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Introduction

The United States (US) President Donald Trump came
into power on 22 January 2017. Although new US presi-
dents are often in the spotlight, President Trump seems
to have received a great deal of attention for his contro-
versial remarks on US domestic and foreign policy during
his campaign. Furthermore, in its first month the Trump
Administration has already demonstrated a determina-
tion to bring about changes that are viewed by many

as undoing Obama’s policy and as anti-establishment
in general. So the big question is: what impact will the
Trump Administration have for the world?

This contribution focuses on the relevance of US policies
for EU-China relations. Specifically, it tries to explore the
implications of the Trump Administration for EU-China
relations. Through the lens of examining the ‘US factor'
and counterbalancing factors in EU-China relations, it
argues that as the Trump government’s desire to change
the game will face strong constraints, Washington may
not easily shape a doomed negative future for EU-China
relations.

The ‘US factor’ and the changing landscape: a framework
CEU-China relations have undergone ups and downs due
to various factors in recent decades. How to understand
the EU-China ‘strategic partnership’ is a question that
has been subject to debate.’ The factors influencing this
relationship include, but are not limited to, the differences
between the two sides and the international situation.?
As one of the most powerful world players, the US may
influence EU-China relations in various ways.? Moreover,
the US factor and other factors in EU-China relations are
interrelated.

E. -4/ OBSERVER #1.17

The US factor could be seen as having two levels: the inter-
national system level and the agency level. At the system
level, for decades the US has shaped international order
through various international arrangements led by the
West and underpinned by NATO. In a sense, the US shapes
the international atmosphere and its allies’ foreign policy
thinking. The EU's policy towards China is no exception.*

Through frequent meetings including those of NATO and
the G7, the US often coordinates its allies’ China policy by
setting baselines in high politics including geopolitics and
security. In their dealings with China, the EU does share a
great deal of common ground with the US, including cultur-
al background, values and norms as well as the common
interest of the West. And while the EU may develop its own
China policy, it is unlikely the EU seeks to move too far
away from the general western stance toward China.

At agent level, the US may also directly influence both the
EU and China respectively. One way is by imposing more
direct pressure on the EU on specific issues related to
China. For instance, in 2004 when France and Germany
supported an improvement in China-Europe relations, the
EU agreed to review its 15-year embargo on selling arms to
China. However, Washington warned Brussels off relaxing
its arms embargo on China.’ Among other factors, the
pressure from Washington to uphold the embargo is one
of the most notable factors resulting in a weapons export
ban to China until today. This is a typical case of US inter-
vention in EU-China relations on specific issues,

Meanwhile, the impact of the US on EU-China relations

may be mediated and/or modified by the changing land-
scape of EU-China relations. First, the EU member states’
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China policy may differ due to their national ties with the
latter.® For instance, despite the Obama Administration’s
warning against membership of the China-led Asian
Infrastructure Investment Bank (AlB), France, Germany
and even the UK have joined. Second, despite NATO, the
independence of the EU's approach towards China is

also evident. One early example is the EU's constructive
engagement with China in early 2000s, which differs from
the containment policy of the Bush Administration. Anoth-
er example is the EU's supportive stance toward decisions
of its member states such as France and Germany to join
the AlIB.” The third factor is Ching's growing influence

and strong support for multilateralism and globalisation.
Although the EU and China may differ on many specific
issues, they share views on promating mulilateralism and
global governance in a multipolar word where the current
multilateral arrangements
should play central roles 2 In
this sense, if the US moves too
far towards hegemonic uni-
lateralism, a strong EU-China
relationship may play a rec-
tifying role. Fourth, the world

is continually changing, with
more developing and emerging
countries attempting to shape
international relations. While
the EU is addressing economic
recovery, terrorist threats, im-
migration/refugee crises and
geopolitical pressure, emerg-
ing markets are busy networking towards the world stage
centre. China's initiatives such as the Belt & Road (B&R)
are gaining support from many developing economies.

Therefore, the interrelations between the US factor and
these four counterbalancing factors/elements may provide
us with a lens or framework to examine EU-China relations.

In this sense, examining the implications of the Trump
Administration for EU-China relations requires that we look
at how the Trump government may change the current
configuration of these factors. Before doing so, we will first
survey the Trump Administration’s foreign policy.

The Trump Administration’s foreign policy

Before moving to the analysis of the Trump Administra-
tion’s foreign policy in general and EU-China relations in
particular, here are several caveats. First, it is important
to notice the incoherence of Trump's remarks on specific
issues. Second, his discourse as a candidate is not to be
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taken as the discourse of a US President. Third, his person-
al remarks on specific issues are not to be taken to refiect
the official outlook or policy of his government. Fourth, his
term only began in January 2017. Thus it may be too early
to provide a comprehensive and thorough analysis of Pres-
ident Trump’s foreign policy portfolio. Instead, this paper
only tries to draw some tentative insights, which may still
look subjective.

The Trump Administration claims to follow an ‘America
First’ foreign policy, with a focus on American interests and
national security, emphasising ‘peace through strength’.

Although many US governments have based their foreign
policy on American interests, the Trump government
attaches great significance to reorienting its resources to
meet domestic needs. This
inward looking attitude is
reflected in Trump's remarks
such as ‘the US cannot afford
to be the world's police; let
NATO allies pay'.® Washington
is now seeking to have their
allies share more responsibil-
ity in military spending and
security capacity. Trump has
also criticised multilateral
trade arrangements such as
the WTO for not serving the
interests of ‘All Americans’,
This government claims

to fight for 'fair but tough trade deals’ and has already
withdrawn Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP).™ In addition,
Washington is apparently not ready to play an active role
in promoting global governance in fields such as climate
change. Therefore, the Trump government is likely to lean
towards unilateralism, a label that was more closely linked
to President Bush Jr. than to Obama.

Although President Trump has not systematically issued
policy directly on EU-China relations, his team have made
some remarks on the EU and China. Trump's praise for
Brexit and negative remarks about NATO, the EU and
Germany before his inauguration as US president sent out
signals of Euroscepticism and shocked many Europeans
who would support European unity and strong transatian-
tic partnership.” Trump's success has also encouraged
populist parties in France, Germany and other EU member
states. Furthermore, Trump's clear pro-Russia stance had
made Europeans wary about the potential improvement of
US-Russia relations.
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Similarly, Trump's rhetoric attacking China irritated many
Chinese. He blamed China for many problems facing the
US and the world, from ‘unfair’ trade to regional security
and global warming. Moreover, the recent stances and ac-
tions of his team on Ching's core interests, including issues
linked to Taiwan and the South
China Sea have already rattled
many Chinese.'? Obviously the
Chinese are vigilantly looking
for signs of any potential

rash decisions of the Trump
Administration that may affect
China's core interest, includ-
ing sovereignty and territorial
integrity.

Therefore, Trump has already
sparked a number of uncer-
tainties, misunderstandings,
shocks, fears and worries among people outside the US,
including America's European allies and broader global
audience.

Doomed future?

Back to our framework for analysing EU-China relations,
we will see how the Trump Administration may change the
configurations of the US factor and other factors/elements
at the system and agent levels.

At system level, Trump's rhetorical attack on globalisation,
current multilateral arrangements and broader internation-
al order is disturbing the global atmosphere and arousing
wide resistance within and ocutside the US. For instance,
Trump's unfavourable stance on the EU, transatlantic
alliance and broader international order are not welcome
by European leaders. Federica Mogherini, the EU foreign
affairs chief, has argued that the world needs ‘a principled
global security provider, for a superpower that believes in
multilateralism and cooperation’ and that ‘Europe will be
more and more an indispensable power'.*® Under growing
pressure from European allies, the Trump Administration
has recently altered its discourse on NATO and Eurcpe,

by reassuring transatlantic allies of its support for NATO
and Europe and vowing to ‘hold Russia accountable’.*
Although whether Europeans could finally encourage US
foreign policy towards multilateralism remains to seen,
the EU is demonstrating its determination to assume
more responsibility. Thus, the Trump Administration is not
so much changing the international order and Furopean
foreign policy as awakening the awareness of its European
allies to safeguard the established order.
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THE CHINESE
GOVERNMENT SENT
CLEAR SIGNALS TO THE
WORLD THAT CHINA
WILL CONTINUE TO
SUPPORT FREE TRADE,
GLOBALISATION AND
ECONOMIC OPENNESS.

At agent level, while the ways in which the Trump gov-
ernment may directly influence specific issues involving
EU-China relations remains to be seen, itis facing con-
straints from both the EU and China. The constraints

on Washington's wish to depart from the established
international order and widely
enshrined norms including
multilateralism exist at both
the EU and China side. For
instance, at multilateral events
such as the 2016 G20 Sum-
mit in Hangzhou, the 2016
Asia-Pacific Economic Cooper-
ation (APEC) Economic Lead-
ers' Meeting in Peru and Davos
2017, the Chinese government
sent clear signals to the world
that despite setbacks and
difficulties, China will continue
to support free trade, globalisation and economic open-
ness, and that there is 'no winner in trade war'.' Beijing

is apparently not seeking confrontation with Washington,
emphasising that ‘both [havel a responsibility to safeguard
world peace and stability, and promote global development
and prosperity'.'® Instead, Beijing is urging Washington to
strengthen pragmatic cooperation to push forward the
China-US relations.'” Beijing seemingly has great patience
when it comes to bringing Washington back to the path of
dialogue and cooperation.

Finally, the four factors/elements balancing the US factor
in our framework remain robust, First, Europeans and
Chinese apparently find more common ground to enhance
their relations thanks to the Trump shock. Key EU member
states such as Germany, France and ltaly have recently
expressed their expectation to further advance their bilat-
eral ties with China to promote world peace and security
as well as common interests in areas including trade and
climate change.’® Second, when transatlantic allies differ
on NATO military spending, the EU tends to stress the
significance of its refations with China. Federica Mogherini
said, '[ulnder the current international situation, strengthen-
ing cooperation between the EU and China becomes more
important than ever before'.’® Third, Trump's '‘America First’
stance gives Beijing the opportunity to show the world that
China is a defender of globalisation, free trade and multi-
lateralism. Fourth, Chinas initiatives including the OBOR
and the AlIB have recently attracted more developing
economies from Asia, Europe, and Africa to begin bilateral
and multilateral economic cooperation. China is expect-
ed to further promote international connectedness and

1"




globalisation in 2017 when it hosts a series of important ‘America First' direction. Although the US remains a he-

summits, including the International Cooperation Summit gemonic superpower in many ways, it is faced with strong
Forum on OBOR and BRICS Summit. counterbalancing influences from other players in favour

of multilateralism, cooperation and win-win solutions. If
Conclusion the US moves closer towards hegemonic unilateralism
This article explores the implications of the Trump Ad- and further away from worldwide aspirations for peace
ministration for EU-China relations through the lens of the and cooperation, the EU and China may forge a stronger
interrelations between the US factor and other elements/ relationship to rectify this. Even in the era of the Trump
constraints. The findings indicate that Washington is Administration, EU-China relations are not necessarily
unlikely to bring the whole world around to the so-call doomed to have a gloomy future, ®
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