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Abstract 

The 16+1 forum can be observed as a dual challenge to the Liberal Order. We argue that the EU 
is both an outcome and representation of the Liberal Order in normative terms, as a winner of 
the Cold war whose norms have extended to former communist countries. Such EU norms as free 
movement of people and capitals are tenets of the liberal thought and pillars of the Liberal 
Order. From within, dissatisfied European actors leverage their partnership with China to contest 
EU norms; from the outside 16+1 is seen as China’s attempt to ‘di-vide and conquer’ (prospective) 
EU states. We observe this process through Chinese investments in selected 16+1 countries: 
Hungary and Serbia. Applying Speech Act Theory, we find that 16+1 has raised concern among EU 
policymakers, despite scarce economic results, because it has been used as a discursive leverage 
by both China and Eastern European countries against the EU.  

 
Keywords: European Union; China; Economic Cooperation; Eastern Europe; Belt and Road 
Initiative 

 

Introduction 
Cooperation between China and Central and Eastern European Countries (CEEC), known as 

China-CEEC Cooperation and 16+1 (17+1 between 2019 and 2021), is an initiative of economic 
cooperation that brings together sixteen European countries and China. After raising media 
and policymakers’ attention in the last few years of the 2010s, it appears now to be in a 
descending phase, with reports changing from a tone of concern to one that points at the 
failure of China to build coalitions in the CEEC region (Stec, 2021). However, despite this 
trend, the level of attention posed by European Union (EU) policymakers to China’s 
engagement in Central and Eastern Europe, and specifically in the involved countries, 
remains significant. We posit that this occurs because, despite the underachievement of 
China’s investments in the region, this relation is successfully communicated and conveyed 
by all the involved players, and used as leverage to contest EU normativity from different 
perspectives. Therefore, this has continued over the years, despite the lack of concrete 
economic results and a feeling of general alert within a broader context of redefinition of 
bilateral relations between China and the EU. This paper thus starts by asking the following 
research question: Why does 16+1 still raise concern among EU policymakers despite its 
scarce economic results? 

As anticipated, we observe the EU as such both an outcome and representation of the 
Liberal Order in normative terms,  the EU norms as a facet of the norms of the Liberal 
International Order (Ikenberry, 2018; Parsi, 2022): therefore, we conceptualise 16+1 as an 
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example of contestation to the Liberal International Order from within (Central and Eastern 
European Countries) and from without (China) - coherently with the objective of this special 
issue titled Contesting the Liberal International Order. Furthermore, by taking Hungary and 
Serbia as case studies, we account for small- and medium-size state actors’ agency in 
engaging with non-Western and non-Liberal global superpowers as a tool for contestation. 

While answers to this research question can be manifold, we maintain that the strength of 
16+1 as a tool for contestation vis-a-vis the EU does not lie in the economic cooperation 
practices formally envisaged by the partnership, but mainly in the power of its discursive 
elements, within the general context of changing relations between China and the EU in the 
observed timeframe. In more formal terms, we find that 16+1 is an example of economic 
cooperation used as a discursive practice for normative contestation. In other words, a 
speech act (Harris & McKinney, 2020). However, despite the disattended expectation of 16+1 
countries in terms of China’s economic investments, this appears enough to create a 
leverage for countries such as Hungary and Serbia within and towards the EU. This, in turn, 
contributes to maintain high the level of concern among EU policymakers about China’s role 
in the region. 

Throughout the article, we look at discourses and practices related to economic 
investments and technological infrastructures, given their salience in the ongoing 
geopolitical contestation between the West and China (Poggetti, 2021). We will be taking 
Hungary and Serbia as case studies for two reasons: first that both countries are since at 
least a decade key contesters of EU norms, especially in the fields of rule of law and 
fundamental rights (European Parliament, 2022). Second, because they respectively 
constitute the strongest supporters of the forum among 16+1 countries, and the biggest 
receivers, respectively for Central and Eastern Europe and for South-East Europe, of Chinese 
investments, among which the inclusion of Belgrade in major Beijing-funded infrastructural 
projects is one relevant example, (Fardella & Prodi, 2018). Furthermore, and for all these 
reasons, their alignment with Beijing has taken the media and EU policymakers’ attention. 

Through this analysis, this article sheds light on discursive practices that accompany 
foreign (economic) policy choices by great and middle-size powers, focusing on a 
cooperation forum that feeds into the broader and undefined economic cooperation design 
of the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). 

The article is structured as follows: after the review of existing literature and the 
presentation of the methodology used, the analysis divides into two main parts. The first 
presents the general framework of the economic partnership between China and the two 
selected case studies, Hungary and Serbia. It traces China’s economic footprint in both 
countries, with a specific focus on the technological infrastructures and a dedicated section 
to economic cooperation within the frame of the Belt and Road Initiative. Hence, the first 
part of the analysis aims at providing an overall picture of the existing economic 
investments in the case studies. The second part of the analysis, instead, focuses on the 
discursive representation of China’s economic cooperation with Hungary and Serbia, to 
highlight how all involved countries, China, Hungary, and Serbia, use such connection as a 
leverage to contest the EU’s normativity. 

 
China in 16+1: carefully managing failure? Preliminary observations based on literature 

Ten years have passed since the 16+1 forum first met in 2012. Conceived to enhance 
cooperation with Central and Eastern European countries, it attracted new members in time, 
with Greece joining in 2019. While informal, such cooperation became tangible in many ways, 
piking with the Chinese-led investments in Serbia, Belgrade being a key logistic point within 
the Piraeus-Budapest train line. The building of this train line by a Chinese state-owned 
enterprise (SOE) following the acquisition of two-thirds of the Piraeus port by China’s COSCO 
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sparked concern within the EU of a workable divide et impera design by China (Fardella & 
Prodi, 2018). Fitting within the broader policy and rhetorical framework of the Belt and Road 
Initiative, the 16+1 cooperation project is described as 

 
a cross-regional cooperation platform based on traditional friendship and shared 
de-sire of all the participants for win-win cooperation and common development […] 
covering a variety of areas including economy and trade, culture, education, youth 
exchange, agriculture, tourism, science and technology, health, think-tank exchange 
and sub-national cooperation […]. (China-CEEC Cooperation 2021) 
 

Clearly recalling China’s foreign policy rhetoric (Poh & Li, 2017), the 16+1 forum has a 
variable scope in its description, leaving the possibility open for any issue of cooperation 
to be framed within the forum’s objectives. 

Yet, two years into the global Covid-19 pandemic, China’s design for 16+1, whether aimed 
at dividing the EU or not, does not look as successful as it did in the past. Lithuania left 
calling it a divisive project, while its parliament approved a non-binding resolution referring 
to China’s Xinjiang practices as ‘genocide’ (Tonchev et al., 2021). While this episode may 
appear secondary in the global picture of China’s relations to the EU, the diplomatic reaction 
it triggered are telling. Stec (2021) reports that the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs’ (MFA) 
spokesperson Zhao Lijian provided a diplomatic answer by stressing the still-alive 
cooperative nature of 16+1. Zhao Lijian authored some of the most caustic anti-US (United 
States) social media posts throughout the Covid-19 pandemic, including one in which he 
raised the doubt that the US army may have brought Covid-19 into China in the first place 
(Palmer, 2021). To many observers, he is the head of China’s so-called ‘Wolf Warrior 
Diplomacy’ (Palmer, 2021), an aggressive in-person and social media practice made of 
loosely coordinated verbal attacks to political adversaries by senior Chinese diplomats, 
then followed up by social media users. The fact that China’s MFA mandated Zhao Lijian with 
a mild diplomatic response could be construed as an attempt from China to keep quiet 
tones and keep relations going with no major turmoil amid mixed economic results. 

Observing Chinese investments in Central and Eastern Europe’s EU members as 
summarised in Table 1, one can see that by 2019 only Greece, Hungary, and Estonia featured 
a cumulative value of Chinese FDIs over 1% of the national GDP. More precisely, such a value 
was 1.01% for Greece, 1.64% for Hungary, and 4.27% for Estonia (Poggetti, 2021). This is the 
situation at a time of ever-low Chinese investments in the EU, as Chinese FDIs peaked in 
2016 and then decreased steadily thereafter. By 2020, Chinese investments in infrastructure-
related projects and ICT make up a total of € 2.4 billion solely. 

Looking at sensitive and strategic investments of Chinese industries in the EU member 
states, at the time of writing Slovakia is the only 16+1 member who had 5G trials by ZTE as a 
manufacturer. As for Huawei, it had 5G equipment trials only in Bulgaria, Poland, and 
Romania (European 5G Observatory, 2022) (see Table 1). This excludes some of China’s 
putatively closest allies, such as Greece, who hampered several EU consensus foreign policy 
actions against China (Emmott & Koutantou, 2017), and Hungary, who by July 2021 is the only 
EU country having accepted China-made anti-Covid vaccines (Wee & Novak, 2021). 

At the time of writing, 5G is still undergoing standardisation. The main organisation 
involved in 5G standardisation, the Third Generation Partnership Project (3GPP), is 
elaborating new standards (called “releases” in 3GPP jargon). However, the United Nations’ 
International Telecommunication Union (ITU), the body in charge for 5G standards approval, 
has already approved three largely interoperable 5G radio interfaces that are being 
deployed worldwide. Therefore, deployment is already ongoing, although outcomes are still 
developing (Nanni, 2021; Ten Oever, 2022), and early results are visible. 
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Table 1. Summary Comparison on Chinese investments (selected EU members and Serbia). 
  Hungary  Greece  Estonia  Serbia  
Chinese FDIs over GDP (2019)  1.64%  1.01%  4.27%  0.67%  
Chinese 5G investments  None  None  None  None retrieved  
 
This lower-than-expected presence of Huawei is not solely related to the company's 

policies, but also due to the fact that many 16+1 countries have either de jure or de facto 
excluded it from domestic 5G infrastructures. These include the Baltic countries, Poland, 
Czechia, Slovakia, and Romania, that is, several countries in which Chinese manufacturers 
have previously conducted trials (Poggetti, 2021). 

In other words, several Central and Eastern European members of the EU are progressively 
pulling out of cooperation with China reframing their investment policies more in line with 
the ‘Atlantic’ will. While Hungary remains an important political ally for China within the EU 
given its support to China-made vaccines and its openness to Huawei, Chinese investments 
in the country remain relatively low and do not feature a strong presence in the ICT 
(Information and Communication Technology) sector, whereas the Piraeus-Budapest railway 
remains the most controversial infrastructural project (Fardella & Prodi, 2018). 

These figures are counterintuitive if observed in the backdrop of the EU’s policy concern 
vis-a-vis China-CEEC cooperation as well as the development of the BRI. The latter is a policy 
project started in the wake of 16+1. Launched in 2013 as an Asia-focused initiative, it came 
to label a wider variety of infrastructural projects throughout Eurasia and Africa (Huang, 
2016). Within the framework of 16+1, for example, the Piraeus-Budapest railway is often 
portrayed in the official Chinese discourse as a backbone of the BRI in the Balkans (Fardella 
& Prodi, 2018). 

Despite the interconnection of 16+1 with the BRI, whose scope is expanding and remains 
blurred, the former has achieved strong political hype but small economic outcome.  
 
Approaches and methods 

In this article, we adopt an interpretive approach to China-CEEC relations through 16+1 as 
a discursive practice to contest liberal normativity. Through the analysis of policy 
documents and literature on the backdrop provided by secondary data on technological 
investment, we compare China’s and selected CEE (Central and Eastern Europe) countries’ 
discourses towards the EU. 

As we observe 16+1 as a discursive practice, we ground our analysis on Speech Act Theory. 
Applied to International Relations Theory through Securitisation Theory (Hansen 2012), 
Speech Act Theory pinpoints the performativity of speech as action (Callahan 2020). In other 
words, a verbal utterance has a real-world effect on its receiver. In International relations, 
a speech act can shape perceptions that in turn shape third actors’ foreign policy actions 
(Harris & McKinney, 2020). As illustrated by Williams (2003, cited in Callahan, 2020: 91), 
“[security is] not an objective condition, but is the outcome of a specific social process.” 
Equally, in this article we look at the discourse around 16+1 exercised by the forum’s 
members as a speech act that triggered EU concern despite having had, so far, no major 
economic outcome. 

Recalling from the introduction, we observe Hungary and Serbia as two major cases in 
point. The former is the EU country that has shifted closer to Russia and China in discourse 
and practice, while undergoing rule of law-related procedures at the EU level at the time of 
writing (Reuters, 2021). The latter is a “front-runner” EU candidate (EU Delegation to Serbia, 
2018). The choice of Hungary and Serbia as case studies, thus presenting the case of an EU 
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Member State and of an EU candidate, is relevant for several reasons. First, as it will be 
illustrated, both are receivers of a significant share of China’s investments, compared to 
other countries of Central and South-Eastern Europe. Since the Eurozone crises, both 
countries welcomed Chinese investments during the last decade to diversify their respective 
economies and reduce dependence from the EU (Lukács & Völgyi, 2021), or, particularly in 
the case of Serbia, to further balance their foreign policy among different international 
actors.  

The second reason is related to the EU internal context: in recent years (predominantly 
during the Juncker Commission), the rising concerns about rule of law issues in EU Member 
States pushed the EU to strengthen the already present measures to prevent and contain 
the consistent breaches of rule of law by its members. Besides sanctioning measures such 
as infringement proceedings, this also included some monitoring mechanisms such as the 
Justice Scoreboard, the European Semester and, since September 2020, the European Rule 
of Law mechanism, launched by the European Commission (Mańko, 2022). Together with 
Poland, Hungary is among the Member States who experienced a severe democratic 
backsliding during the last EU institutional cycle. In addition, in recent years the EU’s 
concern about democratic backsliding also extended to enlargement countries. To prevent 
potential setbacks in rule of law, and to guarantee the respect of rigorous and fair 
conditionality, the latest update of the enlargement methodology included the possibility 
to reverse the steps of the process, should the acceding country stop meeting the required 
standards (European Commission, 2020). Serbia is an EU official candidate that, according 
to the Commission’s annual reports, lately experienced heavy regression in its level of 
political pluralism and freedom of expression (European Commission, 2019) In 2019, 
Freedom House index also downgraded the country from “free” to “partly free”: a status that 
so far has not been reversed. (Freedom House, 2021).  

Hence, the choice to focus on Hungary and Serbia as exemplificative case study gains sense 
also in view of the rising concerns on rule of law by the EU institutions and the Member 
States.  The above-presented elements-the significant cooperation with China and the EU 
concern for rule of law, have direct implications for the relations of both countries with the 
EU and on the EU’s relations with China: Serbia’s shift eastwards during the first months of 
the Covid-19 pandemic, when Chinese sanitary cooperation came with a powerful 
communication campaign from China’s part; Hungary’s block of EU statement of 
condemnation for China’s new security law in Hong Kong in April 2021, in addition to Orbán’s 
opening towards “illiberal democracy” since 2014 (Bottoni, 2019), all contributed to raise 
Western attention on the cooperation between China and the selected countries (Chalmers 
& Emmot, 2021; Euronews, 2021a; Vladisavljev, 2020).  

In observing technological investments, we focus on 5G investment while fitting it within 
the broader framework of Chinese investments in Hungary and Serbia. The relevance of 5G 
investment for this study lies in its embeddedness in the US-China technological 
competition, thus serving as a proxy for a country’s geopolitical positioning. We then move 
into discourse analysis on policy papers. 

The documents we analyse are press articles and reports featuring speeches by Serbian 
and Hungarian members of government (or spokespersons thereof) on Sino-Serbian and 
Sino-Hungarian relations. We used the 16+1 official website of the Cooperation between 
China and Central and Eastern European Countries as the main authoritative source of such 
documents.  The website contains four press sections, our focus being on “Policies and 
Activities” and “Economic Cooperation”. In total, we thematically analysed 41 such 
documents, dated from 2019 to 2022. The thematic analysis allowed the authors to identify 
the points of interest in Hungary’s and Serbia’s bilateral relations with China that most often 
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are stressed upon by the two CEE countries’ respective governments in foreign policy 
speeches. 

The timespan has been chosen for two main reasons: availability on the aforementioned 
website and timeliness in the 16+1 history. That is to say, the period between 2019 and 2022 
spans between the highest hype around the forum in European policy and media arenas, 
with the forum’s enlargement to Greece, and the recognition of its steady decline with the 
exit of Lithuania (Stec, 2021). 

Thematic document analysis, backed up by literature and secondary data, allowed the 
authors to build a systematic interpretation of the discursive practices embedded in 16+1. 
 
China’s economic footprint in Serbia and Hungary: an asymmetric relation 

Since the Eurozone crisis and for almost a decade, China’s economic presence in Serbia 
and Hungary constantly increased. This was in line with the objectives of the “China Go-
Global” policy, which contributed especially since 2009, to the shift of China’s previous FDI-
inward focus towards an outward FDI’s focus. By 2016, China had become the second largest 
source country of FDI after the USA, with the boom in FDI occurring between 2009 and 2016. 
(Lukács & Völgyi, 2021). Therefore, the same timeline also witnessed the increase of China’s 
economic investments throughout Central and Southeast Europe (Amendolagine & 
Rabellotti, 2017). In terms of foreign direct investments, while Europe accounted in 2018 only 
for 6.4% of China’s total OFDI (outward foreign direct investments), studies point out how 
Hungary rapidly gained the lead by becoming in 2017 the major recipient of Chinese FDI 
among CEEC countries (Hanemann & Huotari, 2018). In broader terms, several central 
European countries, but especially Hungary and, among the EU-candidates, Serbia, 
welcomed the increasing Chinese investments in their countries. These last were perceived 
as a way of diversifying the economy, reducing the dependence from the EU, and balancing 
(especially in the case of Serbia) a foreign policy characterised by close ties with several 
actors, including China and Russia (Lukács & Völgyi, 2021). 

Over the same decade, both Hungary and Serbia articulated their economic cooperation 
with China across multiple levels: they play crucial roles in China’s Belt and Road Initiative 
project, like in the case of the Budapest-Belgrade Railway (Matura 2016). Within the BRI, 
Serbia is involved especially in the infrastructure field: highways, railways, and power plants 
(Mardell 2021).  Furthermore, during the last decade, the cooperation between China and 
Serbia experienced a turn also in the military sector. Not only the two countries started joint 
military exercitations: Serbia also purchased from China in 2019 an FK-3 missile defence 
system (Vasovic & Heritage, 2020).  

However, the main sources of economic cooperation among the three countries remain 
the 16+1 forum. The last sees Serbia among the most proactive and China-oriented countries 
on the platform. According to a study by the Center for the Study of Democracy-CSD on 
China’s economic footprint in Serbia, in 2016 China positioned itself as the fourth-largest 
trading partner, and the second-largest import originator (Centre for the Study of 
Democracy-CSD, 2021). Furthermore, China’s FDI towards Serbia grew significantly during the 
years of the Juncker Commission, reaching the top of two billion dollars in 2018 (Centre for 
the Study of Democracy-CSD, 2021). Hungary, instead, positioned in 2020 as ninth among EU 
member States importing Chinese goods: within the CEEC region, it was the third recipient 
after Poland and Czechia (Eurostat, 2021b).  

In the years approaching to the considered timeframe, this increase in bi-lateral relations 
was met, however, by specific challenges within the 16+1 partners. This reflected some 
problematics already underlined in the analysis of infrastructural projects linked to the Belt 
and Road Initiative: especially in terms of receiving countries’ potential indebtment, and the 
fight against corruption (Holzne & Schwarzhappel, 2018; Hurley et al., 2018). Therefore, 
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notwithstanding the initial enthusiasm for the 16+1 platform, smaller countries involved in 
the network reported from the beginning an unfair treatment: this especially concerned 
inward access to investments (Grieger, 2018).  

Over the analysed timeline, this lack of reciprocity in the access to Chinese internal market 
became apparent also for the Serbian and Hungarian cases. According to Eurostat’s analysis 
of China’s economic footprint in the Western Balkans, in 2020 China accounted for around 
10% of the Western Balkans’ imports, but less than 2% of its exports (Eurostat, 2021a). In line 
with the increasing relevance of China as a foreign international actor in the country’s 
economy, China featured in 2021 among the top ten destinations for Serbian exports. 
However, China’s share remained below 4% (Trading Economics, 2022). Hungary instead 
positioned 9th among the countries of destination for Chinese exports in Europe but 
remains at the bottom for its own exports to the Asian country (Eurostat, 2021b). Thus, both 
Hungary and Serbia started experiencing, in line with the trends already existent in the rest 
of the region, highly asymmetric economic relations with China, added to the consistent lack 
of transparency, circumvention of national competition and public procurement law, and 
trending lack of consistency with the EU standards and objectives already pointed out by 
some latest studies addressing the indirect consequences of Chinese investments in partner 
countries societies (Centre for the Study on Democracy-CSD, 2021). Arguably this, more than 
the actual impact of China’s economic investments, might contribute to further misaligning 
both Hungary and Serbia from the EU’s standards. 

 Consequently, despite the registered growing political concern in Europe about Serbia 
becoming “China’s open door to the Balkans” (Le Corre & Vuksanovic, 2019) and of Hungary 
being China’s “Trojan horse to Europe” with increasing concern for the former’s domestic 
rule of law conditions, (Panyi, 2021), strategic investments from China’s part may lead one 
to build a different argument.  

   Hungary and Serbia have indeed been access-points for Chinese state-owned enterprises 
(SOEs) into Europe at various stages. First, through the Budapest-Piraeus trainline, which 
crosses Belgrade (Fardella & Prodi, 2018). Second, through anti-Covid vaccines produced by 
Chinese companies and unrecognised by the EU health authorities: in this context, Serbia 
hosts Sinopharm vaccine production, while Hungary has become the first EU country to 
approve it (Euronews, 2021a; 2021b). However, concrete economic cooperation between 
China, Hungary, and Serbia, actually lies on strongly asymmetric basis. 

Furthermore, observing 5G network investments one finds a scenario where Chinese 
economic engagement is lower. Given the economic and political salience 5G obtained amid 
the US-China competition, with a growing number of countries establishing market 
restrictions based on security arguments, we maintain that 5G-related investments signal 
diplomatic closeness among countries. 

In fact, countries taking confrontational stances against China, in line with the US 
administration, adopted stricter measures against such companies as Huawei. Conversely, 
countries with closer diplomatic ties such as Hungary imposed no restrictions (Poggetti, 
2021). Despite this, investments in Hungary’s domestic network infrastructure from Chinese 
companies are lacking (European 5G Observatory, 2022).  

   For a general overview of 5G deployment in the EU, the European 5G Observatory is a 
good starting point for secondary data. According to its October 2021 report, Hungary lags 
behind most EU countries in 5G deployment in several ways. First, one of the three so-called 
“pioneer bands” had not been assigned yet.  Second, Hungary was not involved in any cross-
border 5G corridor, an infrastructural project that would be meant to stimulate the use of 
5G connectivity in the transport sector. Third, the three Internet Service Providers (ISPs) 
active in providing 5G connectivity to end users all seem to rely on non-standalone (NSA) 
infrastructure (European 5G Observatory, 2021).  
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In terms of private network deployment for market verticals, by October 21 one such 
deployment had taken place at the Foxconn Komarom factory. Fox-conn is a Taiwanese 
electronic equipment manufacturer and its private network is provided by Ericsson and 
operated by Vodafone. Once again, no visible investment is in place in Hungary’s 5G 
infrastructure by Chinese network manufacturers (European 5G Observatory, 2021). 

Such systematic data is not as easily retrievable for Serbia, whose data on 5G investment 
is most often unavailable in English. Nonetheless, while Chinese technological investment 
towards Belgrade is relatively low, a more sustained presence in the heavy infrastructural 
sector is visible (Mardell, 2021). Mardell (2021) from the Mercator Institute for China Studies 
(Merics) describes Chinese investments in the Balkans as “still shallow, [growing] rapidly 
over a short period of time”, thus pointing at a situation that can potentially become more 
challenging to the EU in the near future.  

In particular, automotive-related industry and traditional physical infra-structures such as 
roads and railways are among China’s targets in Serbia, along with vaccine production 
(Mardell, 2021). 

   In short, mixed results emerge from economic cooperation between China, on the one 
hand, and Hungary and Serbia, on the other. However, in strategic sectors such as 
telecommunication ties appear to be very loose. Such mixed findings suggest relations with 
China are far less strategic (and economically threatening for the EU) than often claimed. 
 
Economic cooperation as discursive practice: evidence from documents

Secondary evidence illustrated in section 4 shows limited economic outcomes in economic 
cooperation between China, on the one hand, and Hungary and Serbia, on the other. 
However, media documents made available on the 16+1 website highlight why this forum 
has generated concern among EU policy communities despite the now-emerging 
limitedness in outcomes. 

To start with, the press content made available on the 16+1 website is from Chinese news 
agencies, mainly Xinhua and CGTN. This shows that communication related to 16+1 was 
largely left in the hands of Chinese media in a unilateral manner. However, the content of 
the press coverage often features praises of the Chinese economic and political model by 
Hungarian and Serbian institutional profiles. Arguably, this displays a use of Chinese media 
by Serbian and Hungarian leaders to cast a discursive challenge to EU normativity. 

The following quote from a Xinhua (2019) report is exemplary of this practice: 
 

Serbian President Aleksandar Vucic hailed China as the most honest and trustworthy 
friend of his country at a concert marking the 70th anniversary of the founding of the 
People's Republic of China (PRC) in Belgrade on Saturday. 
 

In the same news report, Serbian Prime Minister Ana Brnabic was quoted praising China’s 
domestic development and releasing the following statement: 

 
There is a bond of friendship like steel between China and Serbia, and many high-
level meetings frequented the past few years. It is something that we highly 
appreciate here in Serbia and we are so happy for China's progress. 
 

These statements, released on 22 September 2019, were celebratory of the seventieth 
anniversary of the PRC’s foundation - officially celebrated in China ten days later, on 1 
October. However, the strong use of words that signal closeness in terms of values hints at 
Serbia’s geopolitical collocation. While these instances can be deemed rhetorical and 
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celebratory, they were followed up by Serbia’s supporting stance towards China on key 
political issues such as Taiwan and Hong Kong. 

In May 2020, when Hong Kong pro-democracy protests were spiking and the so-called 
“National Security Law” was about to be passed, a letter by president Vucic of Serbia to Xi 
Jinping was quoted by Xinhua (2020a) saying: 

 
Serbia supports China's National People's Congress to adopt the decision on 
establishing and improving the legal system and enforcement mechanisms to 
safeguard national security in the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region. [...] As an 
independent and self-reliant country, Serbia opposes the act of interfering in the 
internal affairs of a sovereign state. 
 

Such statements arguably serve a double function in President Vucic’s political agenda. 
Domestically, the nationalist audience that supports his presidency has a recent memory of 
national disintegration, with the independence of Montenegro and the (still not fully 
recognised) separation of Kosovo preceded by the collapse of Milosevic’s Serbia-centric 
Yugoslavia (Jovanovic, 2018). Arguably, these statements make a stance not only vis-a-vis 
China, but also towards Serbia’s nationalists, which constitute a core of Vucic’s electoral 
basin. 

Externally, it signals the EU some political red lines. If Serbia is to access the EU, President 
Vucic seems to say, European countries must recognise the national integrity of Serbia as 
defined by Serbia itself. Should this not be the case, Serbia does not need the EU as it fosters 
relations with such powerful nations as China (Markovic et al., 2019). This acquires 
significance as President Vucic is still widely regarded as a supporter of Serbia’s integration 
in the EU, despite its China-oriented position and nationalist stances (Bieber, 2022).  

At the same time, this gamble remains, though powerfully, at the rhetorical level: especially 
given the unconditional requirement for Serbia to solve its bi-lateral dispute with Kosovo 
to enter the EU, and the crucial importance given by the EU to the relaunch of the Belgrade-
Pristina dialogue, marked among other things by the appointment of Miroslav Lajčák as EU 
Special Representative for the Belgrade-Pristina dialogue in 2020 (Council of the EU, 2020).     

Nevertheless, such vicinity is stressed in 16+1 press-based communication not only in such 
rhetorical terms, but also with reference to tangible economic cooperation - although in 
practical aggregate terms it is limited, as illustrated in the previous section. The Piraeus-
Belgrade-Budapest trainline is possibly the most well-known example (Fardella & Prodi, 
2018). However, railway connectivity between Budapest and Belgrade features broadly 
within Belt-and-Road-related rhetoric. In particular, when launching the upgrade of the 
Belgrade-Nis sector, Serbian Minister Zorana Mihajlovic was quoted saying (RailTech, 2020): 

 
When we talk about financing, we will see whether the construction will be financed 
via some kind of a preferential loan because there is such cooperation with the 
People’s Republic of China on infrastructure projects. 
 

Here, again, the stress falls on the special relation between Serbia and China, where loans 
are seen not as a bond but rather as a special-condition assistance that helps Serbia 
develop its infrastructure, with Xinhua (2021a) quoting President Vucic saying: “Chinese 
loans have propelled Serbia's infrastructural development rather than adding its public 
debt burden”. 

Overall, the Serbian state leadership appears to use Chinese media to convey messages of 
economic partnership and shared values in a confrontational stance towards the EU. A 
similar tendency is visible in Hungary. 
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As a relevant node in China’s infrastructure policy in Europe, with the Piraeus-Belgrade-
Budapest railway, talks on rail-based goods exchange between China and Hungary are 
strong (Xinhua, 2021b). However, the Chinese press promotes investments in other sectors, 
too. In particular, Hungary is historically attractive for automotive manufacturing activities, 
with China’s Chervon Auto taking stock of the economic environment. 

While the Chinese automotive industry is by far not alone in investing in Hungary, Chinese 
automotive investment has been used to portray a flourishing economic partnership 
between the two countries. In October 2020, Xinhua (2020b) quoted Minister Szijjarto saying: 

 
Last year, 60 percent of the investment influx to Hungary came from the east, and 40 
percent of the jobs created were also tied to eastern investors. [...] In the first seven 
months of this year, Hungary's trade turnover with China increased by 19 percent and 
its exports increased by 10 percent. 
 

More in general, in 16+1 communication, infrastructural investment is less central in 
relation to Hungary than Serbia. While goods exchanges along established China-Hungary 
links are mentioned, there is a stronger emphasis on high-tech investment by Chinese 
companies in Hungary. For example, device manufacturers Huawei and Lenovo. 

In celebrating the fifteenth anniversary of Huawei’s investment in Hungary, Xinhua (2020c) 
boasted the company’s capillary presence in the Hungarian telecommunication market. 
Nonetheless, data in section 4 show that Huawei’s presence in the 5G infrastructure is 
limited, thus maintaining its powerful position mainly through the device market - that is, 
where end-users purchase such products as laptops or smartphones. Likewise, Lenovo’s 
investment is on the device manufacturing side, although it must be stressed that the latter 
is not a network manufacturer, contrary to Huawei. 

Rhetoric around China-Hungary economic ties grounds on historical ties between the two 
countries. This is a general characteristic of China’s foreign policy rhetoric, which stresses 
historical linkages between countries to narrate their ideological justification (Strauss, 
2009). In Hungary’s case, the Embassy of the PRC to Hungary (2019) stated: 

 
Bilateral relations between the two countries are at their best in history. Hungary is 
located in the hinterland of Europe. [Ambassador] Duan also said that as the first 
European country to sign the Belt and Road cooperation document with China, 
Hungary is a natural partner of China-EU cooperation and the Belt and Road Initiative 
(BRI). 
 

Such statement was issued in the context of a 2019 ceremony for the signing of an 
agreement on a locomotive rental project between CRRC Zhuzhou Locomotive and Rail 
Cargo Hungaria, during which the two countries’ representatives took the opportunity to 
celebrate the seventieth anniversary of the PRC founding (Embassy of the PRC to Hungary, 
2019). 

Taken together, Serbia’s and Hungary’s attitudes towards China as observed here display 
a speech act towards the EU. Despite low overall economic engagement between the two 
countries in question and China, strong ties are boasted and this raised concern among EU 
observers, especially as 16+1 countries started siding politically with China on contentious 
issues in global fora (Emmott & Koutantou, 2019; Stec, 2021).  

Such speech act is not only enacted on Serbia and Hungary’s part, but al-so on China’s. As 
illustrated at the beginning of this section, the 16+1 communication is almost fully in the 
hands of China’s press, at least as far as the media coverage officially shared on the forum’s 
official website is concerned.  



IdPS Interdisciplinary Political Studies 
Number xxx Issue xxx/ Month YYYY  

ISSN 2039-8573 online 

 

GAMBLING WITH THE EAST, CHALLENGING THE LIBERAL ORDER Carlotta Mingardi & Riccardo Nanni - IdPS2022 
 

275 

In this view, one can see that China is displaying its positive ties to Central and Eastern 
European countries to more or less implicitly show its disunity within. Therefore, it is no 
surprise that despite poor economic results the EU has feared 16+1 as a divide et impera 
attempt (Fardella & Prodi, 2018). 
 
Conclusion  

Drawing on the analysis illustrated throughout this article, we observe that China, Serbia, 
and Hungary make use of their cooperation in their effort of contesting EU normativity. An 
established trend that grew over the last decade and which became even more explicit 
during the first months of the COVID-19 crisis, the ‘China leverage’ is especially used in the 
two case studies by their ruling élites to send powerful political messages to the EU, despite 
their evident violation/backsliding in rule of law. In this view, defining the EU and its set of 
norms as outcome and representation of the Liberal Order, the use of the ‘China leverage’ 
is a tool for normative contestation.  

More in practice, these three countries boast their cooperation ties and contrast them with 
what they portray as EU ineffectiveness. This shows that EU concerns around the 16+1 forum 
despite its economic ineffectiveness stem from the discursive effort built around it. That is 
to say, cooperation between China, on the one hand, and Serbia and Hungary, on the other, 
was performed as a speech act by the three state actors in question to narrate an alternative 
model of cooperation. As illustrated in the previous section, media coverage in 16+1 
cooperation is dominated by Chinese media outlets, but they are used by the Serbian and 
Hungarian governments to convey meanings that challenge EU normativity. To this end, it is 
worth recalling Serbia’s support for Beijing over the Hong Kong question to restress 
nationalistic and anti-secessionist stances domestically and vis-à-vis the EU on the Kosovo 
question. 

Framing 16+1 as a discursive action sheds light onto another open question in EU-China 
relations. Contrary to the divide et impera narrative around China-CEEC cooperation, 
normative contestation to the EU on a discursive basis is not merely a China-led process. 
Instead, CEE countries (in this article, Serbia and Hungary) make use of their partnership 
with China to signal political red lines to the EU. While the press section of the China-CEEC 
website is very much centred on Chinese media, thus taking the outlook of a seemingly 
China-driven project, the analysis shows that the Serbian and Hungarian state leaderships 
make use of Chinese media to convey their political message to the EU. 

To be sure, several other venues for interpreting EU behaviour vis-a-vis China-CEEC 
cooperation remain open. For example, EU concern over the 16+1 forum could be attributed 
to lack of complete information, China’s faster economic growth, growing tensions between 
the US and China forcing the EU to take a position, and a myriad of other factors. 
Furthermore, cross-referencing discourse on 16+1 and BRI cooperation can bring new 
insights on the EU’s drivers in its stance towards China-CEEC cooperation. 

However, the use of 16+1 as a discursive tool against EU normativity is a powerful 
explanation of the mismatch between EU concern and 16+1 economic outcomes, as 
illustrated in the analytical sections of this article. 

From the carried-out analysis, a final point could be made on China’s way to partner with 
the considered countries. Through its statements and the proposed definition of 16+1, China 
claims to aim at friendly and cooperative relations, based, recalling from the introduction, 
on “traditional friendship and shared desire of all the participants for win-win cooperation 
and common development”. It, therefore, uses words that might recall, at a first glance, the 
ideas and praxis endorsed by the EU also in its economic partnerships. However, the 
analysis of China’s economic investments conducted in this article shows on this point a 
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strong preference for asymmetric, non-reciprocal partnerships, added to the evident 
preference for bilateral over multilateral frameworks of cooperation. 

Overall, this article sheds light on the use of economic cooperation as a discursive practice 
for normative contestation as well as on the agency of smaller states vis-a-vis supranational 
organisations and world powers. 
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