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The “16+1 cooperation” was born one year before the Belt and Road Initiative. Comparatively 
speaking, the Belt and Road Initiative is more like a basket and cooperation frameworks between 
China and various regions as well as the other policy instruments are like eggs put into this basket 
by the Chinese government. To some extent, “16+1” can been regarded as a more comprehensive 
and institutionalized policy instrument of Chinese government to promote the Belt and Road 
Initiative in the Central and Eastern European region. 
16+1 is going to have its 8th summit very soon. Officials and scholars are doing overviews and 
evaluation of this mechanism. From my observation, the background of the China-CEEC 
cooperation has changed and is quite different from what was 7 years ago. Firstly, the global and 
regional economic situation has changed totally. The cliff-like drop of economic growth in many 
Central and Eastern European countries due to the European debt crisis has been replaced by the 
economic recovery even better than western European countries in these CEE countries, which 
means, the urgent demand for investment from outside of the EU has greatly declined. Secondly, 
the political environment has changed a lot. Nowadays, competitions between major powers are 
becoming increasingly fierce. The containment from the U.S. and the EU on China is rising, and 
they also give pressures to their allies in order to siege China. Thirdly, the foundation of the 
cooperation between China and CEEC is different. 7 years ago, China had only Serbia as its strategic 
partner in the Central and Eastern Europe, and due to some ideological and historical reasons, the 
political relations between China and CEECs were quite cold and the interaction between top 
leaders were very few. But with seven years’ development, now China has strategic partnership 
with Poland, Czech Republic and Hungary besides Serbia, and there may be new strategic partner 
emerging in the region very soon. And many other shortages in the past such as the people-to-
people exchange, dialogues at different levels of government have been made up in the last seven 
years. So now the cooperation framework is standing on a much higher level and CEE countries will 
not be only satisfied by the frequent meetings between top leaders through annual summits. They 
have higher expectations on more concrete projects in economic fields, which will bring visible 
profits to their people, and more frankly, to the ruling parties. 
So it is time for the 16+1 to think more, plan more and even do some adjustments according to the 
current challenges and based on the experience and lessons from the last 7 years.  
One of our suggestion is that the cooperation framework could think and do more on sub-regional 
cooperation. It is very obvious that Chinese government tried to build 16+1 as a multilateral 
platform with the purpose of strengthening bilateral economic cooperation at its initial stage. The 
current success of this framework is mainly based on 16 pairs of very steady and friendly political 
and diplomatic bilateral relationship, instead of exchanges or dialogues between China and any 
sub-regional cooperation mechanisms in Central and Eastern Europe. If we look at the outcome 
lists, majority of the achievements are gained from bilateral cooperation in trade, investment and 
projects. For example, the trade volume in total between China and 16 countries has reached 80 
billion USD in 2018. China’s investment in CEE countries has also increased in last year. However, 
frankly speaking, there is not much room for bilateral trade to continue to expand, let alone not 
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only China but also CEE countries are all facing the slowing down of the economic growth. So the 
“16+1 cooperation” need to find more engines to provide dynamics for the sustainable 
development.  
In the last seven years’ development, along with the development of the bilateral political and 
economic relations, we also witness increasing demands and opportunities for the cooperation 
between China and sub regions within Central and Eastern Europe. The emergence of this new 
dimension of cooperation is the inevitable consequence of the development of the “16+1 
Cooperation” mechanism.  
Firstly, it is a reflection of the same or similar development needs of neighboring countries in 
central and Eastern Europe. According to the average GDP per capita of the EU as an index of 100, 
the indices of CEE countries differ from 96 (Lithuania) and 89 (Czech Republic) to 32 (Bosnia and 
Herzegovina) and 29 (Albania). But if CEE countries are divided into sub-regional groups, the huge 
gap between the indices is significantly reduced within each sub-region.  
Countries with close geographical proximity and similar levels of development tend to be more 
consistent in their development needs. For example, four countries in Central Europe (Czech 
Republic, Slovakia, Poland and Hungary) do not have big needs in infrastructure construction. They 
hope more for expanding overseas markets, introducing more FDI, and promoting the 
development of High-tech industries. On the contrary, countries in south-Eastern Europe have 
enormous development needs in the areas of transport and energy infrastructure. Because of the 
high unemployment rate, they also expect more labor intensive manufacturing industries to enter 
their countries. The Baltic States, which are located at the crossing road of Eurasia and the northern 
and southern Europe, prefer to develop into logistics center and transportation hub by using their 
geographical advantage. Thus, each sub-region within Central and Eastern Europe has its own 
preference in development needs, and neighboring countries within the same sub-region share 
more similar expectations. It is precisely because of this reason that, in the first few years of the 
birth of the "16+1 Cooperation", CEE countries highly evaluated this mechanism for creating a 
direct channel to deepen cooperation with China on one hand, and on the other, strongly reminded 
China the huge differences between countries and the unique characteristics of sub-regions. 
Secondly, it is a good way to demonstrate what China’s doing in Central and Eastern Europe is in 
line with the EU’s goal, which is to deepen the integration of this region into the EU and narrow 
the gap between west and the east, north and the south. From the perspective of 16 Central and 
Eastern European countries, their national development has long been an integral part of the 
European integration. The development of the sub-region can provide better conditions and more 
opportunities for the development of the country, while the development of the country can help 
push the sub-regional development and enhance the overall competitiveness of the sub-region. As 
a result, in many national strategies of CEE countries, the attention paid on sub-regional 
development and the plan to dock with the sub-regional development strategies proposed by the 
EU can be frequently seen. To introduce China's capacity advantage and capital advantage into the 
sub-regional development and construction is the common wills of many CEE countries. For 
example, Romania and Serbia have invited China to engage in the EU’s Danube Strategy. Croatia, 
Slovenia and Montenegro expect China to participate in the EU Strategy for the Adriatic and Ionian 
Region. Poland and Hungary encouraged China to dock its initiatives with their Amber Road project. 
Baltic countries headed by Latvia also expressed their expectation of synergies between Chinese 
initiatives and Baltic transportation network, and so on. 
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In fact, sub-regional cooperation in Central and Eastern Europe has long history, which can be dated 
back to the middle ages. Since the end of the Cold War, numerous new sub-regional cooperation 
mechanisms have emerged, such as the Baltic Cooperation, the Central European Initiative (CEI) 
and Southeast European Cooperation Initiative, etc. Even in recent years, several new sub-regional 
cooperation mechanisms such as the "Slavic Triangle" (S3) between Slovakia, Czech and Austria 
and the Craiova Group between Romania, Bulgaria and Serbia were created. However, the sub-
regional cooperation that China is trying to take part in has many unique characteristics. 
First, sub-regional cooperation encouraged by the "16+1 cooperation" mechanism only has 
economic sphere and does not have the will to touch upon any geopolitical or regional security 
issues. By contrast, most of the sub-regional cooperation mechanisms hold all-round aims 
including economic and social development, political transition and security guarantee. Sometimes, 
the political and security purposes are even prior to economic ones. This is closely related to the 
period of transition when these sub-regional cooperation mechanisms were established. In recent 
years, although a number of sub-regional cooperation mechanisms have begun to focus more on 
cooperation in the economic field, with the prominence of refugee problem and the spread of 
terrorism and extremism in Europe, CEE countries are increasingly using these existing mechanisms 
as important platforms for policy coordination on these non-economic issues. 
Secondly, China is quite different from those traditional participants in the sub-regional 
cooperation in Central and Eastern Europe in terms of the purpose and the way of participation. In 
the previous sub-regional cooperation in Central and Eastern Europe, we can often see the positive 
engagement of those big powers out of this region. For example, after the end of the Cold War and 
the launch of the transition, Germany, Austria and some other western European countries actively 
led or guided the establishment of various sub-regional cooperation mechanisms in the Central 
and Eastern Europe in the hope of promoting regional stability and speeding up the convergence 
of these countries to Western models through this mode of cooperation. Similarly, the United 
States took the dominant role in the process of peace and stability in Southeast European sub-
region by promoting the signing of Dayton Peace Agreement and the establishment of the sub-
regional cooperation mechanism of South-eastern European Cooperation Initiative (SECI). 
America's active leadership stemmed from its geo-strategic and ideological aims. The United States 
expected these Western-led sub-regional cooperation mechanisms to ensure peace and stability 
in the Balkans and to accelerate the convergence of the Balkans towards Western systems. By 
contrast, the main purpose of China's participation in the sub-regional cooperation in Central and 
Eastern Europe is to achieve economic development in a cooperative and win-win mode, rather 
than to enhance its political influence. The way of Chinese engagement is to initiate cross-border 
cooperation projects on the basis of development plans set by the sub-region itself, rather than 
creating a brand new cooperation mechanism or development plan. 
Thirdly, the sub-regional cooperation under the framework of the "16+1 Cooperation" mechanism 
cannot be simply regarded as an "n+1" mode of cooperation. Indeed, the EU, as a European-wide 
rule-maker and planner, should also be seen as an invisible but also unignorable participant in all 
the sub-regional cooperation in Europe. Since the beginning of the transition, CEE countries, 
whether new member states of the EU or candidates for the EU membership, have linked their 
policy choices with the process of European integration. Therefore, they proactively have accepted 
the influence and restrictions of the EU as an economic, institutional and conceptual power in the 
formulation and implementation of their domestic and regional policies. The EU’s economic power 
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is mainly manifested by Central and Eastern European countries’ heavy reliance on EU market and 

the leverage of EU structural funds; its institutional power is mainly manifested by laws and 
standards at the EU level and related soft coordination measures; its conceptual power is mainly 
manifested by Central and Eastern European countries’ recognition of the EU’s development 
models and values. Since the cooperation between China and CEECs is operating within the EU 
framework, the EU’s impact could be seen from different aspects of this cooperation.1 The EU's 
impact will inevitably be transmitted to specific areas of cooperation between China and the CEE 
countries. On the face of it, China is carrying out economic cooperation with individual CEE 
countries or European sub-regions. But from a deeper perspective, China is also cooperating with 
the European Union by docking their regulations, standards and development strategies. Therefore, 
the "16+1 Cooperation" mechanism is actually an important part of China-EU relationship. China's 
cooperation with European sub-regions has opened a new space for the strategic synergy between 
China and the EU. The synergy between Chinese and European strategies is not only reflected by 
bilateral interactions, such as jointly releasing China-EU 2020 Strategic Agenda for Cooperation, 
but can also be observed in the "16+1 Cooperation" and Belt and Road initiative, in which China 
and the EU are working together for win-win cooperation in an indirect way. 
Fourthly, sub-regional cooperation under the "16+1 Cooperation" mechanism is more flexible than 
previous ones. In the past, the sub-regional cooperation in CEE had limited scale effect because of 
too specific objectives, similar nature of participating countries or geographical limitation. By 
contrast, China's attempts to cooperate with European sub-region, which started in Central and 
Eastern Europe, have great potential to break the geographical limitation and extend to the Nordic, 
southern Europe and the other side of the Black Sea. Tripartite cooperation is a new mode of 
cooperation proposed by the "16+1 Cooperation" and the Belt and Road initiative. This mode of 
cooperation is with the purpose of inviting more countries to take part in and benefit from the 
cooperation, and to form a more large-scale and open mode of cooperation for win-win situation. 
Currently, many countries, such as Austria in Central Europe, Finland, Norway and Sweden in 
northern Europe, Italy and Greece in southern Europe, have expressed their wills to be a party in 
the cooperation between China and CEECs.  
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