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ABSTRACT

As the deleterious effects of Covid-19 will probably affect trends in world military expenditure, 
European defence-spending plans will certainly not represent an exception. This could be even 
more problematic since China’s growing power and influence seem to be reshaping the structure 
and dynamics of global governance. Moreover, China’s growing military power may carry inher-
ent risks for the EU in multiple ways, namely the Chinese narrative and its influence in Europe 
could further undermine the cooperation of EU defence in national systems. To assess what kind 
of threat Chinese military power represents towards Europe, this paper aims to investigate the 
impact of a more assertive China has on the global standing of the EU within the framework of 
the emerging great power politics.

INTRODUCTION

According to the latest data released by the 
Stockholm International Peace Research Insti-
tute (SIPRI, 2020), world military expendi-
ture rose to $1,917 billion in 2019, represent-
ing an increase of 3.6 per cent from 2018 and 
the largest annual growth in spending since 
2010. The five largest spenders in 2019, which 
accounted for 62 per cent of expenditure, were 
the United States, China, India, Russia and 
Saudi Arabia. US military expenditures grew 
by 5.3% to a total of $732 billion in 2019 and 
accounted for 38% of global military spend-
ing. Pieter D. Wezeman of SIPRI argues that 
a “perceived return to competition between 
the great powers” helps explain this increase 
(ibid.). Indeed, at the same time, China’s mil-
itary spending reached $261 billion in 2019, 
a 5.1 per cent increase compared with 2018.

These numbers illustrate the increasing mili-
tary power that China has been acquiring for 
the past decade, developing new cutting-edge 
military technology and deeply reforming its 
armed forces. Moreover, the above discussion 
shows the effect that China’s reforms can have 
on military dynamics worldwide. However, 
developments in defence spending in Europe 
continue to mainly be influenced by the Rus-
sian threat. Of Europe's main military spend-
ers, Germany recorded the largest increase with 
a 10% defence spending hike in 2019, with 
SIPRI's Diego Lopes da Silva observing that 
Germany along with many other NATO allies 
are wary of Russia (ibid.). At the same time, 
military spending by France and the United 
Kingdom remained relatively stable.
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Global military expenditure has consistently increased in the past few years.

The serious economic consequences of the 
COVID-19 pandemic threaten to reduce Euro-
pean defence spending, as governments will 
mainly be focused on “tackling the immedi-
ate socio-economic fallout of the pandemic” 
(Novaky, 2020). European military spending 
slumped after the 2008 economic crisis, and it 
was only after the 2014 Russian annexation of 
Crimea and other aggression in Ukraine that 
the downward trend reversed (Ibid.).

This time, the external security threat that 
could require an increase in the defence budg-
ets could be China. This is especially because 
the COVID-19 pandemic is impacting the 
global balance of power, which could lead to 
changing ambitions both at the regional and 
global levels (Marrone, 2020: 4–5). The ensu-
ing windows of opportunity may be exploited 
by “ambitious, revisionist competitors [...] such 
as Russia and China” (ibid.). Besides potentially 
posing new direct security threats to Europe, 
these changing geopolitical patterns may lead 
to shifting alliances in various regions of the 
world, such as the Middle East or the South 
China Sea (ibid.).

This paper examines the implications of a more 
assertive China for the global standing of the 
EU in the framework of an evolving struc-
ture of international politics. The analysis will 
be developed at three levels. Firstly, the paper 
offers insights on the Chinese defence pro-
gramme and budget, as the modernisation of 
Chinese military power is rapidly progressing 
from a defensive force “charged with domestic 
and peripheral security” to an outward-look-
ing, “power-projecting arm of Chinese for-
eign policy” (US Defense Intelligence Agency, 
2019: v). Secondly, it takes a closer look at the 
EU-China relationship, assessing the potential 
threats Europe faces from the rise of Chinese 
military power, especially the implications of the 
growing Chinese ground-based force capabilities. 
Moreover, it investigates non-military threats 
such as soft power competition that are calling 
for the EU to adopt a more pronounced pos-
ture in the international arena. Finally, the paper 
addresses the challenges posed by an evolving 
landscape of great power competition in which 
both China and the EU operate, and consid-
ers the impact of the pandemic in reshaping 
or, at least, accelerating current global trends.

Notes: The absence of data for the 
Soviet Union in 1991 means that no 
total can be calculated for that year.
Rough estimates for the Middle East 
are included in the world totals for 
2015-2019.

Source: 
SIPRI Military Expenditure Database, 
Apr. 2020.

WORLD MILITARY 
EXPENDITURE, 
BY REGION, 
1988-2019

Global military expenditure is estimated to have been $1917 billion in 2019, 
the highest level since 1988. The total was 3.6 per cent higher in real terms 
than in 2018 and 7.2 per cent higher than in 2010 (see figure 1). World military 
spending rose in each of the five years from 2015, having decreased steadily 
from 2011 until 2014 following the global financial and economic crisis. 

This Fact Sheet highlights the regional and national military expendi-
ture data for 2019 and trends over the decade 2010–19. The data is from the 
updated SIPRI Military Expenditure Database, which provides military 
expenditure data by country for the years 1949–2019.

The world military burden—global military expenditure as a share of global 
gross domestic product (GDP)—in 2019 was 2.2 per cent, a minor increase 
from 2018. Military spending per capita rose from $243 in 2018 to $249 in 
2019, as the 1.1 per cent growth in the world population was surpassed by the 
growth in military spending.

KEY FACTS

w Global military expenditure 
was $1917 billion in 2019, an 
increase of 3.6 per cent in real 
terms.

w Total military spending 
accounted for 2.2 per cent of 
global gross domestic product 
(GDP) in 2019.

w The five biggest spenders in 
2019 were the United States, 
China, India, Russia and Saudi 
Arabia, which together 
accounted for 62 per cent of 
global military spending. 

w US military spending grew  
by 5.3 per cent to $732 billion. 
There were increases in 
military spending by China  
(5.1 per cent), India (6.8 per 
cent) and Russia (4.5 per cent). 
Spending fell in Saudi Arabia  
by 16 per cent.

w Military expenditure 
increased in Europe (5.0 per 
cent), Asia and Oceania (4.8 per 
cent), the Americas (4.7 per 
cent) and Africa (1.5 per cent). 
The total military expenditure 
of the countries in the Middle 
East for which data is available 
decreased by 7.5 per cent.

w The average military burden 
was 1.4 per cent of GDP for 
countries in the Americas,  
1.6 per cent for Africa, 1.7 per 
cent for Asia and Oceania and 
for Europe and 4.5 per cent for 
countries in the Middle East for 
which data is available.

SIPRI Fact Sheet
April 2020

TRENDS IN WORLD MILITARY 
EXPENDITURE, 2019
nan tian, alexandra kuimova, diego lopes da silva, 
pieter d. wezeman and siemon t. wezeman

Figure 1. World military expenditure, by region, 1988–2019
Notes: The absence of data for the Soviet Union in 1991 means that no total can be calcu
lated for that year.

Rough estimates for the Middle East are included in the world totals for 2015–19.

Source: SIPRI Military Expenditure Database, Apr. 2020.
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ASSESSMENT OF CHINA’S MILITARY POWER TODAY

Since Xi Jinping came to power in 2012, China 
has strengthened its military power, in line 
with Xi’s vision to restore the country’s great-
power status (Maizland, 2020). Besides being 
the President, Xi is the head of the Central Mil-
itary Commission, the Chinese army’s highest 
decision-making organ – a position in which 
he has declared a commitment to developing 
a “world-class force” ready to win global wars 
by 2049 (ibid). These reforms are helped by 
the growing Chinese economy, and by various 
innovations made in the military and armament 
domains. Thus, to better understand the mil-
itary threats China embodies for Europe, it is 
essential to review the country’s defence pro-
gramme and budget, as well as the new mil-
itary equipment China is developing today.

China as a major economic contender

When assessed as a major global power, China is 
often first perceived as a threatening economic 

contender. China has already been among the 
fastest-growing economies in the world since 
the reforms it made 1979, with the average 
yearly GDP growth rate in the past forty years 
being nearly 10% (Morrison, 2019: Summary; 
World Bank, 2020). As a result, China doubled 
its GDP and became the largest economy in 
the world (Morrison, 2019: Summary). In its 
current economic planning, the Chinese gov-
ernment heavily supports the country’s man-
ufacturing industries, which increases Chinese 
independence from foreign technology (ibid.).

Another key initiative implemented by the Chi-
nese regime is the Belt and Road initiative (BRI), 
also known as “One Belt, One Road” (OBOR). 
Launched in 2013, the initiative aims to help 
Chinese industries penetrate foreign markets, 
as well as improving the returns on China’s for-
eign exchange reserves (Morrison, 2019: 35). 
More than 2,000 contracts have already been 
made under the initiative, for a total worth of 
1.12 trillion US dollars (Swedish Ministry for 
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Foreign Affairs, 2019: 6-7). Europe has also 
received investments from the initiative, and 
for example, Italy concluded a cooperation 
agreement with China in April 2019 (ibid.)

As China has become a key global player in 
research, innovation, and technological devel-
opment, it increasingly represents an economic 
threat to Europe. China now spends a higher 
proportion of its GDP than Europe does, and 
it is advanced in fields such as space technol-
ogy that has both civilian and military purposes 
(Swedish Ministry for Foreign Affairs, 2019: 
8). China has successfully transferred technol-
ogies and know-how from foreign companies, 
and strategic acquisitions of non-Chinese firms 
with cutting-edge technologies have been sig-
nificant in this development (Ibid.).

China’s increasing commercial influence and 
investments in Europe imply geopolitical risks 
for Europe, as the investments have not only 
financial but also strategic effects. To take one 
example, in 2019, China had around €2.5 bil-
lion of investments in Greece, including in 
the port of Piraeus which is a point of entry 
for many Chinese exports into the European 
market (Tisdall, 2019). Chinese investment 
can be seen as particularly attractive to Euro-
pean countries recovering from the economic 
crises of the past decade. As of 2019, China 
is the EU’s largest source of imports with a 
share of 18.7%, ahead of the United States, 
which has a share of 12.0% (European Com-
mission, 2019). The “16+1” format bring-
ing together China and countries from Cen-
tral and Eastern Europe, the Belt and Road 
Initiative, and Chinese investments in eco-
nomically fragile countries may at worst frag-
ment the EU from within. This is especially 
the case given China’s tendency to play EU 
Member States against each other, especially 
in trade and investment relations (Tisdall, 
2019). Consequently, China’s increasing eco-
nomic power has not only financial but also 
geopolitical implications.

The issuing of a new defence budget 
and program

China’s economic success has allowed the country 
to strengthen its capabilities in the military and 
defence sectors while becoming more assertive 
in its military goals and aspirations. In 2019, 
the Chinese government issued its “China’s 
National Defense in the New Era” paper, which 
outlined its national defence policy and objec-
tives, and its desire “to build a fortified national 
defence and a strong military” (China's National 
Defense in the New Era, 2019). In this paper, 
the Chinese regime acknowledges the changes 
occurring in the international strategic landscape, 
and the uncertainties dominating international 
security. Moreover, this national defence paper 
states that “China will pursue a national defence 
policy that is defensive in nature”, and organised 
around various national defence aims, such as 
deterring and resisting aggression, safeguard-
ing national political security and supporting 
the sustainable development of the country. 
Furthermore, according to this document, the 
Chinese military strategic guideline adheres to 
“the principles of defence, self-defence and post-
strike response”, keeping the stance that “China 
won’t attack unless it is attacked, but will surely 
counterattack if attacked”. Finally, we can find 
in this paper the strategic goals set by the Chi-
nese government regarding the development 
of China’s national defence and military: to 
“achieve mechanisation by the year 2020 with 
significantly enhanced informational and strate-
gic capabilities”; to “complete the modernisation 
of national defence and the military by 2035”; 
and to “fully transform the people's armed forces 
into world-class forces by the mid-21st century”.

To sum it up, the Chinese regime is working 
to make its military more reliable, more effi-
cient, and more technologically advanced to 
become a top-tier force within thirty years. Key 
reforms made under President Xi Jinping’s lead-
ership include the strengthening of civilian-mil-
itary cooperation, personnel cuts, and new joint 
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theatre commands (Maizland, 2020). Moreover, 
the government has sought to improve the syn-
ergies between state-owned and private defence 
industries (ibid.). As for civilian-military cooper-
ation, partnerships with foreign companies and 
universities have, for example, strengthened the 
artificial intelligence at the Chinese army’s dis-
posal (ibid.) Today, much of the People Libera-
tion Army’s equipment is built domestically, and 
China is even estimated to be the world’s sec-
ond-largest arms producer (Tian and Su, 2020).

In 2019, the Chinese National People’s Con-
gress increased the country’s defence spending 
by 7.5% compared to the previous year, bringing 
the total to $177.61 billion a year; 
however, given that in the past 
years, the growth had been above 
10%, the increases in spend-
ing have recently slowed down 
(Olsen, 2019). In 2020, amid the 
COVID-19 epidemic, the Chi-
nese defence budget increased 
by 6.6% (Wolf, 2020c). How-
ever, the level of expenditure may 
be higher than what the num-
bers initially suggest, a point to 
which we return in the next sec-
tion. Overall, between 1998 and 
2018, China multiplied its yearly 
defence expenditure by more than 
seven, and today the country is 
the world’s second-largest military spender after 
the United States (Maizland, 2020). The con-
sistent increases in defence investment have 
already made China a global leader in areas 
such as anti-ship ballistic missiles and the mil-
itary applications of artificial intelligence (Mai-
zland, 2020). However, even if we know that 
China's defence spending is divided roughly 
equally between personnel, training, mainte-
nance and equipment, the details are still kept 
secret (Olsen, 2019).

As mentioned above, China possesses advanced 
artificial intelligence (AI) capabilities. Among 

other things, the country is one of the global 
leaders in the development of autonomous 
weapons systems. Meanwhile, civilian appli-
cations of AI include surveillance systems for 
domestic purposes. Moreover, major invest-
ments are being made to modernise ground 
force capabilities and China’s capacity to pro-
ject itself as a major maritime power. To do 
so, the armed forces have been reformed, with 
increased investment in protecting interests 
abroad. Likewise, China is rapidly developing 
its space and cyber capabilities. The below sec-
tion will offer a more detailed account of the 
principal investments China has made in var-
ious military domains. 

Geographically, China’s priority areas are South 
China Sea where China is involved in territorial 
disputes over several islands such as the Sen-
kaku (Diaoyu) Islands; Taiwan, whose inde-
pendence China opposes; and its land bor-
ders with neighbours such as India and North 
Korea (Maizland, 2020). An illustration of Chi-
na’s strategic focus on the South China Sea is 
the frequent naval exercises that the country 
holds in the region (Oki, 2018). However, for 
some experts, Taiwan remains the main cata-
lyst for the PLA’s modernisation (Maizland, 
2020). Indeed, the Xi government has taken 
an increasingly aggressive approach, saying in 
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its 2019 defence paper that the PLA would 
“resolutely defeat anyone attempting to separate 
Taiwan from China” (Chinese Defence White 
Paper, 2019). Moreover, Beijing has already 
threatened before to use force against Taiwan 
if the self-ruled island moves towards formal 
independence (Ibid.). 

However, China has also demonstrated stra-
tegic ambitions far outside its surroundings. 
For example, China has since 2017 had a mil-
itary base in Djibouti, and it launched its new 
Arctic Policy in 2018 intending to exploit the 
potential of the region’s natural resources and 
commercial maritime traffic connections (Mai-
zland, 2020; Foggo, 2019).

In sum, thanks to its increased defence budget, 
its technological progress and its assertive defence 
programme, China can be perceived as a strong 
global military power. During the past dec-
ades, China conducted an increasing number 
of joint military exercises, including with Paki-
stan, Russia, and members of the Shanghai 
Cooperation Organization (Maizland, 2020). 
China’s growing strength, and ambitions for a 
more influential global role, mean that it is rel-
evant for European military actors to closely 
monitor developments in the Chinese defence 
sector. The next section will discuss the current 
state of play in Chinese military technology.

Recent developments in Chinese 
military technology

China’s large defence budget has enabled it to 
develop new weapons and armament programmes 
at the service of its geostrategic interests. Even if 
China argues that its military doctrines revolve 
around self-defence, Western actors have per-
ceived that China seeks to contest American 
power, especially in Asia (see Olsen, 2019).

As mentioned earlier, Chinese defence spending 
was officially set at 1.19 trillion yuan ($177.61 

billion) in 2019. However, the official numbers 
may underestimate the actual level of expendi-
ture. Because of the intertwinement of public 
and private, and civilian and military actors, 
the numbers do not properly account for Chi-
nese military Research & Development (R&D); 
moreover, the numbers should be adjusted for 
purchasing power, since for example labour costs 
in China are lower than in the United States 
or Europe (Bartels, 2020). With these con-
siderations in mind, Bartels (2020) calculates 
that the Chinese defence budget in 2017 was 
able to buy the equivalent 87% of the Ameri-
can defence budget. He goes on to argue that 
accounting for purchasing power would explain 
why, for example, China can procure about 14 
warships yearly, while the US Navy only com-
missions about five.

While Chinese weapons systems have histori-
cally been cheaper and less sophisticated than 
European or American manufacturers’ products, 
the situation has already changed (Lin, 2020). 
From the 1990s onwards but especially since Xi 
Jinping came into power, China has invested in 
fields such as AI, robotics and 5G and even 6G 
telecommunications (Huang, 2020). 

To protect its militarized islands in the South 
China Sea, to deter other Asian nations and to 
challenge the US Navy, the PLA owns some of 
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the world’s best anti-ship missiles and hyper-
sonic missiles. China possesses several hyper-
sonic missiles, such as the DF-100 cruise mis-
sile and the DF-ZF hypersonic glide vehicle 
(see image below), which are very difficult to 
intercept with the current US anti-missile sys-
tems on US Navy ships (Smith, 2019; Miz-
okami, 2016).

The Chinese Navy is also boosting its mar-
itime power with the construction of many 
new warships. China already has the world’s 

second-biggest Navy, surpassing the Russian 
Navy during the last decade, and it intends 
to surpass the US Navy as the world’s largest 
by 2050. The most notable examples include 
the construction of twenty-two Type-052D 
Destroyers (with a displacement of 7,5000 
tons) in only six years (2015–2021). China 
has also started to build six larger Type-055 
stealth Destroyers (13,000t, top of the pic-
ture below), which should be done by 2023. 
China has also constructed rapidly two Type 075 
amphibious assault ships (LHD) (40,000t, in 
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the middle of the picture below) that would 
be critical for any invasions by sea, for example 
targeting Taiwan. A third is under construc-
tion. Finally, China already operates two Type-
002 aircraft carriers (60-70,000t, bottom of 
the picture below), and is building two other 
larger upgraded Type-003(85,000t) carriers. 
However, due to technical difficulties, a lack 
of expertise and a massive increase in costs, 
the planned construction of four other Type-
004 nuclear supercarriers (110,000t) has been 
put on hold. Although this huge procurement 
of ships would not yet allow the PLA Navy to 
challenge the US Navy globally, this would 
enable China to possibly beat the US Navy in 
conventional combat in the Pacific  (Gilsinan, 
2019; Lague and Kang Lim, 2019). 

To gain aerial dominance against the US and 
to be able to fly through anti-access area, China 
has made noteworthy investments in modern-
ised and stealth aircraft. So far, China is, along-
side the US and Russia, the only country to 
operate a domestically-built stealth jet fighter: 
the Chengdu J-20 (see picture). China is also a 
leader in the development of stealth drones of 
different kinds, including the supersonic “Dark 
Sword” drone, and the GJ-11 “Sharp Sword” 

drone that can take off from an aircraft carrier 
(Gramenz, 2019). To expand its forces and air 
capabilities in the region, China has also devel-
oped new transport aircraft and tankers, such 
as the Y-20 (US DoD, 2019, p. 41).

Nonetheless, the Chinese military sector is not 
always the most efficient, given that private 
defence firms are shielded from competition, 
that the companies suffer from increasing debt 
levels, and that corruption remains widespread 
in the country. There remain gaps in the Chi-
nese production capability: for example, China 
is currently unable to rival technologies such as 
the Russian S-400/S-500 anti-missile systems, 
or the American Ford-class nuclear supercar-
rier (Yang, 2017). Moreover, However, “until 
the PLA has achieved its goals of recruiting, 
training and managing an educated, compe-
tent and non-corrupt personnel force, there 
will be limits to how much the military can 
absorb extremely advanced technology.”(Sci-
ence Techniz, 2020). 

Finally, concerning the ground forces, the PLA 
has the second-largest army in the world with 
975,000 active soldiers (IISS, 2018, p. 250), 
a thousand aircraft (ibid, p. 251) and almost 
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8000 main battle tanks (Claws, 2012). How-
ever, China’s huge land warfare capabilities do 
not appear to pose a direct threat to Europe. 
Not only is politically China unlikely to invade 
Europe, but the geographical distance between 
Europe and China combined with the cur-
rent lack of sufficient capable military airlifts 
would make any such attempt particularly dif-
ficult (US DoD, 2019, p. 41). The truth is, in 
the past decade, Chinese military investments 
have prioritised the Navy (with investments 
like destroyers and aircraft carriers), and the Air 
Force (with new engines and stealth aircraft), 
rather than the land forces (Maizland, 2020).

For instance, the Chinese land forces have few 
recent main battle tanks. The People’s Liberation 

Army (PLA) does own several robust Type 96B 
and 99A tanks, but some of these are getting 
old. Moreover, they lack any soft-kill active 
protection system measures. China does own 
the very recent VT-4 tank, but it has not yet 
entered mass production or active service in the 
Chinese land forces. Secondly, China also suf-
fers from a lack of cutting-edge self-propelled 
artillery. Thirdly, although they do own recent 
attack helicopters, the PLA Ground Force is 
often supported by old planes and helicop-
ters, such as the Shaanxi Y-8 cargo planes from 
the 1970s, and the Mi-8 helicopters from the 
1960s. Finally, the Ground Forces lack prac-
tical experience, as they have not fought any 
major combat engagement since the Vietnam 
War (Blumenthal, 2012, p. 75).

THE POSITION OF EUROPE VIS-À-VISAN ASSERTIVE MILITARY CHINA

Main challenges from China towards 
Europe

The potential challenges China presents to 
Europe are changing rapidly. At present, these 
challenges are mainly in the realm of econom-
ics, intelligence gathering, and cyber-espio-
nage. Short of the EU or NATO member states 
engaging in defence drills in the Pacific, the 
actual conventional military threat from China 
is minimal; however, that does not mean Brus-
sels should completely disregard the possibility 
of conventional conflict. Going back to Russia’s 
2017 Zapad exercises, China participated in 
naval drills with Russia in the Baltic Sea, caus-
ing some concern from NATO about Chinese 
intentions (Trickett, 2017).

The biggest immediate roadblocks to forming 
a coherent policy on China are likely to be the 
seemingly deteriorating transatlantic relation-
ship with the US, and the lack of uniformity 
amongst EU member states on an approach 
for relations with China on 5G involvement 
by Huawei, investments, trade, and the extent 

of relations in general. Given that China is 
the EU’s second-biggest trading partner, only 
behind the United States (European Commis-
sion, 2020), the EU faces a problem with pro-
tecting its interests and balancing its relations 
with these two powers.

This is especially difficult for the EU, because 
the current security architecture of Europe is 
centred around NATO and the Article 5 guar-
antee that in any worst-case scenario the US 
would rapidly build up its presence on the con-
tinent. Moreover, the overarching influence of 
NATO architecture is not limited to conven-
tional military apparatuses. Still, it encompasses, 
for example, the extensive amount of intelli-
gence sharing between American and Euro-
pean intelligence agencies on a range of security 
dilemmas, including illicit Chinese activities.

The popular use of Huawei throughout Euro-
pean markets has caused increasing tension 
with the White House out of fear that the com-
pany could be accessing sensitive information 
that American and European share to counter 
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common threats. The current trends, however, 
lean towards European states allowing Huawei 
to develop its 5G networks on the continent 
(Sanger & McCabe, 2020). US Secretary of 
State Mike Pompeo has issued warnings that 
European states that use Huawei developed 
networks could face the risk of losing access 
to expansive US intelligence sharing networks 
(Wintour, 2020).

The tensions of transatlantic relations are a saga 
unto itself; however, the state of these relations 
will also have major implications for Europe’s 
relationship with China. Despite Europe’s seem-
ing willingness to accommodate Huawei net-
works, Europe has also expressed its concerns 
and suspicions towards China. For example, 
the European Commission called China a “sys-
temic competitor” in spring 2019, leading to a 
backlash from Beijing that was feared to damage 
investments (Peel, 2019).

Despite the European Commission’s statements, 
there is little unity on how to deal with China. 
Northern European countries, France and Ger-
many, seem more suspicious of China, with espe-
cially the latter two seeing China as a poten-
tial rival for their global influence (Bloomberg, 
2020). Meanwhile, countries in Southern and 
Eastern Europe have been more dependent 
on Chinese investments, with Italy’s partici-
pation in the Belt and Road Initiative being a 
high-profile example (Olsen, 2019). Moreover, 
the Chinese 16+1 initiative with Central and 
Eastern European countries has strengthened 
Chinese foothold in Europe. The COVID-19 
pandemic has provided China with opportu-
nities to improve its image in various countries 
through exporting medical supplies, in what has 
been dubbed “mask diplomacy” (Hutt, 2020).

A major concern for military integration is the 
16+1 format where Central and Eastern Euro-
pean states starved for outside investment all 
hope to curry China’s favour. A major fear is 
that this could be a trojan horse for Europe and 

could undermine efforts across the spectrum, 
including defence integration (The Diplomat, 
2019). However, in light of increasing calls for 
disinvesting in China, one unlikely member 
state is calling for it to replace China in criti-
cal economic sectors. 

The Vice Prime Minister of Bulgaria, Tomislav 
Donchev, has called for his country and other 
Eastern European nations to replace China in 
critical sectors (Euractiv; 2020). He points out 
that Bulgaria, unlike many other European 
nations, has retained its capacity for key industries 
such as textiles and electronics amongst others 
(Ibid). The idea is that it would promote Euro-
pean solidarity, and such moves would increase 
the self-reliance of Europe in future worse case 
scenarios. Likewise, it will have to balance the 
fact that the US is not only its largest trad-
ing partner but a guarantor of its continental 
security. Even so, it should not kowtow to the 
whims of either country (Cyber Scoop; 2020).

It should be made clear that the EU seeks to 
maintain good relations, cooperation, and inter-
national trade with China. Concurrently, Brus-
sels must be unequivocal that it still seeks to 
maintain the transatlantic alliance and NATO 
as the key lynchpin to European security. This 
is why that European solidarity is the only way 
to move forward in forming a consistent strat-
egy on relations with China and advocating for 
the promotion of a rules-based order in partner-
ship with the US and other liberal democracies.

The lack of a proper European 
response towards China

Facing China’s role as a potential military 
threat, Europe seems to be squeezed between 
the absence of a common European answer 
and an increasingly unreliable United States. 
As we have seen earlier, China is developing an 
increased interest in the Arctic and has already 
participated in exercises in the Baltic Region, 
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raising the question if European armed forces 
would be ready for any conventional threat 
originating from China. Moreover, China is 
progressively becoming a leader in the Arti-
ficial Intelligence sector, while reinforcing its 
cyber warfare capabilities; these issues also pose 
a threat to Europe. Nevertheless, Europe still 
heavily relies on NATO for its security and 
defence, thus pushing the old continent to back 
up US military and economic stances towards 
China. For example, according to current US 
Secretary of Defense Mark. T Esper, the Belt 
and Road Initiative is using overseas invest-
ments to force other nations into making sub-
optimal security decisions (US Department of 
Defense ; 2020). This has wide-ranging impli-
cations for the US and its allies in areas such 
as data security and military interoperability. 
Another example is China's telecommunica-
tion firm Huawei, which has developed and 
is exporting 5G networks that could render 
the US partners' critical systems vulnerable 
to disruption, manipulation and espionage. It 
is because of this risk assessment made by the 
US that most of European countries have ruled 
out the option of adopting 5G on their terri-
tories in 2018. Thus, in August 2019, during 
a visit to Australia, NATO Secretary-General 
Jens Stoltenberg declared that, while there were 
many reasons for the alliance to be in conver-
sation with its Asian partners, there was a spe-
cific “need to assess the security consequences for 
all of us of the rising military power of China.” 
(The Hill; 2019). He added that this was not 
about NATO expanding its military presence 
in Asia, but rather about dealing with the fact 
that China was “coming closer” to Europe.

In the Asia-Pacific region, it is mainly the United 
States that seeks to deter China. In Europe, 
one possibility is for NATO to take a stronger 
role in ensuring security through the crea-
tion of a NATO-China Council, similar to the 
NATO-Russia Council (see Pavel & Brzezin-
ski, 2019). According to its proponents, such 
an organ would align the NATO Allies in a 

dialogue with China, potentially strengthen-
ing stability in Europe and beyond (ibid.).

Beyond the role that NATO could play in pro-
tecting Europe against a potential Chinese mil-
itary threat, it seems vital for European states 
to try to find a common answer, as the US’s 
positions appear to be more and more volatile 
in the conduct of its foreign policy. As already 
stated before, Chinese companies are looking 
to expand their market access in Europe, also 
trying, by hook or crook, to acquire European 
technology assets and valuable dual-use tech-
nologies. Furthermore, by investing in smaller 
and weaker economies of Eastern Europe, the 
Mediterranean, and the Balkans, Beijing gains 
political and diplomatic leverage that com-
plicates the ability of the European Union to 
develop a working consensus among its mem-
bers. This lack of unity could thus play in favour 
of China when it comes to developing its mil-
itary capabilities. However, Europe does not 
appear to be completely resourceless in front 
of China’s influence. Indeed, in 2019, Brus-
sels established a framework for sharing infor-
mation about foreign investments thought to 
be problematic with respect to national secu-
rity or strategic European interests (The Hill; 
2019). Although a useful first step, the Euro-
pean Union mechanism is not binding on indi-
vidual member states, and only half of member 
states have a national entity intended to review 
such investments.

Various foreign policy initiatives by the EU 
address Chinese influence and leverage in 
the field of defence. The EU-China strategic 
partnership was established in 2003 and was 
upgraded in 2010 to include foreign affairs, 
security matters and global challenges such 
as climate change and global economic gov-
ernance (Kirchner, 2016). However, the dia-
logue existing between the EU and China on 
defence and security issues exists since the mid-
1990s. This dialogue has been important given 
the increasing volume of trade and investment 
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between the EU and China; China’s grappling 
with its domestic political developments; and 
the EU’s desire to promote its values in its rela-
tionship with China. Meanwhile, this dialogue 
has seemed useful for China, given that Euro-
pean defence integration might have a strong 
impact on China’s security and defence agenda 
(Scott, 2018). For example, the development 
of the EU Global Strategy (EUGS) and the 
Permanent Structured Cooperation (PESCO) 
could impact Chinese foreign policy ambi-
tions, as they could be perceived as an “insur-
ance policy” for Europeans against the United 
States abandoning the continent.

As a consequence, Europe needs to take a 
stronger stance towards China’s potential mili-
tary threat, by finding a common voice and con-
tinuing to advance programs such as PESCO, 
to ensure the security of the continent by itself. 
However, it also still needs to collaborate with 
the United States and to follow NATO rec-
ommendations. Indeed, today, both the US 
and Europe are impacted by the fierce com-
petition China is waging in the fields of the 

fifth-generation wireless technology (5G), AI 
and web-based services. Differences in regu-
lation will be a sticking point in transatlantic 
relations. However, there is no need for the 
United States and the European Union to be 
perfectly aligned; the best solution would be 
for both sides to push for global regulations 
in these edge-cutting fields, to avoid China or 
others filling the void. In the long run, the secu-
rity of the European continent could depend 
upon the success of such implemented inter-
national regulations.
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IS CHINA THE NEXT GLOBAL HEGEMONIC POWER?

A Looming Cold War?

The relationship between the United States 
and China has been conflictual, and tensions 
may be expected to increase if China contin-
ues challenging the American-led world order. 
This tension represents ideological competition 
between a communist authoritarian state and 
a liberal democracy. In this context, Europe 
would side with the United States. Still, it is 
unclear to what extent Europe will be united, 
and to what extent its deteriorating relation-
ship with Washington affects coordination in 
any future China strategy.

Increasingly it seems that Brussels and other 
European capitals are more willing to be vocal 
about the threats China poses to the continent 
and globally. Brussels, Berlin, Paris, London, the 
Scandinavian pairing, and others have all raised 
their misgivings about both China’s cover-up 
of the initial outbreak, but also their attempts 
to capitalise on propaganda efforts to change 
the narrative of the outbreak (New York Times; 
2020). This has caused a rebuke from China, 
and before the release of a scathing EU report, 
it softened its language, to appease CCP offi-
cials who threatened economic consequences 
(New York Times; 2020). 

This shows, however, that despite growing con-
cerns that member states lack unity or the will 
to collectively stand up against China to the 
necessary extent. Before the onslaught of Covid-
19 conventional wisdom was that Europe was 
already heading in the direction of reassessing 
its tithes with China. Still, that growing disu-
nity in the transatlantic relationship and even 
within the EU made Brussels more reluctant 
to take stronger stances. Herein lies one of the 
most important elements in creating a strategy 
in how to counter China’s malign activities, but 
maintaining good relations to the best extent 
possible. Forming a cohesive strategy with the 

US, Canada, and other liberal democracies is 
vital in drawing the red lines for Beijing. 

Not only the question of how to do that, but 
how to mend deteriorating relations with the 
US remains elusive. Tensions between the US 
and Europe will likely remain present for the 
foreseeable future, but it remains to be seen if 
relations can be mended to the extent needed. 
This leaves Europe in a vicarious position of 
an increasingly disengaged partner in America, 
and an increasingly assertive China in global 
affairs. It also means European policymakers 
must prepare for a scenario where this trend 
continues and forces them to reconsider dec-
ades-old policy stances and common interests. 

It begs the question of what should Europe do 
if it is inevitable a Cold War does come? In the 
scenario where relations are mended, and a com-
mons strategy is formed, it is pretty straight for-
ward and ideal. However, if the current trajec-
tory continues, then Europe must find its way 
in balancing relations between the two hegem-
ons and increasing its own internal and external 
capabilities to respond to any given crises that 
may come. In terms of European defence, it will 
come down to the willingness of EU member 
states to set aside personal policy differences to 
form a cohesive strategy for military integration. 

More immediately, the much bigger threat for 
the EU is Russia, and under current defence 
architecture, the US is an insensible part of 
ensuring the continent’s security. As former 
Lithuanian President Dalia Grybauskaite said 
in 2016: “The United States has been the guar-
antor of peace since the Second World War and 
we expect that to remain. (CBC; 2016).” This is 
not likely to change any time soon. Still, given 
the fast-changing pace of geopolitics, this is why 
initiatives like Permanent Structured Coopera-
tion (PESCO) and others are so vital to Euro-
pean interests. 
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It’s less about tensions with DC (even though 
it’s a major issue for lots of reasons) and more 
about the ability to adapt to these changing envi-
ronments. Concurrently, a stronger Europe also 
means a stronger ally to bolster NATO’s defences 
in such an unpredictable world. It also means 
that if need be, they can prioritise their inter-
ests with regards to the US, China, Russia, or 
other major global actors. In essence, gradually 
reducing dependency on the US for security is 
a good thing, and gives Brussels the flexibility it 
needs in formulating policies that are first and 
foremost for the benefit of Europe. It will also 
provide policymakers with the ability to form 
clearer stances on how to deal with the emer-
gence and rise of China as a global hegemon. 

In that regard if the Cold War is to come, then 
Europe can hold fast to its values of liberal 
democracies and promotion of human rights 
with or without the United States. It will also 
have the ability to couple its immense soft power 
with credible hard power to serve as a deterrent 
against would-be aggressors. This is one area 
where there is a fundamental difference with 
China in that it doesn’t have any soft power. 
Instead, it was lots of investments through the 
Belt and Road Initiatives that focus on lease 
developed and developing countries starved for 
investment (Financial Review; 2019). Imme-
diately this is one-way Europe can leverage its 
immense soft power to counter China’s likely 
nefarious intentions.

Concurrently, though, they must figure out 
how to deal with member states taking part in 
the initiative, namely Italy and Greece, but also 
potentially Eastern European members. Instead 
of resorting to knee-jerk reactions, there should 
be a more explicit stance on what countries stand 
to gain and what they and the EU may stand 
to lose. By doing so, it will not wholly alienate 
Chinese trade and investment, which is vital for 
the foreseeable future at least to some extent. 
Still, this should not give Beijing (or Russia 
for that matter) carte blanche to strong-arm 

the continent into submission. Quite the con-
trary, this is why Europe must leverage its soft 
power and build its hard power. 

A recent European Council on Foreign Rela-
tions (ECFR) report lays out many of the plau-
sible scenarios that may happen with the future 
of Sino-European relations, in which it focuses 
on the potential decoupling of the respective 
economies (ECFR; 2020). If a new kind of 
Cold War is to come, then this will be crucial in 
ensuring vital supply chains cannot be leveraged 
for political gain. This would mean it would be 
critical for Europe to find ways to ensure that 
its supply chains that affect any kind of defence 
production were not dependent especially on 
China. However, this will be much easier said 
than done simply because of both potential 
competition from the US and Japan and the 
lack of potential alternatives (ECFR; 2020). 
Still striking that balance of reducing depend-
ence and still finding ways to leave trade and 
investment open for its second-biggest trading 
partner is a tedious task indeed. 

One area that might already indirectly speed 
up European interests is Chinese investment in 
the Balkans region. Balkans Insight, a leading 
regional policy outlet, contends that it is speed-
ing up EU integration by default, mainly because 
of concerns from Brussels (Balkans Insight; 
2020). This would give China even less lever-
age if it did speed up integration, and more say 
from the bloc on how relations with China are 
dealt with. There’s no doubt that Europe’s alli-
ance with North America will directly impact 
it, but it’s also clear that both continents cannot 
just shut China entirely out. Nor can it entirely 
stop Beijing’s rise as a global player. 

This is why it is crucial for the US, Europe, 
and even other liberal democracies to cooper-
ate as much as possible in moving forward in 
a post-COVID-19 pandemic, and if an inev-
itable Cold War is in our midst. But it's also 
clear why Europe must protect its interests, 
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find solidarity, and be one the poles of influ-
ence in an increasingly multipolar world order. 

Is COVID-19 a game-changer in great 
power politics?

The Covid-19 pandemic has emerged as a mas-
sive shock that calls to mind 9/11 or the 2008 
financial crisis, producing a kaleidoscope of effects 
in every domain of our society – government, 
economy, healthcare, lifestyles and power pol-
itics too. The discussion in global think tanks 
rages about what type of post-COVID world 
come out to be: more or less polarised? Will 
China be the next hegemon? Will the transat-
lantic relations be affected negatively? For sure, 
COVID has acted as an “accelerator” (Moïsi, 
2020) of phenomena that were already shap-
ing our new world.

A shift in the centre of gravity of the 
balance of powers

As the global system is amid realignment and 
the US ability to shape global politics declines, 
other powers are emerging and re-emerging. The 
unipolar international system of the post-Cold 
War order is gradually collapsing in the “rim-
land peripheries” after the rise of a decentered, 

multi-powered world that provides regional 
powers with greater scope for local and regional 
approaches (Stuenkel, 2016). Covid-19 has 
tested the global standing of the “Russia-In-
dia-China'' format that seemed to develop a 
concise response cooperating with WHO and 
providing humanitarian aid in emerging coun-
tries, thus portraying a nuanced picture of the 
BRICS involvement in building a multipolar 
and post-Western world order. Global concerns 
about a “neo-imperialist” Russia, assertive in 
Eastern Europe, are secondary compared to 
the ones due to the Asian countries’ economic 
might – that includes market size and manu-
facturing base – which altered the economic 
and the political balance of power throughout 
the world, turning them rapidly from emerging 
economies into drivers of global change. In par-
ticular, the pandemic appears to offer an illus-
tration of the Chinese slippage into the role of 

the significant actor in the inter-
national arena. As Kurt Campbell 
and Rush Doshi argued in For-
eign Affairs, there are possibili-
ties that China will take advan-
tage of the faltering US in the 
pandemic response to position 
itself as the incipient global leader 
(Campbell and Doshi, 2020). If 
this will be the case, scholars of IR 
share concerns that a revisionist 
China would, shortly, drive the 
US-China rivalry into a “Thucy-
dides Trap'' (Allison, 2017), with 
China looking for supplanting the 
US as the dominant state in East 
Asia and beyond, and the declin-

ing US attempts to arrest China’s growth. The 
“War of Words'' over responsibilities for Covid-
19 has recently exacerbated their antagonism, 
over-politicising the actions of their rival (Jing 
Yu, 2020). As the virus was first detected in the 
city of Wuhan, China had to deal with mount-
ing international criticisms and Trump admin-
istration seized the opportunity to overtly com-
plain against China’s misinformation about the 
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severity of the outbreak which was delayed by 
at least five weeks measures that would halt the 
spread of the virus.

Nevertheless, what was meant to be a “Chinese 
Chernobyl” turned to be almost a victory by 
early March (Campbell and Doshi, 2020) when 
the epicentre of the virus shifted to the West-
ern countries and China found itself uniquely 
positioned for a global soft power grab with 
its “mask diplomacy” supply of medical equip-
ment. Setting a narrative of the country that 
has successfully combated the virus and is ready 
to help the world, China has flexed its muscles 
in getting strategic advantage from the crisis in 
countries where it already was making progress 
on Belt and Road and on its propaganda. Its 
discourse based on the difficulties that West-
ern countries were experiencing in managing 
the health crisis, worsened bilateral quarrels 
that comes amid previous areas of confronta-
tion: the unfinished business of the trade war, 
the disputes about the Western Pacific and the 
confrontational streak over technological domi-
nance which is going to become an essential pre-
requisite of power in our new world, including 
in the military realm (Ortega, 2020). If Russia 
is still a source of concern, due to its nuclear 
capability, China is perceived as a more alarm-
ing rising power, and the Sino-US game in the 
international chessboard gains the priority to 
be analysed.

In the context of a confrontational multipo-
lar world, Covid-19 appears to act as a turn-
ing point in revising major powers relations, 
as it was after the Suez debacle that signed the 
end of the United Kingdom’s reign as a global 
power. Today the coronavirus pandemic could 
mark another “Suez moment” for US global 
power (Campbell and Doshi, 2020). As China 
controls much more relative power than ever 
before, it is expected to claim a more signifi-
cant role in world politics – proportionate with 
its size and economy. Indeed, Chinese mete-
oric rise shifts the regional balance of power 

in China’s favour. Nevertheless, while aiming 
at widening and deepening its global search 
for energy and resources, as well as expanding 
its investment, market and political influence, 
China could be simply both unprepared and 
unwilling to bear the burden of an activist for-
eign policy that lead to global hegemony, as it 
remains consumed by domestic priorities and 
development concerns (Nye Jr, 2020). 

Despite alarms about a predatory China and 
even considering its assertiveness proved during 
this further millennium crisis, China’s leader-
ship is still regional, and its actions should be 
observed in the framework of its geostrategic 
context. China is situated on the eastern third 
of the Eurasian landmass, between Russia and 
the Indian subcontinent. Its coastline surrounds 
the Yellow, East and South China Seas and, as 
a huge country, it presents a geographic split 
between the fertile eastern lowlands and the 
arid and scarcely populated highlands. Since 
threats to territorial integrity came firstly by 
borderlands, China has historically tried to push 
them outwards and to integrate the highlands 
as strategic “buffer zones” forming a shield for 
the core. Thus, historically, for security rea-
sons, China would control the “buffer regions” 
(Friedman, 2016). Maintaining control of these 
regions requires a united and robust core that was 
threatened, in turn, by the everlasting internal 
divisions. Chinese history is defined by cycles of 
unity and fragmentation, from periods when a 
strong core captures and holds the surrounding 
buffers to those when a weak core breaks into 
its constituent parts, loses internal coherence 
and cedes control of the borderlands.

Today, the struggle for the “buffer spaces' 'has 
been updated with a new maritime dimen-
sion since Chinese growing international 
trade and rising reliance on overseas resources. 
Thus, what Beijing is pursuing is a kind of 
“Monroe doctrine” for Asia, a regional exclu-
sion doctrine aimed at pushing the United 
States out of the Asia-Pacific, very similar to 
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the nineteenth-century US policy in the West-
ern Hemisphere against European great powers 
(Jackson, 2016).

The tensions between China and the United 
States are strengthened by conflicting inter-
ests in East Asia, and China’s difficult rela-
tions with some traditional US allies such as 
(Shifrinson, 2018: 178). In the past decade, 
China has been active in various territorial dis-
putes in the South and East China Seas. Still, 
it has also extended its influence in Africa and 
Central Asia (Shifrinson, 2018: 189). At the 
same time, China is surrounded by potential 
adversaries. It has land borders with Russia and 
India, with which it has had conflicts in the 
past; meanwhile, Japan, South Korea and Aus-
tralia have traditionally had good relations with 
the United States, and countries like Vietnam 
and Malaysia have at times been uneasy about 
growing Chinese power in the region (Shifrin-
son, 2018). In this context, a ‘Monroe doctrine’ 
would entail controlling the area inside the 
“first island chain” off of the East Asian coast, 
intercepting American access to the East China 
Sea, South China Sea and the Yellow Sea, cut-
ting off the US Navy from Korea or Taiwan if 
necessary. Alternatively, pushing the Chinese 
sphere of control to the “second island chain” 
would also close off connections to Japan and 
the Philippines. Mearsheimer (2014: 4) argues 
that this Chinese strategy would shift the US 
attention to its neighbourhood. Therefore, 
China’s increasing presence in Latin America 
may be interpreted as a part of the same strat-
egy, limiting American mobility in the geo-
political arena. 

China’s strengthening global presence is con-
nected to its need for raw materials and expand-
ing its markets. As the world’s biggest provider 
of industrial products, China relies heavily on 
foreign markets to fill its energy and resource 
demand (Zou Lei, 2018). For example, the Belt 
and Road Initiative, which runs from Southeast 
Asia through South Asia to the Mediterranean, 

protects Chinese trade routes, as well as strength-
ening China’s partnerships with participat-
ing countries (Glosserman & Marantidou, 
2015: 2). China has also sought to enhance 
its cooperation with Middle Eastern countries 
which are crucial for China’s energy imports 
(Nye Jr., 2020), as well as African and Central 
Asian countries. Meanwhile, in the past two 
decades, China has invested in various infra-
structural projects in Tibet related to manag-
ing the water supply, including dams and water 
diversion projects (Albert, 2016). The Him-
alayan rivers are a significant source of water 
for neighbouring countries such as India and 
Bangladesh, and with the anticipated short-
age of water in the future, control over these 
water sources will be of growing geopolitical 
importance (ibid.).

As a result, security reasons behind the regional 
hegemonic position searched by Beijing stand 
upon the purpose to solve territorial disputes 
on China’s terms through military prowess. 
In other words, the main reason why China 
needs to become a regional power is the need 
to dominate its regional rivals. Territorial dis-
putes, on the other hand, make China nei-
ther equipped nor ready to step up to global 
leadership in a “Suez moment”, even at this 
time of international crisis and even if the US 
retreats further from the world stage. Achiev-
ing superpower status depends on a nation’s 
mission and vision being embraced by the 
rest of the world, universally accepted (Ho 
Chun, 2016). At present, China’s ideology 
and illiberal political order hardly represent 
an attractive model for the largest part of the 
world, despite its flourishing economy and 
although China has started to acquire soft 
power through offering unconditional loans, 
increasing its investments (ibid.) and acting 
as the benign country leading the medical 
supply exports during a global health crisis. 
Still, China seems not to match the legitimacy 
requirement that the world would recognise 
as a global hegemon.
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On the contrary, what Doshi and Campbell 
have seen as a “victory” in Chinese efforts to 
restore its soft power after the initial disas-
trously late reaction to the outbreak of the 
virus, is meant to alter its international rep-
utation much longer. Moreover, the attempts 
to hide the severity of the disease caused a lot 
of anger also internally (Biscop, 2020). Such 
blatant disregard for people’s lives brings back 
bad memories of the worst excesses of Mao’s 
rule (ibid.). The crisis strengthens opposition 
to Xi Jinping within the Chinese Communist 
Party, which might have consequences for the 
succession (ibid.).   

As well as China, the USA will not come out 
as the winning party. The US has proved strik-
ingly absent from the international scene. By 
not taking the crisis seriously, Trump has lost 
the opportunity for the USA to play any role in 
international solidarity and coordination (ibid.). 

Besides, the economic damage has been mas-
sive for both of them. The US and Chinese 
economies have been hit hard, as have those 
of the United States’ European and East 
Asian allies. Before the crisis, China’s econ-
omy had grown to two-thirds the size of the 
United States’ (measured at exchange rates), 
but China entered the crisis with a slowing 
growth rate and declining exports (Nye Jr, 
2020). Beijing has also been investing heav-
ily in military power, but remains far behind 
the United States and may slow down its mil-
itary investments in a more adverse budget-
ary climate (ibid.). Among other things that 
the crisis has exposed is China’s need for sig-
nificant expenditures on its inadequate health 
care system (ibid.).

Despite the best efforts by Beijing and Wash-
ington engaged in vigorous propaganda, China 
and the United States are both likely to emerge 
from this crisis significantly diminished. Nei-
ther a new “Pax Sinica” nor a renewed “Pax 
Americana” will rise from the ruins. Rather, 

both powers will be weakened, at home and 
abroad. And the result will be a continued slow 
but steady drift toward international anarchy 
across everything from international security to 
trade to pandemic management (Rudd, 2020). 
This brings us to our second point.

The weakness of global governance

The COVID-19 pandemic emerged in a con-
text of governance fragmentation and incipient 
inequality. The multilateral attempts to coordi-
nate a global response to a transnational threat 
encountered obstacles in political polarisation 
and geopolitical competition. The global com-
petition between US and China (and Russia to 
a lesser extent) prevented the major multilat-
eral forums from coordinating action planning 
against the common threat which knows no 
borders. The US slow but evident decline led 
to the lack of the intellectual driver that crafted 
the multilateral rules-based system that governs 
our world (Bernes et al., 2020). In searching to 
adapt to this new world, the US shifted from 
being the global leader to becoming almost an 
impediment to multilateral cooperation (ibid.). 
As a result, international institutions falter to 
provide an effective and coordinated pandemic 
response. The American withdrawal and the dis-
cord among major powers undercut international 
efforts within the World Health Organization, 
the Group of Twenty, the United Nations, and 
other major multilateral settings. The WHO 
is not playing the central role it should in the 
Covid-19 crisis. It was informed too late by 
China, to the detriment of other states' ability 
to react, and having to comply with Chinese 
injunctions before declaring a state of a pan-
demic. WHO gives the sense that it is echoing 
a “Chinese line” on the fight against the virus 
(Duclos, 2020).

COVID management shows that creating world-
wide international consensus on global issues 
will be a difficult task in a multipolar world, 
due to the lack of a common understanding 
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on a number of international challenges, as 
well as for the fundamental perception of its 
role in a multipolar world: major great powers 
may have different views of multilateralism 
itself and take different shades of responsibil-
ities (Zhongping, 2009). The discords among 
major powers and the lack of global leadership 
will obstacle collective action across a range of 
global challenges.

The post-Cold War ‘unipolar’ turned ‘multipo-
lar’ sees the West no longer able to tackle global 
issues on its own, as well as it can deal alone 
with regional crises. In particular, for the EU, 
the strategic vision of Brazil, Russia, India, and 
China (BRICs countries) shows that the best 
policy mindset is not to try to become a normal 
hard-power player but, to survive and to influ-
ence the outcome of the international order, it 
must succeed in giving a multilateral dimen-
sion to the current multipolarity. 

To sum it up, the world to come is no more 
nor less pacific than the previous one character-
ised by US undisputed global leadership. What 
we are assisting nowadays is a world shaped by 
internally hierarchical spheres of influence with 
a regionally dominating State. That is leading 
to a jeopardised world governance in which the 
strengthening of defensive regionalism and eco-
nomic nationalism is supporting demands for 
tighter economic protectionism and military 
security (Telò, 2014). Anyway, there are several 
forms of a multipolar world, the most fashioned 
on which suggested the balance between vari-
ous spheres of influence as a basis for a stable 
world government. Nevertheless, the classical 
theories that emphasise the dimension of power 
politics or the possibility of a world of bargain-
ing blocs should take into account the complex 
interdependence of our new world as well as the 
development of transnational relations. Admit-
tedly, it will not be a kind of militarised 1930-
style society. Still, the new multipolar balance 
of power will have to cope with the historical 
transformations of the last decades at global, 

regional-domestic and transnational levels. In 
this context of increasing multipolarity, Europe 
for its democratic legacy and experience in bal-
ancing power should play a prominent role in 
defining the norms and rules that would pre-
vent a future clash for competing for unilateral 
leadership: what will threaten us more.
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CONCLUSION

China has made rapid progress with many mili-
tary technologies in the past decade, surpassing 
European armed forces in several fields, such 
as drones, stealth aircraft and hypersonic mis-
siles. These technological developments, paired 
with the geopolitical ambitions of Xi Jinping, 
can cause a military threat in the Pacific, but 
not so much in Europe. The challenges that 
China poses to Europe are rather economical 
and political. As we saw, at least in an armed 
conflict, especially on the ground, Russia would 
be a more likely and dangerous opponent than 
China for several reasons, such as geopolitical 
tensions, geographic proximity, a large fleet of 
armoured vehicles, and recent development in 
tactical cutting-edge technologies like hyper-
sonic missiles or advanced tanks.

The difficulty with China will mainly be its desire 
to see a more compliant Europe on increasing 
its influence and geopolitical ambitions on the 
continent. Secondly, the fact that most EU 

members are in NATO will also be problematic 
because of the organisation’s historically close 
relationship with the US. It is doubtful that 
China will be as aggressive as Russia in divid-
ing Europe, but it will continue to fill vacu-
ums where it can, and strive to push its narra-
tive in European capitals. Lastly, it will seek to 
pull Europe away from the United States, quite 
possibly in tandem with Russia, to quell voices 
on its numerous human rights abuses and per-
haps its more nefarious intentions. 

Still yet, China knows it has to keep a delicate 
balance in order not to draw the ire of Europe 
and push it back into the US’s corner in a time 
where relations have been at their worst per-
haps ever. Because of this, expect China to con-
tinue to push its narratives and try to increase 
its influence in Europe, but still staying clear 
of anything that could create a united geo-
political front with the US and other liberal 
democracies. 
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Created in 1953, the Finabel committee is the oldest military organisation for cooperation between 
European Armies: it was conceived as a forum for reflections, exchange studies, and proposals 
on common interest topics for the future of its members. Finabel, the only organisation at this 
level, strives at:

• Promoting interoperability and cooperation of armies, while seeking to bring together 
concepts, doctrines and procedures;

• Contributing to a common European understanding of land defence issues. Finabel focuses 
on doctrines, trainings, and the joint environment.

Finabel aims to be a multinational-, independent-, and apolitical actor for the European Armies 
of the EU Member States. The Finabel informal forum is based on consensus and equality of 
member states. Finabel favours fruitful contact among member states’ officers and Chiefs of Staff 
in a spirit of open and mutual understanding via annual meetings.

Finabel contributes to reinforce interoperability among its member states in the framework of 
the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation (NATO), the EU, and ad hoc coalition; Finabel neither 
competes nor duplicates NATO or EU military structures but contributes to these organisations 
in its unique way. Initially focused on cooperation in armament’s programmes, Finabel quickly 
shifted to the harmonisation of land doctrines. Consequently, before hoping to reach a shared 
capability approach and common equipment, a shared vision of force-engagement on the terrain 
should be obtained.

In the current setting, Finabel allows its member states to form Expert Task Groups for situations 
that require short-term solutions. In addition, Finabel is also a think tank that elaborates on current 
events concerning the operations of the land forces and provides comments by creating “Food for 
Thought papers” to address the topics. Finabel studies and Food for Thoughts are recommendations 
freely applied by its member, whose aim is to facilitate interoperability and improve the daily tasks 
of preparation, training, exercises, and engagement.
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