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The European Union’s recent trade-policy strategy towards China is ineffective and 

shortsighted. It focuses on bilateral market access and involves a strong U S-style 

confrontational stance. A redesign of the EU’s trade policy strategy is needed. In this 

paper, Europe’s leading trade scholar Patrick Messerlin and Jinghui Wang calls for 

foresightedness in the European Union’s policies towards China. It reviews the EU’s 

strategy and proposes concrete policy options that will allow it to more effectively 

promote its commercial interests in China, by focusing on topics that will draw support 

from Chinese interests and bring greater economic benefits for both parties. Messerlin 

and Wang conclude by looking at the EU trade policy towards China in a truly global 

context and calls for the involvement of the U S, Japan and, most important, medium-

sized economies as key partners. 

 

This new study – a joint publication between ECIPE and Groupe d’Économie Mondiale 

(GEM) at Sciences Po – proposes an alternative approach to Europe’s forthcoming 

negotiations with China over a new Partnership and Co-operation Agreement (PCA). There is 

a need for a new approach as previous positions have not yielded results, and as the new 

confrontational style has led to deteriorating relations. Improved trade relations with China 

must start with an appraisal of China’s trade and investment integration with Europe. EU 

leaders current focus on the soaring bilateral trade deficit neglects key features of EU-China 

trade, such as the replacement of other countries’ export to Europe by China. 

 

Messerlin and Wang suggest ways for Europe and China to agree on a reciprocal agreement. 

The proposed deal has two different tracks. In trade in goods they propose a “small bargain” 

combined with joint efforts to improve the implementation and enforcement of China’s WTO 

commitments. The EU would grant China market economy status in its antidumping policy, 

and China would improve implementation of its tariff schedule.  

 

In the behind-the-border rules agenda, which is much more important and should make up the 

core of the negotiations, the EU and China could develop a “grand bargain” that focuses on a 

broad set of trade-restrictive measures. They include the reduction of high Chinese barriers to 

inward investments in services, and reform of excessive European norms and standards that 

prohibit trade. 

 



 

 

There are caveats to such an approach. Europe cannot act alone. The way forward is to 

involve medium-sized economies – such as Australia, Korea, or Chile – and make sure that 

reforms are pushed by several countries. These countries would also positively affect EU-

China negotiations by adding reform experience and giving China stronger political reasons 

to undertake further liberalizations of its economy.  
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