič, 2019).  

Similarly, when visiting China back in 2019, the Prime Minister of Serbia, Ana Brnabić, 
thanked the President of China, Xi Jinping, for all the support that Serbia gets from China, 
additionally expressing gratitude for Chinese support on the issue of Serbia’s territorial 
integrity (Radio Free Europe, 2019). Here we can see that the ideal of China is beginning to 
emerge: a good friend of Serbia, whose cooperation brings benefits to Serbia. President 
Vučič is also observed to be using the word “friendship” increasingly when it comes to 
describing the relationship between China and Serbia, something which suggests that the 
relationship is  much more than just cooperation between the two countries. 

 

4.2 President Vučić’s Discourse during the Covid-19 Pandemic 
President Vučić participated in the video-conference Summit of China, together with 17 
other Central and Eastern European countries. Theere, he stated that Serbia would 
contribute to the enrichment of cooperation between Europe and China, stressing the 
importance of cooperation between Serbia and China and the help that Serbia has received 
so far (The President of the Republic of Serbia, 2021a). In a March 2021 interview for national 
television, Vučić stated that the EU always has some objections about China, but that China 
never discusses internal politics; “we never talk about the opposition and the media, this is 
what the EU institutions want to talk about.” He pointed out that, to Serbia, keeping the 
friendship with China and Russia on track is important, even if the EU “keeps talking“ 
(author’s note: meaning ‘while the EU keeps talking about the opposition and the media’) 
(RTS, 2021).  

Even at the beginning of the Covid-19 pandemic, in March 2020, President Vučić talked of 
China as the only hope for Serbia, going so far as to contrast it with the EU’s apparent 
hopelessness. The ever closer ties between the two countries  are especially visible in the 
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following statement: “Without you, it turns out that Europe is having difficulty defending 
itself, we do not hide the fact that we cannot [defend ourselves]. Without China and our 
Chinese brothers, we are incapable of doing so” (Simić, 2020). As such, Vučić contrasts 
China’s help with the EU’s apparent failure to provide support to Serbia, referring to China 
as a saviour. The EU is portrayed as an actor that Serbia relied on, but which has failed them; 
an actor that is weak in the face of a common threat. On the other hand, China is portrayed 
as strong in its response to the pandemic, even as “the only ones who can help” (Vučić, 
2020a). Furthermore, Vučić discards the EU as a reliable partner for Serbia, describing it as 
“a fairy tale on paper,” saying that “European solidarity does not exist,” and that Serbia will 
“not show European solidarity, but Serbian solidarity” (Vučić, 2020a). This not only denotes 
Serbia turning away from EU membership, steering towards a stronger relationship with 
China, but also delineates Serbia as an entity entirely separate from the EU. As such, not 
only are China and the EU put in a binary opposition with regards to their relationship with 
Serbia, but Serbia itself is represented as a separate entity from the EU, with different values  
(Vučić, 2020a). Thus, President Vučić constructs China and the EU as two opposing entities, 
where enhancing Serbia’s relationship with one means worsening its relationship with the 
other.  

This binary construction has often been paired with criticism of the EU’s incapability or 
unwillingness to cooperate with Serbia, before and during the COVID-19 pandemic. In his 
address to the public after imposing the state of emergency, for example, the President 
first talks about the fact that the EU has banned all exports of medical equipment to third 
countries, then continues to praise China for its readiness to help (Vučić 2021a). Even after 
the peak of the pandemic had passed, this discourse of China versus the EU continues to 
be used when the president talks about the vaccines that are provided to Serbia. As such, 
the prospect of Serbia’s membership to the EU is also painted in the light of two opposing 
partners, one who is willing to offer help, and the other, unwilling. Moreover, China is not 
only portrayed as “[a friend] of small Serbia,” but also as brothers, denoting a more intimate 
and closer relationship (Vučić, 2020b).   

China’s vaccine against the coronavirus Covid-19 was very well received by President Vučić 
who chose to be vaccinated with the Sinopharm vaccine on live television. During the 
broadcast, he addressed the nation, and thanked “our Chinese brothers for all the help 
during the pandemic (Stojanović, 2021). Sociolinguistically, the term ‘brother’ expresses 
closer relationship with the other person in the Balkans. As such, the Chinese are 
represented as the closest allies of Serbia, not just friends or partners, distinguishing them 
from other states that Serbia has a close relationship with. Serbia is also set to open a factory 
to produce Sinopharm vaccines, and Vučić expressed his disappointment with the EU at 
the occasion, especially with the Digital Covid Certificate strategy.2 Stating “And what are 
we? Who are we? Because we have done better than you, we have to be more humble and 
worse enough to be good enough,” criticising the EU’s attitude towards Serbia’s strategy 
of battling the Covid-19 pandemic (Stojković, 2021). The language used by President Vučić 
has a sense of criticism, accusing the EU by using ‘you’ to speak to it directly. All the while, 
Serbia is referred to as ‘we,’ again creating a binary relationship, two opposing sides that 
are reflected in the ‘we’ versus ‘you.’  

The use of ‘you’ to address the EU not only emphasises the accusation, but also brings the 
issue closer to the people. Instead of referring to the EU as ‘them,’ which paints it as 

 
2 The EU Digital Covid Certificate is a digital proof that a person has either been vaccinated, received a negative 
Covid-19 test result or has recovered from Covid-19. It is used as a basis for travel and work across the EU, but it (as 
of 1 September 2021) does not include Serbia (European Commission, n. d.). 
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something completely disconnected from Serbia, the use of ‘you’ implies the EU is 
inherently involved with Serbia, and should thus be directly addressed. Using the argument 
that the EU looks down upon Serbia, as well as the rest of the Western Balkans, President 
Vučić further emphasises the discourse of Serbia as an underdog, which the EU is trying to 
lure in with false promises, all the while leaving it behind. What is more, the EU is 
sometimes even portrayed as an exploitative entity, e.g. when President Vučić says that 
decrees prohibiting exports of medicinal equipment from the EU were passed by “people 
who told Serbia not to buy equipment from China, who said we should give tenders to 
European companies, that we should pay more because their equipment is better. We are 
only good when Serbian money is good. But when the situation is hard, then even Serbian 
money does not help” (Vučić, 2020b).   

 

5. Discourse of Serbia’s Membership in the EU during the Pandemic 
Serbia is portrayed as a successful country, which is doing the most it can, and still ignored 
by its supposed partner, the Union. On the topic of vaccine passports, the President 
remarked that “I will also have to take the antibodies test.3 I will not be able to go to Brussels 
either,” further distancing him from the ‘capital’ of the EU (Stojkovic, 2021). Brussels is often 
used as a synonym for the EU, emphasising the geographical distance between member 
states, or future member states, from the EU’s bureaucracy centre, translating it into 
incompatibility of EU policies with national policies, due to the EU’s lack of understanding 
(Demertzis, 2018). On the other hand, it turns to China, a reliable partner, who helps Serbia 
and understands its efforts, appreciates its actions and supports it in the strategy Serbia 
chose. Finally, the EU is portrayed as a passive actor, which only acts when it wants to, and 
who preconditions its support with ideology and alignment with its own strategy. China is 
portrayed as an active entity, helping Serbia at the right time, without imposing any 
unnecessary or even illogical rules. 

In an interview in June 2020, President Vučić stated that talking to people in Europe is very 
hard, since ‘they’ never really hear you and always push their agenda. He argued that, in 
Europe an excellent Serbian president would be the one who would simply accept all their 
demands under different kinds of pressure and blackmails. He also mentioned the EU's 
persistence in recognising Kosovo, which in his view is one of the biggest problems they 
face in their relations with the EU (Pavlović McAteer, 2020). Interestingly, President Vučić 
emphasised readiness to accept criticism in his speech during an Atlantic Council Front 
Page event, which was broadcast internationally. He accepted that Serbia still has its 
problems, but they are working on them, thus also trying to meet all the criteria for joining 
the EU, which is still one of the main goals in the next few years (Atlantic Council, 2021).  

However, when the European Parliament published its report on Serbia, President Vučić 
reacted by slamming the EU, saying that “MEPs are lost in time and space,” and that they 
must have “read a report from 2011, not from 2021.” (Miteva, 2021). Seemingly, Vučić employs 
a much tougher discourse when speaking to a domestic public, versus an international 
one, where he portrays Serbia as a docile state, ready to accept criticism from the EU, and 
speaks of EU membership as a crucial aspect of Serbia’s democracy. Similar to his reaction 

 
3 The Sinopharm vaccine is still not recognised in all of the EU countries, Belgium being among them. This means 
that President Vučić would have to show that he recovered from Covid-19 when travelling there, although he 
received the vaccine already (Schengen Visa Info, 2021). 
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to the report on Serbia, President Vučić again criticised the EU for its lack of response and 
engagement in Serbia’s accession path after the EU-Serbia intergovernmental conference 
in July 2021. The EU is presented negatively, as an indecisive and unreliable partner, which 
is promising membership to Serbia, but never comes through. Serbia, on the other hand, is 
portrayed as a fair and reliable partner, who has had its hands tied by the EU and others 
(such as Macedonia). Although it is doing everything possible to join the EU, it is constantly 
being turned away. President Vučić described the loss of hope in the prospect of EU 
membership, as well as an almost Kafkaesque process as “We’ve done everything the EU 
requested from us, and nothing has happened. We should keep working, and if they want 
(to open chapters),4 we will thank them, if they don’t, we will thank them too” (Čačić, 2021). 
The ‘we’ and ‘they’ dichotomy is also often used in Vučić’s statements and speeches, 
placing Serbia and the EU on opposing sides.  

 

6. Discussion: Media and Public Sentiments towards China and the EU 
 

6.1 Media Sentiment towards the EU and China during the Pandemic 
When it comes to media coverage, it should first be pointed out that compared to the 
media in other countries, the Serbian media report much more on what is happening in 
China, as well as on the cooperation between China and Serbia. Regarding the EU, it can 
be observed that reporting is most often tackled by specific countries, rather than the EU 
as a group of countries or as merged entities. Of course, there are also differences between 
the media themselves when it comes to the amount of reporting on China; if we take the 
example of blic.rs, what is happening in China and its policies, reports much less than the 
kurir.rs in srbijadanas.rs (Blic, n.d.; Kurir, n.d.; Srbija Danas, n.d.; Telegraf, n.d.).  Media in 
Serbia are interconnected, as all the media listed above are owned by different holdings, 
which are strongly intertwined with each other. Also, the involvement of politics in the 
media and their reporting is very high (Reporters Without Borders, 2017).  

Serbian media presumes that EU membership would be  good for both the EU and Serbia. 
The media never questioned the membership itself, but on the other hand they are 
sceptical of certain EU-led policies. Reporting on China can be divided into three parts. 
Firstly, reporting on what is happening in Chinese can be said to be objective, and mostly 
it is just describing different events. Secondly, most media report   about what is happening 
in the international arena, where the importance and power of China is always being 
established, at every major international event. Thirdly, the media often place the emphasis 
of the Sin-Serb relations on the China's assistance to Serbia and how strong the friendship 
between the two countries is (Blic, n.d.; Kurir, n.d.; Srbija Danas, n.d.; Telegraf, n.d.) 

There is certainly a lot of media coverage of President Vučič's opinion, which preserves the 
narrative of the necessity of EU membership for Serbia, and the great friendship between 
China and Serbia. In media reporting itself, we can therefore observe two things, firstly, that 
EU membership is also presented in the media as useful, if not necessary for the future of 
Serbia, and secondly, the importance of China for Serbia. This can be seen mainly in the 
amount of reporting itself, as well as in the content, and the emphasis on friendship 
between the two countries (Blic, n.d.; Kurir, n.d.; Srbija Danas, n.d.; Telegraf, n.d.) 

 
4 Chapters are policy areas on which the candidate country negotiates with the EU. So far, Serbia has opened 18 
out of the 35 chapters in its EU accession process, provisionally closing 2. (Ralev, 2021; Federal Foreign Office, n. 
d.). 
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6.1 Public Sentiment towards the EU and China during the Pandemic 
The European Council on Foreign Relations conducted a survey in summer 2021, mapping 
attitudes towards the EU, China and Russia in Serbia. The survey results show that in most      
cases, the Serbian public opinion is aligned with President Vučić’s discourse. For example, 
they rated the EU’s political system as the least functional out of Serbia’s, China’s and the 
EU’s. When it comes to bilateral relations, most Serbs see China as an ally or necessary 
partner (91 %), as opposed to the EU (68 %). What is more, 21 % of Serbs see the EU as a rival 
or even an enemy, while only 4 % see China as such. As for the effect of Covid-19 and its 
effect on the Serbia-EU and Serbia-China relationship, most Serbs (38 %) believe they 
should rely on China. In comparison, only 13 % believe they should rely on the EU, and 12 % 
believe they can only rely on Serbia. Lastly, not only do more Serbs trust Chinese-produced 
(68 %) than the EU-produced (39 %) vaccines, the majority distrusts EU-produced vaccines 
(56 %) (Hosa and Tcherneva, 2021). By the end of July 2021, most Serbs chose to be 
vaccinated with the Chinese produced Sinopharm vaccine (3.4 million doses used), with 
Pfizer being in second place (1.2 million doses used). Although Serbia has more Sinopharm 
than the Pfizer vaccine in stock, the percentage of doses used still shows that Serbs prefer 
Sinopharm (also used by the President). Only 66.8 % of Pfizer vaccine stock has been used, 
while the percentage is much higher for Sinopharm and Sputnik V vaccine stock, 80.9 % 
and 79.7 %, respectively (Ćurčić, 2021). 

Moreover, a poll conducted by the Belgrade Centre for Security Policy shows that 69.4 % of 
surveyed citizens believe that China provided the most assistance to Serbia during the 
pandemic. On the contrary, less than 10 % believe the EU provided the most (Belgrade 
Centre for Security Policy, 2021, p. 8). The help received from China was not only discussed 
more often by the President, but also in more favourable terms. As such, it was also more 
well-received by the citizens of Serbia, while the help provided by the EU (around 66 million 
EUR, excluding vaccines delivered through the COVAX facility) was largely underestimated 
(Muminovič, 2021; EU za tebe, n. d.). 

In September 2017, China was also more favoured by Serbian citizens than the EU, with 52 
% of Serbs having a favourable opinion about China, contrasted with only 28 % for the EU 
(National Democratic Institute, 2017, p. 10). However, China was not perceived as the largest 
financial supporter, and Serbia was perceived as having better relations with the EU than 
China (National Democratic Institute, 2017, pp. 13-14)5. Furthermore, most Serbs did not see 
the EU treating Serbia as an equal partner (67 %). Less than half (49.1 %) favoured EU 
membership, while 31.4 % opposed EU membership (National Democratic Institute, 2017, 
pp. 17, 19). This has not changed drastically after the pandemic. Opinion polls by Ninamedia, 
conducted in the last two months of 2020, show that 52.3 % of Serbs would vote to join the 
EU, while 33.4 % would vote against (Ninamedia research, 2021, p. 5). While the President is 
a person in power, whose speech acts possess manipulative power, and whose discourse 
shapes the reality Serbia exists within, the manifestation of that is a very interesting 
dynamic between distrusting the EU and supporting Serbia’s membership. While the trust 
in the EU has decreased, or rather, the trust in China has increased, most Serbs are still 
favouring EU membership. As mentioned before, the President’s discourse regarding the 

 
5 While 12 % of survey participants perceived EU-Serbia relations well, 14 % perceived Serbia-China relations well. 
Furthermore, 18 % perceived the EU as Serbia’s largest financial supporter, while 23 % perceived China as such 
(National Democratic Institute, 2017, pp. 13-14). 
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EU became much sharper and more critical during the pandemic. This is reflected in the 
fact that on pandemic-related matters, most Serbs prefer China. When it comes to 
vaccines, medical help and help in the fight against Covid-19, China not only takes first place 
but the EU is not seen as trustworthy or reliable. However, the overall stance has not 
changed much. The support for EU membership has not drastically decreased, and 
although more people might see China as a necessary partner, the EU has not been 
disregarded completely. The President’s discourse has been partially received by the public, 
but it has not substantially transformed the social and political reality of Serbia regarding 
EU membership. While it will affect Serbia’s future in the EU, the public has not drastically 
changed its opinion. 

 

7. Conclusion 
This article aims to answer three main questions, which guided the entire analysis; (1) What 
is the discourse by President Vučič? (2) Has the discourse changed during the pandemic 
and (3) has it been accepted by the media and the public?  

Serbia has a unique position when it comes to balancing its position in the international 
community. While EU membership is important to Serbia, it still maintains strong ties with 
China. As China's investments in Serbia grow, the EU is increasingly accused of having failed 
Serbia, and China filling the gap. China has a great political influence in Serbia, which can 
be seen especially in the attitude that President Vučič has towards the Chinese President 
and the entire country during the pandemic. President Vučič repeatedly pointed out that 
the EU had not done enough to help Serbia fight the coronavirus but that China had come 
to the rescue even in difficult situations. As the role of the president is massive, the 
discourse he creates can be detrimental to the future of Serbia if it is also accepted as right 
by the media and the general public. 

Before the pandemic, President Vučič emphasised the importance of EU membership for 
Serbia, but at the same time did not neglect the good relations that the country must 
cultivate with others, including China. At the beginning of the pandemic, President Vučić 
used sharp rhetoric to criticise the EU. He often positioned it on the opposite of China, a 
great friend of Serbia, even calling the Chinese ‘brothers.’ President Vučić accused the EU 
of being inefficient and unwilling to help, promising Serbia a brighter future as a member 
of the UE, but not delivering. However, although he uses sharp criticism at home, on the 
international stage, President Vučić still recognises that EU membership is one of the main 
goals of Serbia’s foreign policy in the near future. While he is critical of the EU, he recognises 
the benefits membership brings for Serbia. 

There is an interesting dynamic that can be observed between Serbia’s attitude towards 
the EU versus EU membership. As China becomes an increasingly important and favoured 
actor in Serbia, it gives Serbia leverage in negotiating its membership status. Further 
research can focus on whether and how Serbia uses ‘the China card’ in EU-accession 
negotiations. After the pandemic is over, research to comprehensively evaluate the actual 
help EU and China provided to Serbia should be carried out, in order to compare the two 
with President Vučić’s discourse. This could also be expanded to the whole Western 
Balkans region, even evaluating whether the Covid-19 pandemic has affected attitudes 
towards China in the region at all. China still remains one of the biggest investors in the 
region, and is often praised as an alternative to EU’s financial support, but such narratives 
might have a negative effect on the region’s relations with the EU. Predicting the future is 
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an ungrateful job, but we definitely see Serbia taking a tougher stance in EU-accession 
negotiations, as well as maintaining close relations with China. The balancing act is hard to 
upkeep, and President Vučić’s rhetoric might create imbalance towards the EU. While it is 
unlikely that support for EU membership would decrease over this, the EU might become 
more careful and strict towards Serbia, in order to protect its own interests. 
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Abstract 
The European Union (EU)'s external actions towards non-EU member states (MS) involve 
the promotion of human rights (HR) according to the EU's standards, such is enshrined in 
Article 3(5) and Article 21 of the Treaty on the European Union. The EU claims that their 
external action plays an important role in the promotion of HR in non-EU MS and actively 
pursues this agenda. The EU extends their external action to the Southeast Asian (SEA) 
region and its regional organisation, the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN). 
Arguably, both of these intergovernmental organisations have differing perspectives and 
policies on HR, which also affects how HR is promoted and protected within the MS. In the 
past, these differences have hindered the two organisations from discussing and working 
together, but this gradually changed and more recently, the two organisations have 
become more cooperative, and the EU actively continues its external action to promote HR 
in SEA. In light of this change, this article will examine how the EU's external actions have 
affected the HR policies of ASEAN and its member states, including their enforcement. 
Research has shown that ASEAN incorporated some of the EU’s practices into their present 
HR practice. Additionally, there is evidence that the EU’s external action concretely 
supports the participation of Southeast Asian civil society organisations (CSOs) in 
promoting HR in their MS, though observable effects at the government level are less 
apparent. SEA’s policies in regard to HR will likely continue to differ from the EUs, and a soft 
policy approach by the EU towards gradual improvements would work best in the region.   
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1. Introduction 
The European Union (EU) and the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) have two 
contrasting approaches in how they deal with issues of their states in their organisation, 
especially in regard to Human Rights (HR). The EU's approach is supranational, concrete 
and formal, whereas ASEAN’s is intergovernmental, nonbinding, informal, and they prefer 
not to interfere with the affairs of other states. These characteristics involve two concepts, 
cultural relativism and ideological imperialism (Binder, 1999). In ASEAN, the understanding 
of HR is based on the states’ perceptions (cultural, economic, political) and provides a 
caveat that HR will not precede national interest, suggesting that it’s different from the 
“universal human rights” the EU upholds.  

For instance, the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR), which is considered to 
embody western values, has little legitimacy outside their scope when speaking from a 
historical standpoint. ASEAN member states’ (MS) stance was highly dependent upon their 
situation of struggle to achieve self-determination and independence from colonising 
states. However, this does not entail a total neglect of HR enforcement; rather, it is a 
challenge for social-economic and civil-political values to progress simultaneously. It is an 
inevitable fact that each state would have their own agenda to prioritise, by both economic 
capability and political will. The lack of enforcement is why western states encouraged 
ASEAN to enact a regional HR mechanism through their dialogues, labelling it as if HR 
would not be upheld until there it reaches the required threshold of universality (Tan, 2011). 
This disparity became one of the EU's motivations to encourage ASEAN in enacting 
regional mechanisms for HR enforcement.  

This article will firstly provide contextual background on the development of HR in both 
regions. It will then examine the dynamics between the two and how their relationship over 
the years resulted in changes of policy, namely the EU external action. Finally, it will provide 
an in-depth analysis on the impacts of the external action towards ASEAN and its MS. 

 

2. The EU-ASEAN History and Dynamics in Relation to Human Rights 
Before explaining how the EU promotes and consolidates HR in the SEA region, section 2.1. 
of this article will briefly discuss the similarities and differences between the EU and ASEAN 
in upholding HR. Aside from the states in SEA, this article also looks into ASEAN as an 
organisation, considering how it affects the ways in which HR are promoted and protected 
within the region. Afterwards, section 2.2. will explain the background of the EU-ASEAN 
dynamics in relation to HR. 

 

2.1 The Development of Human Rights in the EU and ASEAN  
The general movement towards the awareness and desire to protect HR in the EU was 
largely a consequence of World War II in the context of Nazi atrocities (Schindler, 1962, 
p.154). In doing so, the EU established two bodies, the European Court of Human Rights 
(ECtHR) and the European Commission on Human Rights (ECHR; Schindler, 1962). 
Alongside the UN Charter’s resolution to promote and encourage the respect for HR, the 
Council of Europe declared in Article 3 their Preamble of their Statute (Schindler, 1962, 
p.154):  

“Every member of the Council of Europe must accept the principles of the rule of 
law and the enjoyment by all persons within its jurisdiction of human rights and 
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fundamental freedoms, and collaborate sincerely and effectively in the realisation 
of the aim of the Council as specified in Chapter I.” 

In comparison, ASEAN was established in 1967, when Indonesia, Malaysia, the Philippines, 
Singapore, and Thailand came together to manage neighbourly feuds and ward off 
communist advances and ethnic unrest (Tan, 2011). ASEAN then contributed to regional 
peace and security, which was essential to ensuring the states were not burdened with 
inter-state conflict on top of their pre-existing domestic troubles (Tan, 2011). The observable 
constant that was held in the creation of their policies can be explained as a “minding your 
own business” approach, while commenting when neighbouring states were out of line 
(Tan, 2011). ASEAN emphasised consultation and consensus-building, rather than formal 
and legalistic decision-making procedures. This was solidified in the association’s strongest 
norm in the establishment of their practice in intergovernmental relations, which involved 
non-interference or the “ASEAN way” of diplomacy (Ciorciari, 2012).  

The EU shared a common objective of sustaining institutions of an independent HR 
mechanism, as reflected through the Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and 
Fundamental Freedoms (hereafter Convention) in 1950. This Convention established the 
ECtHR and the ECHR, the latter tasked with filtering cases before they were given to the 
ECtHR. In 1994, the ECHR was abolished to allow more direct access to the ECtHR through 
Protocol No. 11 to the Convention, which also enlarged the ECtHR. Not long after, the EU 
had interests to extend its promotion and protection of HR outside of its MS, viewing HR as 
something that should be a public matter. Prior to the Treaty of Lisbon, which was 
established in 2007, the EU already included the HR conditionality and applied the 
enactment of sanctions in their foreign actions (Kube, 2016). The idea for this arose 
sometime during the 1970s-1980s, when the European Parliament deliberated whether it 
could withdraw its development aid to the Central African Empire due to concerns over HR 
violations occurring there (Bartels, 2014). After the Treaty of Lisbon was formulated, a clearer 
vision on promoting and protecting human rights abroad for the EU was established, and 
so were the relevant bodies to carry this out.  

Unlike the EU however, the turbulent times that sprung ASEAN into existence during the 
mid-1900s never involved HR, and as such it was never a fundamental concern (Tan, 2011). 
As Tan describes, it is therefore unsurprising that proposals for a pan-Asian HR institution 
did not progress after the 1990s (Tan, 2011). The concept of a HR body started being 
considered a serious issue during the issuance of the Bali Concord II in October 2003 
(Ciorciari, 2012). In it, ASEAN leaders declared their intention to turn the organisation into a 
cohesive, rule-based EU-styled “community” (Munro, 2009). 

While ASEAN took the EU’s HR mechanism into consideration when establishing one for 
ASEAN (detailed in subsection 2.2.), the two regions’ means of upholding HR are different. 
ASEAN can be described as an intergovernmental body where MS hold equal power over 
the organisation, while the EU, as a supranational organisation, holds power over its states 
(Yusran, personal interview, August 17, 2021). This invariably creates a power vacuum in 
ASEAN’s ability to consolidate rules over its member states, which can be seen in the 
development of the ASEAN Intergovernmental Commission on Human Rights (AICHR), 
which was consolidated in October 2009. 

Critically, the AICHR can be described as a “consultative body” due to their lack of political 
independence and institutional power (Ciorciari, 2012; AICHR, 2009; cited by Munro, 2009). 
They lack a permanent secretariat as representatives work from their home ministries 
instead, and the body has few, if any, formal/explicit powers. As such, they have no ability 
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to hear cases or initiate investigations and can only act to promote HR, rather than enforce 
or actively protect them (Ciorciari, 2012). Sugiono further shared his observation in our 
interview that some states send representatives to form the staff of the AICHR from 
academic or civil society backgrounds of neutral positions, while others send bureaucrats. 
The differences in positions caused some of these bureaucrats to represent the interests of 
their states, preventing them from seeking to transform the AICHR’s mechanisms 
(Sugiono, personal interview, July 30, 2021). Appointed officials then become 
“representatives'' rather than “commissioners'' (Munro, 2009). Despite past unwillingness 
by most ASEAN MS to accede to an investigative body (Ciorciari, 2012), there has recently 
been an effort to enact Terms of Reference (ToR) specifically regarding HR mechanisms 
initiated by the foreign ministers of the MS. While the ToR does not provide for a complaint 
mechanism yet, the AICHR has also shown that there is a willingness to push for 
institutional reforms under the current mandate, which can be seen in HR mechanisms 
elsewhere, including Europe (Paulsen, 2020). 

The differences in the background and practices of promoting and protecting HR between 
the EU and ASEAN have affected how the two interact and cooperate in the field of HR. 
Their dynamics in relation to HR are explained in the next subsection.   

 

2.2. The EU-ASEAN Dynamics regarding Human Rights 
Since the Bangkok Declaration in 1993, ASEAN leaders have accepted the importance of 
universal HR. However, the realisation of HR according to ASEAN “must be considered in 
the regional and national context bearing in mind different political, economic, legal, social, 
cultural, historical and religious backgrounds,” as stipulated in Principle 7 of the ASEAN 
Human Rights Declaration. Moreso was the concern on the concept of “Asian Values” that 
was debated by Malaysia and Singapore to be required as a cornerstone for the foundation 
of HR development in ASEAN. ASEAN MS then created a mindset instilled in the Bangkok 
Declaration, requiring that their values be primarily held as opposed to internalising all 
values and rules that the west held. Such further developed their stances for cultural 
relativism as well as the idea of going against “ideological imperialism” in the international 
HR project (Tan, 2011). 

The differences between the EU’s and ASEAN’s perception on HR and forms of cooperation 
prevented the two organisations from meeting, let alone working together, in the past. 
When relations between the EU and ASEAN first developed in the 1990s, HR was not part 
of their interregional dialogue. This changed after the ninth ASEAN-EC conference for 
foreign ministries in Luxemburg, 1991, where the EU committed to emphasise adherence 
to HR and the promotion of democratisation in its cooperation with the Southeast Asian 
states. However, this was met with rejection from ASEAN, which considered the EU’s stance 
as “unacceptable interference in domestic affairs” (Loewen, 2008, p.14). In later meetings 
until 1997, attempts to negotiate a cooperation agreement could not be started, and the 
little progress made was due to temporarily sidelining HR altogether to discuss economic 
cooperation instead. With Myanmar’s acceptance into ASEAN, the differences of the two 
organisations’ approaches were defended uncompromisingly by both parties, leading to a 
complete breakdown of cooperation between ASEAN and the EU between 1997-2000. The 
EU eventually decided to acquiesce to Myanmar’s participation in 2000, but continued its 
sanctions towards Myanmar. From here, relations between the EU and ASEAN improved, 
even though this occasionally meant certain HR issues would have to be left out of the 
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discussion temporarily or discussed more “implicitly” to achieve an agreement, particularly 
in their focused area, which was economic relations (Loewen, 2008).   

The Enlightenment era led many European states to emphasise individual and political 
rights. Yet to most inhabitants of Asian and African states, they developed cognitive 
dissonance as they saw their oppressors refuse to provide the same rights and freedoms 
they championed for in their colonies. Furthermore, the European states notably created 
“one-sided” treaties in the past to be signed by their colonies, an example of which is 
“freedom of movement”, which essentially then allowed and gave ease to colonialism 
(Yusran, personal interview, August 17, 2021). Regarding this, Palmujoki remarked: “These 
views pinpointed the West’s intention to preserve its dominant position in a new world 
order by rejecting the Southeast Asian approach to national and regional developments. In 
this discussion, the differences between ‘Eastern’ and ‘Western’ approaches to democracy 
and human rights were apparent” (Palmujoki, 1997, p. 277). 

For ASEAN, this “rejection” was reflected in what they called the “Asian Values,” arguing 
that the perception of HR and democracy in Western culture is different than that in Asian 
states, the latter basing their practice on the traditional structures of their societies. An 
example of this is when representatives from Indonesia, the Philippines, and Singapore 
noted that “democracy and human rights in a Western sense were not blueprints for the 
Asian states” (Loewen, 2008, p.22). While ASEAN and its MS are more open to the EU in the 
present time, this perception still exists under certain circumstances (European 
Parliament, 2012).   

However, the successes of the EU in implementing HR policies are still admirable, and 
ASEAN continued to take inspiration from the EU during the development of the AICHR. 
Since the Bali Concord II, the EU has remained an inspiration to the development of AICHR, 
with the Eminent Persons Group having visited Brussels in 2006 and the High Level Task 
Force (HLTF) in 2007, both groups of respected advisors that contributed to the drafting of 
the Terms of Reference for the AICHR (Vanoverbeke & Reiterer, 2014).  George Yeo, 
Singapore’s former Foreign Minister, remarked at the occasion that the European colonial 
legacy is part of the reason why ASEAN states find in European integration an inspiration 
for their own integration. The HLTF travelled to Europe in 2011 by invitation of the External 
Relations Directorate General of the European Commission, precisely to learn from the EU 
experience (Singapore Ministry of Foreign Affairs; cited by Vanoverbeke & Reiterer, 2014, 
p.193). In more recent times, AICHR welcomed the EU Special Representative for Human 
Rights in 2013, and from that point, the EU and ASEAN have convened regular policy 
dialogues on human rights, most recently in 2019 (AICHR, 2019).  

It can be said then that the EU’s influence on ASEAN is passive but not active, as the EU 
acts as a source of inspiration due to their experience in their own institutionalisation 
(Wong, 2012; cited by Vanoverbeke & Reiterer, 2014). Davies wrote: “...mimicry then was not 
simply a blind adoption of European forms, but instead a creative process of 
reinterpretation and localisation where states and the Working Group interacted to create 
new institutional possibilities” (Davies, 2013; cited by Vanoverbeke & Reiterer, 2014). In the 
past, CSOs have requested the EU to urge ASEAN to address AICHR’s lack of independence, 
transparency and effectiveness (FIDH, 2012), but in this regard, the EU maintains an 
amicable and respectful stance in discussing HR with ASEAN, though “harsher” measures 
have been applied to individual ASEAN MS. This notion will be elaborated upon in the 
following section.  
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3. The EU’s External Action to Consolidate and Support Human Rights 
in SEA  
As the EU considers HR as something of universal value, the EU deems it necessary to 
uphold the HR outside of its own MS. This has already been a concern for the EU early in its 
establishment, as was mentioned in subsection 2.1. Prior to the Treaty of Lisbon, the EU 
already included the principle of HR conditionality in their foreign policies and enacted 
sanctions, but the practices were inconsistent and scattered, and what the EU envisioned 
was unclear (Kube, 2016). Article J.1 in the Maastricht Treaty, ratified in 1992, broadly 
stipulated that one of the objectives of the common foreign and security policy was “to 
develop and consolidate democracy and the rule of law, and respect for human rights and 
fundamental freedoms.”  

The article in the Maastricht Treaty was much less clear than the later formulation in the 
Treaty of Lisbon, which not only included a clearer vision on promoting and consolidating 
human rights abroad, but also established the relevant bodies to carry this out (i.e. the High 
Representative of the Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy; the European External 
Action Service). In 2012, the EU created the consolidated version of the Treaty on the EU 
(TEU), which is the text that is referred to today.  

Adhering to the Treaty of Lisbon (with slight changes to the order of the Articles), the 
consolidated version of the TEU declared the EU’s aim to uphold and promote its values 
and interests in its relations with the wider world, including the protection of HR. Article 
3(5) of the TEU stipulates:   

In its relations with the wider world, the Union shall uphold and promote its values 
and interests and contribute to the protection of its citizens. It shall contribute to 
peace, security, the sustainable development of the Earth, solidarity and mutual 
respect among peoples, free and fair trade, eradication of poverty and the 
protection of human rights, in particular the rights of the child, as well as to the strict 
observance and the development of international law, including respect for the 
principles of the United Nations Charter.  

Article 21 (1) of the TEU stipulates:   

The Union's action on the international scene shall be guided by the principles 
which have inspired its own creation, development and enlargement, and which it 
seeks to advance in the wider world: democracy, the rule of law, the universality and 
indivisibility of human rights and fundamental freedoms, respect for human dignity, 
the principles of equality and solidarity, and respect for the principles of the United 
Nations Charter and international law.  

The Union shall seek to develop relations and build partnerships with third 
countries, and international, regional or global organisations which share the 
principles referred to in the first subparagraph. It shall promote multilateral 
solutions to common problems, in particular in the framework of the United 
Nations.  

Among the eight objectives for external action, one of them is to “consolidate and support 
democracy, the rule of law, human rights and the principles of international law,” as 
stipulated in Article 21(2)(b). Through these articles, the EU bases its external action on the 
same principles as its internal organisation, and these internal principles include “a legal 
obligation to ensure that all EU actions promote and respect human rights and 
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fundamental freedoms” (Ioannides, 2014, p.4). Based on these articles, institutions and 
instruments to promote and uphold HR abroad have been created. 

 

3.1. The Implementation of the EU’s External Action to Consolidate and Support 
Human Rights in Southeast Asia 
 

3.1.1. Human Rights Dialogues 
The EU holds regular HR dialogues with Indonesia, Myanmar, Laos, Vietnam and Human 
Rights Policy Dialogues with ASEAN. The EU raises HR issues occurring in the region or 
respective state’s territory, commends them for progress, and provides recommendations. 
The EU also holds open civil society consultations, which are done ahead of these dialogues. 
CSOs send the EU briefing points to address during the dialogue to ensure that it touches 
on relevant HR issues. This is in line with the EU’s commitment to “give the human rights 
dialogues a genuine transparency vis-a-vis civil society” (European Council, 2001).  

 

3.1.2. Funding 
The EU provides funding to both CSOs and governments in SEA to advance HR in the 
region. CSOs are mainly supported through the European Instrument for Democracy and 
Human Rights (EIDHR), which is open for proposal calls annually. Examples of funded 
initiatives include a project (MIG-RIGHT) in Thailand which aimed to prevent and eradicate 
HR violations against Cambodian migrants in Thailand through the empowerment of 
CSOs. The EIDHR has supported CSOs and possesses operational contacts in Cambodia, 
Indonesia, Laos, Malaysia, Myanmar, the Philippines and Vietnam (Khandekar, 2014). The 
EU also provides support to CSOs outside the EIDHR, as evidenced when they funded two 
local CSOs to accompany the Lao Delegation to the Human Rights Universal Periodic 
Review in January 2020 (EU ASEAN Strategic Partners Blue Book 2021, 2021). EIDHR projects 
are not only for CSOs, as evidenced by an EIDHR project in Malaysia “Parliamentary 
Roundtable on the abolition of the death penalty in Malaysia and in Asia” (EEAS, 2018).   

For governments, an example of EU’s funding specifically for HR is the Citizen Engagement 
for Good Governance, Accountability and the Rule of Law, which it co-funded along with 
the German Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation and Development in 2017 to 
increase civic engagement in Laos (GIZ, 2020). As for ASEAN, there is a special instrument 
called the “Enhanced Regional EU-ASEAN Dialogue Instrument” or “E-READI”, and one of 
the thematic sectors funded is human rights and gender equality (EU ASEAN Strategic 
Partners Blue Book 2021, 2021). 

 

3.1.3. Restrictions and Sanctions   
Aside from its soft diplomacy approaches, the EU has implemented sanctions and other 
restrictive measures against some states in SEA. In May 2021, the EU imposed restrictive 
measures against Myanmar in response to the military coup in February 2021, including 
targeted financial sanctions and travel bans for 35 individuals and two entities, as well as 
limited sectoral sanctions (Council of the EU, 2021). In February 2020, the Commission 
decided to withdraw part of the tariff preferences granted to Cambodia under the 
Everything-But-Arms (EBA) trade scheme on account of the serious and systematic 
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violations of HR principles enshrined in the International Covenant on Civil and Political 
Rights (European Commission, 2020).   

 

3.1.4. Other Measures  
In line with Article 21 of the TEU, the EU imposes their standards in all external activities, 
including the development of trade agreements. There have been accounts of trade 
discussions among the EU in which a state is unable to proceed due to their lack of 
compliance in HR issues. Notably, however, the EU recently agreed on a Free Trade 
Agreement (FTA) with Vietnam despite their poor track record in terms of HR and workers’ 
rights, and the “weak” guarantee in the agreement that some parties have criticised 
(Navasartian, 2020).  

 

3.2. The Effects of the EU’s External Action to Consolidate and Support Human Rights 
in Southeast Asia 
There is concrete evidence that the EU’s external action has supported the participation of 
Southeast Asian CSOs in promoting HR. By maintaining consultations with CSOs, the EU 
gives those based in states where they might get punished for criticising the government 
a chance to share their concerns and recommendations. The EU’s funding has also helped 
to establish projects which empower CSOs to promote HR in their states and allowed them 
to participate in international events which were previously only exclusive to governments. 
These supports give CSOs an opportunity to be involved in the enforcement of HR, which 
plays an important part in upholding HR in their state. As an example of how important the 
CSOs have been in SEA’s HR development, the civil society’s reminders and inputs to the 
ASEAN MS governments after the 1993 World Conference on Human Rights were one of 
the reasons why ASEAN has a regional human rights mechanism at all (European 
Parliament, 2012).  

While the EU’s support to CSOs is visible, there are less facts surrounding the effects of the 
EU’s external action at the government-level. For instance, in 2020, the Human Rights 
Watch Asia Advocacy director, John Sifton, stated that “numerous rounds of EU-Vietnam 
human rights dialogues [have] failed to persuade the states to reverse its abusive trend, 
even as separate negotiations for economic agreements have ended with lucrative deals” 
(Lipes, 2020). This statement is supported by the International Federation for Human Rights 
(FIDH) and its member group, the Vietnam Committee on Human Rights, which observed 
that since the dialogue last year, authorities continued to “harass, assault, and detain 
labour, land, and human rights activists, with bloggers, religious followers, and government 
critics also targeted for repression” (Lipes, 2020). The same observation is made in Laos, one 
of the states where the EU holds regular dialogues (FIDH, 2021). Despite the EU Parliament 
noting in its Resolution that the HR dialogue may be a powerful tool in promoting and 
protecting HR “provided they are carried out in a result-oriented manner and are regularly 
reviewed” (EU Parliament, 2020), there are no existing reviews on the EU monitoring 
progress, nor does the EU provide a tool to measure the “success” of their external action. 
Hence, it is difficult to judge whether the external action is effective at government-level, 
and the overall lack of government action, as depicted in the statements above, are used 
to make that assessment.  

Arguably, according to Allison-Reumann (2016), the high-level dialogues such as the HR 
dialogues are often devoid of tangible results and needed leverage. Furthermore, despite 
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the EU’s commendable efforts in engaging with the CSOs, the activity and engagement of 
CSOs in some parts of SEA are still restricted, hence why more success in the higher levels 
would be needed (Allison-Reumann, 2016). Without undermining the role the CSOs play in 
upholding HR, the EU needs to get the “higher-ups” to act too if they want to see 
meaningful changes. However, the level of governmental openness toward HR and the 
EU’s involvement varies in SEA, which the EU realises. EU Parliament Resolution notes that 
the dialogue’s criteria includes the extent of the government’s willingness and 
commitment to improve their HR situation, and their attitude towards civil society (EU 
Parliament, 2020). The EU’s external action in consolidating and supporting HR is most 
effective when working with like-minded states, whereas ASEAN MS holds different 
stances and progress in relation to democracy and HR (Sugiono, personal interview, July 
30, 2021). The challenge for the EU thus lies in approaching states which are still 
underdeveloped in their transition to prioritising HR and democracy.  

Trying to uphold and promote HR in states where government commitment is low or 
priorities are placed in other sectors (e.g. the prioritisation of economic welfare and stability) 
is tricky. Soft diplomacy approaches may be deemed by some not to yield much results, 
but restrictive measures may feel like the EU is “forcing Western values” and this is 
sometimes used by Asian governments as a reason to resist values that are deemed to be 
related to “Western hegemony” (Sen, 1997, p.28). While the “Asian culture” argument is 
logically incoherent as HR are not exclusively Western, it is still defensively used by some 
states when faced with pressure from the EU. The argument is also combined with the 
critical perception of the EU having “double standards” and inconsistencies of internal and 
external practice. For instance, the EU criticised the lack of political pluralism in Cambodia 
and partially withdrew Cambodia’s preferential treatment under the EBA agreement, but 
has preferential trade agreements with Vietnam, a one-party state. Another example is how 
none of the EU MS acceded to the 1990 UN Convention on the Rights of All Migrant Workers 
while criticising migrant laws and enforcements outside the EU (Velluti, 2016). The EU itself 
has acknowledged how it is “under severe scrutiny for what are perceived as discrepancies 
in its approach to HR issues” and reminded itself to “lead by example” (European 
Commission, 2015).  

Furthermore, apart from being different from the “ASEAN way”, the implementation of 
restrictive measures such as economic sanctions may negatively impact the citizens of a 
states far more than the government, despite the government being the ones infringing 
HR, and potentially deepen ongoing human rights violations (Sugiono, personal interview, 
July 30, 2021) (Kube, 2016). For some states, making transitions to upholding a more 
“universal-standard” HR will take not only time, but also financial support and guidance. 
Thus, restricting their already limited economic powers may not help these states in their 
transition. This perspective was once voiced by the late Prime Minister of Singapore Lee 
Kuan Yew regarding Myanmar (National Archives of Singapore, 1992):  

“Tough sanctions can break the grip of the military regime. It is better to do it with 
UN Security Council authority. When the regime breaks down and disorder breaks 
out in Burma, the UN must be prepared to move in and restore order…  
Will advanced states undertake the responsibilities for their fate?” 

Arguably, based on the present lack of progress in the two Southeast Asian states 
sanctioned by the EU, we can conclude this to still be the case. Should the EU insist on 
implementing its restrictive measures, it should be limited to individuals or followed by 
adequate, “active” support for the states to make their transition. As the latter is highly 
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unlikely, the EU’s soft diplomacy approaches may currently be the best measure (Sugiono, 
personal interview, July 30, 2021). 

This point leads us back to the EU’s approach in supporting CSOs. Despite the 
shortcomings of this support, the EU should arguably continue its efforts in this area as 
CSOs play an important role in promoting HR in various states. This could be the EU’s best 
access to states where the government is still reluctant to accept the EU’s “interventions,” 
especially as the EIDHR can fund CSOs without needing the consent of states. After a better 
relationship with the local CSOs, the EU and the CSOs may discuss the best approaches the 
EU can take in the states according to their respective conditions.  

 

4. Conclusion  
The EU and ASEAN, along with their MS, have different views and policies regarding HR. 
The EU operates in a manner of leveraging absolute power over its MS, while ASEAN is 
founded on principles of equality and cooperation. While the turbulent pasts of the two 
organisations have hindered cooperation, they now regularly convene and work together 
in various matters, including HR.  

Presently, the EU’s external action in consolidating and supporting HR in SEA has 
empowered CSOs across some parts of SEA to promote HR in their states. Even if it may be 
less direct, the EU’s bottom-up approach in engaging CSOs may be the best access to 
certain states that are less open to the EU. Meanwhile, the observable effects that they 
make on their respective state governments are less apparent. This is partly because the 
EU does not monitor the result of their HR dialogues nor conduct active follow up, which it 
should do in the future so progress can be monitored better, and findings should be made public. 

Despite the misgivings that some ASEAN MS may still have towards the EU, it is imperative 
that dialogues between the organisations continue. Furthermore, the EU cannot laud its 
nature as a supranational body over ASEAN states as it does over its own, as understanding 
of HR and the concept of universal international rules will inevitably take time. This is simply 
the fact that must be accepted because of how ASEAN operates in a manner that 
consolidates the opinions of all its MS. While soft diplomacy is not the fastest approach, it 
is safer and more consistent as opposed to threatening sanctions, which has risks of 
worsening situations in developing MS. The EU must also ensure that it “practices what it 
preaches” inside its own organisation and MS to make its external action more credible.  
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