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Abstract  

 
On 12 December 2019, the European Institute for Asian Studies (EIAS) hosted a closed-door 

roundtable on the cooperation subjects included in the ‘EU-China High-Level People-to-People 

Dialogue’ (HPPD). The discussion took place on the occasion of a visiting delegation of East China 

Normal University and focused on People-to-People relations between the EU and China in the fields 

of education, culture and sports cooperation. At the start of the new European Commission and 

Commissioner Mariya Gabriel’s mandate on Innovation, Research, Culture, Education and Youth, 

and her first encounter with her Chinese counterpart at the HPPD level Sun Chunlan (孙春兰), a 

timely reflection of current and future EU-China People-to-People cooperation and human 

connectivity is in place.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

On 12 December 2019, the European Institute for Asian Studies (EIAS) hosted a closed-door 
roundtable on the subjects of cooperation included in the ‘EU-China High-Level People-to-People 
Dialogue’ (HPPD). The discussion took place on the occasion of a visiting delegation of East China 
Normal University and focused on People-to-People relations between the EU and China in the fields 
of education, culture and sports cooperation. EIAS Programme Director Ms Lin Goethals opened the 
discussion by providing an overview of the HPPD since its establishment in 2012. After the fourth 
round of the HPPD took place in November 2017 in Shanghai, the next round is scheduled to be 
held in Brussels in Spring 2020.  The most pertinent topics on the agenda will be student and 
researcher mobility, youth, culture, city-to-city relations, gender equality and sports collaboration. 
Particular attention will be given to the Beijing Winter Olympic Games of 2022. Nonetheless, Ms 
Goethals added that, despite the efforts made in these fields by both parties, much work continues 

to be done in order to reduce the existing trust deficit between both parties. Especially in times 
where China has been identified by the EU as a “systemic rival”, it is imperative to improve the 
knowledge and understanding of China in Europe, which remains to be limited. Besides this, the 
HPPD should broaden its scope as concerns the profile of its participants, allowing for the people-
to-people debate to leave the High-Level and top-down table. At the start of the new European 
Commission and Commissioner Mariya Gabriel’s mandate to reform the European landscape on 

Innovation, Research, Culture, Education and Youth, and her first encounter with her Chinese 

counterpart at the HPPD level Sun Chunlan (孙春兰), a timely reflection of current and future EU-

China People-to-People cooperation and human connectivity is in place.  

Following the opening remarks, the floor was given to Dr Zhang Shumei, Research Fellow at the 
East China Normal University in Shanghai. Her presentation focused on the meaning of cultural 
understanding in the context of the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). Dr Zhang emphasised how 
people-to-people (P2P) connections are a fundamental element in EU-China cooperation for at least 
two reasons. Firstly, mutual understanding is what is needed to cope with cultural differences. 
Secondly, it reduces language barriers, allowing more people to visit China and study Chinese. 
Cultural understanding and establishing a real connection are the most essential, also in how to 
explain China to foreigners. According to Dr Zhang, the understanding of China is best facilitated 
by learning Chinese and coming to understand the different connotations of the Chinese wordings 

and their translations to other languages, thereby moving towards speaking the same language. 
She pointed out how the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) shifted in terminology from a ‘strategy’ to 
an ‘initiative’ due to the different connotation of the word ‘strategy’ in Western languages in 
comparison to its Chinese meaning.  Another important aspect observed is that enhancing people-
to-people bonds facilitates - together with policy coordination - connectivity, unimpeded trade and 
financial integration, some of the main goals shaping the BRI. Indeed, BRI priorities include the 
building of multi-level human cooperation mechanisms and more cooperative platforms in 
education, culture, sports and healthcare. Hence, it is important for European counterparts to 
understand that the BRI is not all about geopolitics, but foremost a project to enhance cooperation 
within the participant countries. It is modelled on cultural and religious concepts inspiring Chinese 
society, which have their origins in Confucianism, Taoism and Buddhism, adopting a philosophy of 
action. In turn, these values have been translated in the BRI’s “Five Principles of Peaceful 
Coexistence”: mutual respect for each other’s sovereignty, mutual non-aggression, mutual non-

interference in each other’s affairs, equality and win-win cooperation.  

After Dr Zhang’s intervention, Bilateral Relations Officer of Brussels International (the Brussels 
Regional Public Service) Mr Daniël Verheyden was offered the floor, articulating the importance of 
local governments and agencies in the establishment of people-to-people relations. He stressed the 
relevance given to China by the Brussels Capital Region. Of the almost 30 bilateral cooperation 
agreements the Brussels Region has concluded overall, three are with Chinese entities: Beijing, 

Sichuan Province and Xi’an. In Chengdu, the Sichuan province capital, Brussels International signed 
agreements with Sichuan University, set up secondary education level collaboration in establishing 
schools teaching in English and in French, and boosted the promotion of cultural exchange and the 
setting up of football academies in the field of sports cooperation. At the same time, the partnership 
led to the opening of a school in Brussels where Chinese is used. The relevance of these institutes 
is crucial. Indeed, according to Mr Verheyden, people-to-people relations show their best outcomes 
when they connect young people and secondary school students, laying the groundwork for a more 
collaborative future. Furthermore, Mr Verheyden added that Brussels Capital Region’s collaboration 



 

with Chinese counterparts aims to promote a variety of entertainment events, such as music 
festivals and football games. Mr Verheyden also addressed the challenges in cooperating with China, 
where partnership remains key. Setting up cooperation mechanisms which produce tangible results 
takes time and kickstarting them can prove to be a demanding process. Before engaging with a 
partner, understanding the structures of the Chinese environment one is active in, knowing who is 
who, the functioning of information flows and knowing who to talk to is essential. This too is a 
process of people-to-people connections, based on the experiences of city-to-city and local 
government cooperation, voices which until now have not yet been as prominent in the HPPD.    

Next, Ms Goethals started her intervention with an important note about High-Level People-to-
People meetings. While these kinds of relations have rightfully gained the attention at the 
government level, common people are the most involved party. In this regard, People-to-People 
connections should also be driven by a bottom-up process, and not vice-versa. Ms Goethals, who 
took part of the ANR Research Project “Immigrants in China”, highlighted how the availability of 
data on European student mobility to China cannot be considered satisfactory. In particular, 
although an increase in numbers from below 5,000 in 2000 to almost 50,000 in 2018, the European 
students in China are still not as numerous as Chinese students in Europe, (approximately 300,000 

in 2016), creating a significant mobility imbalance. At the same time, the number of African and 
Asian students in China is growing. Therefore, while in 2014 still 17,9 per cent of international 
students in China were European, in 2018 their relative overall participation rate had shrunk to 
below 15% per cent.   

Following the process of attracting, training and further engaging EU students, the Chinese 
authorities have obtained a discreet success in attracting EU students to China, still much has to be 

done in the training or maintaining department (elaborating good quality study programs and 
internships) and engaging or retaining them upon graduation or departure (in the field of 
employment, job creation, entrepreneurship or by inspiring them to maintain links with China and 
the region). Furthermore, Ms Goethals demonstrated how European students can be classified in 
different students types according to their motivations to study in China, their mobility experiences 
and potential for future engagement, combining different data sets, thereby dividing them along 5 
types of mobile student profiles:  Sinophiles, visionaries (opportunity-seekers), diaspora, talents, 
and incidentals (wanderers). While the sinophiles have a specific interest in studying Chinese 
language and culture, as well the wider region of China and East Asia such as in the International 
Relations department, they tend to be more culturally immersed and envisage to stay for a longer 
period of time. The Visionaries or opportunity-seekers are EU students interested to study in China 
in order to explore the emerging opportunities in the Chinese market. Typically these students are 
in economic or business studies, technology, engineering (STEM fields), and upcoming niche 
markets such as architecture, fashion, design or art, etc. Visionaries see their studies in China as 
an investment to explore the market. If opportunities are at hand they may embark in upcoming 
ventures, or otherwise decide to explore other markets.  

Students who can be defined as ‘diaspora’ have a special tie to China due to their kinship, despite 
having been raised and educated in the EU and having EU citizenship. Talents are highly excelling 
EU students attracted by the Chinese government and top Chinese universities in specifically 

identified leading study fields and talent programmes, often providing prestigious grants, full 
accommodation and even boarding. However, without these attractive programmes and 
scholarships these talented students would have been likely to have studied elsewhere.  Last but 
not least, the wanderers are one of the most interesting and growing groups of EU students in China 
due to the increased number of study opportunities and programmes over the past decade. These 
incidentals tend to be inclined to have little knowledge of China and the region, often ”incidentally” 
end up studying in China and classically participate in exchange programmes of 3-6 months duration 

before returning to Europe. However, if approached well they may have been triggered to engage 
more with China in the future and even take up a more advanced study programme or job in or 
related to China.  

This classification  offers a tool to analyse and address the challenges for the different types of 
European students in China, presenting a spectrum of mobile EU student types in China ranging 

from the highest motivated and committed ones (the sinophiles), to those less motivated for China 



 

in particular, hence  presenting fewer prospects for a future in or related to China (the wanderers). 
Regarding the students’ experiences, Ms Goethals’ research revealed language to remain the biggest 
challenge for European students in China. Indeed, Chinese language proficiency can be considered 
as key to the successful integration of students. Language therefore represents one of the biggest 
obstacles to establish local contacts and people-to-people connections. Furthermore, European 
students are not helped by diverging rules and provisions for local and foreign students. As regards 
the academic environment and quality of the programmes and institutions, there is a divergence 
between expectations and reality, with many students ending up being disappointed by not finding 
high-quality programmes or courses taught in English. Finally, the vast majority of Europeans decide 
to return to Europe after their 3-6 months mobility programme. Only few decide to stay for a period 
of 3-5 years, and even fewer beyond this period of stay. On the Chinese side, some of the reasons 

can be found in the increasing difficulty to obtain a visa for internships compared to previous years, 
as well as the volatility of the regulations involved. On the European side, one of the main problems 
is the already overall very limited Erasmus budget for China which, instead of growing, is 
decreasing: while in 2015 it was representing 36.9 per cent of the International Credit Mobility 
(ICM) Regional Budget for Asia, in 2018 its slice has been reduced to only 23.1 per cent. More 
budget from the Erasmus+ ICM could be allocated to outgoing mobility for EU students and 

researchers to China instead. In conclusion, we need more knowledge and expertise on China in the 
EU. In order to increase it, Ms Goethals stressed how the classification could represent a starting 
point to address better the needs and challenges of the EU students and promote a better model 
for mobility in China. A key aspect to obtain more results would be enhancing data and information 
sharing, for examples expanding alumni networks in order to allow prospective students to learn 
about experiences in China.  

The discussion continued with Mr Hu Yi, Education Officer of the Mission of China to the EU, who 
described the work of the Mission of China on people-to-people relations. Mr Hu stressed how the 
HPPD represents one of the three pillars of the EU-China relationship, together with the EU-China 
High-Level Economic and Trade Dialogue and the High-Level Strategic Dialogue. Furthermore, he 
highlighted some of the recent significant achievements, like the ninth EU-China seminar in 
engineering in 2018 and the EU-China Higher Education Platform for Cooperation and Exchange, 
whose last meeting was held in September 2019 in Finland. Mr Hu also noted the more than 1,000 

bilateral agreements in academic credits recognition signed between European and Chinese 
Universities in the last years. As a result of the efforts made, today more than 80 universities in 
China are involved in Erasmus+ Programmes. He highlighted the importance of the Confucius 
institutes in the context of the HPPD, praising the efforts made to bring Chinese language teaching 
to countries all over the world, despite their intentions and joint structures often being 
misunderstood. About the future developments of the dialogue, Mr Hu underlined that 2020 will 

represent a new start for the EU-China HPPD. In particular, sports will be a new field of collaboration, 
with much focus given to the next Winter Olympics Games taking place in China in 2022. In 
conclusion, Mr Hu pointed out the progress made in the field of tourism, also in view of the EU-
China year of tourism in 2018 - an initiative  to promote lesser-known destinations, EU-China visa 
facilitation incentives and more opportunities for economic cooperation. Thus, Mr Hu reported the 
boost of Chinese tourists in Europe. 

During the Q&A session, attendants raised questions based on their own experiences and 
perceptions of studying in China and Europe. For instance, regarding the European students who 
go to study in China, many attendants stressed the importance to promote higher-level quality 
programmes. At the same time, Chinese participants who studied in Europe pointed out the difficult 
environment Chinese students face once they start to study in Europe. The exchange of opinions 
and experiences resulted in a vivid debate in which the need to extend People-to-People Relations 
also to civil society was stressed in order to achieve better future results. Whether it be by 
developing  intellectual humility in understanding the different logics of cultures, promoting 
exchanges and language skills development from a young age , thereby enhancing meaningful forms 
of immersion and quality programmes and the perception thereof, or in enhancing innovative 
programmes, solutions, platforms and (alumni) networks to improve people-to-people connections, 
business and trade relations and improved cultural understanding between the EU and China.  
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