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1. Introduction 

1.1. The World After the Cold War and Tiananmen 1989 

“It looked like nothing less than war as I had imagined it as a child: fire and flares in 

every direction. Burning vehicles emitted an oily smoke that funneled upward, linking 

with its long black columns the murky sky and the ground. Screams and gunfire could 

be heard almost directly below. More distant cries and rumbles were intermittently 

carried by the breeze. Tracer bullets fired from somewhere across the street arched 

upwards along a parabolic path and fell behind the hotel. The frequency of gunfire 

intensified. We watched in stunned silence as the tanks rolled in. We heard sporadic 

gunfire all night along.”1 

This is how Philip Cunningham, an American student, experienced first-hand the events happening 

at Tiananmen Square (天安门广场) between 3rd and 4th June 1989. At the time, he was assisting a 

BBC crew stationed at Hotel Beijing, just a few hundred meters from the Square itself.  

 

The 1989 Tiananmen Square protests, usually also referred to as June Fourth (六四事件, “six-four 

incident”), were not born in a vacuum, but as a result of a series of events. Deng Xiaoping’s (邓小

平) first decade in power had led to a more permissive political climate, including some possibilities 

for critical voices. Especially important roles were played by two reformers in late 1980s, Hu 

Yaobang (胡耀邦) and Zhao Ziyang (赵紫阳), who tried to accomplish economic and limited 

political changes.2 Moreover, veterans of previous democratic movements and liberal intellectuals 

became increasingly active.3 1989 also carried symbolism for intellectuals and students, as it marked 

the 70th anniversary of the May Fourth Movement (五四运动, “five-six movement”), an important 

event for the Chinese Communist Party.4 Furthermore, there had already been student protests in 

Beijing and elsewhere in 1988, which then turned more serious in April 1989. During the next months, 

protests spread around China to the point that almost the whole Chinese society was involved in a 

way or another. This would escalate until the leadership of the People’s Republic of China (PRC, 中

华人民共和国) decided to act in the evening of June 3rd.5 

 

 
1 Cunningham 2009, 275. 
2 Both held the position of General Secretary of the Communist Party of China. Zhao Ziyang held this position in 1989 

but was sidelined by conservatives during the Tiananmen Square Protests. Hu Yaobang’s death and funeral in April 

1989 served as the catalyst for the larger protest movement. 
3 The so-called Democracy Wall Movement (西单民主墙, “Xidan democracy wall” referring to a wall at Xidan Street in 

Beijing) between 1978 and 1979 could be seen as a predecessor to June Fourth. For more information, see Svensson 

2002, 236-254. 
4 The May Fourth Movement was initiated in 1919 by students in Beijing to reform Chinese politics and culture. It also 

has a mythical meaning for the Chinese Communist Party as it is seen as the starting point for its founding. 
5 Paltemaa and Vuori 2012, 317-328. 
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Before 1989, mainly due to Chinese isolationism during the Mao era, human rights had not played 

any significant role in Chinese international relations. The PRC was a “human rights exception” in 

international fora. However, following the bloody crackdown in June 1989, China was confronted by 

unprecedented international criticism. For a short period, China was seen as a pariah in the West and 

many countries postponed official visits and imposed sanctions on China. 6  Ironically, China’s 

opening to the world during the preceding decade had led to foreign media being present in Beijing. 

For the first time, events in China became known to the larger world through TV and radio. The 

famous video of the “Tank Man” is nowadays well known and has become an icon of the events at 

Tiananmen Square, at least in the eyes of a Western audience. 

 

The European Union (EU) for its own part strongly condemned the Chinese reaction to June Fourth. 

It also decided to raise internationally the issue of human rights in China, establish an arms embargo 

against China, suspend all high-level contacts, postpone all new cooperation projects and to prolong 

visas to all Chinese students who wished to stay in Europe.7 Moreover, the EU together with the 

United States (US) proposed annually a resolution at the United Nations Commission on Human 

Rights (UNCHR) condemning the actions of China. Due to strong Chinese opposition and diplomatic 

efforts, this resolution never passed.8 

 

Despite all this, China was a rising economic giant with the largest population in the world and could 

not be disregarded. Consequently, the rapid formalisation of relations between the EU and China 

began already in October 1990. This led from 1994 onwards to a new institutional framework and 

cooperation. Just after a few years of strong condemnation, all Western European countries resumed 

negotiations and put trade as their priority.9 Similarly, the US followed suit by returning to a logic 

stated by the Nixon administration decades before: “a country that constitutes a fifth of humanity 

could not be left out in the cold, no matter what it had done”.10 Both the EU and the US wanted to 

benefit from the Chinese economic growth. 

 

However, this all happened in the context of major international upheavals. The Cold War was ending 

with the collapse of the Soviet Union and the West emerging victorious. For some years, the US 

remained the sole global superpower as the world experienced what was defined by Charles 

 
6 Svensson 2002, 1 and 265. 
7 Presidency conclusions, Madrid, 26 and 27 June 1989, SN 254/2/89. 
8 Fouwels 1997, 319-320. 
9 Amado Mendes 2010, 219-220. 
10 Brown 2013, 176. 



 

3 

 

Krauthammer as a “unipolar moment”.11 For many Western scholars, especially in the United States, 

this meant the superiority of the Western model compared to the communist one. For them, Western 

liberalism and Western thinking had been victorious, democracy had won the political argument and 

market economy had beaten planned economy.12 These ideas were perhaps pushed furthest by Francis 

Fukuyama when he stated famously: 

“What we may be witnessing is not just the end of the Cold War, or the passing of a 

particular period of postwar history, but the end of history as such: that is, the end 

point of mankind's ideological evolution and the universalization of Western liberal 

democracy as the final form of human government.”13 

 

The Western model was, for the time being, ascendant and unchallenged. In Europe, the EU was 

enlarging for the fourth time as Austria, Finland and Sweden joined in 1995. Already in 1993 it was 

also made possible for Central and Eastern European countries to join the Union in due course. For 

this, they had to adopt Western values and institutions.14 In 1995, it seemed that the Fukuyaman idea 

was happening, although European scholars were never as enthusiastic on this topic as American ones. 

Nevertheless, Europe itself appeared to be uniting under shared values of democracy, the rule of law 

and human rights. Consequently, there was good reason to hope that that the rest of the world would 

follow and gradually join this Western-built and ordained world-order. 

 

The EU had hopes that regular political and economic contacts would encourage the PRC to reform 

Chinese society. European leaders believed in a “spill-over” effect both in Europe and in the world 

in general, economic interdependence with Western countries would eventually lead to the 

liberalisation of the Chinese political system and to respect for human rights.15 Simultaneously, there 

was strong frustration in the EU due to the lack of success in condemning China at the UNCHR and 

a wish to engage China in a more constructive way. Furthermore, China wanted to get rid of public 

criticism of its human rights record.16 For this purpose, it started to push its own narrative on human 

rights through official White Papers to compete with Western concepts.17 Consequently, in 1994 the 

Chinese government proposed a regular dialogue on human rights, which was accepted by the EU. 

This led to the EU-China human rights dialogue that has, with the exception of 1996, met yearly. 

From 1998 these meetings have been organised twice a year.18  

 
11 Krauthammer 1990, 23-26. 
12 Schlesinger 1992, 61-62. 
13 Fukuyama 1989, 4. 
14 Nugent 2010, 42-45. 
15 Amado Mendes 2010, 220; see also Kinzelbach 2010, 200-201. 
16 Kinzelbach 2010, 207-208. 
17 Svensson 2002, 1 and 309; see also Kent 1993, 2 and 222-230. 
18 EU-China Human Rights Dialogue evaluation 2004. 
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1.2. Problem Formulation and Research Questions 

This thesis researches the effectiveness of the human rights dialogue between the EU and the PRC 

during the period 1995-2004. The research is divided into three parts. First, it will look at the dialogue 

objectives set down by the EU. Second, this thesis will look at the situation on the ground in the light 

of the benchmarks identified by the EU. Finally, it will examine what I consider as the greatest reason 

behind the failure of the dialogue, i.e. economic ties and trade between the EU Member States and 

the PRC.  

 

Consequently, this thesis asks three questions: 

- What were the objectives of the EU for the EU-China human rights dialogue? 

- Using the objectives identified in question 1, was the dialogue effective, i.e. were there 

concrete developments on the ground concerning the human rights situation in China? 

- What were the economic reasons behind the failure of the human rights dialogue? 

 

The time period chosen for study, 1995-2004, roughly represents the first decade of the dialogue. 

This was the period during which the EU was most optimistic as regards human rights developments 

in China and had the greatest opportunity to influence its Chinese counterpart. This was firstly due to 

the willingness of both sides to interact with each other. For instance, in 2003 the EU identified China 

as one of its “major strategic partners”19 and the PRC published its to date only White Paper on the 

EU.20 Some academics call the years 2003-2004 aptly as the “EU-China honeymoon phase”.21  

 

Secondly, before 2004 the EU’s threat of condemning China in the UNCHR was credible. In 2006, 

when the UN Commission on Human Rights was replaced by the United Nations Human Rights 

Council, this threat silently disappeared.22 If there had been any concrete results in the EU-China 

human rights dialogue, these would have been best seen during the first years of the 20th century. 

Furthermore, in 2004, the so-called “Eastern enlargement” of the EU happened. The years 1995-2004 

represent the period when the EU was composed of the 15 European countries that are traditionally 

considered as “Western”. 

 

 
19 COM(2003) 533 final, 3. 
20 Information Office of the State Council of the People’s Republic of China 2003, “China's EU Policy Paper”. 
21 Kinzelbach 2015, 96. 
22 Fouwels 1997, 319-320. 
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The research is done using ordinary qualitative techniques of historical inquiry, mainly source 

criticism and critical examination of the source material. Quentin Skinner’s well-known methodology 

gives us a good framework for understanding meaning and motives behind the source under study.23 

Skinner’s methodology is intended for the history of ideas, but I adapt it by looking at EU dialogue 

objectives as the “meaning” for the dialogue from the EU’s side. Moreover, I use source pluralism, 

as defined by the Swedish historian Janken Myrdal, where the credibility of information is 

strengthened by using disparate sources.24 Myrdal’s methodology was developed for studying the 

Middle Ages, but its interdisciplinary approach is also applicable here to get the broadest perspective 

possible.  

 

Chapter 2 addresses the framework of human rights in the European Union by shortly presenting the 

development and significance of the concept of human rights in Western philosophy. It also discusses 

the general development of how human rights became relevant for the EU, in particular in its 

Common Foreign and Security Policy. 

 

Chapter 3 handles the EU’s strategy towards China and its dialogue objectives. This is done by 

examining documents written by the two most important EU institutions related to the topic, the 

European Commission and the Council of the European Union (Council). The European Commission 

appeared more idealistic and abstract of the two institutions, as it represented the EU as a whole and 

was not so dependent on policies of independent Member States. The Council represented on the 

other hand the opinions and interests of the Member States and therefore had to act in a more cautious 

manner. It is important to note, that according to the EU’s institutional structure, foreign policy mostly 

belonged to the competence of the Member States. Finally, eight major benchmarks identified by the 

Council in 2001 to measure the progress and success of the dialogue are presented. 

 

Chapter 4 examines the situation on the ground and assesses if the benchmarks identified were met. 

This is done by looking at the annual reports of two major international non-governmental 

organisations (NGOs): Amnesty International and Human Rights Watch, as well as the report written 

by the Council in 2004. Furthermore, the Chinese narrative is also presented by studying the Chinese 

White Papers related to human rights written during the 1990s and early 2000s. 

 

 
23 Skinner 2002, 57-102. 
24 Myrdal 2012, 155-189. 
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The title of this Master’s thesis already reveals one of its main conclusions, the dialogue between EU 

and China has been a failure. This conclusion hardly comes as a surprise to a reader who is familiar 

with the topic. It is also a conclusion made by most other European researchers and even the European 

Parliament.25 Chapter 5 will look at what I consider as the greatest reason behind this, economic ties 

and trade between the EU Member States and the PRC. International politics are a very complex 

subject and naturally there were other reasons and interests behind the EU’s attitude towards China 

and the Chinese human rights record. However, all these reasons cannot be addressed here and focus 

is held in economic ties.  

 
25 Kinzelbach 2015, 195-197; Baker 2002, 62; Amado Mendes 2010, 231-232 and 240; European Parliament 

Committee on Foreign Affairs, Security and Defence Policy 1998, 21. 
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1.3. Sources and Previous Research 

As this thesis takes into account different stakeholders, the source material is composed of a diverse 

set of documents. Due to the modern digital age, all the source material used exists in digital format. 

Most of the documents, even the oldest ones, have been digitalised and are either freely found online 

or accessible by request. For footnotes and references, this work follows the author-date system. In 

the cases where a primary source is unattributable to a single writer (for instance, the different 

versions of the Treaty on European Union), their titles are used. Moreover, in the case when a single 

page cannot be specified from a source (for instance, the reports from Human Rights Watch), I give 

the title of the chapter in question. 

 

For Chapters 2 and 3, this thesis uses official EU documents. In Chapter 3 the strategies and viewpoint 

of the Commission are examined through Commission communications (officially Communications 

of the Commission). These communications are non-binding to the Member States and serve as 

instruments to make the Commission viewpoint known.26 The Council viewpoint is researched by 

using Council conclusions. The Council uses these by unanimity to express political commitments 

on a topic related to the EU’s areas of activity.27 It is important to note, that ultimately neither 

Commission communications nor Council conclusions are legally binding to the Member States. In 

the context of human rights dialogues, these instruments are used, because such dialogues are not 

mentioned in any EU founding treaties. However, as Council conclusions are decided by unanimity, 

they have a strong politically binding role.  

 

For Chapter 4, this thesis uses documents by four stakeholders: two Western NGOs, the EU and the 

PRC government. First, Chinese White Papers concerning human rights, written during 1990s and 

early 2000s, are used for the Chinese viewpoint. All these documents are available at the internet site 

of the State Council of the People’s Republic of China. 

 

Second, Amnesty International and Human Rights Watch annual reports are used. Both sets of reports 

are freely accessible on the internet. One justifiable critique might be, that these two Western NGOs, 

equal human rights with only civil and political rights and that this research gives them the most 

attention. Arguably, this would be what Asian scholars would define as a “Western approach”. A 

more “balanced” approach might be possible by also taking social and economic rights into account. 

 
26 https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/HTML/?uri=LEGISSUM:l14535&from=DA 
27 https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/council-eu/conclusions-resolutions/ 
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This could be done, for instance, by using reports made by Freedom House.28 However, the starting 

point of this thesis is a Northern European perspective to human rights, giving much emphasis to 

political and civil rights. Furthermore, the dialogue objectives of the EU clearly belong to the field of 

civil and political rights. 

 

For the EU approach, partially classified reports assessing the dialogue are used. All EU documents 

are primarily publicly accessible. However, the EU institutions have the right to refuse access to 

documents which, if disclosed, would harm one or several of the public or private interests. In these 

cases, the secrecy period is 30 years.29 I made several requests under EC Regulation No. 1049/200130 

to the Commission, Council and European External Action Service. Finally, I was given access to 

two reports, one written in 2004 and another made in 2009. 

 

For economic relations between the EU and China in Chapter 5, this thesis uses data from three 

different sources. In Chapter 5.1., to present the rise of the Chinese economy, World Development 

Indicators of the World Bank and the IMF database are used. Later, to examine the trade relations 

between the EU and China in Chapter 5.2., data is taken from Eurostat. All of this information is 

openly available on the internet. 

 

A study on concepts in EU human rights dialogues written in 2017 states that the dialogue between 

the EU and China is the most researched EU human rights dialogue in secondary literature. 31 

However, its bibliography identifies only six books or articles specifically handling this dialogue. 

This demonstrates well, how little academic research has been made on this subject. This is largely 

due to the secrecy surrounding the dialogue, from both the European and Chinese sides.  

 

There is clearly a need for more research on EU’s human rights dialogues and especially on the 

dialogue concerning China. Researchers must bring to light what is done in the framework of the 

dialogue and to bring the EU to account on its promises to respect and promote human rights. This is 

especially true, as the EU has in its own guidelines stated that “the EU will as far as possible give the 

 
28 Yasuaki 1999, 113-114. 
29 https://ec.europa.eu/info/about-european-commission/service-standards-and-principles/transparency/freedom-

information/access-documents/how-access-commission-documents_en 
30 Regulation (EC) No 1049/2001 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 30 May 2001 regarding public 

access to European Parliament, Council and Commission documents, Official Journal of the European Communities L 

145, 31.05.2001 p.43-48. 
31 Majtényi, Sosa and Timmer 2017, 66. 



 

9 

 

human rights dialogues a degree of genuine transparency vis-à-vis civil society”.32 Unfortunately, as 

most of the material is classified for 30 years, a clear overall picture is almost impossible to grasp. 

Individual researchers can only provide small new pieces to the larger puzzle. 

 

One person, who emerges as a clear “leading European authority” on this topic, is Katrin Kinzelbach. 

From the six academic works mentioned above, she has been involved in the writing of three. As far 

as I am aware, she is the only one who has written a whole book on this topic, titled The EU’s Human 

Rights Dialogue with China: Quiet diplomacy and its limits published in 2015. Her research serves 

as an excellent introduction to the dialogue and its structure. However, where her book handles the 

EU-China human rights dialogue as a whole, this thesis focuses on the effectiveness of the dialogue 

and assessing it through certain benchmarks. She has also published several articles on the EU-China 

human rights relations and EU human rights dialogues in general that may be of interest if an avid 

reader wants to deepen his knowledge on the subject. 

 

Two other highly useful articles on the EU-China human rights dialogue, albeit much older, are 

Martine Fouwels’ The European Union's Common Foreign and Security Policy and Human Rights 

from 1997 and Philip Baker’s Human Rights, Europe and the People’s Republic of China from 2002. 

Both show well that an academic agreement on the results of the dialogue hasn’t changed in 20 years. 

Furthermore, an excellent article on the economic relations between the EU and China during the turn 

of the century is Economic Relations between the PRC and the States of Europe by Markus Taube. 

 

In a more general level, useful books used in this thesis on the development of the concept of human 

rights in Chinese narrative are Debating Human Rights in China: A Conceptual and Political History 

by Marina Svensson and Between Freedom and Subsistence: China and Human Rights by Ann Kent. 

Regarding general history of the PRC, I use the extremely detailed Kiinan kansantasavallan historia 

(in Finnish) by Lauri Paltemaa and Juha Vuori. For the EU, its institutions and its historical 

development, this research relies mainly on two books: The Government and Politics of the European 

Union (7th edition) by Neill Nugent and the myriad of articles in The EU and Human Rights, edited 

by Philip Alston. 

 

  

 
32 EU guidelines on human rights dialogues 14469/01, 8. 
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1.4. On the Terms and Abbreviations Used 

Research done on the EU and the EU documents themselves are full of so-called “EU jargon” with 

numerous abbreviations and specialised terms. As this thesis concerns EU policy (and is heavily 

affected by research written by EU scholars), EU jargon is something that unfortunately cannot be 

avoided. However, this also makes it possible to express certain topics, ideas and institutions as 

precisely as possible as there is an established practise to portray them. This subchapter presents used 

terms and abbreviations. Furthermore, one can find at the end of the research in Annex 1 a chronology 

containing all major events and documents addressed in this thesis. This should make it easier for the 

reader to put them in their correct temporal places. 

 

European Union (EU) and European Communities (EC) 

The European Union refers to the economic and political union of its Member States as it exists today. 

The predecessor of the EU was the European Economic Community (EEC)33, created in 1958 with 

the aim of increasing economic cooperation between its six founding states. From 1965 to 1992 (from 

the Merger Treaty to the Maastricht Treaty) this political and economic union was known as the 

European Communities (EC). Finally, in 1992 following the Maastricht Treaty, the term European 

Union (EU) came to be used.34 The EEC, the EC and the EU practically refer to the same entity, but 

at different periods of time and different stages of development and integration. From 1992 to 2007, 

EU activities were divided into three competency areas, commonly called “pillars”, which were 

subject to different decision-making processes.35 These pillars were 1) The European Communities36, 

2) the Common Foreign and Security Policy and 3) Cooperation in Justice and Home Affairs37. 

 

Common Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP) 

The Common Foreign and Security Policy was the so-called “second pillar” of the EU following the 

Maastricht Treaty to which the EU-China human rights dialogue belonged. The CFSP practically 

meant systematic cooperation among EU Member States in the fields of foreign policies. According 

to the Treaty on European Union this meant “joint actions in the areas in which the Members States 

have important interests in common”.38 Some form of common foreign action had already existed 

 
33 Together with the European Coal and Steel Community (ECSC) and the European Atomic Energy Community 

(Euratom). 
34 https://europa.eu/european-union/law/treaties_en 
35  General Secretariat of the Council of the European Union 2018. 
36 In this area, competency was given to the Community institutions. It mainly comprised of issues related to the 

internal market and trade. 
37 The objective of the third pillar was to develop common action through intergovernmental methods in the fields of 

security, law enforcement and border control. 
38 Article J.1. of the 1992 TEU. 
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before the Maastricht Treaty under the scope of the European Political Cooperation (EPC), but this 

was not defined in any official treaties. The CFSP was strictly intergovernmental, i.e. under the 

competence of the Member States. Consequently, the only forum for the CFSP under the framework 

of the EU was the Council of the European Union. 

 

European Commission (Commission) 

The European Commission refers to the EU’s politically independent and supranational executive 

arm, which mainly had competence in “first pillar” issues. It is responsible for drawing up proposals 

for new European legislation, and it implements the decisions of the European Parliament and 

the Council of the EU.39 Often the Commission is also portrayed as the civil service of the EU and it 

represents the Union as a whole. As the CFSP was essentially intergovernmental, the Commission 

played a secondary and supportive role in the human rights dialogue between the EU and China by 

giving its input to the Council. 

 

The relevant Commissions to this thesis were the so-called Santer Commission (1995-1999) and Prodi 

Commission (1999-2004), both respectively led by Commission Presidents Jacques Santer and 

Romano Prodi. It is interesting to note that in both Commissions, external relations were given to 

Commissioners coming from the United Kingdom. In the Santer Commission, this was Leon Brittan 

(who was also responsible for trade) and in the Prodi Commission Chris Patten. It could be well 

argued that external relations in the Commission were for almost a decade heavily influenced by 

British viewpoints. Interestingly, Chris Patten also served as the last Governor of Hong Kong before 

its Handover to the PRC in 1997.  

 

Council of the European Union (Council) 

The Council of the European Union, or just Council in official EU treaties and legislative documents, 

is the decision-making body of the Union and represents the governments of the EU Member States. 

It is where national ministers from Member States meet to make decision, in particularly to adopt 

laws and coordinate policies. It is important to note that the Council is a different institution from the 

European Council40 and the Council of Europe. Legally, there is only one Council, but in practise the 

Council meets in different configurations of ministers to deal with different policy areas.41  

 
39 https://europa.eu/european-union/about-eu/institutions-bodies/european-commission_en 
40 The European Council is a summit of the heads of governments of EU Member States meeting at least quarterly. The 

European Council defines the EU’s overall political direction and priorities and sets its policy agenda. 
41 Nugent 2010, 142. 
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As the most intergovernmental institution in the EU, the Council is responsible for the development 

of the CFSP and consequently oversees the practical execution and direction of the EU-China human 

rights dialogue. Inside the Council all day to day practical work on human rights are handled and 

prepared by the Council Working Party on Human rights (COHOM). COHOM is composed by 

capital-based human rights directors in Ministries for Foreign Affairs of the EU Member States. Final 

common foreign policy positions are taken by Foreign Ministers in the Council following the 

preparatory work of COHOM.42 Before the Treaty of Lisbon this was done in a Council formation 

called General Affairs and External Relations Council (GAERC). 

 

EU Presidency and the Troika 

The Council is chaired by a Member State in a rotating manner for six months at a time. This is 

officially called the Presidency of the Council of the European Union. The rotating Presidency was 

also responsible for preparing documents and positions related to the EU-China human rights 

dialogue discussed in COHOM, where the meetings were also chaired by the acting EU Presidency. 

This practise lasted until 2010 when the European External Action Service (EEAS) was founded. 

Subsequently, the work of the EU Presidency was reduced and chairmanship of the dialogue was 

given to the EEAS.43 For consistency reasons, the prevailing EU Presidency was assisted by the 

Troika. The Troika consisted of the country holding the EU Presidency and the preceding and 

succeeding Presidencies. In the context of EU foreign policy, after the Treaty of Amsterdam in 1997 

the preceding Presidency was replaced by the High Representative for the CFSP. 

 

Council of Europe 

The Council of Europe is one of the largest intergovernmental organisations in Europe. It was founded 

in the wake of the Second World War in 1949 to ensure that the political reconstruction of Europe 

was based on the set of fundamental values of human rights, democracy and the rule of law. The 

Council of Europe upholds human rights and democracy through international conventions, which 

are legally binding upon member states once they have signed and ratified them. The most important 

of these conventions being the European Convention on Human Rights (ECHR), which entered into 

force in 1950. The EU is a separate entity from the Council of Europe, but all EU Member States 

have also been members of the Council of Europe.44 

 

 
42 Kinzelbach 2015, 9-10. 
43 Kinzelbach 2015, 11. 
44 Council of Europe, Directorate of Communication – Public Relations Section 2016, 2-3, 8 and 19. 



 

13 

 

European Court of Justice (ECJ) 

The European Court of Justice, officially called the Court of Justice of the European Union, is the 

judicial branch of the EU. The ECJ thus constitutes the judicial authority of the EU and, in cooperation 

with the courts and tribunals of the Member States, ensures the uniform application and interpretation 

of EU legislation.  Furthermore, the ECJ reviews the legality of the acts of the institutions of the EU, 

ensures that the Member States comply with obligations under the Treaties.45 As EU legislation has 

primacy over national legislation in the Member States, the interpretation of the ECJ is binding and 

cannot be overridden by domestic legal provisions.46 

 

Treaty on European Union (TEU) 

The TEU is a legally binding agreement between EU Member States. It sets out EU objectives, the 

relationship between the EU and its Member States and basic rules for EU institutions.47 Practically 

it sets up the whole constitutional framework for the EU decision-making and activity. The Treaty on 

European Union was originally signed in 1992 as the Maastricht Treaty, establishing the EU from 

the foundations of the EC (1992 TEU). Later the TEU was amended in the Treaty of Amsterdam in 

1997 (1997 TEU) and the Treaty of Nice in 2001. The current version of the TEU, and thus the current 

EU framework, was set out in the Treaty of Lisbon in 2007.48 

 

Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European Union (Charter) 

The Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European Union sets out in a single text the whole range 

of civil, political, economic and social rights of European citizens and all persons residing in the EU. 

Where the European Convention on Human Rights was a product of the Council of Europe, the 

Charter is an internal document of the EU. The Charter was consolidated in 1999 and consequently 

given as a “solemn proclamation” by the Council, European Parliament and Commission. However, 

it was not incorporated into the TEU, therefore it was not legally binding. Nevertheless, the Treaty of 

Lisbon in 2007 stated that the Charter “shall have the same legal value as the (founding) treaties”.49 

 

 

 

 
45 https://curia.europa.eu/jcms/jcms/Jo2_6999/en/ 
46 Nugent 2010, 214. 
47 Another legally binding treaty between EU Member States is the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union 

(TFEU). The TFEU has more detailed rules on the functioning of the EU, its institutional framework and decision-

making. Before the Treaty of Lisbon, it was called the Treaty Establishing the European Community (TEC). 
48 https://europa.eu/european-union/law/treaties_en 
49 Nugent 2010, 65-66 and 79. 
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People’s Republic of China (PRC, 中华人民共和国) 

The People’s Republic of China refers to the state of China set up in 1949. The PRC is recognised as 

the legitimate Chinese government by most countries and international organisations, including the 

UN, the EU and its Member States. The PRC is not to be confused with the Republic of China, which 

de facto controls the island of Taiwan and is at the time of writing recognised by 15 countries. The 

EU recognises Taiwan as a separate customs territory.50 The PRC claims Taiwan as part of its territory. 

 

White Paper 

In the context of countries, a White Paper is an official government report to the larger public to 

present and explain a particular matter related to policymaking and its implementation.51 

 

Amnesty International (Amnesty) and Human Rights Watch (HRW) 

Amnesty International and Human Rights Watch are well-known international non-governmental 

organisations (NGOs) specialised in human rights. Both NGOs have an excellent reputation in Europe 

and have had good experience and access in assessing the human rights situation in China during the 

1990s and early 2000s. 

 

Head of Mission (HoM) 

The Head of Mission is the head or chief of a diplomatic representation, usually an Embassy. 

Normally, the Head of Mission has the rank of Ambassador. 

 

International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) and International Covenant on 

Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR) 

The International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights and the International Covenant on Economic, 

Social and Cultural Rights are the two legally binding major international treaties enshrining the 

rights mentioned in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR). Both were adopted by the 

General Assembly of the United Nations (UN) in 1966 and entered into force in 1976. The ICCPR 

elaborates on the civil and political dimensions and the ICESCR on the key economic, social and 

cultural rights mentioned in the UDHR. The UDHR, ICCPR and ICESCR are together usually called 

the International Bill of Human Rights, which forms the common international standard for human 

rights.52 

 
50 COM(2001) 469 final, 23. 
51 https://www.paperflite.com/blogs/best-white-paper-examples-governments 
52 Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights 2012, 6-9. 
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United Nations Commission on Human Rights (UNCHR) 

The United Nations Commission on Human Rights was established in 1946 and composed of 53 changing 

member states. According to the UN, the UNCHR was the main UN body working to promote and protect 

human rights. It provided overall policy guidelines, studied human rights problems, developed and codified 

new international norms and monitored the observance of human rights around the world. The UNCHR 

provided a forum for states and NGOs to voice their concerns about human rights issues. Individual countries 

could be condemned on human rights issues if a proposed resolution got majority support in the 

Commission.53 In 2006, the UNCHR was replaced by the United Nations Human Rights Council, where 

country-specific resolutions were harder to pass through.54 

 

Démarche 

A démarche is an official diplomatic request or remark made to a foreign government. Normally it is 

a request for support of a policy, or a protest about the foreign government's policy or actions. 

 

Falun Gong (法轮功) 

Falun Gong is a semi-religious qigong-movement founded in 1992. Qigong (气功) is a traditional 

Chinese system of physical movements, breathing and meditation. Different types of qigong 

movements became popular in China in the 1980s and 1990s, as the Chinese population was looking 

for spirituality following a new, more relaxed, government attitude towards religion. Falun Gong 

became the most popular and most spread of these movements. The movement was problematic for 

the Chinese government because of its popularity and as its teaching challenged the power and 

legitimacy of the Chinese Communist Party on a cosmological level.55 

 

 
53 https://www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/CHR/Pages/Background.aspx 
54 Kinzelbach 2015, 136. 
55 Paltemaa and Vuori 2012, 367-368. 



 

16 

 

2. The Framework of Human Rights in the European Union 

Human rights are traditionally defined as rights that one possesses by virtue of simply being human. 

For this to be true, these rights must firstly be natural, meaning that they are inherent in human beings. 

Secondly, they must be equal (the same for all humans). Thirdly, they must be universal, meaning 

that they are applicable everywhere.56 In addition, they must be incontrovertible, meaning that they 

cannot be denied or removed by any political authority.57 

 

Human rights are nowadays considered as being among the core themes in EU foreign policy. 

Nevertheless, the history of European integration is mainly that of economic integration. Generally, 

all non-economic aspects of EU policy have developed alongside the needs of the European common 

market. One academic has, aptly, called the European Monetary Union (EMU) as the “Holy Grail of 

European integration”.58 Consequently, the EU’s supranational competence on civil and political 

rights issues has traditionally been limited.59 Due to this, human rights have not traditionally been at 

the forefront of EU foreign policy. However, since the 1960s human rights began to gradually appear 

in EU policies and documents, culminating in their insertion in the EU founding treaties.  

 

This chapter covers this process of human rights becoming an essential part of EU law and foreign 

policy activities. The first part presents shortly the development and importance of human rights in 

Western philosophy. The second part addresses the general development of how human rights were 

gradually introduced into the EU constitutional framework. This is first shown by presenting the 

developments in the ECJ from the 1960s onwards. Afterwards, during the 1990s, human rights 

became a more integrated part of the EU constitutional framework through the Treaties of Maastricht 

and Amsterdam. The final part of this chapter outlines the growing role of human rights in the EU 

CFSP.  

 

External relations were at the turn of the 21st century (and still are) a difficult topic for the EU, when 

it is examined as a Community. Foreign relations are generally seen as a field where individual states 

are extremely sensitive and vigilant. This is because foreign policy is usually perceived by states to 

be part of their core sovereign interests.60 Before the 1990s, there was usually common agreement 

among EU Member States on the protection of human rights and the promotion of democracy around 

 
56 Hunt 2007, 20. 
57 Byrne 2003, 27. 
58 Dinan 2010, 85. 
59 Clapham 1999, 641; Barnard 1995, 185. 
60 Napoli 1995, 297. 
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the Globe, but no consensus or official institutional framework on how to do this.61 The Maastricht 

Treaty acted as a historical turning point, institutionalising human rights talk, among many other 

topics, into official EU foreign policy as it officially allowed Member States to take joint action in 

the field of foreign policy. 

 

As explained earlier, the CFSP involves a decision-making process that largely relies on the 

unanimity between Member States. In other words, it is strictly intergovernmental. However, the EU 

as a Community does have some say in one foreign policy field, development cooperation. Under the 

Maastricht Treaty, when EU development aid came straight from the budget of the EU, it belonged 

in the first pillar, i.e. under the supranational competence of the Community, where Member States 

shared their sovereignty with the Community institutions. At the turn of the 21st century, the EU and 

its Member States were important international donors in development aid. During that time, the EU 

Member States provided roughly 45% and the EU itself another 10% of all global official 

development aid.62 As can be seen from these numbers, measures taken by the Community were 

supposed to be complementary to those taken by the Member States.63 Simply put, even in this field 

Member States wanted to keep as much control as possible. 

 

The history of the EU development cooperation with third world countries would be an interesting 

object of study as it was for decades the main driver bringing human rights to the EC’s/EU’s external 

activities. Unfortunately, the focus of this thesis does not allow a deeper glance on development 

cooperation. However, it could be briefly mentioned that human rights and democracy began to 

gradually appear in an ad hoc basis in EC development cooperation agreements during the 1970s. 

Nevertheless, it took almost 20 years for the EU to include human rights considerations in its general 

development policy. This was done in 1989 in the Lomé IV Convention, signed between the EC and 

the ACP-countries (African, Caribbean and Pacific States), and its subsequent revisions.64  Finally, in 

1991 the Council itself gave a resolution on the connection between development aid and human 

rights, where it was stated that the EU and its Member States should have a common and consistent 

approach aimed at promoting human rights and democracy in developing countries.65 

 
61 Clapham 1999, 631. 
62 Nugent 2010, 393. 
63 Simma, Aschenbrenner and Schulte 1999, 583-584. 
64 Simma, Aschenbrenner and Schulte 1999, 575-576. 
65 See Resolution of the Council and of the Member States Meeting in the Council on human rights, democracy and 

development, 29 November 1991. 

Proper research on human rights and EU development cooperation, especially concerning the “essential element clause” 

and the “non-compliance clause” can be found in Simma, Aschenbrenner and Schulte 1999, 571-626; also Riedel and 

Will 1999, 723-754. 
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2.1. Development and Importance of Human Rights in Western Philosophy 

From a narrow, legal positivist, perspective, human rights truly came to be after the Second World 

War with the establishment of the UN and the proclamation of the UDHR in 1948. However, the 

UDHR and the contemporary human rights regime have taken shape on the contributions of previous 

philosophical traditions and thoughts. Micheline Ishay presents well how all major cultures and 

religions have contained similar humanistic elements, which resemble our modern conceptions of 

human rights.66 Nevertheless, contemporary human rights have been predominantly influenced by 

Western philosophy.67 Traditionally, the most important traditions have been Christianity, natural law 

philosophy and the Enlightenment. 

 

Human rights as such are not found in any religion. However, the theology of most religions provides 

the theory of a law that is higher than that of mortal authorities and whose source is some kind of 

Supreme Being. From a Christian perspective, following its Judaist roots, this comes from God. 

Everyone has an equal moral status before God and thus shares a common humanity. From this flows 

a universality of certain rights. For instance, Thomas Aquinas presented that there were natural laws, 

which conferred certain immutable rights to all individuals as part of the law of God.68 Similar ideas 

were also present in the ancient philosophy of Stoicism. Plato and Socrates talked about a universal 

goodness inherent in all people. These ideas were developed further by Stoics of the Greek Hellenistic 

and Roman periods. Especially Cicero’s contribution was significant in developing Greek Stoic ideas 

into what he called “natural laws” (ius naturales). In contrast to Greek Stoics, Cicero asserted that 

there are laws, in accordance to nature and reason, which are eternal and applicable to all men.69 

 

Both ancient philosophy and Christian religious universalism gave the idea of a shared “world 

citizenship” to Western thought, laying philosophical foundations for later theories of natural law. 

European philosophy and natural law philosophy were further developed during the seventeenth and 

eighteenth centuries. This was due to a more secular and egalitarian approach to morality in Europe 

following the Renaissance and the Protestant Reformation. Similarly, feudalism and other medieval 

institutions gave way to the emerging ideas of the Enlightenment. 

 

 
66 Ishay 2004, 16-61; Shestack 2003, 4. 
67 Ignatieff 2003, 411; Ishay 2004, 5. 
68 Shestack 2003, 7-8; Ishay 2004, 25-26; Byrne 2003, 28-29. 
69 Ishay 2004, 23-25; Byrne 2003, 28. 
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Lynn Hunt also argues that the use of the printing press, rising literacy, growth of capitalism, rise of 

a middle class and the rise of the novel as a form of literature created a new form of empathy and 

equality, making the emergence of human rights easier. Another great remark she makes is that 

outside of England, the leading proponents of universalism of the seventeenth and eighteenth 

centuries lived on the margins of the great powers. She continues by stating that perhaps that very 

marginality enabled a handful of Dutch, German, and Swiss thinkers to take the initial lead in arguing 

that rights were universal. These included the great natural law thinkers Samuel Pufendorf, Hugo 

Grotius and Jean Jacques Rousseau (born in Switzerland, but moved to France).70 

 

During the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, natural law developed into natural rights theory, 

the theory most associated with the contemporary concept of human rights. It was during this period 

that the idea of everyone having fundamental rights because of their humanity evolved. 

Enlightenment gave thus us one of the fundamental notions of modern political thought, that there 

are such things as rights and that they are universal, inherent, self-evident and inalienable.71 This idea 

of natural rights was developed by John Locke, the father of modern liberalism. However, the 

foundation to his philosophy came from Thomas Hobbes’ concept of social contract between the 

individual and the state. 

 

In mid-seventeenth century, Hobbes presented in his book Leviathan72 that an individual would enter 

into a social contract with a community (practically a state) to secure his rights in a warlike state of 

nature. Locke developed further the ideas of Hobbes in his book Second Treatise of Government73 by 

stating that humans have “natural rights”, by virtue of being human. Similarly to Hobbes, Locke 

thought that humans formed communities and entered a social contract with the state. However, in 

Locke’s theory the individual retained his rights for life, liberty and property. Jean Jacques Rousseau 

elaborated further the ideas of Locke in his book Du Contrat Social74 and was the most prominent 

natural rights thinker in eighteenth century France.75 Rousseau is also the one who provided the 

foundations for the term rights of man (les droits de l’homme). As far as known, he is the first 

prominent Enlightenment scholar who used that term, which quickly became common in France.76 

 

 
70 Hunt 2007, 40-67, 117. 
71 Gordon 2003, 102. 
72 Available at https://socialsciences.mcmaster.ca/econ/ugcm/3ll3/hobbes/Leviathan.pdf 
73 Available at https://www.earlymoderntexts.com/assets/pdfs/locke1689a.pdf 
74 Available (in French) at https://www.rousseauonline.ch/pdf/rousseauonline-0004.pdf 
75 Gordon 2003, 102-106; Shestack 2003, 9; Byrne 2003, 29-30. 
76 Hunt 2007, 23-24. 
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Universal human rights were truly used in political declarations for the first time during late 

eighteenth century through the two documents most responsible for modern legal formulations of 

human rights, the United States Bill of Rights77 and the Déclaration des Droits de l’Homme et du 

Citoyen78, following the revolutions in America and France. New conceptions and a new language 

were possible as in both cases a revolutionary parting was made with established political, and in the 

French case, social structures. The newly formed United States and Revolutionary France provided a 

“blank slate” to which the new ideas and concepts of the Enlightenment could be (at least theoretically) 

put into practise. 

 

Anglo-American scholars tend to emphasise the role of the English Bill of Rights of 1689 as 

influencing the writing of the two revolutionary documents. Following the establishment of the 

English Bill of Rights, Anglo-American discussions on natural rights in the first half of the eighteenth 

century focused on the particular rights of the freeborn English man, which were not universally 

applicable. During the 1760s and especially the 1770s, as the breach between Great Britain and its 

North American colonies widened and a new American identity came into being, Americans could 

hardly use a concept of “Englishmen rights” only. Consequently, an idea of universal rights provided 

a better rationale for identity building, also following Enlightenment philosophies. By 1776, the 

colonists began to draw new state constitutions, often including bills of rights. The first one of these 

was the Virginia Declaration of Rights79 of 12th June, 1776, where it was stated “all men are by nature 

equally free and independent and have certain inherent rights”. The Virginia Declaration set the 

template for the later United States Declaration of Independence but also for the eventual United 

States Bill of Rights.80 

 

However, by the 1780s, the United States was more concerned on building a new national institutional 

framework than rights. Consequently, the “torch” of universal human rights moved to France, where 

the French Revolution swept the Ancien Régime and its very social fabric aside. Inspired by the 

American Revolution and French Enlightenment, the representatives of the Third Estate (tiers état) 

that had gathered in Paris practically seized power for themselves and established a National 

Assembly (Assemblée national) to plan for a new society.81 One of its first acts was to draw and 

 
77 Available at https://www.archives.gov/founding-docs/bill-of-rights-transcript 
78 Available in French at https://www.conseil-constitutionnel.fr/le-bloc-de-constitutionnalite/declaration-des-droits-de-l-

homme-et-du-citoyen-de-1789 
79 https://www.archives.gov/founding-docs/virginia-declaration-of-rights 
80 Hunt 2007, 118-122. 
81 Hunt 2007, 126-131. 
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declare the Déclaration des Droits de l’Homme et du Citoyen (Declaration of the Rights of Man and 

Citizen), where “natural, inalienable and sacred rights of man” were proclaimed: 

“Men are born and remain free and equal in rights (…) The aim of every political 

association is the preservation of the natural and imprescriptible rights of man. These 

rights are liberty, property, security and resistance to oppression.”82 

 

One consequence was that the use of “rights language” increased dramatically after 1789. Strong 

counter-reactions and disputes helped spread this language all over the Western world. 83  It is 

important to note that the French Declaration came actually before the American Bill of Rights, which 

was declared two years later in 1791. However, already in the beginning of the nineteenth century the 

universalistic idea of human rights was in retreat, challenged first by Napoleon’s power politics and 

later the conservatism following the Congress of Vienna in 1815. The liberal notion of human rights 

would finally be swept aside by rising nineteenth century nationalism and competition between 

European great powers. Rights themselves did not disappear, but the discussions switched over into 

national frameworks. It would take roughly 150 years and two devastating world wars to shatter the 

confidence in the nation and for universal human rights to make a return.84 

 

Despite the Enlightenment’s contribution to human rights, they remained incomplete at the beginning 

of the nineteenth century. Many individuals were considered ineligible to have all the freedoms that 

had been invoked in the revolutionary declarations. The rights were solely for property owning white 

males. Those males without property and all women remained outside of political participation. 

Furthermore, rising industrialisation and liberal capitalism created new social hardships as rural poor 

moved en masse to the cities and the gap between the rich and the poor widened.  During the 

nineteenth century, human rights debates took a new turn as socialism came to the forefront in 

promoting political rights and economic equality for all in Western societies. This is what is called 

the “socialist contribution” to human rights themes. Simultaneously, suffragettes and other similar 

groups called for women’s enfranchisement.85 

 

 

 
82 “Les hommes naissent et demeurent libres et égaux en droits (…) Le but de toute association politique est la 

conservation des droits naturels et imprescriptibles de l'homme. Ces droits sont la liberté, la propriété, la sûreté, et la 

résistance à l'oppression”. 
83 Hunt 2007, 135. 
84 Ishay 2003, 109 and 116; Hunt 2007, 177 and 181-182. 
85 Ishay 2003, 118-136. 
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The socialist contribution did give rise to new forms of human rights, the so-called “second-

generation” of rights. Gradually, universal male suffrage was made possible in Western Europe and 

later in the United States. Other new rights included the right to free education, to work, to safe 

working conditions, to public health care, to form free associations and trade unions. Michelin Ishay 

writes tellingly that “the industrial revolution and the rise of socialism had nevertheless modified the 

early human rights discourse”. The narrow definition of universalism, inherited from the 

Enlightenment, was broadened. Assertions that all humans, regardless of wealth, gender or race, were 

entitled to both political and social rights, was made acceptable in Western society at large. 

Furthermore, women’s position was improved with gradual equal possibilities and education. Full 

women suffrage would come in most Western countries in the twentieth century, but there were some 

early victories in New Zealand, Australia and Finland.86 

 

The world wars provided the final push in the establishment of the modern human rights regime. 

Many scholars (and the author included) agree that the Second World War and the actions by many 

participants, none the least those of Nazi Germany, brought the ideas and ideals of human rights in 

the West to an all-time low. Wartime horrors and complete lack of humanity provided fresh impetus 

for the return of a universal concept of human rights and natural rights theory. The shock of war 

brought together the victors of the Second World War and other states to ensure that what had 

happened before would never again come true. The United Nations was established to succeed where 

the League of Nations had failed. 

 

The first significant attempt to articulate and enforce human rights was the Nuremberg trials at the 

end of the Second World War. As Joy Gordon presents, these trials served as a political project for 

the victors, but it provided a “minimum standard of civilised decency”.87 In the UN context, the great 

powers, who had been victorious in the Second World War, were originally not keen on adding human 

rights to the jurisdiction of the UN. Consequently, they were not strongly mentioned in the original 

UN Charter from 1945. However, many small and medium-size states in Latin America and Asia and 

NGOs called for a stronger human rights commitment. The outcome was the milestone document in 

modern human rights, the Universal Declaration of Human Rights.88 

 

 
86 Ishay 2003, 144-155 and 160-165. 
87 Gordon 2003, 86; see 129-153 for her critique of the Nuremberg trials. 
88 Hunt 2007, 202-203; Ishay 2003, 214-215. 

The UDHR is available at https://www.un.org/en/universal-declaration-human-rights/index.html 
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The UDHR was accepted by the General Assembly of the United Nations on 10th December 1949. It 

contained all previous human rights development, as it firstly echoed closely the language of the 

French Déclaration des Droits de l’Homme et du Citoyen, but also included the second-generation of 

rights from the nineteenth century. Unsurprisingly, Soviet representatives, emphasised social and 

economic rights and equivalent civic duties, while Western, especially American, representatives 

favoured political and civil rights.89 The UDHR remained a declaration, i.e. not truly binding to the 

UN members. It expressed “a set of aspirations rather than a readily attainable reality”.90 For this 

reason, the international community decided to draw up binding international documents to address 

the rights enumerated in the UDHR. 

 

Consequently, the contents of the UDHR were formulated in 1966 into two instruments. The first one 

covered security against state violence, civil and political rights, and rights of belief and expression. 

This became the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights. The other one was about social, 

economic and cultural rights, which became the International Covenant on Economic, Social and 

Cultural Rights. The decision to divide human rights into two reflected the ongoing dispute between 

the views of the Western and Eastern blocs. However, the end result emphasised more the Western 

viewpoint. The ICCPR has explicit requirements of adherence and a procedure for addressing 

complaints. The ICESCR remains an “aspirational standard”, which is not necessary to achieve. 

Nevertheless, the practise to divide human rights into two separate categories is the most commonly 

held contemporary notion of human rights, which has been adopted by most countries and 

international organisations, including the EU.91 Furthermore, third-generation rights, or “solidarity 

rights”, handling collective and communal rights, were developed during the 1970s and 1980s. 

However, they go beyond the scope of this research and will not be addressed here. 

 

Human rights have strong roots in European and Western culture. Already during the eighteenth 

century, they were part of the ideals of the Enlightenment, concretised in the French and American 

revolutionary declarations. However, the modern notion of human rights originates from the horrors 

of the Second World War. Europe suffered so tremendously during both world wars that the post-war 

generations formulated a regime to protect human beings from ever again experiencing what had 

happened before. Interestingly, the EU itself was born from a very similar wish to prevent past 

mistakes. 

 
89 Ishay 2003, 218-223. 
90 Hunt 2007, 204-205. 
91 Gordon 2003, 72-76 and 82. 
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2.2. Development of Human Rights in General EU Policy and the EU founding treaties from 

the 1960s to 2004 

From 1951 to 1986, there were no references to human rights in any EEC/EC founding treaties.92 

Human rights belonged to the field of the Council of Europe and especially to the ECHR, signed in 

1950.93 However, one channel made human rights relevant to the Community and its policies. As the 

original founding treaties on the Community were silent on human rights, the ECJ played a crucial 

role in protecting them. Since the 1960s, the ECJ has declared in different legal cases that respect of 

human rights was part of the common legal heritage of the Member States.94 The first timid references 

to human rights were given in 1969 and since then the ECJ has regularly referred to the ECHR and 

other international treaties.95 It is important to note that subsequent references to human rights in 

proper EU law followed the original formulations made by the ECJ. Consequently, it can be said that 

the ECJ’s decisions and human rights were later consolidated in the Treaty on European Union.96 

 

One could argue that human rights witnessed a short “Renaissance” in the EEC/EC during the 1970s 

in addition to the developments in the ECJ. Firstly, this happened through the activities of the Member 

States when they themselves pledged to respect human rights, democracy and the rule of law. A 

notion of this can already be found in a joint statement given by the Head of States and Governments 

of the EEC in 1972 where the Member States: 

“Reaffirm their determination to base the development of their Community on 

democracy, freedom of opinion, the free movement of people and of ideas and 

participation by their peoples through their freely elected representatives”.97 

 

One year later in a declaration in Copenhagen the Member States made a similar pledge, but this time 

it also included human rights and the principle of the rule of law.98 

 

 

 

 
92 These include the Treaty establishing the European Coal and Steel Community (1951), the Treaty establishing the 

European Economic Community (1957), the Treaty establishing the European Atomic Energy Community (1957) and 

the Merger Treaty (1965). 
93 Napoli 1995, 299; also Dinan 2010, 11-12. 

The full text of the ECHR can be found at http://www.echr.coe.int/Documents/Convention_ENG.pdf 
94 Alston and Weiler 1999, 10 and 52. 
95 Neuwahl 1995, 6-10. 
96 Leben 1999, 88-89. 
97 Joint Statement of the Heads of State and Government of the Member States of the enlarged Community from the 

Paris Summit (19-20 October 1972). https://www.cvce.eu/content/publication/1999/1/1/b1dd3d57-5f31-4796-85c3-

cfd2210d6901/publishable_en.pdf 
98 Napoli 1995, 304-305. 



 

25 

 

First public mentions towards human rights by official EU institutions outside of the ECJ were given 

in a Joint Declaration made by the European Parliament, Council and Commission in 1977. In this 

case, the basis to respect human rights came still from the constitutions of the Member States and the 

ECHR as the ECJ had presented in the 1960s. In the Joint Declaration, it was written: 

“The European Parliament, the Council and the Commission stress the prime 

importance they attach to the protection of fundamental rights, as derived in particular 

from the constitutions of the Member States and the European Convention for the 

Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms.”99 

Promotion of human rights was also added to the Community budget in 1978.100 

 

The first mentions related to human rights in an EU founding treaty can be found in the preamble of 

the Single European Act (SEA) of 1987, where they were rather loosely mentioned in the form: 

“DETERMINED to work together to promote democracy on the basis of the 

fundamental rights recognized in the constitutions and laws of the Member States, in 

the Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms and 

the European Social Charter, notably freedom, equality and social justice.”101 

 

Finally, human rights as such were fully enshrined in European law in the Treaty on European Union 

(TEU) of 1992.102 This was in Articles F.1 and F.2 of the TEU: 

1. The Union shall respect; the national identities of its Member States, whose systems 

of government are founded on the principles of democracy. 

 

2. The Union shall respect fundamental rights, as guaranteed by the European 

Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms signed in 

Rome on 4 November 1950 and as they result from the constitutional traditions 

common to the Member States, as general principles of Community law.103 

 

The Treaty of Amsterdam of 1997 amended the original TEU. In this next version of the TEU human 

rights were in a more expressed form in Article 6 (ex Article F) of the TEU (1997): 

1. The Union is founded on the principles of liberty, democracy, respect for human 

rights and fundamental freedoms, and the rule of law, principles which are common to 

the Member States. 

 

2. The Union shall respect fundamental rights, as guaranteed by the European 

Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms signed in 

Rome on 4 November 1950 and as they result from the constitutional traditions 

common to the Member States, as general principles of Community law.104 

 
99 Joint Declaration by the European Parliament, the Council and the Commission 1977. 
100 Napoli 1995, 304-305. 
101 Single European Act 1987. 
102 Neuwahl 1995, 1-2; also Alston and Weiler 1999, 9. 
103 1992 TEU. 
104 1997 TEU. 
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The Treaty of Nice (signed in 2001, came into force in 2003) did not bring any changes concerning 

human rights in the TEU. This treaty was mostly concerned in the future enlargement of the Union 

and mainly handled reforms in the EU institutions to make them more efficient and to prepare them 

for the enlargement. It mostly touched the composition of the Commission and changed the voting 

system in the Council. 105  Owing to this, the articles of the TEU handling human rights were 

reproduced as they were defined in the Treaty of Amsterdam. 

 

As we can see, first the Member States were “determined” to promote democracy and fundamental 

rights as mentioned in the SEA. As this paragraph was found in the preamble of the treaty, it was not 

binding, only a guiding principle. Later in 1992, the Union was obliged to respect democracy and 

human rights. In this case, respect of democracy still came from the Member States, from their 

“national identities”. In 1997, the TEU gave the widest role to human right as the Union was “founded 

on them”. At the same time, the link between the importance of human rights and the “common 

principles of Member States” diminished. This shows how human rights in the EU were gradually 

moving towards a supranational stage from the intergovernmental. 

 

The most important document written by the EU at the turn of the 21st century related to human rights 

was the Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European Union (the Charter). It was originally given 

as a solemn proclamation, i.e. in not yet legally binding, but once again, it served as strong expression 

from the EU institutions of how they, the EU, and its Member States were committed to promote 

human rights, democracy and the rule of law. It is worth to note, that this Charter was later amended 

in 2007 and finally came into direct effect as part of the official EU constitutional framework with 

the adoption of the Treaty of Lisbon in 2009.106 In the Preamble of the Charter from 2000 it was 

written:  

“Conscious of its spiritual and moral heritage, the Union is founded on the indivisible, 

universal values of human dignity, freedom, equality and solidarity; it is based on the 

principles of democracy and the rule of law (…) To this end, it is necessary to strengthen 

the protection of fundamental rights in the light of changes in society, social progress 

and scientific and technological developments by making those rights more visible in a 

Charter.”107 

  

 
105 http://www.europarl.europa.eu/factsheets/fi/sheet/4/nizzan-sopimus-ja-euroopan-tulevaisuutta-kasitteleva-

valmistelukunta (in Finnish) and https://europa.eu/european-union/law/treaties_en 
106 http://www.europarl.europa.eu/factsheets/en/sheet/146/the-protection-of-fundamental-rights-in-the-eu 
107 Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European Union, Official Journal of the European Communities, 18.12.2000, 

C 364. 
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2.3. Human Rights in EU Common Foreign and Security Policy 

Outside the context of development policy and economic cooperation with third countries, the EU, 

and especially its Member States under the aegis of the EC/EU, have traditionally raised human rights 

issues in a more “conventional” diplomatic context using traditional diplomatic instruments. The 

Member States did recognise that there was a possibility for greater influence and impact in 

international affairs when acting together. However, this cooperation was mostly unofficial and 

sporadic. This process itself began in the 1970s with the creation of the EPC, the “predecessor” of 

the CFSP. As seen in Chapter 2.2., during this time the basis for the promotion of human rights and 

democracy came from weak, non-binding, documents. Nevertheless, in 1973 the EU institutions 

created the Document on European Identity, which among others defined what Martine Fouwels calls 

the “triptych of democracy, the rule of law and fundamental freedoms”. Emphasizing this “triptych” 

of values became a practice regularly repeated in EPC documents and declarations.108  

 

As with bringing human rights to the constitutional framework of the EU, the Maastricht Treaty was 

also a game changer in the promotion of human rights outside the EU. The Maastricht Treaty not only 

created the CFSP, but also mentioned human rights as one of the objectives of the Union’s foreign 

policy. In the 1992 version of the TEU it was written in paragraph 2 of Article J.1: 

2. The objectives of the common foreign and security policy shall be: 

- to safeguard the common values, fundamental interests and independence of the 

Union; 

- to strengthen the security of the Union and its Member States in all ways; 

- to preserve peace and strengthen international security, in accordance with the 

principles of the United Nations Charter as well as the principles of the Helsinki 

Final Act and the objectives of the Paris Charter; 

- to promote international cooperation; 

- to develop and consolidate democracy and the rule of law, and respect for human 

rights and fundamental freedoms.109 

 

In a similar way as Article 6 (ex Article F) shown above in Chapter 2.2, also Article J.1 witnessed 

some changes following the Treaty of Amsterdam. In the 1997 TEU it was written in Article 11 (ex 

Article J.1): 

1. The Union shall define and implement a common foreign and security policy covering 

all areas of foreign and security policy, the objectives of which shall be: 

- to safeguard the common values, fundamental interests, independence and integrity 

of the Union in conformity with the principles of the United Nations Charter; 

- to strengthen the security of the Union in all ways; 

 
108 Fouwels 1997, 293-294. 
109 1992 TEU. 
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- to preserve peace and strengthen international security, in accordance with the 

principles of the United Nations Charter, as well as the principles of the Helsinki 

Final Act and the objectives of the Paris Charter, including those on external borders; 

- to promote international cooperation; 

- to develop and consolidate democracy and the rule of law, and respect for human 

rights and fundamental freedoms.110 

 

Human rights were clearly given a slightly more important role in the 1997 version of the TEU than 

in the 1992 version. First, after Amsterdam the Union’s competence in foreign policy was more 

comprehensive than after Maastricht, bringing foreign policy into a more supranational context. 

Second, The TEU in 1997 gave more emphasis to the UN Charter and thus to the human rights 

element that was an important part of it. Third, the post-Amsterdam version mentioned the EU’s 

external borders in connection to the Paris Charter of 1990. This was clearly a way to put more 

emphasis on the EU’s neighbouring area and prepare the Union for the Central and Eastern European 

enlargement.111 

 

Acting together on human rights under the CFSP, gave advantages to Member States. First, acting as 

a group of countries had a considerably greater impact than if individual states would have acted 

alone. This is especially true to smaller countries in the EU. Second, there was what Joseph Weiler 

has called the “shield effect”. In some cases, especially when acting with powerful global powers, 

individual EU states were able to “hide behind” the CFSP to prevent criticism or countermeasures. 

Practically this meant that the political costs of acting in favour of human rights in third countries 

were lowered to single EU Members. Nevertheless, Martine Fouwels adds that as a common position 

had to be found, it was generally the “lowest common denominator”, frustrating some EU Member 

States traditionally advocating a more robust stance on human rights.112 

 

A general characteristic of EU foreign policy concerning human rights has been a drive towards 

cooperation with third countries instead of confrontation. Some scholars argue that after the end of 

the Cold War there was a more general trend in international politics, which was less confrontational 

and sought cooperation rather than condemnation or indirect conflict.113 A similar pattern also came 

to be used by the EU, where some Member States argued that negative conditions would isolate those 

countries that needed the most aid and reform. It was also argued that integration, trade and dialogue 

 
110 1997 TEU. 
111 The Paris Charter was an attempt to involve the Central and Eastern European states in the Western economic and 

political system following the fall of Communism in Eastern Europe. 
112 Fouwels 1997, 310-311. 
113 Boerefijn 2003, 4. 
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should be emphasised instead of sanctions.114 Here one can see an ideological reason behind the EU-

China human rights dialogue. 

 

Under the EPC, the different foreign ministers of EU Member States met to “harmonise” and 

coordinate their views, but not in a binding way. Available instruments included1) joint declarations, 

2) public or confidential démarches, emphasising human rights and condemning third countries for 

human rights abuses, and 3) commonly to support or reject a proposal in international 

organizations.115 The Maastricht Treaty introduced three new foreign policy instruments to be used 

in the CFSP: common positions, joint actions and economic sanctions. At the same time, foreign 

policy decisions made in the Council became more binding. Martine Fouwels argues that these new 

instruments, especially economic sanctions, allowed the Union to take more concrete action beyond 

mere declaratory diplomacy in the field of human rights. Nevertheless, she also adds that even with 

these new instruments, the EU mainly continued to use traditional instruments, i.e. declarations and 

démarches.116 

 

Usually, the representatives and ambassadors of the state that held the EU Council Presidency carried 

out the démarches and declarations. It is also to be noted, that the Union did much “quiet diplomacy”, 

i.e. human rights promotion behind closed doors between government officials. For instance, in the 

1990s the EU used three types of démarches. First, there were public ones, which the EU often 

published itself for the press. Second, the EU used confidential ones where the recipient country was 

asked for “clarifications” about human rights issues. Fouwels nevertheless argues that the EU did 

much more in the background. Lastly, we have extremely confidential démarches of which no 

information whatsoever was disclosed to the public. Naturally, the EU used these more confidential 

démarches with countries that were economically and politically important to the Union.117  

 

According to this, one can argue that the EU might have done much human rights promotion on the 

background, as it was expected based on the founding treaties, but a great part of it was never shown 

to the public. Andrew Clapham writes that the human rights work done in the CFSP was like an 

iceberg. The big and more invisible part was all the démarches that were never publicly discussed.118 

Nonetheless, as long as this veil of secrecy is held up, citizens of the Member States and researchers 

 
114 Smith 2001, 198. 
115 Smith 2001, 186. 
116 Fouwels 1997, 296-300 and 305-308. 
117 Fouwels 1999, 299. 
118 Clapham 1999, 630 and 641. 
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cannot accurately find out how much of this work is done in earnest and how much is just “lip-

service”. This is a critique that is repeated in almost all research done on EU’s human rights 

promotion.119 

 

Another important instrument that the EU increasingly started to use in the 1990s for human rights 

promotion with third countries was political dialogues. These dialogues were conducted in the 

framework of association or other agreements between the Union and individual third countries. In 

addition to human rights, also the issues of democracy and the rule of law were often covered in EU 

human rights dialogues. The aim of these dialogues was simply to promote human rights and 

democracy in third countries and regional organisations through discussions. The intention was not 

only to get and exchange information, but also to improve the human rights situation of the 

participating states. This was based on cooperation, persuasion and co-optation.120 

 

It is important to note that this instrument was not mentioned in any EU founding treaties, so it 

developed on a truly organic way. The considerable difference it had to other instruments was that 

issues important to the Union, including human rights and democracy, could be brought forwards in 

regular, high-level, political meetings. This was something that especially smaller EU Members 

States could not have done individually.121  

 

Before the 1990s, the EU had already had broader political dialogues as a part of its association and 

cooperation agreements with third countries. At the turn of the century, the EU was for instance 

involved in different sorts of political dialogue ranging from relations with candidate countries to 

cooperation with ACP countries. However, by 2001 there had only been two dialogues purely 

focusing on human rights, the political dialogue between the EU and China and one between the EU 

and Iran.122 In 2001, the European Commission stated that human rights and democracy should be 

part of all EU dialogues with third countries. The Commission wanted to put more priority on human 

rights, “mainstreaming” them into a natural part of all political discussion with partners. It was seen 

that the “chief responsibility for democratisation and promoting respect for human rights lies with 

governments”.123 Therefore, it was important for the EU to try to influence different third country 

governments through constructive dialogue. 

 
119 See for instance Kinzelbach 2015, 1-3; Fouwels 1999, 311; or Majtényi, Sosa and Timmer 2016, 8. 
120 Majtényi, Sosa and Timmer 2016, 5. 
121 Fouwels 1999, 301 and 310. 
122 EU guidelines on human rights dialogues 14469/01, 3. 
123 COM(2001) 252 final, 10. 
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Human rights-specific dialogues had to be, according to guidelines written by the Council, pragmatic 

and flexible. Objectives and criteria measuring the progress achieved were to be defined on a case-

by-case basis. All dialogues would have been assessed on a regular basis, preferably every year. On 

individual themes, it was especially mentioned that priority issues included: 

“the signing, ratification and implementation of international human rights instruments, 

cooperation with international human rights procedures and mechanisms, combating 

the death penalty, combating torture, combating all forms of discrimination, children's 

rights, women's rights, freedom of expression, the role of civil society, international 

cooperation in the field of justice, promotion of the processes of democratisation and 

good governance, and the prevention of conflict.”124 

 

It was also noted that civil society both in Europe and in the third country in question should be 

involved as much as possible. According to the Council, the EU “will as far as possible give human 

rights dialogues a degree of genuine transparency vis-à-vis civil society” (emphasis added by author). 

However, as has been already stated above and is apparent from research literature, there hasn’t been 

real transparency even from the side of the EU on “quiet diplomacy”, including human rights 

dialogues. The guidelines also specially mention that human rights dialogues are not linked to action 

or inaction in the UN: 

“Human rights dialogues and Resolutions submitted by the European Union to the 

UNGA or the CHR on the human rights situations in certain countries are two entirely 

separate forms of action. Accordingly, the fact that there is a human rights dialogue 

between the EU and a third country will not prevent the EU either from submitting a 

Resolution on the human rights situation in that country or from providing support for 

an initiative by the third country. Nor will the fact that there is a human rights dialogue 

between the EU and a third country prevent the European Union from denouncing 

breaches of human rights in that country, inter alia in the appropriate international 

fora”.125 

This is clearly a reference to the critique the EU received related to its changed attitude in condemning 

China at the UN Human Rights Commission mentioned in Chapter 3.3. 

 

The EU Presidency, usually operating in Troika format, was traditionally responsible in implementing 

the political dialogues. This created a rather large problem, that of consistency. Katrin Kinzelbach 

has argued in the case of China, different Member States had different interests that they brought 

forward during their Presidencies. Furthermore, smaller EU countries did not have the resources or 

will to continue robust projects started by previous Presidencies or to antagonise a large and 

economically important third country.126 Related to this issue, the Council guidelines interestingly 

 
124 EU guidelines on human rights dialogues 14469/01, 5. 
125 EU guidelines on human rights dialogues 14469/01, 9. 
126 Kinzelbach 2015, 10-11. 
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stated that exactly “for the sake of continuity” the EU “should be represented by the Troika”.127 Here, 

there is a clear juxtaposition between the official EU viewpoint and the view of academics. Another 

criticism is that of double standards. First, the EU had generally been rather strict regarding human 

rights issues outside the Union, but very silent on issues happening inside the EU. Second, as the EU 

had taken flexible standards towards specific countries, different cases had different “yardsticks” in 

assessment. Regrettably, when important economic interests of the EU have been at stake, the EU has 

been more careful in its human rights dialogue aims and actions.128 

 

A final instrument the EU had at its disposal for promoting human rights and democracy at the turn 

of the 21st century was the European Initiative for Democracy and Human Rights (EIDHR). The EU 

had approximately €100 million available since 1994 to “support human rights, democratisation, and 

conflict prevention activities to be carried out primarily in partnership with NGOs and international 

organisations”. It is important to note that this money could be used without the consent of the host 

government. In some cases, this was the only legal base to fund civil society actors in some countries. 

At the same time money given through the EIDHR was a symbolical “backing” from the EU to 

vulnerable civil society actors.129 Chinese NGOs did get some money through the EIDHR, but as this 

programme is not included in the scope of this thesis, this issue will not be researched more closely. 

  

 
127 EU guidelines on human rights dialogues 14469/01, 8. 
128 Majtényi, Sosa and Timmer 2016, 73. 
129 COM (2001) 252 final, 14-15. 
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3. The European Union’s China Strategy and Objectives 1995-2004 

The rise of China presented new global realities to the EU in the 1990s. It was clear that China was a 

growing power and its economic and political potential had to be considered in the future. This was 

well reflected in a Commission communication from 1995: 

“The rise of China is unmatched amongst national experiences since the Second World 

War (…) China is increasingly strong in both the military-political and the economic 

spheres. China is in the midst of sustained and dramatic economic and social change at 

home. Abroad, China is becoming part of the world security and economic system at a 

time of greater economic interdependence and when global problems, from protection 

of the environment to nuclear non-proliferation, require coordinated commitment from 

governments worldwide (…) Europe must develop a long term relationship with China 

that reflect China’s worldwide, as well as regional, economic and political influence.”130 

 

This chapter will present the EU’s strategy towards China, keeping emphasis in human rights issues. 

First, Chapter 3.1. presents the more general China-strategy of the EU by using Commission 

communications from the period under research. Second, the EU’s human rights approach towards 

China will be addressed through the documents of both the Commission and the Council each in their 

own subchapters, culminating in the objectives set up for the EU-China human rights dialogue. 

 

The Council played a key role in defining the EU-China human rights dialogue, as it mainly held the 

competence regarding foreign policy. The Council was also the actor, which set down the concrete 

benchmarks on the EU side. As the Commission was not limited by commercial/foreign policy 

interests of the EU Member States nor responsible for the CFSP, it could allow itself a more general 

and abstract point of view. Nevertheless, the Commission did have some impact on the Council by 

defining the practical framework in which the Council then made its decisions. 

 

Furthermore, it is important to note that policy shaping in the EU is a dialogue between its main 

institutions. Generally, the Commission provides the initiative. The Council and the European 

Parliament then reply with their own views. EU policies get their final shape through the discussions 

between these institutions and their differing positions. Unfortunately, the viewpoint of the European 

Parliament has been omitted from this research as it did not play a significant role in shaping the 

human rights dialogue between the EU and China. 

  

 
130 COM(1995) 279 final, 1b. 
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3.1. The EU’s General Strategy Towards China Through Commission Communications 

The EU as a political entity has had official contacts with China since 1975, when both the EEC and 

China established official diplomatic relations with each other and exchanged ambassadors.131 A 

proper strategy towards China by the EU was, however, only formulated in the middle of the 1990s, 

following the birth of the CFSP after the treaties of Maastricht and Amsterdam. This led to the 

Commission becoming active in defining the future relations between the EU and third countries. The 

Commission wrote its first Commission communication exclusively concerning China in 1995, titled 

A Long Term Policy for China-Europe Relations (COM(1995) 279 final). This first-ever China-

communication served as a basis to the subsequent ones, of which there were three between 1995 and 

2005.132 

 

All these four Commission communications presented five distinct objectives for EU activities with 

China: 1) engaging China further in the international community, mainly through an upgraded 

political dialogue; 2) integrating China further in the world economy by bringing it more fully into 

the world trading system and by supporting the process of economic and social reform; 3) making 

better use of existing European resources; 4) raising the EU’s profile in China and 5) supporting 

China’s transition to an open society based upon the rule of law and respect for human rights.133 All 

of these themes, except the rule of law and human rights, will be briefly discussed here. The 

promotion of human rights and the rule of law will be addressed underneath in its own subchapters 

(3.2. and 3.3.). 

 

To understand the Commission’s China strategy, one needs also to examine the larger Asian context. 

The first Commission communication on China was written roughly a year after its first 

communication on EU-Asia relations, called Towards a New Asia Strategy (COM(1994) 314 final). 

Almost all the themes and objectives presented in the China-specific communication from 1995 were 

already present in this preceding communication on Asia. Consequently, all Commission 

communications on China and a further communication on Asia written in 2001134 roughly followed 

and updated the ideas outlined already in 1994. 

 

 
131 Snyder 2009, 42-43. 
132 Building a Comprehensive Partnership with China (COM(1998) 181 final) in 1998, EU Strategy towards China: 

Implementation of the 1998 Communication and Future Steps for a more Effective EU Policy (COM(2001) 265 final) in 

2001 and finally A maturing partnership - shared interests and challenges in EU-China relations (COM(2003) 533 

final) in 2003. 
133 Commission Working Document: Country Strategy Paper: China, September 2001, 6. 
134 Europe and Asia: A Strategic Framework for Enhanced Partnerships (COM(2001) 469 final). 
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The first objective found in the Commission China-strategies was a wish to engage China more in the 

international community. A similar wish to make Asian countries more active in the larger (Western-

built) world order was also already present in the Asia strategy from 1994: 

“the ending of the cold war has created a regional environment of unparalleled political 

fluidity. Consequently the European Union should seek to develop its political dialogue 

with Asia and should look for ways to associate Asia more and more in the management 

of international affairs, working towards a partnership of equals capable of playing a 

constructive and stabilising role in the world.”135 

 

It is apparent, that the EU wanted to promote and spread its own, Western, model and values to Asia. 

The EU’s ambition was to repeat its own system in the rest of the world. Practically, the EU wanted 

to make key Asian players into responsible actors in regional and global politics, which would help 

to maintain the rule-based international order. 

“The Union should, in particular, develop its political dialogue with those Asian 

countries which are prepared and able to make a significant contribution to the 

maintenance of peace and stability both within the region and globally. Arms control 

and non-proliferation are of particular importance. The human rights issue form an 

integral part of the political dialogue.”136 

 

Especially China was seen by the EU as a key player. Already in the first China-specific 

communication, the Commission wanted China to be more active in global and regional affairs: 

“The EU is eager to see China sharing in the opportunities and responsibilities at the 

heart of the international community as China opens up to a freer flow of ideas and 

cooperation, both in the key Asian region and globally. We support the wholehearted 

participation of China in the international community.”137 

 

However, the message of a responsible China in a globalised world was best presented in a 

Commission communication from 1998: 

“China has become a major partner in a world increasingly bound together by the forces 

of globalisation. The EU's prime objectives must be to see China integrated rapidly and 

fully into the international community, both politically and economically (…) Over 

recent years China has been forging a more coherent and outward-looking foreign 

policy to match its growing economic weight. The EU should build on this by 

encouraging China to play a proactive and responsible role in global issues.”138 

 

 

 
135 COM(1994) 314 final, 1-2. 
136 COM(1994) 314 final, 24. 
137 COM(1995) 279 final, 3. 
138 COM(1998) 181 final, 5-6. 
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As we can see, the EU wanted China to become a responsible regional superpower that would uphold 

the existing rule-based international order. The furthest expression of this was in the communication 

from 2003, where there was a wish for a “strategic partnership” between the EU and China related to 

multilateral governance in global affairs, the fight against global terrorism and on environmental 

preservation.139 

 

The second Commission objective, economy and trade, was given most attention in the Commission 

communications. This is not a great surprise, as it is one of the very raisons d’être of the EU. The 

importance of growing Asian markets was well emphasised in the original Asia-strategy from 1994: 

“The rise of Asia is dramatically changing the world balance of economic power. By 

the year 2000, the World Bank estimates that half the growth in the global economy 

will come from East and Southeast Asia alone. This growth will ensure that by the year 

2000 one billion Asians will have significant consumer spending power.” 

The rise of the Asian economies posed accordingly “enormous opportunities for the Union”.140 

 

In the same document, it was made clear that the EU and its Member States had to be present in Asia 

to keep up with changing global economic realities or to face a high cost: 

“The Union needs as a matter of urgency to strengthen its economic presence in Asia in 

order to maintain its leading role in the world economy. The establishment of a strong, 

co-ordinated presence in the different regions of Asia will allow Europe at the beginning 

of the XXIst century to ensure that its interests are taken fully into account there.” 

 

“If European companies are unable to take a full share of the world's main centre of 

growth in the next decade this will affect their profits and competitiveness, not only in 

Asian markets, but also world-wide. If the Union loses out on the economic miracle 

taking place in Asia, this will have political costs.”141 

 

In the case of China, the Commission emphasised the economic changes that had happened in China 

under the leadership of Deng Xiaoping and the consequences of these changes: 

“The economic reform process launched by Deng Xiaoping sixteen years ago has 

dramatically changed the economic and social landscape in China. Despite its 

incremental nature it has exceeded all initial expectations. It is in Europe’s interests that 

this trend is accepted as irreversible (…) China’s macroeconomic performance since 

the launching of reforms can only be described as remarkable.”142 

The EU wanted to “strongly support” this reform in China. According to the Commission, the EU 

had “much to offer” in regard of experience and information.143 

 
139 COM(2003) 533 final, 9-11. 
140 COM (1994) 314 final, 1 and 15. 
141 COM(1994) 314 final, 1 and 17. 
142 COM(1995) 279 final, 7-8. 
143 COM(1995) 279 final, 8-13. 
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The closer we come to modern times, the more important the Chinese economy seems to be in the 

Commission communications. In the communication from 1998, it was mentioned that China’s trade 

with the world had doubled in the last five years, thus making it one of Europe’s major economic 

partners.144 In 2001, it was stated that China by that point had become the world’s seventh largest 

trading nation.145 

 

At the turn of the century, a major objective for the EU was to get China to enter the World Trade 

Organization (WTO). It was hoped that by being part of the WTO, China would start to follow the 

Western-built ruled-based international order and thus become a constructive partner in economic 

matters. 

“It is the EU's view that the objective of assisting China to become a global economic 

player fully integrated in the world economy and able to comply with common rules 

should be achieved through a combination of trade discussions and targeted cooperation 

initiatives. This strategic approach should seek to accelerate and consolidate China's 

integration into the world trading system while supporting the reforms that are so vital 

for China to thrive within that system (…) the EU and China are progressing towards a 

trade relationship which should culminate in China's membership of the WTO.”146 

When China did access the WTO in December 2001, it was according to the Commission a 

“momentous event in recent history, whose importance far transcends the realm of international 

trade”.147 

 

The third objective was to make “better use of European resources”. Practically this meant the fight 

against poverty and development cooperation. Already in the original Asia-strategy from 1994 it was 

stated:  

“By the year 2000, South Asia will still contain the single largest concentration of the 

world's poorest people, so development cooperation will remain as an instrument to 

contribute to the Asian governments' own efforts at poverty alleviation.”148 

 

In the Chinese context this meant pooling together European resources and experience from different 

Member States and actors for a more efficient output.149 From 1998 onwards this was called “making 

Europe’s funding go further”. As an important donor in development cooperation, the Commission 

wanted to maximise its influence and impact on the Chinese society. In the 1998 Commission 

communication it was written: 

 
144 COM(1998) 181 final, 11. 
145 COM(2001) 265 final, 12. 
146 COM(1998) 181 final, 11-13. 
147 COM(2003) 533 final, 15-17. 
148 COM(1994) 314 final, 2. 
149 COM(1995) 279 final, 13-16. 
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“the EU should consider all possible avenues for improving the efficiency of its 

activities (…) One key message of this Communication is that EU-funded cooperation 

programmes need to be even more closely linked with the EU's broader China policies. 

From the human rights dialogue through the WTO accession negotiations to questions 

relating to China's economic development, the EU should seize the chance to underscore 

its policies with concrete assistance projects where at all possible. The EU is emerging 

as one of the most important grant donors in China, and every effort should be deployed 

to maximise this advantage.”150 

 

Interestingly, for this purpose and to “ensure close linkage between EU funded co-operation 

programmes and the EU’s broader China policies”, the Commission wrote its own Country Strategy 

Paper, China for the years 2002-2006.151  This Strategy Paper further concretised and fleshed out the 

focus of EU (development) co-operation. Furthermore, China was a beneficiary of other, regional, 

EU cooperation programmes and almost all EU Member States had bilateral co-operation 

programmes with China. However, the biggest share of the development funding went towards social 

and economic reforms, practically helping China to develop its economy and to conform more closely 

to WTO standards.152 Thus, this was clearly meant to help trade and investment between the EU and 

China. 

 

The fourth objective and the one that was given least attention, was raising the EU’s profile in China. 

In the first Commission paper from 1995, this included bringing information about Europe and the 

EU to the Chinese and vice versa, i.e. informing the European public of EU activities in China.153 In 

1998, it was seen that raising the EU profile in China would give “added weight to its dealings with 

China. The Commission wrote: 

“As a first step it should draw up its first-ever information strategy devoted solely to 

EU relations with China. The strategy should identify key target audiences within 

business, government, academia, NGOs, the media and other groups in order to diffuse 

information about the relationship.”154 

 

The 2003 Commission communication interestingly noted the development of information 

technologies and the internet. The EU’s key messages had to be compressed and put in the web sites 

of the EU both in English and Chinese.155  

 
150 COM(1998) 181 final, 22. 
151 COM(2001) 265 final, 17. 
152 For instance, the main focus of action in the area of “Support to Social and Economic Reform Process” was EU-

China WTO co-operation. 
153 COM(1995) 279 final, 16-19. 
154 COM(1998) 181 final, 24. 
155 COM(2003) 533 final, 23-24. 
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 3.2. European Commission’s Human Rights Strategy Towards China 

As has already been discussed in Chapter 2, human rights, the rule of law and democracy form one 

of the foundations of European political values and by the 1990s had become an integral part of EU 

foreign policy. Such a view can be found in the original Commission communication concerning 

China from 1995, where it was stated that a “commitment to human rights and fundamental freedoms 

is at the heart of EU policy worldwide”.156  

 

As shown above in 3.1., human rights and democracy were one of the five objectives identified by 

the Commission. As with the other four objectives, the basis for this came from the Asia strategy 

written in 1994. In that document, it was stated that one of the key objectives of the EU was to 

“contribute to the development and consolidation of democracy and the rule of law, and respect for 

human rights and fundamental freedoms in Asia.” Furthermore, it was stated that human rights issues 

ought to be an “integral part” of all political dialogues with Asian countries. On a more concrete level, 

the Commission wanted to use existing instruments, especially established international treaties and 

standards: 

“The development and consolidation of democracy and the rule of law and respect for 

human rights and fundamental freedoms together form a major objective of the external 

policy of the European Union. Regarding human rights, the general approach of the EU 

is endorsement of existing international standards, as set down in the relevant 

international instruments, to which most or all Asian countries are signatories. In this 

respect, the Union should encourage all countries to become signatories of and to fully 

implement all relevant international instruments.”157 

 

In the second Commission communication concerning Asia, published in 2001, the promotion of the 

Western concept of human rights was even more emphasised. According to this paper, the EU had to: 

“(…) work together with Asia to uphold the universality and indivisibility of human 

rights, and pursue a constructive dialogue both in bilateral fora (for example in our 

human rights dialogue with China) (…) encourage the strengthening of civil society 

across the region, and promote a broader civil society dialogue between our two regions, 

mainstream human rights and governance issues in our cooperation activities with Asia.” 

158 

 

 
156 COM(1995) 279 final, 4. 
157 COM(1994) 314 final, 3, 12 and 24. 
158 COM(2001) 469 final, 18-22. 
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The same was true for the Commission communications regarding China, where it was stated that 

human rights and fundamental freedoms lie “at the heart of the EU’s policy worldwide”159 and that 

they are “an essential element of EU policy”.160 

 

Concerning concrete human rights promotion, the Commission took the view in its original 1995 

communication on China that the EU would pursue human rights in China through action at three 

levels. First, the EU would “support potential efforts in China to open up and liberalise all areas of 

Chinese life”. This included both the Chinese society and economy. Second, the EU would engage 

China in dialogue through multilateral fora. Finally, the EU would “raise human rights issues in 

bilateral dialogue with China”.161 The latter referred to the newly established EU-China human rights 

dialogue.  

 

The Commission took a rather pragmatic approach in promoting human rights in China. Society and 

economy where seen as linked to each other. Therefore, liberalisation in the economy would have a 

spill over effect and lead in liberalisation of the society at large. This idea was already present in the 

original communication on Asia, where economic success was tied to a well-to-do civil society. 

“The concept of the interrelationship between human rights, democracy and 

development, should be inspired by the assumption that economic development could 

bring about the progressive construction of civil society and thus improve the exercise 

of human rights, which in their tum could also be an important factor for 

development.”162 

 

A similar argument can also be found in the China-specific Commission communications, where one 

of the main arguments in favour of compliance with human rights and democracy was economic 

growth and social stability. First, in 1995 it was stated that international standards of human rights 

and political liberalisation were “vital for long-term social and political stability”.163 The second 

China-specific communication had a similar clause, with the addition that human rights were 

“inextricably linked to economic development and prosperity”.164 The communication from 2003 

went perhaps the furthest by stating that: 

“the respect for human rights, democratic accountability and the rule of law, as well as 

a democratic participation of citizens in decision-making processes, constitute the best 

 
159 COM(1998) 181 final, 9. 
160 COM(2003) 533 final, 12. 
161 COM(1995) 279 final, 4-5. 
162 COM(1994) 314 final, 12. 
163 COM(1995) 279 final, 4. 
164 COM(1998) 181 final, 9. 
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guarantees for the long-term stability of a society and for the sustainability of a 

country’s economic development, in China as elsewhere.”165 

 

On a general level it seems to be that the Commission took an optimistic attitude towards the 

development of the human rights situation in China. It was seen that following the opening of China 

to the world, the needed changes would eventually happen. In 1998, it was written: 

“the situation of human rights in China has improved over the last twenty years. 

Economic reform has introduced greater freedom of choice in education, employment, 

housing, travel and other areas of social activity. China has passed new civil and 

criminal laws to protect citizens' rights and has signed several key instruments bringing 

the country closer to international norms. It has also taken steps to develop the electoral 

process at local level”166 

 

A similar attitude was taken in subsequent communications, where some progress in the human rights 

field was presented. In 2001, it was stated that China had achieved progress with social and economic 

rights.167 Moreover, in 2003 the Commission reported about improvements in the development of the 

legal system and concerning the rule of law.168 However, in both occasions it was also reported that 

there had not been much progress concerning political and civil rights. 

 

Individual human rights themes were generally not mentioned in the Commission communications. 

However, the communications from 1995 and 1998 make an exception on this. In 1995, the freedoms 

of association, expression and religion, problems in the Chinese judicial system and the rights of 

minorities were mentioned: 

“reports of human rights violations by authorities at every level continue, with severe 

restrictions on the right of citizens to freedom of association, expression, and religion, 

as well as to due legal process and fair trial. China does not yet enjoy a fully impartial 

administration of justice and respect for the rule of law. Arrests of pro-democratic 

Chinese dissidents continue. With more than 50 minority groups in China, notably in 

the Autonomous Region of Tibet but also elsewhere, respect for the distinct cultural, 

ethnic, linguistic and religious identity of minorities also remains wholly 

inadequate.”169 

 

Furthermore, the communication from 1998 referred to freedoms of minorities and dissidents, 

conditions in prisons and the usage of the death penalty: 

“Serious shortcomings in China's human rights record remain, including in such areas 

as the suppression of freedoms among certain ethnic minorities and political dissidents, 

 
165 COM(2003) 533 final, 12. 
166 COM(1998) 181 final, 9. 
167 COM(2001) 265 final, 10. 
168 COM(2003) 533 final, 12. 
169 COM(1995) 279 final, 5. 
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use of enforced prison labour, a still under-developed system of rule of law, and the 

extensive use of the death penalty. These remain matters of grave concern to the EU, its 

Institutions and public opinion at large.”170 

 

The commission communication from 2003 addressed human rights in the most exhaustive way, 

mentioning all the issues presented above. One reason for this might have been the enlargement of 

the EU to Eastern Europe. This may have “revitalised” the EU on human rights. One can find a 

reference to this in one clause where it was stated that the EU had much to offer “stemming in part 

from its own experience in integrating accession countries from East and Central Europe”.171 Another 

reason might be that a few years before the Council had published its own dialogue objectives that 

set the agenda for subsequent years (presented underneath in 3.3.). 

 

All commission communications researched in this thesis presented the EU-China human rights 

dialogue as the main tool of interaction on human rights. In 1995, it was written that such a dialogue 

had been launched and that it would “provide an opportunity for detailed discussion leading to 

concrete action”.172 For the moment, it is not possible to confirm how the dialogue exactly came to 

be. A Council document from 2004 reported that in 1994 the “EU accepted the Chinese proposal to 

enter into an EU-China dialogue on human rights”. 173  Nevertheless, no further details on the 

negotiations are given in documents available publicly. The Commission conclusion from 1995 

seems to be the first public EU document mentioning this dialogue. Kinzelbach’s research appears to 

confirm this observation.174 

 

Interestingly, it was mentioned that this dialogue was launched by China’s suggestion.175 Thus we 

can conclude that the initiative came from China. Both NGOs and academics have been critical of 

this and argued that China used dialogues with several Western partners to shift public criticism of 

its own human rights situation to meetings between few diplomats and officials happening behind 

closed doors and to split the EU and the United States.176 

 

 

 
170 COM(1998) 181 final, 9. 
171 COM(2003) 533 final, 3 and 13-15. 
172 COM(1995) 279 final, 7. 
173 EU-China Human Rights Dialogue evaluation 2004. 
174 Kinzelbach 2015, 27-30. 
175 COM(1995) 279 final, 6. 
176 Kinzelbach 2015, 193; Baker 2002, 59; and Human Rights Watch World Report 1997, “China” 
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Development cooperation was an additional EU mechanism to the human rights dialogue to promote 

democracy and human rights in China. Unfortunately, as the focus of this thesis is in the dialogue 

itself, a deeper handling of EU human rights promotion through development cooperation must be 

omitted. However, it could be briefly mentioned that one of the three priorities for development 

projects identified by the Commission for the years 2002-2004 was “Good Governance and 

Strengthening the Rule of Law”. Nevertheless, this priority was given least money, €30 million out 

of a grand total of €170 million. This amount was even cut more than by half in 2004.177 This shows 

that cooperation on this field was not that productive, reflecting the political sensitivities from the 

Chinese side on these issues.178  

 
177 National Indicative Programme 2005-2006: China, 9. 
178 If interested on this topic, more information on the EU’s objectives and strategies can be found in two subsequent 

documents: National Indicative Programme 2002-2004: China and National Indicative Programme 2005-2006: China. 
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3.3. The Council’s Human Rights Strategy Towards China 

During the 1990s and 2000s, the Commission was able to define the larger context of EU foreign 

relations through its non-binding Commission communications. However, following the Maastricht 

Treaty, the decisions shaping the EU policies were made in the Council of the European Union based 

on the “dialogue” among the EU institutions. This was also true for EU-China relations, 

notwithstanding the development cooperation coming from the EU budget and, therefore, more 

within the powers of the Commission. 

 

According to the Council, the best way to promote human rights and best international practices in 

China was through a specific human rights dialogue, discussed behind closed doors. This view was 

especially supported by the EU “heavyweights”, Germany and France, who both wanted to improve 

relations between European countries and China.179 Despite the criticism, throughout the years from 

1995 to 2004 the Council remained convinced that such a dialogue was the right forum for human 

rights concerns in China. This is well seen in a Council conclusion from 2004: 

“The Council is convinced that the dialogue, notably by providing a channel of 

communication and a forum for the candid expression of concerns, by exposing Chinese 

decision-makers to international human rights standards and practices, and by 

generating concrete human rights co-operation projects, remains a valuable process and 

has the potential to impact positively on the human rights situation in China.”180 

 

The EU-China human rights dialogue was the first EU dialogue with third countries dedicated purely 

to human rights issues. Therefore, all practices had to be created from scratch. This learning process 

seems to have taken a few years, as proper objectives for the dialogue where published by the Council 

only in 2001 (arguably because of strong internal pressure in EU Member States). However, already 

in previous years one can find passages in different Council conclusions, where the Council brought 

forward issues it was “concerned” for. The most extensive of these “concerns” can be found in the 

Council conclusions from 14.4.2000: 

“The EU is deeply concerned by the continuing and widespread restrictions on 

fundamental freedoms, notably freedom of assembly, expression and association. In 

particular the EU is dismayed by the fact that the Chinese government has continued to 

impose harsh sentences on prodemocracy activists and to take severe measures against 

certain minority groups, particularly in Tibet and Xinjiang. The EU also expresses 

concern about the number of arrests and the harshness of sentences passed upon 

followers of the Falun Gong, and about the restrictions and punishments of members of 

the Christian Church and other religious groups.”181 

 
179 Kinzelbach 2015, 26-27. 
180 Council minutes 12770/04. 
181 Council conclusions 7165/1/00. 
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It is interesting how similar this passage is to the ones made by the Commission in 1995 and 1998 

(presented at pages 40 and 41 above). Same themes include the freedoms of association, expression 

and religion, problems in the Chinese judicial system and problems with the rights of minorities. Here 

we can clearly see that the Council used the point of view of the Commission. 

 

In its conclusions from January 2001, the Council stated that the objective of the dialogue was “a 

stable and prosperous China, governed by the rule of law and based on respect for democratic 

principles and human rights”. Furthermore, the Council “emphasised” the importance of five items: 

1) guaranteeing respect for the fundamental individual freedoms proclaimed in the Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights and the United Nations Covenants; 2) China's cooperation with 

international human rights mechanisms and procedures; 3) promotion of and respect for human rights 

while pursuing economic and social progress; 4) education in human rights, including for those 

required to respect and safeguard human rights in the course of their duties; and 5) abolition of capital 

punishment.182 Human Rights Watch wrote that the EU was “under public pressure to show more 

progress from its human rights dialogues with China”.183 It is impossible to know exactly what 

initiated this shift in the Council to publish dialogue objectives. However, it is clear that at the time 

the EU was under pressure from European civil society and NGOs to demonstrate that the dialogue, 

which had been ongoing for a few years, actually had an impact on the human rights situation in 

China.   

 

To achieve this aim, the Council defined eight specific areas where it urged China to seek 

improvements. There are clear similarities between these “areas” and the topics of which both the 

Commission and Council where “concerned” about. These are also the most concrete expressions of 

what the Council wanted from the EU-China human rights dialogue: 

“to make the dialogue more focussed and easier to evaluate, the Council has decided to 

define the specific areas in which the European Union will be seeking progress through 

the dialogue process, and to make them public. They are: 

 

- ratification and implementation of the Covenants on Civil and Political Rights and on 

Economic, Social and Cultural Rights; 

 

- cooperation with human rights mechanisms (visit by the Rapporteur on Torture, 

invitation to other Rapporteurs, follow-up to recommendations from conventional 

mechanisms and recommendations by Rapporteurs, implementation of the agreement 

with the Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights); 

 

 
182 Council minutes 5279/01. 
183 Human Rights Watch World Report 2002, “China and Tibet”. 
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- compliance with ECOSOC guarantees for the protection of those sentenced to death 

and restriction of the cases in which the death penalty can be imposed, in keeping with 

Article 6 of the Covenant on Civil and Political Rights; provision of statistics on use of 

the death penalty; 

 

- reform of administrative detention; introduction of judicial supervision of procedures; 

respect for the right to a fair and impartial trial and for the rights of the defence; 

 

- respect for the fundamental rights of all prisoners, including those arrested for 

membership of the political opposition, unofficial religious movements or other 

movements, such as the Falun Gong; progress on access to prisoners in Chinese prisons, 

including in the autonomous regions; constructive response to individual cases raised 

by the EU; 

 

- untrammelled exercise of freedom of religion and belief, both public and private; 

 

- respect for the right to organise; 

 

- respect for cultural rights and religious freedoms in Tibet and Xinjiang, taking account 

of the recommendations of the committees of the United Nations Covenants, halt to the 

"patriotic education" campaign in Tibet, access for an independent delegation to the 

young Panchen Lama, Gedhun Chohekyi Nyima, who has been recognised by the Dalai 

Lama.”184 

 

Most of these “areas” were reproduced in subsequent Council conclusions. However, in 2003 some 

new areas were added to those mentioned before, where the EU “urged” China to make improvements: 

“putting an end to the "strike-hard" campaign, addressing the systemic root causes of 

physical and psychological torture, abolition of restrictions on the formation and 

activities of independent labour unions, reform of the system of administrative detention, 

respect of the human rights of all prisoners, including the right to stay silent and not to 

be subjected to torture, respect of the freedom of expression, religion and belief, reform 

of the judicial system in order to guarantee individuals the right to fair and open trial, 

release of political, labour and cyber activists.”185 

 

In its own dialogue evaluation from 2004, the Council took the view that these eight “specific areas” 

would be used as benchmarks in assessing developments in the dialogue. This thesis will similarly 

use these benchmarks in Chapter 4, when assessing the success of the dialogue. These “specific areas” 

were for the first time revealed to the public in 2001, but from now declassified Council documents 

we can discern that most of these themes have been discussed already in 2000 during the French 

presidency.186 

 

 
184 Council minutes 5279/01. 
185 Council minutes 6941/03. 
186 Dialogue euro-chinois sur les droits de l’homme, COREU message, PESC/PRES/PAR/1514/00, 13.11.2000. 
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The eight benchmarks, as defined in the Council evaluation from 2004, were: 1) The ratification and 

implementation of the Covenants on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) and on Economic, Social and 

Cultural Rights (ICESCR); 2) Co-operation with human rights mechanisms, 3) Compliance with 

ECOSOC187 guarantees for the protection of those sentenced to death and restriction of the cases in 

which the death penalty can be imposed (i.e. usage of the death penalty as presented below in Chapter 

4); 4) Introduction of judicial supervision of procedures and reform of administrative detention (i.e. 

reform of administrative detention as presented below in Chapter 4); respect for the right to a fair and 

impartial trial and for the rights of the defence; 5) Rights of prisoners; 6) Freedom of religion and 

belief; 7) Respect for the right to organise and 8) Respect for cultural rights and religious freedoms 

in Tibet and Xinjiang.188  

 

The division of EU objectives into eight appraisable benchmarks is the general starting point 

presented by the scholars researching this topic.189 This thesis starts with the same premise. However, 

I combine these eight benchmarks into four larger themes: 1) international human rights mechanisms, 

2) judicial issues, 3) freedom of religion and the right to organise and 4) rights of minorities. The 

division of the benchmarks into four themes is also visualised in Annex 2. 

 

What is surprising in the “specific areas” identified by the Council, is the absence of the freedom of 

expression, outside of the freedom of religion. The freedom of expression is, alongside the freedom 

of the press, one of the oldest freedoms in Western human rights tradition, mentioned already in the 

eighteenth century revolutionary declarations presented in Chapter 2.1. This is especially unexpected 

when looking at the “concerns” of both the Commission and the Council, were the freedom of 

expression was explicitly mentioned. The 2003 Council conclusion also mentioned the respect of the 

freedom of expression as an issue where it urged China to make improvements and even specified 

cyber activists as needing protection.190 The lack of the freedom of the press was also a common 

problem mentioned in the human rights reports made by Western NGOs of which the EU was well 

aware.191 

 

 
187 ECOSOC refers here to the Economic and Social Council of the United Nations, which published “Safeguards 

guaranteeing protection of the rights of those facing the death penalty” in 1984. The UN ECOSOC is not to be confused 

with the European Economic and Social Committee, an EU advisory body, which was also traditionally called 

ECOSOC before its acronym was changed to EESC precisely to prevent this confusion. 
188 EU-China Human Rights Dialogue evaluation 2004. 
189 Kinzelbach 2015, 22. 
190 Council minutes 6941/03. 
191 For instance, the Council assessment from 2009 uses them for its own assessment. See Assessment of the EU-China 

Human Rights Dialogue 2009. 
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The exclusion of the freedom of expression from the benchmarks after they were originally 

established could be justified with the requirement of consistency. It is easy to return to the objectives, 

which have been discussed consistently from 2001. It might also be possible that after 2001 the 

Council did not want to antagonise China with more human rights demands. However, why freedom 

of expression was omitted from the original benchmarks, is not known and cannot be at the moment 

confirmed due to the secrecy behind the dialogue and EU policy of non-disclosure. 

 

With the EU-China human rights dialogue in place, the EU stopped exposing human rights violations 

in other international fora. This included the draft resolution annually proposed by the United States 

in the United Nations Commission on Human Rights (UNCHR) condemning China. It is argued that 

China’s willingness to begin the human rights dialogue with the EU was linked to a request that the 

EU withdraw its support from this UN resolution. China did aggressive lobbying to convince national 

EU leaders that quiet diplomacy with Beijing was more fruitful than open confrontation. On the other 

hand, the PRC government also punished the governments that did not agree with this approach. In 

1997, Denmark co-sponsored the US draft resolution. Consequently, China punished Denmark and 

its European supporters through trade restrictions and cancelling visits by state officials.192 

 

The Chinese arguments found a receiving ground in Europe. As mentioned in Chapter 2.3, after the 

Cold War there was a drive towards cooperation instead of confrontation in the EU. Until the 

beginning of the dialogue most EU Member States co-sponsored the UN draft resolution condemning 

China. In 1997, the consensus among the EU countries broke. Those Member States which had 

traditionally a principled approach towards human rights, Netherlands and Denmark in the lead, 

supported the resolution. All the “big” countries, excluding Great Britain, i.e. France, Germany, Italy 

and Spain, opposed it. Consequently, in 1997 there was no common EU position. From 1998 onwards, 

the opinion of the “big countries” won and the co-sponsorship by EU countries of the resolution 

condemning China at the UN was ceased.193 

 

However, both the Commission and the Council left themselves a small caveat regarding this. In 

Commission documents from 2001 and 2003 it was stated that continuing the dialogue was only 

acceptable if it provided “effective progress on the ground”.194 Furthermore, one can find a highly 

 
192 Kinzelbach 2015, 35-36. 
193 Kinzelbach 2015, 31-35 and 40. 
194 COM(2001) 265 final,  11; see also COM(2003) 533 final, 12. 
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similar “standard clause” on this in almost all Council conclusions published between 2000 and 2005. 

For instance, in one Council conclusion from 2001 it was written: 

“the human rights dialogue is an acceptable option only if enough progress is achieved 

and reflected on the ground. The Council agreed to continue to assess the results of the 

dialogue on a regular basis.”195 

The Council usually also added in its conclusions another “standard clause”, stating that the EU would 

in spite of the dialogue continue to “express publicly its concerns about human rights in China and 

raise them in meetings at all levels”.196 

 

Regarding the UN resolution condemning China, the Council stated in almost all of its conclusions 

handling China and human rights that it would A) not co-sponsor this resolution, but B) vote against 

a “no-action motion” against it and C) if the resolution is put to a vote, EU Member States which are 

members of the Human Rights Commission would vote in favour of it.197 This was clearly directed 

towards the criticism the EU got from different NGOs on “silent diplomacy” done behind closed 

doors. The EU had to indicate that it did care about human rights and did not hide them behind 

confidential discussions with the Chinese government. 

  

 
195 Council minutes 6933/01. 
196 See for instance Council minutes 6596/02. 
197 See for instance Council minutes 5279/01. 
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3.4. Summary 

As we have seen in this chapter, the growing competence of the EU, following the treaties of 

Maastricht and Amsterdam, led the Commission to initiate the shaping of strategies for relations 

between the EU and third countries. The first Commission communication on China was written in 

1995, followed by three subsequent ones between 1995 and 2004. The original China-strategy was 

preceded by the Commission’s first communication on Asia, made in 1994, which set up the wider 

context. This Asia strategy was later revised in 2001.  

 

The Commission had five objectives for the EU-China relations. As an overarching theme, the 

Commission wanted to integrate China both economically and politically into the Western-built, rule-

based, international order. An essential part of this order was respect of human rights and the rule of 

law, which was also identified as one of five objectives. The Commission presented human rights and 

the rule of law as guarantees for economic prosperity and social stability. Furthermore, the 

Commission mentioned some areas of concern regarding human rights in China. These included for 

instance the freedoms of association, expression and religion, along with the rights of minorities. 

 

From 1995 onwards, the EU-China human rights dialogue was developed as the main tool for the EU 

for human rights promotion in China. This was originally launched by China’s suggestion, but the 

dialogue was also seen by the EU as the best way to promote human rights. Following the 

development of the EU treaties, the responsibility for the dialogue remained in the hands of the 

Council. However, the Council’s own concerns and consequently dialogue objectives (meaning the 

identified benchmarks) were clearly influenced by the Commission communications. It seems that 

the first years of the dialogue were a “learning period” for the EU concerning holding such a dialogue 

and setting its objectives. Eventually, the Council would identify in 2001 eight specific areas as 

benchmarks to evaluate dialogue progress. 

 

One important reason for the Chinese side to begin the dialogue was to end the European support to 

a resolution proposed by the United States publicly condemning China at the UNCHR. From a 

Chinese perspective, this was successful. From 1998 onwards, the EU Member States stopped co-

sponsoring this draft resolution. However, the Council also stated that those EU Member States, 

which were at the time members in the UNCHR, would vote in favour of this resolution if it would 

come to a vote. Most importantly, the EU also maintained that the continuation of the dialogue was 

dependent on effective progress made on the ground.  
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4. Failure of Dialogue? Human Rights Realities in China 1995-2004 

This chapter presents the grassroots situation on the ground (“realities”) concerning human rights in 

China between 1995 and 2004. The topic is addressed by looking at seven of the eight specific areas, 

or benchmarks, identified by the Council in 2001, which could be interpreted as concrete dialogue 

objectives. As shown above, these benchmarks are combined into four larger themes: 1) international 

human rights mechanisms, 2) judicial matters, 3) freedom of religion and the right to organise and 4) 

rights of minorities. Each subchapter underneath addresses one of the three first themes. It is worth 

noting, that the fourth benchmark (reform of administrative detention and respect for the right to a 

fair and impartial trial, addressed in Chapter 4.2.) is divided into two, to clearly keep two different 

issues separate. At the end of the research, in Annex 2, a summary of the EU’s benchmarks is 

presented, in order to make it easier for the reader to visualise how they are addressed in this chapter. 

 

Unfortunately, the eighth benchmark identified by the EU, the rights of minorities, cannot be 

addressed in this thesis. Practically, rights of minorities meant respect for cultural rights and religious 

freedoms in Tibet and Xinjiang. This final theme is so large and complicated, that it cannot be 

profoundly presented and would deserve a study of its own taking into account the views of different 

stakeholders. This just cannot be done in the scope of this thesis. This theme is so prominent in the 

documentation done by Western NGOs that is was covered in all reports of Amnesty and HRW 

between 1990 and 2005. According to these reports, Tibet and Xinjiang suffered extensively from all 

the problems presented in subchapters underneath. 

 

Each benchmark is addressed by looking it from three different viewpoints. First, for a civil society 

viewpoint that follows the Western notion of human rights, this chapter uses reports by two Western 

human rights NGOs, Amnesty International (Amnesty) and Human Rights Watch (HRW). For each 

benchmark, the situation before and after 2001 is presented when possible. This is to see, if the NGOs 

have reported on any discernible change following the publication of the benchmarks by the Council. 

Second, the official Chinese viewpoint is given through the human rights White Papers published by 

the PRC. In some cases, White Papers published after 2005 have been used, as they have been the 

most suitable ones for this research. Third, this chapter uses a declassified report assessing the 

development of the human rights situation in China written by the Council in 2004. 
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Consequently, the structure of each benchmark follows the pattern 1) NGO viewpoint, 2) viewpoint 

of China and 3) viewpoint of the EU. As will be seen, the NGO and Chinese viewpoints were quite 

opposed to each other. The EU, on the other hand, took a critical but constructive approach towards 

the benchmarks.  

 

One final major development, which does not become apparent by looking at the benchmarks set by 

the Council, is that in 2004 human rights were formally included in the Chinese constitution with the 

sentence: “the State respects and safeguards human rights”. According to the Chinese White Papers, 

this ushered “a new chapter in the progress of China's human rights undertakings”.198 This was also 

positively noticed by the EU and HRW. The EU noted that this indicated growing Chinese 

“willingness to discuss human rights issues”.199 Furthermore, HRW reported that through this, the 

term human rights had made its way into Chinese “common discourse”.200 However, both HRW and 

Amnesty also showed some critical attitude on this development. HRW reminded that “the 

constitution is not directly enforceable in China”.201 Amnesty stated that “the failure to introduce 

necessary institutional reforms severely compromised the enforcement of these measures in 

practice”.202 

  

 
198 Information Office of the State Council of the People’s Republic of China 2005b, “VII. Respecting and Safeguarding 

Human Rights”. 
199 EU-China Human Rights Dialogue evaluation 2004. 
200 Human Rights Watch World Report 2006, 244-245. 
201 Human Rights Watch World Report 2005, 264. 
202 Amnesty International Report 2005, 77. 
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4.1. International Human Rights Mechanisms 

First benchmark: The ratification and implementation of the ICCPR and the ICESCR 

The first two benchmarks set down by the Council were related to complying with international 

human rights mechanisms, especially in the UN framework. The first objective was for China to ratify 

and implement the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) and the 

International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR). At the time when the 

benchmarks were published, China had already signed both Covenants, the ICESCR in 1997 and the 

ICCPR in 1998, but hadn’t ratified either.  

 

The signing of both Covenants was seen as a positive development by Western NGOs. For instance, 

HRW presented the signing of the ICESCR as a “bright spot” in China’s human rights record in 1998. 

However, at the time HRW also remained sceptical on its implementation: 

“Virtually the only bright spot on China's human rights front were the release of Wei 

Jinsheng and its signing of the U.N. International Covenant on Social, Economic and 

Cultural Rights in October. The undertaking did not include any pledge to ratify the 

covenant, however, thus relieving the Chinese government of becoming legally bound 

by its provisions.”203 

HRW also saw the signing of both Covenants cynically. Firstly, it was mentioned that signing the 

ICESCR was a “concession offered by Beijing” to Western nations as a condition for them “not 

sponsoring the China resolution” at the UNCHR.204 Moreover, in 1998 when China signed the ICCPR, 

Chinese diplomats stated that “China intended to attach reservations on key provisions of both UN 

covenants”.205 

 

China did later ratify the less politically sensitive ICESCR in October 2001. However, in a declaration 

connected to the ratification, it was stated that the application of the Covenant “shall be consistent 

with the relevant provisions” of Chinese law.206 In other words, the Chinese government left parts of 

its implementation to its own discretion. HRW reported that China made a reservation on the “right 

to freely organise and join trade unions”.207 The ICCPR mostly disappears from NGO reports after 

its signing. In subsequent reports it was stated, if mentioned at all, that “China made no progress” 

toward ratifying it.208 This Covenant was clearly more problematic to the Chinese government and it 

 
203 Human Rights Watch World Report 1998, “China and Tibet”. 
204 Human Rights Watch World Report 1998, “Introduction”. 
205 Human Rights Watch World Report 1999, “China”. 
206 From the internet-site of the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights at 

http://indicators.ohchr.org/ at section “China”. 
207 Human Rights Watch World Report 2002, “China and Tibet”. 
208 Human Rights Watch World Report 2003, “China and Tibet”; and Human Rights Watch World Report 2005, 

“China”. 
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did not want to implement it despite promises made. China still hasn’t ratified the ICCPR at the time 

of writing. 

 

The Chinese White Papers presented the PRC as a staunch supporter of the UN and its human rights 

mechanisms. This viewpoint is already found in the original White Paper on human rights from 1991 

and reproduced in all subsequent White Papers: 

“China recognizes and respects the purposes and principles of the Charter of the United 

Nations related to the protection and promotion of human rights. It appreciates and supports 

the efforts of the UN in promoting universal respect for human rights and fundamental 

freedoms, and takes an active part in UN activities in the human rights field.”209 

 

The signings of the two UN Covenants and the ratification of the ICESCR were shown as proofs of 

China’s commitment to international human rights standards. This was especially apparent in the 

context of 2001, when the dialogue objectives were published from the EU side: 

“On February 28, 2001, the former covenant was deliberated and ratified at the 20th meeting 

of the Ninth NPC Standing Committee. This fully demonstrates the Chinese government's 

positive attitude toward carrying out international cooperation in human rights as well as 

China's firm determination and confidence in promoting and protecting human rights.”210 

 

In a subsequent White Paper from 2004, the Chinese government portrayed how China had complied 

with its obligations related to the ICESCR, for instance by issuing compliance reports.211 The ICCPR 

on the other hand was mentioned only once in the later White Papers. In 2005, it was stated that the 

Chinese government was actively considering approving it “with a sincere and responsible 

attitude”.212 However, as noted, this never happened. 

 

The EU itself took a similar, but to a degree more optimistic, stance than the NGOs. The Council 

considered the ratification of the ICESCR as positive. Regarding the implementation of the ICESCR, 

European diplomats in China acknowledged in 2004 that there had been “positive developments on 

social questions” and that economic progress was impressive. It was especially mentioned that 

hundreds of millions had been lifted from poverty and the freedom of movement of individuals had 

 
209 Information Office of the State Council of the People’s Republic of China 1991, “X. Active Participation in 

International Human Rights Activities”. 
210 Information Office of the State Council of the People’s Republic of China 2001, “VII. Actively Carrying Out 

International Exchanges and Cooperation in the Realm of Human Rights”. 
211 Information Office of the State Council of the People’s Republic of China 2004, “VII. International Exchanges and 

Cooperation in Human Rights”. 
212 Information Office of the State Council of the People’s Republic of China 2005a, “VII. International Exchanges and 

Cooperation in the Field of Human Rights”. 
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improved. On the other hand, it was also reported that there were still many problems related to social 

and economic rights, despite the ratification of the ICESCR.213 

 

However, the EU was critical since the PRC had not provided any timetable for ratifying the ICCPR. 

It was stated that China would require “drastic revisions of the domestic legal system” before it could 

even ratify this covenant. All things considered, the EU saw the results related to the ICCPR and 

ICESCR as “mixed”: 

On the positive side, China has made steps to towards ratifying and implementing the 

two basic international human rights covenants; on the negative side, it is clear that 

there are limits to the extent in which it is at present willing to implement both covenants 

into national legislation.”214 

 

Second benchmark: Co-operation with human rights mechanisms 

The second benchmark set down by the EU was cooperation with UN human rights mechanisms, 

especially with the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights and the UN Special Rapporteur on 

Torture. Traditionally, the Chinese government had been uncooperative with these mechanisms on 

the grounds of seeing human rights issues belonging to its own internal affairs. Nevertheless, 

according to the NGO reports, there seems to have been a more positive period in China’s cooperation 

with different UN human rights mechanisms at the turn of the 21st century. Interestingly, this 

coincided with the establishment of the EU-China human rights dialogue.  

 

The Chinese authorities allowed in 1998 the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights to visit the 

country, highlighting “the authorities’ growing but limited willingness to discuss human rights, as 

well as continuing violations”, according to Amnesty. 215  HRW elaborated that this led to an 

“assessment mission in 1999 designed to press for ratification of the two UN covenants”, but that it 

“wasn’t productive”.216 Later in November 2000, China “signed a Memorandum of Understanding 

with the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights, designed to set up a program of technical 

cooperation in the field of human rights”.217  

 

 
213 EU-China Human Rights Dialogue evaluation 2004. 
214 EU-China Human Rights Dialogue evaluation 2004. 
215 Amnesty International Report 1999, 127. 
216 Human Rights Watch World Report 2000, “Asia Overview”. 
217 Amnesty International Report 2001, 70. 
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These actions did not, however, lead to further tangible results. The last concrete mentions of China 

cooperating with the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights is from 2002, when the High 

Commissioner, Mary Robinson, visited China in 2002. HRW wrote of this: 

“In August, then U.N. High Commissioner for Human Rights Mary Robinson opened a 

U.N. workshop on judicial independence in Beijing at which she observed that Chinese 

law and practice still falls short of international human rights standards.”218 

 

The case with the UN Special Rapporteur on Torture was similar. There were some visits made by 

him to China, but very little concrete. Already at the beginning of the 1990s, Chinese representatives 

stated before the UN Committee against Torture that all cases of torture were “rigorously” 

investigated. Nevertheless, Amnesty reported that “few reports of investigations were made public, 

and in many cases no investigations were known to have taken place”.219 The most glaring example 

of the thorny relationship with China and UN human rights mechanisms is from 2004, then according 

to HRW: 

“after almost a decade of discussion, China extended an invitation to the U.N. special 

rapporteur on torture, but two weeks before the June 2004 visit was to take place, the 

government postponed it indefinitely.”220 

 

In the PRC narrative, UN human rights mechanism were not that extensively mentioned. Only one 

White Paper, written in 2001, made any direct referenced to these mechanisms: 

“China attaches importance to the role of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human 

Rights in promoting and protecting human rights, and has actively cooperated with the United 

Nations Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (…) the Chinese Foreign 

Ministry signed with her the Memorandum of Understanding (… ) It is defined in the 

Memorandum that China will carry out project cooperation with the UN Office of the High 

Commissioner for Human Rights in the two coming years in the fields of judicial 

administration, human rights education and legal system, as well as the fulfilment of the right 

to development and the economic, social and cultural rights.”221 

 

In the same White Paper, it was mentioned that “China has twice invited the Working Group on 

Arbitrary Detention of the UN Commission on Human Rights to visit China” and that “the Special 

Rapporteur on Religious Intolerance has also visited China on invitation”. However, no further 

references towards UN human rights mechanisms can be found in any of the White Papers researched. 

 

 
218 Human Rights Watch World Report 2003, “China and Tibet”. 
219 Amnesty International Report 1994, 100. 
220 Human Rights Watch World Report 2005, 273. 
221 Information Office of the State Council of the People’s Republic of China 2001, “VII. Actively Carrying Out 

International Exchanges and Cooperation in the Realm of Human Rights”. 
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The EU took once again a similar, but more optimistic, point of view than the NGOs. The EU report 

from 2004 acknowledged the official visits to China made by UN human rights mechanisms and 

mentioned that further visits were planned. The EU report also agreed with the assessment of the 

NGOs that during the previous years there had been “no genuine co-operation with human rights 

mechanisms”. As with the UN covenants, also in this case the result for the EU was a “mixed picture”: 

“Positive in China’s increased willingness to engage in constructive co-operation with 

ILO, UNHCHR (the High Commissioner) and some Special Rapporteurs, but critical 

problems in the co-operation with UNHCR (the UN Refugee Agency) and Special 

Rapporteur on Torture and implementation of recommendations.”222 

 

Considering the two benchmarks addressed in this subchapter, China’s accession to the two UN 

treaties is clearly one of the best accomplishments related to the EU-China human rights dialogue. It 

was seen as positive by both the EU and Western NGOs that China had signed the two Covenants 

and somewhat cooperated with UN human rights mechanisms. However, Philp Baker argues that 

there was no connection between the EU-China dialogue and the developments related to 

international human rights mechanisms presented in this subchapter. He states that this was more due 

to US-China relations and trade.223  

 

It is revealing, that these developments happened just at the turn of the century, when the human 

rights dialogue was being formalised and the EU had just published its dialogue-objectives. After a 

few years, this development stopped and the given promises were never implemented. In here we can 

find a dimension of realpolitik. According to the picture given by Amnesty and HRW, China 

promised to act and cooperate with UN mechanisms when it was advantageous to it. Officially signing 

treaties and promising to cooperate were tangible results that could be used to show development in 

the Chinese human rights situation, even though actual implementation of these promises did not 

happen. Amnesty summed up this well in one report from 2001: 

“The authorities continued to show willingness to adhere on a pro-forma level to the 

international human rights regime, but pursued domestic policies which resulted in 

serious human rights violations on a large scale.”224 

From a Chinese perspective we can say that it worked. The EU used the signing of the ICESCR and 

ICCPR as justification to drop supporting the US resolution condemning China at the UN.225 

  

 
222 EU-China Human Rights Dialogue evaluation 2004. 
223 Baker 2002, 61. 
224 Amnesty International Report 2001, 72. 
225 Human Rights Watch World Report 1999, “China”. 
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4.2. Judicial Issues 

The next set of specific areas defined by the Council belong to the field of judicial matters and are 

closely related to each other. We can identify three benchmarks under this title: 1) compliance with 

ECOSOC guarantees for the protection of those sentenced to death and restriction of the cases in 

which the death penalty can be imposed (i.e. usage of the death penalty); 2) introduction of judicial 

supervision of procedures and reform of administrative detention (i.e. reform of administrative 

detention); respect for the right to a fair and impartial trial and for the rights of the defence; and 3) 

rights of prisoners. Each of these benchmarks will be addressed here individually. Furthermore, I 

address the use of administrative detention and the right for a fair and impartial trial separately. 

 

Third benchmark: Usage of the death penalty 

The restriction of using death penalty was the third specific area identified by the Council. The death 

penalty was actively used by China throughout the period under study. Amnesty International 

published every year its estimate for the total amount of given death sentences and executions 

implemented in China. These can be found in table 1. Amnesty counted that throughout the 1990s 

China executed around 18 000 people in total.226 It is worth to note that that these numbers were 

estimates made using public sources, the real number was thought to be higher. 

 

Amnesty mentioned that a “dramatic increase” in death sentences was recorded in 1990.227 This can 

also clearly be seen from the table. It would be safe to assume that the events of June Fourth initiated 

a stricter response to crime and dissent from the government. From the table we can also deduce that 

from 1991 onwards, the amount of death sentences given annually revolved from around 1500 to 

2000 and executions carried out at around 1000. In almost no case did the amounts drop below these 

general numbers. 

 

We can clearly see three spikes in death sentences and executions, the first in 1996, the second in 

2001 and the last in 2004. The two first one corresponded to the PRC’s “Strike Hard” campaign. The 

last spike and the subsequent years were not explained in the reports written by the NGOs. 

Consequently, we can only do an educated guess on the reasons behind it. As this seems to continue 

in 2005, it can be assumed that the general attitude of Chinese authorities became harsher in 2004 or 

that there was a similar campaign against crime as the “Strike Hard” campaigns. In any case, we can 

state that the situation did not improve during the whole period under research.  

 
226 Amnesty International Report 2000, 73. 
227 Amnesty International Report 1991, 66. 
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Table 1, Death sentences and executions in China 1988-2006 according to Western NGOs 

 

Year 

 

Death sentences given 

Executions 

implemented 

1988228 177 126 

1989229 282 273 

1990230 960 750 

1991231 1650 1050 

1992232 1891 1079 

1993233 2564 1419 

1994234 2496 1791 

1995235 at least 3110 at least 2190 

1996236 at least 6000  at least 3500 

1997237 2495 1644 

1998238 1657 1067 

1999239 1720 1077 

2000240 1511 at least 1000 

2001241 4015 2468 

2002242 1921 1060 

2003243 1639 726 

2004244 at least 6000 at least 3400 

2005245 at least 3900 at least 1770 
 

  

 
228 Amnesty International Report 1989, 171. 
229 Amnesty International Report 1990, 66. 
230 Amnesty International Report 1991, 64. 
231 Amnesty International Report 1992, 88. 
232 Amnesty International Report 1993, 94. 
233 Amnesty International Report 1994, 100. 
234 Amnesty International Report 1995, 97. 
235 Amnesty International Report 1996, 118. 
236 Amnesty International Report 1997, 118. 
237 Amnesty International Report 1998, 132. 
238 Amnesty International Report 1999, 130. 
239 Amnesty International Report 2000, 73. 
240 Amnesty International Report 2001, 69. 
241 Amnesty International Report 2002, 72. 
242 Amnesty International Report 2003, 73. 
243 Amnesty International Report 2004, 155. 
244 Amnesty International Report 2005, 78. 
245 Amnesty International Report 2006, 90. 
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The “Strike Hard” campaigns were two massive nationwide campaigns to fight crime. The first was 

launched in 1996 and the second in 2001. Both were designed to curb general criminal activity in 

China. However, the punishments given were very harsh. Amnesty reported that “defendants were 

more likely to be sentenced to death for crimes which were previously punished by imprisonment”.246  

Both campaigns lead to hundreds of thousands of arrests and thousands of executions. The “Strike 

Hard” campaigns were so severe that they were even mentioned as “concerns” in Council conclusions 

from 2003, but never integrated into the benchmarks of the human rights dialogue.247 According to 

HRW, the first “Strike Hard” campaign from 1996 “resulted in the highest number of judicial 

executions and suspended death sentences since 1983”.248 The second “Strike Hard” campaign was 

launched in 2001: 

“President Jiang initiated a three-month Strike Hard (yan da) campaign. Stressing the 

need to safeguard social stability and the reform process, he asked that improvements 

in fighting crime be made with "two tough hands." The campaign featured hastily 

processed cases, denial of due process rights, summary trials, harsh sentences, mass 

sentencing rallies, and an upsurge in executions (…) Provinces and municipalities, in a 

kind of bizarre competition, reported regularly on their compliance with the 

campaign.”249 

 

The usage of the death penalty was handled very little in the Chinese White Papers. It was mentioned 

in only two documents among all those used in this research. The only proper argument given to the 

use of the death penalty in China was that it was a normal punishment, used in most countries around 

the world. In the 1991 White Paper, for instance, it was stated: “China, like most countries in the 

world, maintains capital punishment, but imposes very stringent restrictive regulations on the use of 

this extreme measure”.250 

 

The EU report, once again, took a similar but more optimistic viewpoint than the NGOs. Positive 

developments included that executions were no longer carried out in public or by firing squad. 

Furthermore, during the dialogue sessions, the Chief Judge of the Supreme People’s Court repeated 

claims that the “working direction” was to restrict the use of the death penalty and to abolish it in the 

long run. Measures had also been taken by government officials to pressure the Supreme People’s 

Court to review all death-penalty cases. On the negative side, death penalty was not only used for 

serious crimes, but also imposed on certain economic crimes. The EU report also mentioned that 

 
246 Amnesty International Report 2003, 73. 
247 Council minutes 6941/03. 
248 Human Rights Watch World Report 1998, “China and Tibet”. 
249 Human Rights Watch World Report 2002, “China and Tibet”. 
250 Information Office of the State Council of the People’s Republic of China 1991, “IV. Guarantee of Human Rights in 

China’s Judicial Work”. 
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many executions took really place in private, but only after mass sentencing rallies in front of vast 

crowds in public areas, a practice, which amounted to “inhumane and degrading treatment”.251 

 

Surprisingly, the numbers given by European diplomats on estimates of death sentences were much 

higher than those given by the NGOs shown in table 1. It was reported that “in early 2004, “Heads of 

Missions (HoMs) quoted an estimated of 15,000 a year, which was revised to 10,000 a year in the 

latest HoMs reports, on the basis of an estimate provided by NPC delegates”. The estimates reported 

to the Council were roughly double of what the NGOs were able to report. As a conclusion, the EU 

appraised the death penalty in China as a “mixed picture”: 

“Positive developments over time are significant reduction in the number of offences 

punishable by death, abolition of juvenile death sentences as well as renewed 

discussions on review of all capital sentences by the Supreme People’s Court. Negative 

developments are grave concerns about the great number of executions, the continuing 

lack of transparency, concerns on due process, and refusal to provide statistics.”252 

 

Fourth benchmark, first part: Reform of administrative detention 

As the first part of the fourth benchmark identified by the EU, we have the use of “administrative 

detention” by Chinese authorities. This issue was present in every Amnesty International report from 

1990 to 2005. Tellingly, Amnesty wrote already in 1990 that: 

“detention or imprisonment is facilitated by provisions in Chinese law and by illegal 

practices which have become the norm, such as arbitrary detention for weeks or months 

without charge. There are also laws and regulations providing for various forms of 

administrative detention without charge or trial by the police,”253 

 

A common practice in the PRC was the use of “re-education through labour” camps. HRW called it 

as “one of several official euphemism in China for forced labour under arbitrary detention.”254 Labour 

re-education in itself was not a prison sentence, but officially an administratively imposed one. 

Consequently, not all those serving this “administrative sentence” were counted in the official figure 

of the total amount of prisoners in the PRC. HRW reported that the UN Working Group on Arbitrary 

Detention had labelled the Chinese “labour re-education” camps as “inherently arbitrary in 

character”.255 
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Anyone who was considered a dissident by the PRC authorities risked being sent to a “re-education 

through labour” camp. Amnesty wrote in 1995: 

“"re-education through labour", was increasingly used to sentence dissidents without 

charge or trial to up to three years' detention. Such sentences were imposed on human 

rights activists, members of unapproved religious groups and other people branded as 

"troublemakers".”256 

 

Throughout the period researched it was reported that hundreds of thousands of people were held in 

different forms of administrative detention. Related to the “re-education through labour camps” 

Amnesty gave more precise only in four different reports. Nevertheless, with these numbers we can 

conclude that the use of such this method increased over time. According to Amnesty there was some 

50 000 people in labour camps in 1992257, 230 000 in 1997258, 260 000 in 2001259 and a record 

310 000 in 2002.260 From subsequent years, the number given is only a more general “hundreds of 

thousands”.261 

 

It was also reported that the PRC authorities announced in 2004 an intention to reform “re-education 

through labour”262 and Chinese legislators discussed it in the 2005.263 Nevertheless, still in 2007, 

beyond the period under research, Amnesty reported that “there was no progress in efforts to reform 

the re-education through labour system”.264 

 

Moreover, Amnesty reported on another form of administrative detention.265 The PRC used “Custody 

and Repatriation”, a system of administrative detention which had “allowed for the arbitrary detention 

and abuse of millions of migrant workers, vagrants, homeless children and others in urban areas”. It 

was reported that officially this practice had been abolished in 2003 following the rise of the new 

Chinese leadership. However, it was also stated by Amnesty, “no significant attempt was made to 

address underlying legal and institutional weaknesses” related to human rights problems with 

administrative detention.266 
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Concerning the use of administrative detention, the official Chinese narrative gave another picture 

than the reports of Western NGOs. It is interesting that administrative detention was only mentioned 

in two White Papers, the two first ones related to human rights. This could mean that the infamous 

practise of “re-education through labour” became so embarrassing to the Chinese authorities that 

mentioning them in official White Papers was ended. 

 

The main argument given for the use of “re-education through labour” camps was that “China 

operates on the principle that education is very important, attaching great importance to physical 

labour”.267 In this narrative, labour had an educational purpose: 

“It is especially important for criminals to engage in productive and socially beneficial labour. 

Firstly, productive labour helps criminals realize that social wealth does not come easily, 

fosters a love for work and helps them become accustomed to it, instills the idea of "no work, 

no food" in their minds, and helps them overcome bad habits (…) At the same time, working 

gives them a sense of social responsibility and law abiding spirit in addition to improving self-

discipline. Secondly, having prisoners engage in an appropriate form of labour enables them 

to stay physically fit.”268 

In the same White Paper, it was also argued, as in the case with death penalty, that “forced labour as 

a means to reform criminals is a common practice in many countries of the world”. 

 

Furthermore, the PRC stated that “re-education through labour” was solely to re-educate people and 

not to punish them: 

“Civilized and safe working conditions are provided for prisoners engaging in reform through 

labour. In the area of occupational safety and health care, every reform-through-labour 

institution has a set of specific safety regulations and necessary safety measures.”269 

It was also stated that people were not sent arbitrarily to labour camps: 

“The allegation that in China some citizens are sent to labor camps without trial or sent away 

in some form of exile within the country is a distortion of the system whereby prisons and 

reform-through-labor institutions in China take criminals into custody; it is a groundless 

fabrication.”270 

 

The EU reported on two main positive developments. First, the “Custody and Repatriation” system 

was replaced by new “vagrancy regulations”. If put effectively into place it would have protected 

“China’s most vulnerable”. Second, the reform process of “re-education through labour” system was 

 
267 Information Office of the State Council of the People’s Republic of China 1992, “I. China's Basic Principles of 

Criminal Reform”. 
268 Information Office of the State Council of the People’s Republic of China 1992, “III. Reform of Criminals through 

Labour”. 
269 Information Office of the State Council of the People’s Republic of China 1992, “III. Reform of Criminals through 

Labour”. 
270 Information Office of the State Council of the People’s Republic of China 1991, “IV. Guarantee of Human Rights in 

China’s Judicial Work”. 



 

64 

 

according to the Chinese side speeded up. However, from the reports of the NGOs we can see that 

neither of these developments really happened. On the negative side, “HoMs reported in 2003 that 

the number of people in these camps “seemed to have increased”. HoMs also estimated that there 

were approximately 300 re-education through labour camps in China, with about 300 000 inmates. 

Consequently, the appraisal of this benchmark was “mixed picture”.271 

 

Fourth benchmark, second part: Respect for the right to a fair and impartial trial 

The second part of the fourth “specific area” identified by the Council, was the right to a fair and 

impartial trial. In every Amnesty report from 1992 to 2005 one can find what I would call a “standard 

clause concerning trials”. How this was articulated changed a little every year, but the idea remained 

the same. This was an example from 1992:  

“Trials continued to fall short of international fair trial standards (…) Minimum 

standards for fair trial are not provided for in Chinese law, such as the right to have 

adequate time and facilities to prepare a defence, the right to be presumed innocent until 

proved guilty in a court of law, and the right to cross-examine prosecution witnesses 

and to call defence witnesses. In practice, in China the verdict and sentence are often 

decided by the authorities before the trial. Extreme limitations on the role of defence 

lawyers, the use of torture to induce "confessions", and interference by political 

authorities in the judicial process are other major obstacles to fair trial.”272 

As this “standard clause concerning trials” was found in every subsequent Amnesty report, we can 

conclude that there were no real improvements regarding the unfairness of trials in China during the 

period under research, they remained politically motivated.  

 

It seems to be that the Chinese authorities tried to curb the most blatant malpractices as in 1996 the 

Chinese Criminal Procedure Law was revised to provide greater access to legal representation and 

notification of relatives. However, Amnesty reported that “in many cases the authorities continued to 

show blatant disregard for these changes”.273  Furthermore, in 2001 the Supreme People's Court 

admitted that there was corruption within the legal system, including “intentional errors of judgment, 

forged court papers, and bribe taking”. Consequently, the Supreme People's Procuratorate issued six 

new regulations to prevent violations in the handling of cases and acknowledged Communist Party 

interference in sensitive cases.274 
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As  part of improvements related to the new Chinese Constitution in 2004, China began to hold 

qualifying examinations for judges and had according to HRW “signaled its intent to amend laws to 

better protect suspects in detention”.275 These reforms mentioned in this and the previous paragraphs 

are from a Western European human rights perspective one of the few positive judicial developments 

in China during the period under research. 

 

A major argument the PRC White Papers presented related to the Chinese judicial system and prisons 

was that its system was efficient. The Chinese authorities measured this efficiency by looking at 

reconviction rates. The White Papers especially wanted to present and compare Chinese reconviction 

rates with those “in some Western countries”: 

“China's rate of recidivism is among the lowest in the world. For many years, it has been 

around 6% to 8%. In contrast, the rate of recidivism in some developed western countries is 

around 20% or 30% with some going as high as 50%, 60% and more.”276 

 

As in many other themes addressed in this research, the PRC’s narrative on the fairness of its judicial 

system was different from the one of the Western NGOs. The main argument was that judicial 

independence existed in China because it was ensured in the Chinese Constitution and that Chinese 

authorities followed the law. In the White Papers this was presented in such a way: 

“According to the Chinese Constitution and relevant laws, the people's courts and people's 

procuratorates exercise judicial power and procuratorial power independently in accordance 

with the law, and are responsible to, and supervised by, the people's congresses. They are not 

subject to interference by any administrative organ, public organization or individual. The 

judicial organs carry out their duties independently within the limits as prescribed by the law, 

and any interference in their independent exercise of judicial power and procuratorial power 

in accordance with the law is a violation of the Constitution and the law.”277 

 

In an earlier White Paper this narrative went even further. There it was argued that the PRC's judicial 

system followed the principle of humanitarianism, contrary to the NGO reports: 

“In the actual practice of criminal reform, China pays close attention to implementing the 

principles of humanitarianism. Criminals are not only provided with proper living conditions, 

but their human dignity is also respected. Humiliating of prisoners is forbidden. Chinese law 

clearly stipulates that criminals are to be provided with a humane level of material comfort 

during their prison terms and that the staff in prisons and reform-through-labour institutions 

must handle criminals in a civilized manner.”278 
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Furthermore, most Chinese White Papers handling human rights generally included one chapter on 

the judicial system. A recurring theme in these chapters was how the Chinese judiciary had improved 

compared to preceding years. For instance, in 2000 there was “considerable progress”279 and 2003 

China had “further beefed its judicial reform”.280 

 

According to the Council report from 2004, there had been “a number of positive trends” in the respect 

for the right to a fair and impartial trial and ongoing judicial reforms were seen as “one of the positive 

developments” of the dialogue. These included several new laws set up to develop the judicial system. 

Accordingly, lawyers were given more rights in court and citizens were allowed to sue government 

officials for compensation on abusing their rights. On the other hand, the report also stated that the 

lack of any judicial process and access to lawyers had been “a traditional topic” during the dialogues, 

hinting that this issue did not improve overtime. Furthermore, “negative aspects remain firmly 

entrenched in the current system”. Despite of the many legal reforms, “numerous instances of 

arbitrary and summary justice and disregards of the revised Criminal Procedure Law were recorded”. 

The Council report stated that the situation was: 

“Mixed regarding the right to a fair impartial trial and the rights to defence: despite 

moves to improve the legal system, processes are still arbitrary and not transparent, and 

the pace and actual implementation of legal reforms is slow.”281 

 

Fifth benchmark: Rights of Prisoners 

The fifth “full” benchmark defined by the Council of the EU was rights of prisoners in China. This 

topic was prevalent in both Amnesty and HRW reports. Conditions were often harsh, especially if 

examined with international standards. HRW reported already in 1990, quite tellingly: 

“Conditions in local jails and detention centers were the worst. However, even in 

facilities like Beijing’s Qicheng Prison, where leading intellectuals are held, illness and 

abuse were reported to be widespread (…) Yao Yongzhan described his experience (…) 

He was kept with 12 other prisoners in a cell measuring 13 to 14 square meters. Sleep 

was difficult as the lights were kept on all night; there were no beds, so the prisoners 

had to lie on the wooden floor. The cells were infested with fleas and bugs, and 80 to 

90 percent of prisoners had infectious skin disease.”282 
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Furthermore, Amnesty wrote abundantly about prison conditions in China. For instance, Amnesty 

wrote in 1992 that “many prisoners were reported to have fallen ill owing to harsh prison conditions”. 

On torture, the same report told: 

“The methods of torture most commonly cited included several beatings, shocks with 

electric batons and the use of shackles in positions deliberately intended to inflict pain. 

Deprivation of sleep or food, exposure to cold and being made to adopt exhausting 

physical postures were also reported to be common during interrogation.”283 

A similar sentence describing torture of prisoners and detainees can be found in every Amnesty report 

from 1989 to 2005. Consequently, we can conclude that the conditions in Chinese prisons did not 

improve. 

 

According to the Chinese narrative, the main goal of Chinese prisons, as with administrative detention, 

was to reform criminals into constructive members of the society:  

“The prisons and reform-through-labor institutions in China are not designed merely to punish 

the criminals but to educate them and turn them into law-abiding citizens by organizing them 

to take part in physical labor, learn legal and ordinary knowledge and master productive 

skills.”284 

As stated above, the PRC defended its judicial system and prisons with the low reconviction rate, 

where China had “achieved remarkable results in reforming criminals” and “a very low rate compared 

to those of other countries”.285 

 

As with the respect for a fair trial, the Chinese White Papers refuted the claims of maltreatment and 

torture happening in Chinese prisons reported by the Western NGOs. Once again, the approach was 

rather positivist, an alleged act cannot have happened in Chinese prisons as it would have been 

forbidden by Chinese law. In a White Paper from 1992, it was stated, “Chinese law forbids any 

maltreatment of prisoners by the prison staff”. 286  The White Papers also claimed that Chinese 

prisoners had several rights as opposed to what was presented in the NGO reports. For instance, in 

1995 it was stated that prisoners have inter alia “the right of immunity from corporal punishment and 

abuses, the right of appeal and the right of meeting visiting family members and relatives”.287 
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Similarly, as with the judicial system, according to the Chinese narrative, Chinese prison management 

was “humane”. Once again, references to the law were made: 

“After the founding of the People's Republic, the people's government established a new type 

of socialist prison, where the prisoners are regarded as human beings, and where their dignity 

is respected, their personal safety is ensured and where they receive fully humane 

treatment.”288 

 

“The basic principle governing management of prions and reform-through-labour institutions 

in China is humane handling of prisoners in accordance with the law. This means respecting 

the human dignity of prisoners and treating them humanely, resolutely forbidding prisoners 

to be humiliated and taking full advantage of the restraining, corrective, inspirational and 

guiding role of management in reforming criminals.” (emphasis added)289 

 

In addition to this, claims of torture were denied in reference to the law. This can be seen in two short 

passages from 2008: “the Criminal Procedure Law expressly outlaws extortion of confessions by 

torture” and “the Criminal Law lays down a special provision on the crime of extorting confessions 

by torture by judicial functionaries”.290 

 

The EU report found both positive and negative developments on prison conditions in China, 

similarly to most other topics. First, it was reported that there had been several reforms with a view 

to tackle torture in Chinese prisons. The reports stated that China “showed strong interest in tackling 

the persistence of torture and reiterated that torture to extract confessions had been abolished by a 

regulation in 2003”. Furthermore, in 2004 a regulation entered into force “aiming at the eradication 

of torture”. However, its report also stated, “latest HoMs report notes lengthy pre-trial detention, 

widespread torture and cases of confessions under torture” and “prison conditions remained harsh”. 

As a conclusion, the Council report stated that progress was “mixed”: 

“On the positive side there is a trend in acknowledging the occurrence of torture and a 

very recent beginning of co-operation with ICRC. On the negative side there is a lack 

of implementation and independent overview of international obligations, continuing 

torture and ill treatment, and bad prison conditions, especially in autonomous 

regions.”291 

However, according to the NGO reports, it seems to be that this “strong interest” in tackling the issue 

was never truly realised. 
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4.3. Freedom of Religion and the Right to Organise 

Sixth benchmark: Freedom of religion and belief 

The sixth benchmark of the Council was freedom of belief. Following a strictly secular communist 

ideology, the Chinese government saw different religions as threats to its own power and legitimacy 

and tried intensively to regulate them.292 Consequently, depictions of the Chinese government’s 

crackdown on religions and religious movements were prevalent in both HRW and Amnesty reports. 

 

To keep control of Chinese Christians, the PRC had itself formed “official” congregations, which 

were strictly under the supervision of the CCP. Those who did not follow the officially approved 

religious institutions were seen as open to “hostile infiltration from abroad” and thus were threats to 

national security.293 From an ideological point of view, Christianity was also connected to Western 

bourgeoisie and thus seen as “counter-revolutionary”.294 Another example of state interference in 

Christian affairs was that the official Chinese Catholic Church itself ordained its own bishops, who 

then “competed” with bishops ordained by the Pope. Vatican-ordained bishops often found 

themselves in prison as they belonged to so-called “underground churches”. HRW reports from 2001 

that the PRC “ordained five new bishops” and “at least seven Catholic bishops remained in detention 

in China, many of whom had been held for years”. The CCP officially stated that in China “religious 

theology must be made compatible with the socialist system”295 

 

According to the HRW and Amnesty reports, it becomes clear that hundreds, perhaps even thousands, 

of Christians were arrested each year. Christians were also open to harassment and exploitation from 

local authorities. The HRW reports from 1990 and 1996 described this: 

“Catholics and Protestants who refused to join government-sponsored church 

organizations were in recent years subjected to increasing persecution. The government 

broke up unauthorized congregations, sometimes violently, and made widespread 

arrests. Beginning in late 1989, dozens of priests, bishops and laypersons belonging to 

the underground Roman Catholic Church in northern and western China were arrested. 

The underground church remained loyal to the Vatican, which recognizes Taiwan and 

does not have diplomatic relations with China.”296 

 

“the more usual pattern (…) was to detain and physically abuse Catholics and 

Protestants until their families, the local church community or foreign evangelical 

organizations paid onerous fines.”297 

 
292 Human Rights Watch World Report 1997, “Asia Overview”. 
293 Human Rights Watch World Report 1992, “Asia Watch Overview”. 
294 Amnesty International Report 1989, 170. 
295 Human Rights Watch World Report 2001, “China and Tibet”. 
296 Human Rights Watch World Report 1990, “China”. 
297 Human Rights Watch World Report 1996, “China and Tibet”. 



 

70 

 

Chinese religious persecution of Christians did not relent after the EU published its dialogue 

objectives in 2001. There was one more “standard clause” found in every Amnesty report between 

1990 and 2005 describing the persecution of unofficial Christian churches in China. For instance, in 

2003 it was reported that: “members of unofficial Christian groups were also arrested and some 

received long prison sentences. Some reported being tortured or ill-treated in police custody”.298 

Furthermore, it could be argued that the situation actually worsened as two years later: “reports 

increased of arrests and detentions of unregistered Catholics and members of unofficial Protestant 

house churches”.299 

 

Another movement that we might consider “semi-religious” was the Falun Gong movement that came 

under attack by the Chinese authorities and is also mentioned in the EU Council conclusions. The 

movement was originally loosely based on beliefs of Buddhist and Daoist tradition and at the end of 

the 1990s had probably hundreds of thousands of followers. In April 1999, 10 000 members of Falun 

Gong surrounded the Zhongnanhai (中南海), the heart of the Chinese government in Beijing, to 

protest a newspaper article denouncing the movement.300 

 

The size of this demonstration was the final straw that motivated the Chinese government into action. 

A systematic crackdown started in three months. The movement was labelled as an “illegal 

organization” and accused of “endangering social stability”. Thousands of practitioners were arrested 

by the police and over one million books were confiscated. At the same time the government started 

to crush other similar qi gong meditation groups.301 From 2000 onwards, the crackdown on Falun 

Gong continued. Both Amnesty and HRW reported on this in almost every yearly report. Amnesty 

also reported that many of those imprisoned were assigned without trial to “re-education through 

labour” and some were detained to psychiatric hospitals.302  

 

Not many figures were given, but in 2003 Amnesty reported that “tens of thousands of Falun Gong 

practitioners continued to be detained”.303 Amnesty also reported that more and more violence was 

used to eradicate the movement. Allegedly, in 2001 around 200 members of Falun Gong had died in 
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custody because of torture since 1999.304 In 2002 that number was “around 500”305, in 2003 “more 

than 800”306 and in 2004 “more than 1000 people”.307 As we can see, the amount of Falun Gong 

practitioners who were annually detained or killed in custody did not decline over the years. On the 

contrary, from a human rights perspective, the situation seems to have worsened. 

 

The Chinese narrative related to the freedom of religion was similar to the arguments used with other 

issues addressed in this chapter. Contrary to what the Western NGOs reported, it was stated that there 

was complete freedom of religion in China. I was able to identify a “standard clause” of sorts that 

was repeated in most Chinese White Papers on human rights since 1991. According to the Chinese 

view, religion cannot be used to “disrupt public order”. This was an example from 1995: 

“Freedom of religious belief in China is guaranteed by law. Normal activities of different 

religions can be carried out in China according to their rights prescribed by the Constitution 

and law (…) China's Constitution stipulates that the state protects normal religious activities. 

No one may make use of religion to engage in activities that disrupt public order, impair the 

health of citizens or interfere with the educational system of the state. In order to ensure that 

citizens really enjoy the freedom of religious belief, religious bodies and religious affairs are 

not subject to any foreign domination.”308 

 

I was able to identify only one reference related to the persecution of the members of Falun Gong. 

Interestingly, this reference is from 2001, just when the Chinese authorities had started to persecute 

the movement. As in the case of the “re-education through labour” camps, it might be that the 

existence of the movement became so embarrassing for the Chinese authorities that all references to 

it were removed from subsequent White Papers. This reference is also a good example of how the 

Chinese authorities identified the above-mentioned “disruption of public order”. According to law a 

handful of criminals were punished in the name of “safeguarding social stability”: 

“the public security and judicial organs (…) also punished, according to law, a handful of 

criminals who caused deaths or gathered people to upset the public order by organizing and 

using the Falun Gong cult, effectively safeguarding social stability and the people's lives and 

property.”309 
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In the Council report, it was stated that the control of religious activities remained “extremely tight”. 

On the positive side, there were more possibilities for registered religions, but this was complemented 

by an “intensifying crackdown of unofficial religious and spiritual activity”. Furthermore, HoMs 

reported of abusive treatment of religious believers, arrests of religious leaders and demolitions of 

underground churches. Concerning Falun Gong, the EU report gave same numbers as the NGOs. 

Until 2004, tens of thousands were believed to be detained and more than 800 were believed to have 

died in custody. Additionally, HoMs estimated that at least 100 000 Falun Gong followers were 

detained at “re-education through labour” camps. In general, this benchmark was appraised as 

“limited progress”: 

“Despite a certain growing acceptance of official religions, there is no freedom of 

religion in CN, there are continued detentions, ill-treatment and harassment of people 

involved in non-officially recognised religious and spiritual activity.”310 

 

Seventh benchmark: Respect for the right to organise 

The seventh “specific area” defined by the Council was the right to organise. Both Amnesty and 

HRW reported serious shortcomings. There were major problems with working conditions, especially 

related to migrant workers.311 

 

Labour unions independent from the authorities’ control were not allowed. HRW tells that after the 

events of June Fourth, the government was scared of the politicisation of the workforce, calling this 

the “polish disease”.312 There might have been some reason for worry for the Chinese government 

related to the politicisation of workers as HRW reported in 2002: “in March, tens of thousands of 

retired and laid-off workers began the largest, longest, and best-organized campaigns since the 1989 

pro-democracy demonstrations”.313 Consequently, during the 1990s, independent trade unions were 

illegal and the official All China Federation of Trade Unions (ACTFU) was completely under the 

control of the CCP.314 

 

As mentioned above, China did join and the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural 

Rights in 2001, but “placed a reservation on the right to freely form trade unions”.315At the same time, 

the government did some reforms, but they did not really improve the situation: 
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“Reforms to the trade union law introduced in October 2001 brought some 

improvements as well as further restrictions to labour rights. The revised law still 

severely restricts workers’ rights to freedom of association and expression, and 

independent trade unions remained illegal.”316 

 

HRW reported a similar story. On paper there had been legal reforms, but they lacked real impact. 

The situation remained unchanged in 2004: 

“Workers are limited in their capacity to seek redress by the government’s ban on 

independent trade unions. The only union permitted is the government-controlled All 

China Federation of Trade Unions.”317 

It can also be added, that even after 2004 “rural migrant workers suffered from dire conditions”.318 

 

The trend in which Chinese White Papers refuted claims made by Western NGOs continues regarding 

the right to organise. A White Papers from 2000 bluntly stated, “the Constitution clearly states that 

citizens enjoy freedom of speech, of the press, of assembly, of association, of procession, of 

demonstration and of religious belief”.319 A similar sentence can be found in most White Papers 

written before 2005 researched in this thesis. As we can see, the PRC made once again reference to 

the law and its Constitution. 

 

The issue of the right to unionise was also covered in the White Papers. First, it was stated that there 

was right to unionise in China, “Employees’ rights to participate in and organise trade unions are 

protected”.320 Second, the PRC authorities claimed that the trade unions were protected by the state: 

“In China, all social organizations that meet the regulations of the Constitution and other laws 

and are formed through necessary registration procedures are protected by the state”321 

 

It is important to note that only those trade unions that “meet the regulations of the Constitution” were 

considered legal. This practically gave the right for the Chinese authorities to arbitrarily outlaw 

independent trade unions. 
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Many White Papers emphasised how the Chinese state and regulations safeguarded working 

conditions for workers. In a White Paper from 1995 it was stated: 

“China has always attached importance to the protection of the right of citizens to work and 

the rights and interests of workers, regarding this as an important aspect of its efforts to 

safeguard human rights.”322 

 

Almost all subsequent White Papers presented improvements to Chinese labour laws. For instance, 

in 1997 it was stated that “the government has made new efforts to safeguard the rights stipulated by 

China's Labor Law”323 and in 2003 “the total number of grass-roots trade union organizations had 

increased 79.1 percent as compared with the figure five years ago”.324 This may be seen as attempt to 

show that China did not need independent trade unions, as worker conditions were already 

safeguarded by the state. 

 

According to the Council report from 2004, there remained problems regarding the right to unionise 

in China. Generally, after labour protests, many labour right activists were arrested and charged with 

“subversion”. Furthermore, new and old regulations continued “a form of government patronage” 

and limited the freedom for foundations and other organisations to set their own agenda. On a more 

positive note, despite continued resistance to any free labour union activity, “Chinese authorities have 

gradually increased the room for NGO activity in fields such as social issues”. The general conclusion 

was that regarding the right to organise the progress was “limited”: 

“A trend towards more freedom for certain NGOs but continued control and obstruction 

both in law and practice of the right to organise, in particular for labour 

organisations.”325 

  

 
322 Information Office of the State Council of the People’s Republic of China 1995, “IV. The Right to Work of Citizens 

and the Rights and Interests of Workers”. 
323 Information Office of the State Council of the People’s Republic of China 1997, “IV. Protection of Workers’ 

Rights”. 
324 Information Office of the State Council of the People’s Republic of China 2004, “II. Civil and Political Rights”. 
325 EU-China Human Rights Dialogue evaluation 2004. 
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4.5. Summary 

The picture given by Amnesty and HRW on the human rights situation in China wasn’t flattering, as 

there were according to them major shortcomings related to all the eight benchmarks identified by 

the Council in 2001. This chapter has clearly presented this in relation to seven of them. The EU 

report took a similar, albeit more conciliatory and optimistic, stance than the NGOs. This may be 

because the EU had invested in the human rights dialogue and had to show itself and the Member 

States that there had been at least some progress. 

 

The Chinese White Papers, on the other hand, give us a completely different picture. All the claims 

made by Western NGOs were refuted. It is noteworthy that in the Chinese narrative, most of the 

arguments used in relation to one of the issues addressed, were usually also applicable to the other 

ones. First, one can find a strong positivist stance in the Chinese arguments. Because something was 

prohibited by law, it couldn’t happen regardless of what was reported by the NGOs. Second, in some 

cases it was argued that a practise was acceptable, because it was used in other countries or generally 

effective in combating crime. Finally, one argument that cannot be handled here, but was mentioned 

in all Chinese White Papers researched, was the right of subsistence. The right of subsistence was 

given highest priority and seen as the most important right in the Chinese narrative.326 All other rights 

could be sacrificed in the name of growing subsistence. 

 

The Council of the EU stated in 2004 that out of the seven benchmarks covered here, four had a 

“mixed picture” with not much progress, but some positive developments. These benchmarks were 

(1) signing and ratification of international covenants, (2) co-operation with UN mechanisms, (3) 

usage of the death penalty and (4, both first and second parts) use of administrative detention and the 

right to a fair and impartial trial. In two cases the verdict was “limited progress”, i.e. (5) rights of 

prisoners and (7) right to organise. Concerning (6) freedom of religion, it was stated that there had 

been “limited progress”, but the situation also “seems to have deteriorated over the last few years”. 

Regarding the theme not addressed in this chapter, respect for the rights of minorities, it was bluntly 

stated that there was “no progress”.327 

 

The EU report admitted that there had not been much progress, but still some positive developments 

related to individual benchmarks. The report also stated that the general situation in China in 2004 

showed a “mixed picture”. Furthermore, it was stated that “the long-term trend of the past quarter of 

 
326 Kent 1993, 223. A good overview of this thought on the right of subsistence in given in Svensson 2002, 273-275. 
327 EU-China Human Rights Dialogue evaluation 2004. 
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a century is, on balance, positive”. Compared to the NGOs, the viewpoint of the EU was clearly more 

positive. One important aspect was that the Council saw its human rights dialogue as a way for “a 

long-term transition of China towards rule of law, democracy and respect for human rights”. 

Accordingly, the benchmarks were set: 

“at the highest level, namely the ideal situation of full and guaranteed respect for human 

rights and the rule of law. It is therefore not surprising that the assessment at this point 

in time does not show clear progress.”328 

 

On the other hand, the reports of Amnesty and HRW give us a worse picture. According to the 

Western NGOs, there wasn’t much real progress. Of the eight topics addressed (with administrative 

detention and respect for the right to a fair and impartial trial divided into two), three saw no progress 

between 1995 and 2004, two had some limited progress and in three cases the situation actually got 

worse. There was clear progress in the respect for the right to fair trial as the Chinese government 

made several legal reforms after 2001, even amending its constitution to include a promise to ensure 

human rights. Furthermore, it was positive that China signed the ICCPR and ICESCR and 

subsequently ratified the latter. However, as mentioned above, the accession to these treaties was 

probably a strategic concession to show progress made in the different human rights dialogues China 

had with the EU and individual Western countries. 

 

Co-operation with UN human rights mechanisms, rights of prisoners and the right to organise saw 

according to the NGOs no notable progress whatsoever. Alarmingly, the situation got worse 

concerning the usage of death penalty and the use of administrative detention. Freedom of religion 

was between no progress and getting worse. There was no change in the persecution of unofficial 

Christian churches in China, but the persecution of Falun Gong clearly was a setback.  

 

As we have seen, according to Amnesty, HRW and to some extent the EU, the benchmarks set down 

by the EU were not met by 2004. Consequently, we can state that until that year the EU-China human 

rights dialogue had been a failure. This conclusion was also made by the EU, although it remained 

positive on the long-term future of the dialogue. The Chinese viewpoint on the other hand refuted all 

these claims and maintained that there weren’t major human rights violations in China. Nevertheless, 

the verdict of the NGOs is clear. Perhaps it is fitting to end this chapter with a quote from Philip 

Baker, who observed already in 2002 that “there has been a result from the policy of dialogue: a clear 

deterioration in China’s human rights practice”.329 

 
328 EU-China Human Rights Dialogue evaluation 2004. 
329 Baker 2002, 62. 
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5. The Chinese Economy as a Reason for the Failure of the EU-China 

Human Rights Dialogue 

At the start of the 21st century, many scholars came to the conclusion that the EU’s human rights 

policy towards China failed because of lack of political will in certain EU Member States. According 

to Philip Baker, these countries were allegedly more interested in acquiring commercial advantage in 

China, than promoting human rights.330 Carmen Amado Mendes presents this in a more diplomatic 

way in stating “governments decided to adopt economic pragmatism”, as China became increasingly 

attractive to European business. Consequently, the events of Tiananmen Square were quickly 

forgotten.331 Katrin Kinzelbach also comments on how the European Parliament’s Committee on 

Foreign Affairs singled out the so-called “Airbus Club” in a report as the primary stakeholders behind 

the EU’s China policy.332  

 

This report of the European Parliament, written by rapporteur Pierre Bernard-Raymond in 1998, was 

very straightforward on the economic reasons behind the failure of the EU’s human rights policy in 

China: 

“So what has prompted the Commission and the Council to formulate a new European policy 

based on 'dialogue', despite the fact that there has been no real change in China's political 

situation? Primarily, trade and economic considerations: the PRC is an expanding market in 

which the EU wishes to increase its presence in order to redress its current trade deficit, and 

bringing China into the WTO and establishing legal and judicial cooperation are the means 

required to establish clear rules for investment and trade between the EU and China (…) 

 

This unprincipled and opaque policy, which is determined by the commercial and economic 

interests of the 'Airbus club' (France, Germany, Italy, Spain and the United Kingdom) 

relegates the question of human rights to a secondary political issue, despite the protestations 

of European governments and institutions. Commercial and economic cooperation between 

the EU and China is, consequently, devoid of any restrictive clause relating to respect for the 

human rights and fundamental freedoms of the Chinese people. Moreover, this 'dialogue' is 

conducted increasingly often at bilateral level only, and in a non-transparent manner, thus 

ruling out or limiting the possibility of public opinion, or indeed other European institutions, 

playing a role in this process.”333 

 

Human Rights Watch gave a similar picture in its reports. The two “major players” in the EU, France 

and Germany, initiated a trend in which human rights issues with China were gradually moved 

towards “quiet diplomacy”, behind the closed doors of the EU-China human rights dialogue. These 

 
330 Baker 2002, 62. 
331 Amado Mendes 2010, 220. 
332 Kinzelbach 2015, 27. 
333 European Parliament Committee on Foreign Affairs, Security and Defence Policy 1998, 21.  
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two EU States would later be joined by the “Airbus club” countries. Already in a report from 1995, 

HRW reported that the United States, Germany, France, Canada and Australia “vied for Chinese 

commercial contracts”, emphasising trade over human rights. The previous year, China made trade 

deals with France and Germany worth over 6,5 billion US dollars.334  

 

This trend continued during the subsequent years. In 1996, HRW reported that human rights concerns 

in China were further marginalised as “governments actively pursued trade and investment with 

China unhindered by any linkage to human rights”. Germany is highlighted by HRW, with Sino-

German trade totalling over 4 billion US dollars in the first five months of 1995.335 In the HRW report 

from 1997, it was stated that France and Germany aimed to “derail a resolution on China at the 

UNCHR”. A major reason given was a 2,1 billion US dollars Airbus sale.336 Even Amnesty reported 

that same year that “France and Germany lead a retreat” which fragmented the EU position on human 

rights.337 A few years later, HRW reported that China “succeeded in splitting the EU” on human 

rights. China promised to sign contracts with French companies and Airbus. France was joined by 

the “Airbus Club”: Germany, Spain, Italy and Greece.338 

  

Airbus naturally wasn’t the only European company with great economic interests in China but has 

become the “textbook example” of this. Markus Taube writes that in 2000, all major European 

multinational corporations were present in China.339 Going further into this, it is difficult to find 

information on orders and deliveries of Airbus. Publicly, a ledger can be found where it is singled 

which aircraft carrier has ordered what type of planes. Unfortunately, this ledger does not provide 

any information on when these orders and deliveries were made. Furthermore, the oldest Airbus press 

release available dates from 2002. Airbus did not provide further information when contacted.  

 

Consequently, precise data on Airbus aircraft sales during particular years was not available for this 

thesis. However, from Taube’s research we can find out that in 1993 Airbus made its first major 

export to China with heavy German and French backing. Since then, the Airbus deliveries to China 

have had a “decisive impact” on the volume of France’s China-exports (29% of total French exports 

to China in 1999). Concerning France’s interests, it is also interesting to note that already in 1989, 

 
334 Human Rights Watch World Report 1995, “Introduction” and “China and Tibet”. 
335 Human Rights Watch World Report 1996, “China and Tibet”. 
336 Human Rights Watch World Report 1997, “China”. 
337 Amnesty International Report 1997, 45. 
338 Human Rights Watch World Report 1998, “China and Tibet”. 
339 Taube 2002, 100. 
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France was the first EU country to loosen its economic sanctions towards Beijing after the events of 

June Fourth.340 

 

The growth of the Chinese economy during the period under research is not a surprise. China had 

already “experienced remarkable growth since its economic reforms under Deng Xiaoping in 1978.341 

It is also clear that China had become during this time the EU’s second largest trading partner and its 

most important source of imports. This is well presented by Jeppe Eckhardt in his paper from 2010 

concerning textiles and clothing.342 

 

Previous chapters have covered the aims of the EU and the realities concerning human rights in China. 

This chapter, on the other hand, looks at what many scholars would identify as the main of reason for 

this, i.e. growth of the Chinese economy and trade between the EU and China, as an explanation to 

the disparity between the aims of the EU and what was reported in the Council assessment report 

from 2004 and NGO reports. Statistics and charts are heavily used, as they are the most illustrative 

way to present certain trends and changes when handling economic figures. All figures are from 

publicly available sources. 

 

Chapter 5.1. presents the rise of the Chinese economy. This is done by looking at data on the Chinese 

GDP, first on absolute terms and then at its growth rate. Furthermore, it compares the Chinese 

numbers with the economies of other great powers of the turn of the century. Second, this subchapter 

presents Chinese exports between 1990 and 2005. Moreover, it also compares this data to exports of 

other major economies. 

 

Chapter 5.2. handles the rising importance of Chinese trade to the EU. It starts by looking at total 

exports and imports between EU Member States and China. Then this subchapter compares total EU 

imports between China and its biggest regional rival, Japan. Furthermore, it uses two specific product 

categories, cycle saddles and microwave ovens, to portray the growth of Chinese imports to EU 

Member States. In this case also, Chinese numbers are compared to the equivalent Japanese ones. It 

is to be noted, that in this case the EU refers to the evolutive composition of Member States (EU-12 

until 1995, EU-15 until 2004 and afterwards EU-25).  

 
340 Taube 2002, 85-86. 
341 Sautenet 2010, 104-105; see also Taube 2002, 79. 
342 Eckhardt 2010, 156-170. 
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5.1. Rise of the Chinese Economy in the 1990s and the First Decade of the 21st Century 

First, one should look at the rise of the Chinese GDP during the period under study. This can be seen 

in Chart 1. As we can see, the numbers are impressive. In 1988 the GDP was at around 312 billion 

USD. Following the next few years the growth rate was rather stable, at around 20 to 30 billion per 

annum. Following 1993, we can see a clear rise in the growth rate. This time it rose at around 100 

billion per annum, the total reaching over 1000 billion USD in 1998. This trend continued up to 2003. 

After that the yearly rise is almost exponential with the total GDP going over 2000 billion USD in 

2005. 

 

Chart 1, The Chinese GDP in US dollars between 1988 and 2008 

 

 

 

Another way to look at the rise of the Chinese economy is to compare it to other important economic 

players during the time period under research. These numbers are presented in Charts 2, 3, 4 and 5. 

As comparison points, four major European economies and the two largest economies in the world 

of the time are used, i.e. France, Germany, Italy, the United Kingdom, Japan and the United States.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

81 

 

2 %
5 %

8 %

4 %

18 %

4 %

25 %

1995

4 % 4 %
6 %

3 %

14 %

5 %

31 %

2000
5 %

5 %

6 %

4 %

10 %

5 %

27 %

2005

1 % 6 %

8 %

5 %

14 %

5 %

26 %

1990

Charts 2,3,4 and 5; Percentage share of China (CHN), France (FRA), Germany (DEU), Italy (ITA), 

Japan (JPN), the United Kingdom (GBR) and the United States (USA) of the global GDP in US 

Dollars in the years 1990, 1995, 2000 and 2005. Named countries presented in clockwise order 

from the top.343 
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In these charts we see can how the Chinese economy has risen in comparison to the whole world 

economy. In 1990, China's GDP was 1% of the world GDP. During the next ten years the relative 

Chinese GDP doubled from 1% to 2% between 1990 and 1995, and from 2% to 4% in between 1995 

and 2000. We can also see that in 2000 the Chinese economy had overtaken Italy and closed in on 

France. In 2005, China’s economy accounted for 5% of the whole world GDP. From the numerical 

data we can see that up to that point China had already overtaken France’s economy and almost 

rivalled the two largest economies in the EU at the time, the United Kingdom and Germany. 

 

On the other hand, all nations depicted, excluding the United States, lost their proportional share in 

relation to China and the whole world in general. All these countries had bigger economies in absolute 

terms in 2005 than in 1995 but became in relative terms smaller. The big European powers lost, 

depending on the country from 1% to 2%, but the biggest drop can be seen in the case of Japan, the 

biggest regional competitor to China in East Asia. At its largest, the Japanese economy accounted for 

18% of the world GDP in 1995, dropping to 10% in 2005. These charts represent well the relative 

rise in importance of the Chinese economy, and thus Chinese markets. This is particularly true when 

compared to the less dynamic growth in Europe and especially in Japan. 

 

The growing potential of the Chinese economy can also be visualised by looking at the annual GDP 

growth. This can be seen in percentage in Chart 6. The IMF figures present an interesting picture of 

the Chinese economy. Following 1990, the yearly growth of the Chinese economy was never less 

than 5%. In the chart one can clearly see the effects of the East Asian economic crisis of the end of 

the 1990s, but also the recovery of the Chinese economy from this crisis.  

 

Most importantly, from a European perspective the growth numbers are impressive. This becomes 

apparent when looking at IMF numbers in Chart 7, where the Chinese GDP growth is compared to 

the same countries as in Charts 2, 3, 4 and 5. Between 1995 and 2005 the GDP growth of other 

countries presented was generally from 1% to 4%, visibly lower than that of China. Even if during 

some years the annual growth of some of these countries was closer to 5%, this was still 

overshadowed by the growth in China. 
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Chart 6, yearly growth of the Chinese GDP in percentage 1980-2018 

 

 

Chart 7, yearly GDP growth in percentage of China, France, Germany, Italy, Japan, the United 

Kingdom and the United States 1980-2018 
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One final interesting indicator in surveying the rise of the Chinese economy is the amount of trade 

and especially Chinese exports. This can be seen from the data of the World Bank in Charts 8 and 9, 

which show firstly the amount of exports in goods and services from China between 1990 and 2005. 

The second chart represents only one field of total exports, pure merchandise, i.e. goods. 344 

Interestingly, both charts are almost identical, affirming the viewpoint that during the time period 

between 1990 and 2005 China was mainly a producer of goods and this was the main driver behind 

China's economic rise during the 1990s and the turn of the 21st century. The amount of other exports, 

such as services, was minimal. 

 

Chart 8, exports of total goods and services in US dollars of China between 1990 and 2005 

 
 

Chart 9, merchandise exports of China in US dollars between 1990 and 2005 

 
 

344 Merchandise exports, as defined by the World Bank, refers to the total value of goods provided by a country to the 

rest of the world. 
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We can also compare the Chinese export numbers with other great economic powers of the time. First, 

Chart 10 presents the total goods and services exports of Japan, France, Germany, the United 

Kingdom and the United States in addition to China. Second, Chart 11 has the same countries, but 

this time presenting merchandise exports. China is presented in both charts as a red line. 

 

Chart 10, exports of total goods and services of France, Germany, Japan, the United Kingdom, the 

United States and China in US dollars between 1990 and 2005 

 

 

Chart 11, merchandise exports of France, Germany, Japan, the United Kingdom, the United States 

and China in US dollars between 1990 and 2005 
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These charts firstly show the US (and partly German) dominance in exports before the year 2005. 

Nevertheless, this is true only when services are included in the equation. In the case where solely 

merchandise is considered, the picture becomes more complicated. Secondly, these charts portray, 

once again, the rapid growth of the Chinese economy. China started in all charts at the bottom and 

rose to the third place in both during the first years of the 21st century. In both cases it overtook its 

regional rival, Japan. For total services and goods this happened in 2004 and for merchandise in 2003. 

These charts reinforce the view of China as a dynamic and important power, growing to rival all other 

global economic powerhouses. Indeed, what is not shown in these graphs is that China did eventually 

become the greatest exporter, overtaking both Germany and the United States in 2008 (merchandise 

exports) and 2012 (total services and goods).345 

 

The charts analysed here portray well the rise of China as an economic global player. At the same 

time, this subchapter has compared the Chinese case to the main European economies (France, 

Germany, Italy and the United Kingdom), to the biggest global player of the time, the United States 

and to the biggest regional rival of China, Japan. All these charts show the trend of Chinese growth 

in comparison to other major economies. China caught up with most of the European powers and 

even overtook them before 2005. For European leaders, China must have appeared as an ever-

growing economic powerhouse and potential market. It is not far-fetched to think that with such an 

aggressive growing trend, China would eventually economically overtake all other countries (as it 

also did later), except for the United States. 

 

Interestingly, if we look at these numbers from the perspective of the EU, i.e. the whole Union seen 

as one entity, it overshadows all other countries in all indicators, including China. The only exception 

is when the EU is compared to the United States concerning full GDP (which acts as testament to the 

magnitude of the total US economy). Nevertheless, as stated in Chapter 2, foreign policy is one of the 

core interests of a sovereign country and the EU has only limited competence in this field, especially 

when lucrative trade relations for its individual Member States are at stake. It is, therefore, also clear 

that leaders of individual EU Member States would not be very willing to endanger economic ties to 

China, as it was becoming the second-largest economy and largest exporter of goods in the world. It 

was, furthermore, completely conceivable that the trends presented might continue and China might 

in the future even challenge the supremacy of the US economy.  

 
345 World Bank Development Indicators, series “Exports of goods and services (current US$)” and “Merchandise 

exports (current US$)”. 
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5.2. Increased Importance of China to the European Economy 

China’s economic rise on a global level affected also its trade relations with the EU. First, this can be 

detected by observing the total amount of trade in goods between the EU and China. These numbers 

from the period between 1988 and 2005 can be seen in chart 12. Furthermore, yearly numbers are 

presented in tables in Annex 3. As we can see from the charts, both the imports from China to the EU 

and exports from the EU to China have significantly risen.  

 

Starting with exports from the EU to China, they rose almost tenfold from 1990 (5 268 000 000€) to 

2005 (51 519 000 000€). Nevertheless, more impressive figures are found when looking at the total 

amount of imports brought to the EU from China. The starting situation with imports is rather similar 

to that with exports. In 1990 imports to the EU from China valued roughly 10 589 000 000€. In 2005 

this number was 158 419 000 000€, a rise of almost 15 times. Most importantly, China became the 

biggest importer of goods to EU, overtaking the United States in 2005. Nevertheless, the United 

Stated remained, and even today remains, the biggest trade partner with the EU in the field of goods 

due to the total amount of both imports and exports (these numbers not even taking into account 

services).346 

 

Chart 12, Total imports and exports in goods from China to the EU between 1988 and 2005 in 

euros347 

 

 
346 Eurostat database, “EU trade since 1988 by CN8”. 
347 Eurostat database, “EU trade since 1988 by CN8”. 
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Another fruitful method to look at the rising importance of Chinese goods imports to the EU is to 

compare Chinese trade numbers to Japanese ones. This is useful as Japan can be well considered as 

the regional rival to the PRC in influence and importance, as mentioned before. Chart 13 shows the 

imports from these two countries to the EU between 1988 and 2005. Yearly numbers of all Japanese 

goods imports are found in Annex 4. The numbers concerning China are the same as those presented 

in Chart 12 above, but the comparison to the Japanese numbers gives good perspective.  

 

There was some growth, at least in the long run, in the amount of imports from Japan to the EU. 

However, this pales in comparison to the almost exponential rise of Chinese goods imports. In 1990 

the amount of imports from Japan was four times higher than imports from China. Fifteen years later 

the situation had completely changed with China exporting over twice the amount of goods to the EU 

than Japan. 

 

 

Chart 13, Total goods imports from China and Japan to the EU between 1988 and 2005 in euros348 

 

 

 

 

 

 
348 Eurostat database, “EU trade since 1988 by CN8”. 
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It is interesting to also look at import figures related to individual products. In this case this thesis 

will compare Chinese import numbers with Japanese ones as done above. First, a “bulk product” that 

requires no comprehensive electrical or technological knowledge, saddles for bicycles and other 

cycles (code 87149500, “saddles for cycles [excluding for motorcycles]” in the Eurostat database) is 

presented. These numbers are presented in Chart 14 and more in depth in Annex 5. Second, imports 

related to a more “technical” product, in this case microwave ovens (code 85165000, “microwave 

ovens for domestic use” in the Eurostat database), are presented. These figures are found in Chart 15. 

In this case also, more detailed yearly numbers are found in Annex 6. 

 

Both charts tell a similar story. In both examples the value of products imported from Japan at the 

start of the 1990s was enormously greater than of those from China. Related to saddles, in 1989 the 

value of saddles brought from Japan to the EU was roughly 166 000€. The same number for China 

was a little less than 4000€. Already in 1991 China had caught up with saddle imports from Japan. 

For Japan the value of saddle exports to the EU fluctuate greatly until 2001, when we can see a clear 

collapse. During that time the value of saddle imports from Japan dropped to pre-1990s Chinese levels. 

For China the picture is completely different. The value of Chinese saddle imports fluctuated in a 

similar manner as in the Japanese case, but the long-term trend is clearly rising. This becomes even 

more apparent, when the saddle imports from China make an almost exponential rise during the first 

decade of the 21st century. 

 

The same pattern is true in the case of microwave ovens. The value of microwaves imported from 

Japan in 1988 was over 300 times greater than of those imported from China. The crash of Japanese 

imports in this category is even more dramatic than with the saddles. The value of these imports 

dropped from 157 000 000€ in 1988 to roughly 1 400 000€ in 2005. On the other hand, China 

experienced a similar proliferation in the export of microwave ovens to Europe than with saddles. 

The value of Chinese microwave oven imports rose from 10 000 000€ in 1990 to almost 460 000 

000€ in 2005. In both these examples China not only overtook Japan, but also experienced an 

incredibly swift rise in the value of its exports. This applied to both the bulk product chosen (saddles) 

and the more “technical” one (microwave ovens). 

 

 

 



 

90 

 

Chart 14, imports of saddles for cycles to the EU from Japan and China between 1988 and 2005 in 

euros349 

 

 

Chart 15, import of microwave ovens to the EU from Japan and China between 1988 and 2005 in 

euros350 

 

 

 

 

 
349 Eurostat database, “EU trade since 1988 by CN8”. 
350 Eurostat database, “EU trade since 1988 by CN8”. 
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From these charts and economic data, we can clearly see that China became an increasingly important 

trade partner to the EU during the turn of the 21st century, especially compared to Japan.  This can be 

seen from the different goods that were imported to the EU from these two countries. In both “bulk” 

products and more “technical” ones Japan started as the more important producer at the beginning of 

the 1990s. This situation changed during the 1990s, mostly in a steadily pace. Afterwards, during the 

2000s, the financial amount of imports from China to the EU grew exponentially. In the examples 

presented above, the imports from China became considerably higher than the ones from Japan. 

Likewise, we can state that as China’s role as a trade partner rose, Japan’s declined.  
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6. Conclusion 

Human rights are traditionally considered as an integral part of core Western values. Ancient 

philosophy, Christian universalism and natural rights theory came together during the Enlightenment, 

giving birth to the earliest forms of our modern concept of universal human rights. The French and 

American Revolutions would then contribute significantly in spreading these new concepts. Later, 

the 19th century gave rise to the “second generation” of human rights, i.e. social and economic rights. 

The first half of the 20th century and its horrors brought human rights to their lowest since their 

conception in the 18th century. However, the post-war era saw the birth of the current regime of 

universal human rights, alongside the United Nations and the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. 

The ideas of the UDHR were then further developed in the International Covenant on Civil and 

Political Rights and the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights. 

 

The EU was another product of the post-war era. At the beginning, human rights were not at the 

forefront of its activities. Instead, the established forum for human rights was the Council of Europe. 

Nevertheless, from the 1960s, there was gradual integration of human rights into the policies and 

constitutional framework of the EU, mainly through the decisions of the European Court of Justice. 

From the 1970s onwards, there were timid references to human rights in different EU documents. 

However, they became fully enshrined into the EU’s constitutional framework in the 1990s when 

they were for the first time referred to in EU founding treaties. This started in the Maastricht Treaty 

and continues today in the Article 2 of the current Treaty on European Union, where it states that the 

“Union is founded” on them and other relevant Western values.351 

 

As human rights became relevant in the EU’s constitutional framework, they were also gradually 

adopted into EU foreign policy. This became reflected in the Maastricht and Amsterdam Treaties, 

where respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms were identified as one of the EU foreign 

policy objectives. The Maastricht Treaty also established the Common Foreign and Security Policy, 

which allowed the Member States to act in more coordinated manner in foreign issues and take 

common positions. 

 

 
351 “The Union is founded on the values of respect for human dignity, freedom, democracy, equality, the rule of law and 

respect for human rights, including the rights of persons belonging to minorities. These values are common to the 

Member States in a society in which pluralism, non-discrimination, tolerance, justice, solidarity and equality between 

women and men prevail.” Treaty on European Union (consolidated version 2006). 



 

93 

 

The 1990s were a ground-breaking period, the Cold War ended and for a time the Western world and 

its values were dominant. Emboldened by the international circumstances and enlarged competence 

brought by the Maastricht Treaty, the EU and its Member States instituted a more ambitious foreign 

policy to integrate the whole world into the Western-built world order. As the CFSP was mostly under 

the competence of the Council, it played a key role in formulating EU foreign policy and its goals. 

Nevertheless, as policy shaping in the EU is a dialogue between relevant institutions, the Commission 

was able to give its own contribution by initiating many foreign policies. 

 

The 1990s were also a time of change for China. The events of June Fourth had brought the attention 

of the Western world on China’s human rights record. On the other hand, following earlier reforms, 

China experienced almost unseen economic growth that could not be ignored by EU Member States 

or the rest of the world. This growth made China a potential future strategic partner and an important 

beneficiary of European investments. Consequently, the Commission initiated through its 

communications a China-strategy with five main objectives, one of them being promotion of human 

rights. However, the main objective was integrating China into to the global economy and expand 

trade between Europe and China. 

 

Human rights had to be addressed in EU-China relations, owing to the foreign policy objectives in 

EU founding treaties. This was reinforced by domestic pressures in Europe following June Fourth. 

On the other hand, many Member States, France and Germany in the lead and followed by the “Airbus 

Club”, did not want to endanger their economic relations with China. Chinese diplomats provided a 

solution, disruptive talks and, from a Chinese viewpoint, embarrassing issues were transferred to a 

human rights dialogue discussed among diplomats behind closed doors, i.e. the EU-China human 

rights dialogue started in 1995. Moreover, the attempts in condemning China on its human rights 

record at the United Nations Commission on Human Rights repeatedly failed, although supported by 

EU Member States earlier during the first half of the 1990s. The EU was not the only Western power 

to shift their human rights concerns with China to “quiet diplomacy”. A similar policy was adopted 

by Canada, Australia, Japan, Norway, Switzerland and, eventually, the US.352 

 

Documents presenting the first years of the human rights dialogue are yet inaccessible due to EU 

confidentiality rules. Western NGOs reported on the dialogue as much as they were able to discover. 

At the very end of the 1990s, the NGOs and even some EU actors, the European Parliament in the 

 
352 Human Rights Watch World Report 1998, “China and Tibet”; also Kinzelbach 2015, 17. 
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lead, stated that the dialogue had so far not achieved any discernible progress. Domestic pressure to 

show real progress was thus growing in Europe. Consequently, the Council published in 2001 its own 

aims for the dialogue and eight “specific areas” that the EU would use as benchmarks in its own 

evaluation of the dialogue. 

 

These eight benchmarks were: 1) The ratification and implementation of the ICCPR and ICESCR; 2) 

co-operation with human rights mechanisms; 3) usage of the death penalty; 4) reform of 

administrative detention and respect for the right to a fair and impartial trial; 5) rights of prisoners; 6) 

freedom of religion and belief; 7) respect for the right to organise and 8) respect for cultural rights 

and religious freedoms in Tibet and Xinjiang.353  Seven of these eight benchmarks were further 

assessed in this thesis. 

 

In assessing these benchmarks, three sources have been used: Western NGOs, the official Chinese 

view and the viewpoint of the EU. From the Chinese point of view, most of the critique put forward 

by Western NGOs was denied. On the contrary, the PRC is presented as a champion of human rights, 

especially concerning the right of subsistence. The Chinese narrative also emphasised a positivist 

viewpoint. Alleged human rights violations were not possible as they were explicitly forbidden by 

law. Moreover, a common argument was that certain measures were acceptable due to their 

effectiveness in fighting crime and commonly in usage around the world. 

 

The picture presented by Western NGOs was very different. Their annual reports stated that between 

1995 and 2004 there had been serious human rights violations related to all benchmarks defined by 

the EU. The EU itself took a similarly critical, but also more positive and patient standpoint. Most of 

the benchmarks had according to the Council a “mixed picture” or “limited progress”, i.e. at least 

some positive developments were noticeable related to individual benchmarks. Consequently, the 

Council took in 2004 the position that the long-term trend was positive. 

 

Looking at NGO reports, from the seven benchmarks assessed, there was clear positive progress in 

two. Between 1995 and 2004, China signed the two relevant UN human rights treaties, the ICCPR 

and ICESCR. However, China only ratified the latter. Furthermore, there were improvements related 

to the right to a fair trial. One more positive development was the addition of the respect and guarantee 

of human rights into the Chinese Constitution in 2004. Due to this, human rights had become an 

 
353 EU-China Human Rights Dialogue evaluation 2004. 
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accepted concept in the Chinese constitutional framework. Nonetheless, Kinzelbach has stated that 

this was more due to domestic pressure or done as “window-dressing” before visits made by important 

Western leaders.354 Moreover, Ken Brown has called the Chinese Constitution a “sleeping beauty”. 

After 2004, it was “full of excellent words and great notions, but of no great force as yet”.355 

 

Of the seven benchmarks, five either saw no progress, or saw actual deterioration. Co-operation with 

UN human rights mechanisms, rights of prisoners and the right to organise saw no notable progress. 

Deterioration happened in the usage of the death penalty and the use of administrative detention. In 

both cases, the numbers reported increased annually. Freedom of religion saw no progress concerning 

persecution of underground Christian churches, but deterioration was noticeable in the persecution of 

Falun Gong members. Furthermore, both the EU and the NGOs reported that the benchmark that was 

not assessed in this thesis, the rights of minorities, had the worst deterioration in human rights. 

Considering the 2004 dialogue evaluation of the Council and the annual NGO reports, it can be stated 

that until 2004 the dialogue had not met its objectives, i.e. it had been a failure.  

 

This failure, which has been proven in this thesis, is not novel to Western academia. The most 

common view among Western NGOs and academia is that individual EU Member States did not want 

to endanger their trade relationships with China due to human rights concerns.356 Looking at the 

growth of the Chinese economy following the decade after 1995, one can understand the position of 

European national leaders. The growth of the Chinese GDP and Chinese exports was during that 

period almost phenomenal, especially when compared to the other largest economies. By 2005, the 

Chinese economy rivalled those of the three biggest European economies. China became an 

increasingly important trade partner to EU Member States. This was especially true when compared 

to China’s greatest regional rival, Japan. The examples of saddles and microwave ovens imported to 

the EU, given in Chapter 5.2., demonstrate this development well. In both cases, China began as an 

underdog to Japan, but by 2005 exported those items to the EU overwhelmingly more. 

 

One important reason behind the failure of the dialogue is that the EU was not unified in its position. 

The “Airbus Club” countries became the biggest proponents of using the dialogue, with the two 

European “heavyweights”, France and Germany, in the lead. HRW commented aptly in 2003 how 

“key European governments” were showing “far more interest in building economic ties than in 

 
354 Kinzelbach 2010, 205-205 and 213-214; Kinzelbach 2015, 196. 
355 Brown 2013. 
356 Similar views are given by Amado Mendes 2010, 231-231 and 240; Brown 2013, 182. 
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promoting human rights – even though the one need not preclude the other”.357 The EU was not alone 

complicit in this. During the same time, the US also changed its position. According to the US, human 

rights could not be an obstacle for economic or security co-operation.358 

 

Kinzelbach and Thelle explain that the EU-China human rights dialogue provided a politically 

suitable forum for discussing human rights issues. Keeping human rights in a dialogue between 

diplomats and civil servants left high-level political contacts unaffected. Lower-level meetings could 

not cause trouble to bilateral relations. The EU and its Member States could also officially claim that 

human rights were actively discussed with the Chinese government.359 Irene Khan, Secretary General 

of Amnesty International, stated well in 2006: 

“I am disappointed that the European Union remains a largely muted voice on human 

rights. It cannot expect to maintain its credibility on human rights and occupy the moral 

high ground if it buries its collective head in the sand when confronted with abuses 

committed by its major political and trading partners.”360 

 

Going beyond 2004, it seems that a similar trend continued. Another dialogue evaluation written in 

2009 follows the pattern of 2004. In 2009, of the eight benchmarks, seven had “mixed” or “mixed 

with limited” progress. Once again, the rights of minorities had deteriorated.361 This shows that even 

during the five years after 2004, the dialogue had made little concrete results. Kinzelbach writes in 

her book that by 2010, the dialogue had become a mere “façade” and entirely ceremonial. The original 

claim in Council conclusions where it was stated that the human rights dialogue is acceptable only if 

enough progress was achieved eventually disappeared.362 

 

The EU-China human rights dialogue was partly initiated due to the events of June Fourth. As the 

Chinese economy boomed and its global importance grew, most of the measures set by the EU 

disappeared. Public condemnation and sanctions gave way to the EU-China human rights dialogue. 

However, one measure remains as a relic of the past. The arms embargo, instituted by the EU in 1989, 

is still in place. Despite strong diplomatic efforts by the PRC, it has so far not been repealed.363  

 
357 Human Rights Watch World Report 2003, “Introduction”. 
358 Franchon and Vernet 2012, 122-123. 
359 Kinzelbach and Thelle 2011, 73; Kinzelbach 2015, 198. Majtény, Sosa and Timmer also state that the dialogue is 

“unproductive though sustainable”, see Majtényi, Sosa and Timmer 2017, 10. 
360 Amnesty International Report 2006, 5. 
361 Assessment of the EU-China Human Rights Dialogue 2009. 
362 Kinzelbach 2015, 195-198. 
363 Kallio 2019, 8. See also https://www.sipri.org/databases/embargoes/eu_arms_embargoes/china 
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Annexes 

Annex 1; Chronology of relevant documents and events 

 

This Annex presents in chronological order all relevant Council and Commission documents and 

Chinese White Papers used as sources. The EU documents are presented in the same format as used 

in footnotes. More precise information on the documents is found in “Sources”. 

 

A table is also found underneath for a better visualisation of the chronological relations between 

Commission and Council documents. 

 

It is important to note that policy shaping in the EU is a dialogue between its main institutions. 

Generally, the Commission provides the initiative. The Council and the European Parliament then 

reply with their own views. EU policies get their final shape through the discussions between these 

institutions. This can be well seen with the EU-China human rights dialogue. The first relevant 

Commission communications are from 1994 and 1995, whereas the first Council conclusion is from 

2000. It is also apparent that 2001, when the “special areas” or benchmarks were defined, and the 

following years were the most intensive time period for the Council. 

 

 

1989 

June Fourth / Tiananmen Square protests. 

 

Presidency conclusions, Madrid, 26 and 27 June 1989, SN 254/2/89. (European Council) 

 

1991 

China White Paper on Human Rights. (China White Paper) 

 

1992 

Criminal Reform in China. (China White Paper) 

 

1994 

Towards a New Asia Strategy (COM(1994) 314 final). (Commission) 

 

1995 

First session of the EU-China human rights dialogue, 22-23 January. 

 

A Long Term Policy for China-Europe Relations (COM(1995) 279 final). (Commission) 

 

The Progress of Human Rights in China, December 1995. (China White Paper) 

 

1997 

Progress in China’s Human Rights Cause in 1996, March 1997. (China White Paper) 

 

1998 

Building a Comprehensive Partnership with China (COM(1998) 181 final). (Commission) 
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2000 

Council conclusions 7165/1/00. (Council) 

 

Fifty Years of Progress in China’s Human Rights. (China White Paper) 

 

2001 

Council minutes 5279/01. (Council) 

 

Council minutes 6933/01. (Council) 

 

Progress in China's Human Rights Cause in 2000 (China White Paper) 

 

EU Strategy towards China: Implementation of the 1998 Communication and Future Steps for a 

more Effective EU Policy (COM(2001) 265 final). (Commission) 

 

Europe and Asia: A Strategic Framework for Enhanced Partnerships (COM(2001) 469 final). 

(Commission) 

 

EU guidelines on human rights dialogues 14469/01. (Council) 

 

2002 

Council minutes 6596/02. (Council) 

 

2003 

Council minutes 6941/03. (Council) 

 

A maturing partnership - shared interests and challenges in EU-China relations (COM(2003) 533 

final). (Commission) 

 

China’s EU Policy Paper (China White Paper) 

 

2004 

Human rights formally included in the Chinese Constitution, 14 March. 

 

Progress in China’s Human Rights Cause in 2003 (China White Paper) 

 

Council minutes 12770/04. (Council) 

 

EU-China Human Rights Dialogue evaluation 2004. (Council) 

 

2005 

China’s Progress in Human Rights in 2004 (China White Paper) 

 

Building of Political Democracy in China (China White Paper) 
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2008 

China’s Efforts and Achievements in Promoting the Rule of Law (China White Paper) 

 

2009 

Assessment of the EU-China Human Rights Dialogue 2009. (Council) 

 

 

 

 

Year Important event Commission document Council document Chinese White Paper 

1989 June Fourth/ 

Tiananmen 

   

1990     

1991    China White Paper on 

Human Rights 

1992    Criminal Reform in 

China 

1993     

1994  Towards a New Asia 

Strategy (COM(1994) 

314 final) 

  

1995 25-26 January: 

First session of 

the EU-China 

human rights 

dialogue 

A Long Term Policy for 

China-Europe Relations 

(COM(1995) 279 final) 

 The Progress of Human 

Rights in China 

1996     

1997    Progress in China’s 

Human Rights Cause in 

1996 

1998  Building a 

Comprehensive 

Partnership with China 

(COM(1998) 181 final) 

 

EU Strategy towards 

China: Implementation 

of the 1998 

Communication and 

Future Steps for a more 

Effective EU Policy 

(COM(2001) 265 final) 

  

1999     

2000   Council 

conclusions 

7165/1/00 

Fifty Years of Progress 

in China’s Human Rights 
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Year Important event Commission document Council document Chinese White Paper 

2001  Europe and Asia: A 

Strategic Framework for 

Enhanced Partnerships 

(COM(2001) 469 final) 

Council minutes 

5279/01 

 

Council minutes 

6933/01 

 

EU guidelines on 

human rights 

dialogues 14469/01 

Progress in China's 

Human Rights Cause in 

2000 

2002   Council minutes 

6596/02 

 

2003  A maturing partnership - 

shared interests and 

challenges in EU-China 

relations (COM(2003) 

533 final) 

Council minutes 

6941/03 

China’s EU Policy Paper 

2004 Human rights 

formally included 

in the Chinese 

Constitution 

 Council minutes 

12770/04 

 

EU-China Human 

Rights Dialogue 

evaluation 2004 

Progress in China’s 

Human Rights Cause in 

2003 

2005    China’s Progress in 

Human Rights in 2004 

 

Building of Political 

Democracy in China 

Later   2009: 

Assessment of the 

EU-China Human 

Rights Dialogue 

2009 

2008: 

China’s Efforts and 

Achievements in 

Promoting the Rule of 

Law 
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Annex 2; Summary of EU benchmarks for the EU-China human rights dialogue 

 

The Council set “a stable and prosperous China, governed by the rule of law and based on respect 

for democratic principles and human rights” as the general goal for the EU-China human rights 

dialogue. 

 

For this purpose, the Council defined eight specific areas as benchmarks in which “the EU would be 

seeking progress through the dialogue process”. For this thesis, these eight benchmarks have been 

combined into four larger themes.  

 

The four larger themes and the eight benchmarks are the following: 

 

- International human rights mechanisms 

First benchmark: The ratification and implementation of the ICCPR and the ICESCR. 

Second benchmark: Co-operation with human rights mechanisms. 

- Judicial issues 

Third benchmark: Usage of the death penalty. 

Fourth benchmark, first part: Reform of administrative detention. 

Fourth benchmark, second part: Respect for the right to a fair and impartial trial. 

Fifth benchmark: Rights of prisoners. 

- Freedom of religion and the right to organise 

Sixth benchmark: Freedom of religion and belief. 

Seventh benchmark: Respect for the right to organise. 

- Right of minorities 

Eighth benchmark: Respect for cultural rights and religious freedoms in Tibet and 

Xinjiang. 
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Annex 3; Total imports and exports in goods between the EU and China between 1988 and 

2005 in euros 

 

Exports from EU to China between 1988 and 2005 (by Eurostat figures) 

 

Year Amount in euros (€) 

1988 5 798 633 764 

1989 6 358 631 302 

1990 5 268 170 466 

1991 5 627 586 540 

1992 6 851 660 138 

1993 11 338 761 471 

1994 12 529 292 157 

1995 14 690 039 992 

1996 14 752 379 835 

1997 16 481 969 770 

1998 17 411 433 585 

1999 19 350 953 363 

2000 25 498 429 948 

2001 30 088 088 151 

2002 34 231 599 155 

2003 40 365 436 182 

2004 47 779 366 024 

2005 51 519 004 086 

 

 

Imports to EU from China between 1988 and 2005 (by Eurostat figures) 

 

Year Amount in euros (€) 

1988 6 998 858 069 

1989 9 145 883 284 

1990 10 588 553 719 

1991 14 976 364 676 

1992 16 787 298 493 

1993 19 631 198 150 

1994 22 688 309 224 

1995 26 343 301 194 

1996 30 044 353 700 

1997 37 489 680 662 

1998 41 974 265 072 

1999 49 654 931 282 

2000 70 274 782 569 

2001 75 901 456 140 

2002 81 874 530 295 

2003 95 843 488 027 

2004 123 840 672 684 

2005 158 419 370 570 
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Annex 4; Total imports of goods from Japan to the EU between 1988 and 2005 in euros 

(according to Eurostat) 

 

Year Amount in euros (€) 

1988 41 556 991 195 

1989 46 331 002 426 

1990 46 086 035 272 

1991 51 823 527 779 

1992 51 529 998 572 

1993 47 672 654 204 

1994 48 452 839 313 

1995 54 298 750 086 

1996 52 556 254 941 

1997 59 876 265 979 

1998 66 042 118 093 

1999 71 910 546 228 

2000 87 132 781 637 

2001 76 280 055 379 

2002 68 551 554 800 

2003 66 843 433 453 

2004 72 782 947 457 

2005 73 479 998 539 
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Annex 5; Import of saddles for bicycles and other cycles from China and Japan to the EU 

between 1988 and 2005 (according to Eurostat) 

 

Import of saddles for bicycles and other cycles from China to the EU between 1988 and 2005 

 

Year Amount in euros (€) 

1988 6 435 

1989 3 709 

1990 6 882 

1991 354 346 

1992 198 329 

1993 938 033 

1994 965 127 

1995 695 654 

1996 1 386 737 

1997 1 120 181 

1998 951 481 

1999 544 560 

2000 1 911 138 

2001 2 447 876 

2002 3 898 587 

2003 4 266 273 

2004 7 069 454 

2005 9 991 593 

 

 

Import of saddles for bicycles and other cycles from Japan to the EU between 1988 and 2005 

 

Year Amount in euros (€) 

1988 169 739 

1989 166 025 

1990 75 209 

1991 381 707 

1992 111 438 

1993 107 735 

1994 20 325 

1995 66 656 

1996 182 223 

1997 143 352 

1998 378 732 

1999 375 965 

2000 8 319 

2001 102 884 

2002 21 955 

2003 18 725 

2004 5 920 

2005 15 364 
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Annex 6; Import of microwave ovens from China and Japan to the EU between 1988 and 

2005 (according to Eurostat) 

 

Import of microwave ovens from China to the EU between 1988 and 2005 

 

Year Amount in euros (€) 

1988 467 219 

1989 7 031 569 

1990 9 862 305 

1991 23 125 100 

1992 26 266 573 

1993 32 256 248 

1994 28 648 415 

1995 25 384 507 

1996 25 346 214 

1997 32 422 922 

1998 29 693 729 

1999 81 553 878 

2000 119 913 173 

2001 153 408 921 

2002 294 173 396 

2003 414 430 935 

2004 417 171 390 

2005 459 065 211 

 

 

Import of microwave ovens from Japan to the EU between 1988 and 2005 

 

Year Amount in euros (€) 

1988 157 041 596  

1989 131 698 523 

1990 73 606 947 

1991 70 726 542 

1992 55 446 608 

1993 38 727 177 

1994 15 025 824 

1995 8 584 031 

1996 6 166 307 

1997 8 225 525 

1998 13 143 868 

1999 11 852 711 

2000 5 617 717 

2001 4 888 391 

2002 3 525 837 

2003 1 937 157 

2004 907 503 

2005 1 367 336 

 


