SADF COMMENT
30 September 2019
Issue n® 153

ISSN 2406-5617

Dr Siegfried O. Wolf is the Director of
Research at  SADF  (Coordinator:
Democracy Research Programme); he was
educated at the Institute of Political Science
(IPW) and South Asia Institute (SAI), both
Heidelberg University. Additionally he is
member (affiliated researcher) of the SAIl as
well as a former research fellow at IPW and
Centre de Sciences Humaines (New Delhi,
India).

The column
On _the Asian Century, Pax Sinica &
Beyond

monitors and assesses the Chinese Belt and
Road Initiative (BRI) and the emerging
alternative  models for international
development. It aims to capture unfolding
power shifts both towards Asia in a world
scene and within Asia as a regional block. It
also attempts to assess potential future
trajectories of the global order and the
development-democracy nexus.

South
Asia
Democratic
Forum

Avenue des Arts 19

1210 Brussels
info@sadf.eu

www.sadf.eu

On the Asian Century, Pax Sinica & Beyond

The new  EU-Japan Connectivity
Partnership: Building a sustainable, liberal,
rule-based alternative to the BRI

Dr Siegfried O. Wolf

On Friday, 27 September 2019, the European Union (EU) and Japan
signed a holistic partnership in the form of a 10-point accord promoting
investment projects characterised by rules-based and sustainable
principles (Valero, 2019). The agreement, known as ‘The Partnership
on Sustainable Connectivity and Quality Infrastructure between the
European Union and Japan’, was presented to other Asian partners on
the same day during the EU Connectivity Forum?, the first platform of
its kind and a significant step to implement Brussels’ new EU-Asia
Connectivity Strategy (European Commission (EC), 2018).

Brussels and Tokyo agreed ‘to work together to promote openness,
transparency, inclusiveness and a level playing field for those
concerned, including investors and businesses in connectivity’
(European External Action Service (EEAS), 2019). The EU and Japan
thus
discriminatory and predictable regional and international trade and

intend ‘to promote free, open, rules-based, fair, non-
investment, transparent procurement practices, the ensuring of debt
sustainability and high standards of economic, fiscal, financial, social
and environmental sustainability’ (EEAS, 2019). The deal will cover
all dimensions of connectivity - including digital, transport-related,
energy and people-to-people exchanges; it also considers other crucial
aspects such as environmental awareness and protections or quality
infrastructure (Valero, 2019). From a geographical perspective, the
deepening of this comprehensive collaboration is not limited to a

specific area.

1 For more information on the EU-Asia Connectivity Forum, see: https://ec.europa.eu/epsc/events/eu-asia-
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Instead it is open and inclusive, ambitioning to cover all territories ‘from the Indo-Pacific to the
Western Balkans and Africa’ (Emmott, 2019). In order to operationalise this new component of the
‘EU-Asia connectivity’, the plan is set to be backed by a combination of EU guarantee funds,
development banks and private investors amounting 60 billion Euro ($65.48 billion; Emmott, 2019).
One must see this EU-Japan partnership not only in the context of the above-mentioned EU-Asia
connectivity strategy but also in line with the EU’s strategy on India, launched in 2018 (EEAS,
2018).2

However, even if China is not explicitly mentioned in the document, it is obvious not only that the
EU-Japan agreement constitutes a milestone in Brussels’ efforts to step up its engagement with Asia
but also that the EU is finally willing to counter the risks posed by China’s rapidly developing and
assertive Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). The BRI has been endorsed by around 160 countries and
international organisations, including over half the EU’s 28 member states. It has however faced
criticism for being opaque, falling short on environmental, labour rights and human rights standards,
and leaving some participant countries heavily indebted and confronted with rapidly growing
domestic protest movements against Chinese projects and practices.

Moreover, the way BRI projects are being negotiated and implemented - namely Beijing’s preference
for bilateral negotiations combined with a tremendous lack of transparency (and subsequent
insufficient accountability) and exclusion of local stakeholders - constitute a severe threat to effective
multi-lateralism and to the achievement of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). It also
particularly threatens EU’s political cohesiveness and own infrastructure development plans. China
spends tremendous efforts in public diplomacy activities and influence operations intended to defend
its approach and undermine both critics and anti-Chinese sentiments in BRI host countries.
Furthermore, it is also apparent that the EU bureaucracy is starting to understand that Chinese
development projects are not just economically driven endeavours. Instead the BRI must be
understood as a geopolitical strategy intended to improve China’s international leverage and
ultimately establish Beijing as the hegemonic power in Asia and much beyond. Besides all these
strategic and security-orientated considerations, there are indications that EU decision-makers are

2 The new EU strategy on India marks another step towards a closer security cooperation between Brussels and New
Delhi. Both powers entered a strategic partnership in 2004, agreed on a Joint Action Plan in 2005 and on an advanced
security cooperation in 2016, and held several counter-terrorism dialogues. The ‘EU’s India Strategy’ focuses on
countering terrorism and radicalisation, cyber security and hybrid threats, maritime security and security sea lines of
communication, peace-keeping, and military-to-military relations, crisis-management - areas of security cooperation
seem much promising (EEAS, 2018).
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also beginning to realise and warn European entrepreneurs that China not only aims to establish itself
as the world leader in the development and manufacturing of advanced technological products but
also drive European (and US companies) out of the market, especially in Africa and Central Asia.
Brussels is increasingly aware of the urgent need to respond to Beijing’s efforts to build-up new and
undermine existing international institutions intended to reshape the current rule-based international
order and make it more conducive to Chinese national interests. It goes without saying that such
trends will have tremendous negative impacts for European economic and strategic interests.

After launching the EU-Asia connectivity strategy and the EU strategy on India, the signing of the
EU-Japan Connectivity partnership is another move to show the EU’s new willingness to take on a
more proactive role. However, despite the emerging risk perception among Brussels decision-makers,
significant elements are still convinced that they are able to strike a balanced economic relationship
with China and who continue to believe that a ‘change-through-trade’ (Economist, 2018) towards
more democratic political reforms in China is possible. That this constitutes wishful thinking is
revealed by the deteriorating human rights situation and truncation of political rights and freedoms
among the Chinese citizenry. Moreover, the Chinese leadership keeps its domestic markets highly
protected (Beijing’s calls for international free trade and open economies obviously does not include
itself), ignores intellectual property rights of western companies and rapidly extends its leverage in
Europe. It must be understood that China not only exports its development model via the BRI but
also its autocratic political patterns and behaviour. These clearly counter western understandings of
liberal democracy and will not only challenge democratic processes in Europe but also undermine
our decades-long efforts to promote democracy worldwide.

To sum up by using the words of Japan’s Prime Minister Shinzo Abe describing the EU and its own
country as the ‘flag bearers of free trade’ and ‘guardians of universal values’ (Valero, 2019), it is
clear that Brussels must learn to ‘walk the talk’ and stick to its own democratic rules and values. For
example, countries such as Pakistan still enjoy certain policy benefits like Generalised Scheme of
Preferences (GSP+)3 granted by the European Commission despite the fact that Islamabad violates
all its agreed commitments (Wolf, 2019) - thus Brussels must spend much more effort in striving to
meet its own democratic demands. More concretely, the fact that Pakistan appears as the main sponsor
of cross-border terrorism - leading to Jihadist attacks in both India and Afghanistan - (Wolf, 2017),

suppresses any kind of political opposition and civil society organisations on its soil and in areas

3 For more information on GSP+, please see https://ec.europa.eu/trade/policy/countries-and-
regions/development/generalised-scheme-of-preferences/.
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under its administration (disputed territories, namely Gilgit-Baltistan and so called ‘Azad Kashmir’),
yet is still able to enjoy from EU benefits, truncates Europe’s democratic normative foundation and
leads European foreign policy ad absurdum (Wolf, 2019).

Nevertheless, the EU-Japan connectivity opens a new dimension in infrastructure development in
Eurasia and Africa. This is doubtless a crucial policy step in the right direction, meaning towards
sustainability and a real win-win situation for all participating countries (thus freed from patron-client
dependencies on Beijing and from becoming a Chinese ‘satellite state)’. If effectively implemented,
the new cooperation between Brussels and Tokyo could not only help address the connectivity gaps
in many world regions but also offer an economically sustainable alternative to the Chinese model of

development which serves predominantly Beijing’s short-term economic benefits and strategic gains.
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