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ABSTRACT

The EU’s promotion of human rights and democracy in the times of economic crisis became an unpopular topic. When the budgetary deficits increase, the politicians have no time for ideas or can easily prioritise spending related to the economic needs of their country, while idealistic goals seem less urgent. This way of thinking prevails in media and public opinion. 

This study looks at the evolution of EU policies for democracy promotion towards China from the late 1980s. It divides the past three decades into the three periods according to the means employed by the EU with respect to China in order to realize this goal. It demonstrates that EU’s practice in this area developed over time according to the changing international environment and evolving relations between the two partners rather than followed a great strategy. It argues that the EU’s promotion of democracy with respect to China should not be understood as choice of values over commercial considerations but its assessment has to take into account much broader framework of EU-China relations, role of both actors in the world as well as different historical and socio-political background conditioning their attitudes towards democracy and democracy promotion. 

Background: The EU’s commitment to promotion of democracy and human rights

The EU claims that its foreign policies are driven by a set of normative principles, including democracy and human rights. The idea of democracy promotion marked its presence in the European Community documents with the 1986 Statement on Human Rights (A. Magen and M.A. McFaul 2009:7) and the EC committed itself to democracy promotion already in November 1991 in the Development Council resolution (Youngs 2001: 2). One year later, democracy promotion and human rights were incorporated into the EU’s law through the Maastricht Treaty and became a main objective of the Common Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP). The EU was the first to come up with the idea to write human rights, democracy and the rule of law into its agreements with the third states. The political conditionality appeared already in the 1989 Lome IV Agreement between the EU and ACP Group of states (African, Caribbean, and Pacific Group of States). In the following years, the EU strengthened its commitment to promotion of human rights and democracy. The European Security Strategy (2003), articulates the EU’s vision and mission in the world as follows: ‘The best protection of our society is a world of well-governed democratic states. Spreading good governance, supporting social and political reforms, dealing with corruption and abuse of power, establishing the rule of law, and protecting human rights are the best means of strengthening the international order (European Council 2003). 
The profile of human rights and democracy were enhanced with the Lisbon Treaty. The human rights, democracy and the rule of law were put at the centre of EU’s external action, Article 21 of the Treaty on European Union (UN)
 states: ‘Union’s action on the international scene shall be guided by the principles…’ With the Lisbon Treaty, the EU Charter of Fundamental Rights altogether with the rights of the European Convention of Human Rights became binding EU law. Now, the EU has to deliver on its promises.

The literature on the role of value in EU-China relations: stock-taking

The explanations of transitions that took place before 1990s mostly gave primacy do the domestic factors, such as economic development or domestic actors in shaping the change (Youngs 2001: 3). Only during the 1990s the external influence started to be taken seriously and the EU’s promotion of its values abroad became a topic of the scholarly research. However, literature on this topic with respect to China is scarce when compared to the Southern and Eastern Europe or even the ACP countries. EU’s success in assisting democracy in Southern and then Eastern Europe through the enlargement process has been widely recognized (Magen 2006). Similarly, the authors widely comment on democracy and human rights as part of the guiding principles of the EU’s development policy, particularly in the case of the African, Caribbean and Pacific Group (ACP countries).
The main reason for this disparity in the literature on the promotion of EU’s core values abroad is that China does not figure as the EU’s priority area when it comes to democracy and human right promotion. The EU still remains primarily a regional power and it concentrates efforts mainly on the neighbourhood countries. At the same time, very strong claims on the part of the EU that human rights are like ‘the silver thread that run through all of our [EU’s] external action’, scholars turned their attention also to China. If we look at the literature on this topic, we can discern two leading and frequently interrelated themes. First, the authors ask about the character of the EU and second, about the EU’s output. Within this framework the following question are stated: whether the EU is ‘genuine’ about its commitments or there is a disparity between rhetoric and performance; whether the EU is able to deliver on its promises or there is a capability expectation gap and the EU is ineffective; what is the difference between the promotion of values between the US and the EU, and about the unity/disunity of the member states. Answering these questions, authors consider the sui generis character of the EU and refer to the notion of normative power. 

Frequently, the EU is severely criticized for not being able to realize its promises in relation to China. It is argued that the EU’s does not possess the ability to nurture democratic norms in China. China is growing in power and assertiveness, therefore, the EU is unable to impose political conditions on China in the same way as it established for example, the accession preconditions for the Eastern European countries. The EU’s democracy and human rights agenda in China is criticized, mainly for being subdued to economic goals. The EU’s activities have been described as compromising and its normative claims compared to the ‘rhetorical commitment’ or ‘empty speech’. Additionally, the EU is accused of ‘double standards’ in promoting its values for imposing the punitive measures selectively and not in the case of China. Finally, the European ‘impotence’ is compared to the American more effective spread of democracy through coercive means. The EU’s inability to promote its core values according to commentators became even more apparent with the euro crisis. At the times of economic hurdles when the EU’s power diminishes, it should rather focus on beneficial alliance with China and not to endanger this relation with democracy agenda. 

Summarizing, the gap between the EU’s rhetoric and performance is often mentioned. However, the origin of this situation is hardly explained in the longer perspective. The commentators usually focus on certain actions or periods. Therefore, the goal of this article is to look at the democracy and human rights promotion by the EU towards China from the historical perspective in order to observe how it has evolved during the three decades. It focuses on two broad topics. First, it looks at the strategies and tools at the EU’s disposal. Second, it turns to the decision-making processes with respect to China. With respect to the first theme, it analyses the EU’s tools for democracy and human rights promotion and points to those, which are applied in relations with China. In relation to the second theme, it discerns the actors within the EU with decision-making powers and policy entrepreneurs. The focus is on the EU, not the individual member states. Even if such approach may produce somehow incomplete picture, it is necessary to limit the scope of the study. Still, the input of the member states into the EU’s decision-making process has to be analyzed.

The EU’s strategies and tools for democracy promotion with respect to China

From the impressive number of means to promote values at the EU’s disposal, we can discern a number of tools applied with respect to China. They may be divided into the two broad groups: top-down and bottom-up democracy promotion. Further, with the top-down four groups can be discerned: 1. Traditional diplomatic tools; 2. Aid; 3. Trade; 4. Developing positions in IGOs. In the following, each tool that possibly can be applied by the EU in order to promote democracy and human rights towards to China is described with respect to its status in the Community’s law and decision-making procedures necessary to invoke this tool. 

I. Top-down democracy promotion

1. Traditional diplomatic tools 

Bilateral meetings – high-level political engagement, the political dialogue was re-established after the Tiananmen incident in 1992, the first EU-China summit takes place in London in 1998. Moreover, from year 2001, the Ministerial Troika meets with Chinese politicians. 

Political statements – demarches, declarations, communications. The European Commission issues the first commiunication on China in 1995 ‘A long-term policy for China-Europe relations’ (European External Action Service 2012).

Dialogues - In 1995, the dialogue on human rights issues with China was initiated and became the established event in the calendar of EU-China meetings taking place twice a year. The regular meetings followed the first EU-China Summit in London in 1998. 
2. Aid – development aid

3. Trade

Human rights clauses (conditionality) in bilateral relations with third countries and regional preferential agreements, including trade agreements. Here, the EU applies its economic leverage to promote certain rights and induce domestic change in the partner’s country. The inclusion of respect for democratic principles and human rights in agreements between the EC and third countries figured already in the European Commission Communication in 1995.
 According to the standard clause, respect for human rights and democratic principles constitutes an ‘essential element of the agreement’. It stipulates that the in the case of violation of those rights, the Community may react with a suspension of the agreement. 

Economic statecraft – according to Baldwin, should be considered as a powerful, diverse and the most effective way to influence other countries (Baldwin 1985).

Economic sanctions – embargoes
4. Developing positions in IGOs

Promotion of human rights in regional and multilateral fora, such as the United Nations (UN), cooperation with the international organizations, ‘effective multilateralism’ in the realm of human rights (European Council 2003). As G. Macaj and J.A. Koops note, the EU linked its own international purposes to the development of the UN system (G. Macaj and J.A. Koops 2011: 67). The EU considers political and civil rights as core human rights, while developing countries focus on economic and social rights, including the Right to Development, the Right to Food, the Right to Water and the Right to Adequate Housing (G. Macaj and J.A. Koops 2011: 76). They also argue that the situation of human rights should be measured against the level of development of a country. Still, even if the single case studies show that the EU may be isolated in its efforts to promote democracy and human rights and not very efficient, in the longer perspective, it got credit for changing the standards of what is considered to be ‘normal’ in international relations. 
II. Bottom-up democracy promotion 

This type of democracy promotion is directed towards the civil society. As a target may serve civil society organizations, associations and movements. Therefore, the existence of civil society seems like a prerequisite of democratization from below. According to Daniel Silander, the weak civil society constitutes one of the obstacles to the democratic progress. Engagement with national politics constitutes a parcel of development processes and changes cannot be demanded nor enforced but supported and facilitated. The prerequisite for this process is for example, the understanding the political parties: the nature of the electoral system, the informal rules of the game, and experience of conflict, wider geo-political histories and regional politics. Besides the domestic political structures, human rights and democracy promotion has to take into account the identity of actors involved and the local demand for EU’s democracy support. 

The bottom-up approach corresponds with the recent advocacy for the demand driven human rights and democracy promotion, which will be tailored to the specific environment of the country (Diamond 2008; Keane 2009). 

The first meeting of the EU-China Civil Society Round Table was held in 22 June 2007 in Beijing. However, it is questioned whether this meeting can be considered as a bottop-up initiative or rather strictly controlled and managed by the governments on both sides. 

The decision-making procesess within the EU with respect to the promotion of human rights and democracy in China: hypothesis 

The decision making process with respect to China, besides the powers and tools available to the actors within the EU, the variables on the side of China, such as strategic concerns, including geopolitical and economic considerations, the EU’s leverage over China, i.e. the potential for coercing and incentives and the Chinese domestic politics/situation. Taking into account all these concerns, we can assume that the EU’s promotion of human rights and democracy in China has developed in agreement with the dynamics of the EU-China relations. 

As far as the EU is concerned, after the end of Cold War it started to aspire to the role of a ‘global player’. The comparison of the Declaration on European Identity with the European Security Strategy of 2003 shows the differences in ambitions cherished with respect towards the organization’s role on the international stage at both points of the time. In 1973, the EEC displayed a cooperative and peaceful posture towards other states, what in the scholarly literature was interpreted by some authors as a civilian power. In 2003, the EU described itself already as a ‘global player’, which ‘should be ready to share in the responsibility for global security and in building a better world’ (European Security Strategy 2003). The Community expressed a greater interest not only in its neighborhood and countries with which it had strong historical ties, but also in more distant areas, including Asia. This change in attitude towards this part of the word was signaled already in 1994 with the publication of the Communication Towards a New Asia Strategy (European Commission 1994). In this document, the European Commission acknowledged the growing role of Asia in the international economical order. At the same time, when the EU is becoming a global player, it enhances the role of democracy and human rights in its foreign policies. 

In line with the statements in the European Security Strategy and the Communication Towards a New Asia Strategy, the EU’s relations with China gradually are deepening and broadening. China and the EU came long way from ‘friendly relations’ and ‘friendly consultations’ in the Agreement of 1985, through technological, academic and economic partnership in the Communication of 1995, where the hopes and prerequisites for ‘deeper partnership were expressed’, then through the ‘comprehensive partnership’ of 1998 to reach finally the ‘maturing’, ‘mutually beneficial’ and ‘strategic partnership’ in 2003.
 This commitment to the strategic partnership was restated also in later years, for example when the Commission informed during the 7th EU-China Summit in the Hague on 6 December 2004 that ‘the European Union and China will further strengthen their maturing strategic partnership’ (Rapid 2004) and that ‘In 2004 both sides [EU and China] agreed to broaden the relationship into a strategic partnership’ (Press Release 2005). This tendency is clear till year 2003, which was acclaimed as the highest point in EU-China relations. Two main events seemed to attest to this opinion. First, in that year, the Chinese government issued its first ever policy paper on the EU. Second, the EU adopted a policy paper in which it describes its relations with China in an enthusiastic tone and refers to them as to the ‘maturing partnership’. In the following years, this trend does not continue and both sides become less enthusiastic about the idea of the maturing partnership with every year. In 2005, after China issues the anti-secession law, the EU expresses criticism of Beijing. Moeover, the economic crisis pushes the individual member states to imrpove their relationship with Beijing individually, while the EU has to look for Chinese help to solve its economic problems. 
Still, despite the economic crisis, the European Union declares to take its human rights and democracy policies seriously. The European Commission adopted the Communication ‘The European Union’s role in promoting human rights and democratisation in third countries’, which constituted the first policy document guiding the EU’s external relations in the field of human rights and democracy promotion (G. Pearson 2012: 1). The revision of human rights and democracy policy has the followng goals: to create more coherent, visible, pragmatic, and result-oriented policies. In the words of the Council 2012, June the goal was to improve effectiveness, consistency and visibility. 

The revision of the human rights mechanisms was on the agenda of the European Foreign Affairs Ministers informal meeting in Cordoba, Spain in March 2010. 
 This initiated the process of consultations by the European External action Service, which involved the European Commission with the member states as well as the MEPs and NGOs. In June 2012, the Council adopted a Strategic Framework on Human Rights and Democracy with an Action Plan for its implementation. The goal of the Framework was to ‘improve the effectiveness and consistency of EU policy as a whole in the next ten years’. In the Council’s own words, the Strategic Framework constitutes a watershed in EU policymaking, since it represents the first unified strategic document on the issues of human rights, which in the past were treated by numerous statements focusing on particular issues or countries. The Action Plan covers the implementation period till 31 December 2014. 
 

The Action Plan introduces new initiatives. The most significant is a permanent Council Working Party on Human Rights. Besides, it the new obligation that any EU proposals on foreign policies should include the impact assessment on the situtaion of human rights, seems to constitute the realization of the statement by Ms. Ashton that the human rights run through the all foreign policies of the EU a silver thread. This idea is based on the Joint Communication of the European Commission and the High Representative to the European Parliament and the Council - Human rights and democracy at the heart of EU external action – towards a more effective approach’ adopted by the European Commission on December 2011, which opened the discussion among the Commission and other European institutions on human rights and democracy in external relations. The Action Plan presupposes as one of its goals to state the EU’s performance to the public, so the civil society will be able to assess the progress and to contribute to future plans. One of the implementation tools to put the EU’s human rights and democracy policy in practice listed in the Strategic Framework is 
a) cooperation with civil society, 

b) cooperation with the third countries – mainly through positive measures, while negative ones are not excluded

c) actions in multilateral institutions

The other variable that we need to take into account is Chinese domestic and foreign politics. China has different ideas on normative behaviour in comparison to Europe. Beijing considers economic and social rights as a priority. Similarly to many developing countries, it claims that the realization of human rights should take into account the level of development of the country. The EU, to the contrary, considers civil and political rights as the core human rights and sees argument about the prioritization of the economic and social rights as an excuse for not taking responsibility for civil and political rights (G. Macaj and J.A. Koops 2011: 76). With growing strength of the Chinese economy, it becomes more self-confident. It is determined to hinder the foreign influence and stresses its right to self-determination and sovereignty. It also underlines the cultural relativism and national particularism over universal human rights. At the same time, it goes through the ‘identity crisis’ (C. Hill 2012) where it wants to show to the world its peaceful and cooperative face, but the international society perceives it as a threat, nationalistic and assertive. 

According to the above described developments and particularly to the deepening and broadening of relations between the EU and China in connection to the Chinese growing economic strength and assertiveness, we can assume that the EU policies on human rights and democracy has developed from the punishment to cooperation with special attention given to the inclusion of the civil society. 
The decision-making procesess within the EU with respect to the promotion of human rights and democracy in China: practice

The EU’s different tools and strategies are subject to a different decision making procedures. In some cases the agreement of all the member states is necessary. In this situation, the disagreement between the states may limit the EU’s effectiveness. As the example may serve the role of the EU in the establishment and work of the UN Human Rights Council. Due to no agreement among the member states on the assessment of the HR Commission and on the solution to the crisis within the organization, the EU was not able to secure country mandates addressing country-specific human rights situation. It is significant failure for the EU’s promotion of values towards China, since Beijing is one of the countries that oppose country-specific mandates. 

The decision-making processes will be assessed also on the basis of the analysis of the EU’s promotion of values in the case of arms debate and in the case of negotiations of the Partnership and Cooperation Agreement between the EU and China. 

Conclusions:

This article demonstrates that the EU’s promotion of human rights and democracy should be understood in a greater perspective, not only as running against the economic interests. The EU itself explains that promotion of its values is dictated by the moral principle as well as self-interest. However, there are elements in the EU’s rhetoric that are not realized in practice. In the words of the EU, the democracy promotion has been always conflated with the human rights concerns. In reality, there are different views between the member states and the EU’s institutions on why and how the EU should apply its values. This leads to rather ad hoc reaction rather than clear-cut strategy. This means, that our assumption about the evolution of the EU’s strategy of promotion of human rights from punishment to cooperation with special focus on the civil society was not correct. Still, one has to take into account the fact, that even if the EU’s policies have declaratory character, the third actors may take them seriously and the consequences of this go much furhter than only rhetoric. Moreover, the so-called ‘declaratory policies’ may be taken seriosly also by the actors within the EU and create internal pressure for certain acitons from policy enterpreneurs, might be certain member states or the European Parliament.
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