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Introduction:

Only 50 years ago, China’s share of global exports was minimal, standing at less

than 1%. This starkly compares to the nation’s current position as a leading global actor

and the exporter of 15% of the world’s goods (Koop). The rapid economic growth and

increased influence of the People’s Republic of China (PRC) across the globe are

undeniable. In the early 1950s, China only traded with 60 countries and regions,

whereas now, this number has increased to 227 ("Statistics Show China's 50-Year

Economic Development"). Furthermore, this remarkable nation has established its

presence in every corner of the world, from Asia to Africa, the wider Middle East to Latin

America, and everywhere in between.

This influence has also extended to the United Nations (UN). As a founding

member of the UN, China was the first member nation to sign the UN Charter, marking

a momentous milestone in the development of world peace and security ("Position

Paper on China’s Cooperation with the United Nations"). Since then, UN agencies have

set up offices in China, resulting in cooperation and development in a wide range of

areas, including poverty alleviation, food security and environmental protection.

This has arguably led to an increase in the prosperity and standards of living of

the Chinese population, raising an estimated 800 million people out of poverty ("China’s

Economic Rise: History, Trends, Challenges, and Implications for the United States").

However, the PRC's alarming foreign policies and continually growing scope of

influence are forcing the international community to reassess its approach to this world
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superpower. NATO members should use their strong alliance as an opportunity to

develop an effective and dynamic framework to beneficially cooperate with China.

Definition of Key Terms:

1. Commune: a group of people living together, sharing possessions and

responsibilities

2. Foreign Direct Investment (FDI): an investment into a business by an entity,

usually an investor or another business, based in another country

3. Maoism: the political ideology developed by Mao Zedong focused on achieving

a socialist revolution in China’s agricultural and pre-industrial society

4. The UN Convention on the Law of the Sea: an international agreement that

establishes a legal framework for all marine and maritime activities. It states that

a country’s territorial water extends 200 miles off its shore and that everything

within that radius is the sovereign territory of that state

5. UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs): a collection of 17 global goals

designed for a better and more sustainable future that is aimed to be achieved

by 2030

6. World Order: a set of international arrangements established to preserve global

political stability

7. Xi Jinping Thought: the policies and ideas derived from the writings and

speeches of Xi Jinping

Background Information

The history behind China’s economic rise

In order to confront the PRC’s growing influence, it is necessary to first

understand how China has come to be characterized as a ‘Wolf Warrior’ diplomacy.
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Many attribute this to the country’s “impressive economic miracle,” as declared by David

Mann, the global chief economist at Standard Chartered Bank (Harrison and Palumbo).

The Great Leap Forward

In the ironically titled Great Leap Forward, which took place between 1958

and 1962, Mao Zedong attempted to transform China into a Communist

paradise.

The Maoism political ideology moved millions of Chinese citizens onto

communes, with some sent to farming cooperatives. Mandatory agricultural

collectivization was slowly implemented and private farming eventually became

prohibited, resulting in social pressures. Although the farming communes initially

led to agricultural output rising almost 4% annually, as collectivization became

increasingly radical, economic disaster began to strike. Quantity took precedence

over quality, and local officials started competing to fulfil or over-fulfil quotas,

which they did by collecting non-existent surpluses, leaving farmers to starve to

death. It is estimated that 30 million people died of starvation in China during this

period, more than any other single famine in recorded human history (Brown).

Mao blamed this on bad implementation and the rightists who opposed

him. In order to get rid of these rivals, he launched the Cultural Revolution

campaign in the 1960s. However, this led to even greater economic disruption

and destroyed the interconnected nature of China’s society.

Market-oriented reforms

Following Mao's death in 1976, the Chinese economy was reformed by

Deng Xiaoping who arguably instigated the economic growth that has allowed

China to become the economic superpower it is today.

Deng gave peasants the right to farm their own plots, which eased food

shortages and boosted production. This also freed labourers to pursue
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employment in the manufacturing sector, thereby leading to a more effective

allocation of resources. Furthermore, the United States (US) and China

re-established diplomatic ties in 1979, leading to a wave of FDI. This brought

technological advancements to the nation, boosting the economy’s efficiency.

NATO’s current approach

NATO seems to be finding it difficult to define a strategy to address China’s

growing influence, largely due to a lack of political cohesion between the members on

this issue. Mike Pompeo, the US Secretary of State has vocally encouraged NATO

allies to adapt to “Chinese strategic competition,” in line with the decisive approach that

the US has taken to the situation. However, China continues to strengthen their

economic ties with these same countries, placing them in an uncomfortable position.

In 2019, NATO agreed to initiate a collective assessment to evaluate the security

implications of China’s growing scope of influence. However, if NATO truly hopes to

develop a comprehensive strategy toward China, it must first overcome this political

incohesion and reach a consensus.

Current Situation

Belt and Road initiative (BRI)

Pivotal to Xi Jinping’s foreign policy is the BRI, which the Chinese government

adopted in 2013. This seeks to invest in countries and international organisations in order

to promote the global development of infrastructure. As of 2022, this initiative has

expanded to over 140 countries across the globe, shifting its focus to the Middle East and

Africa in recent years. The BRI finance and investments totalled USD 59.5 billion in just

2021 (Wang) and could reach a total of $1.3 trillion by 2027 (Umbach).

Although the BRI has formed many strong partnerships for China and has been

instrumental in its growing global reach, these investment projects have also had adverse

impacts on the environment. The World Wildlife Fund (WWF) identified that BRI corridors
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overlap with more than 1,700 critical biodiversity spots and threaten 265 species ("THE

BELT AND ROAD INITIATIVE: WWF Recommendations and Spatial Analysis").

Moreover, these projects have also been described as debt traps for less

economically developed countries. This is exhibited by the high-speed rail line that China

is funding in Laos, which costs the equivalent of half the country’s GDP. Thus, reforms to

the BRI seem necessary to ensure that the negotiated agreements are mutually

beneficial and consider environmental implications.

The South China Sea (SCS)

The SCS is one of the richest areas in the world, containing 11 billion barrels of

oil and 190 trillion cubic feet of natural gas ("SOUTH CHINA SEA"). China claims they

have a historical right to the SCS, dating back to the 15th century when Chinese

explorers ventured into the maritime region. They mark their territorial claim using a

9-dash line that encompasses approximately 90% of the SCS.

Despite a 2016 UN ruling that invalidates this claim, China continues to build

islands in the SCS and places military bases on them to exercise greater control. China

also uses the cabbage strategy to overwhelm and seize control of various islands in the

region. In this strategy, they surround and wrap their targeted island in successive layers

of Chinese naval ships, coast guard ships, and fishing boats to cut off the island from

outside support. This practice was seen in the 2013 invasion of the Ayungin Shoal, where

Chinese forces surrounded the territory that housed the 8 Filipino naval officers stationed

there to keep China in check. The Ayungin Shoal is located 105 nautical miles off of the

coast of the Philippines and is thus sovereign territory of the Philippines according to the

UN Convention on the Law of the Sea.

Therefore, China’s refusal to follow the UN ruling against their 9-dash line

evidently poses a threat to the sovereignty of the neighbouring countries in the SCS.

Without mediating the situation in this maritime region, China is also likely to gain access
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to invaluable natural resources which they can leverage, thereby demonstrating how their

growing power will challenge the current world order.

The Global Development Initiative (GDI)

At the General Debate of the 76th Session of the UN General Assembly, Xi

Jinping proposed the GDI. This called for member nations to address the immediate

challenges threatening the UN’s collective ability to achieve the SDGs by 2030. Its 8

priority areas supposedly “translate the initiative into concrete actions.”

According to the Economist, about 100 countries support this initiative, of which

half are members of the UN group called the Friends of the Global Development

Initiative. Further developing this initiative seems to be an opportunity for NATO to

increase collaboration with the ever-growing China, though it will require some

compromise to successfully enact these feasible policies globally.

Limited Autonomy

Two significantly contested regions affiliated with China are Hong Kong and

Taiwan, which have both experienced waves of protests in recent years and weakened

military relations with the US. Hong Kong is an autonomous special administrative region

of China, such that it operates as ‘one country with two systems’, maintaining a

government that resembles a limited democracy. However, in February 2019, a proposed

extradition bill caused severe tensions and sparked a movement of protests in the region.

This bill stated that Hong Kongers wanted for crimes in other territories, including

mainland China which doesn’t have an extradition treaty, could be sent to these territories

to face trial. This worried Hong Kong citizens as it subjected them to China’s arguably

flawed justice system and delegitimized the region’s judicial independence.

In response, then US President Donald Trump passed numerous bills by the US

Congress that accused China's central government of undermining Hong Kong’s
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autonomy. The PRC deemed these bills ‘ill-intentioned’ and denounced US interference

in China’s internal affairs, furthering tensions between the two countries.

Similarly, under the One China Principle, the PRC believes that they are the only

legitimate government of China and that Taiwan is a part of China. The US maintains

official ties with China and the PRC, but also maintains a ‘robust unofficial’ relationship

with Taiwan which strains the military alliance between these 2 world superpowers.

In an attempt to ‘unify’ the island of Taiwan with the mainland, China has recently

been conducting military drills on the island which has alarmed US diplomats. House

Speaker Nancy Pelosi recently visited the island, though was warned by the PRC to not

visit Taiwan, and was notably doing so without being officially sanctioned by Biden’s

government. This provoked retaliation from China in the form of a military intimidation

campaign against Taiwan. Therefore, it is evident that the cooperation issues between

the two nations, stemming from US interference in China’s relations with Taiwan and

Hong Kong, are preventing productive military dialogues from taking place.

Major Parties Involved and Their Views

Russia

China and Russia’s relationship, though still an informal partnership, has resulted

in a strong alliance against the US. On March 15th, 2022, the NATO General Secretary

pressured China to withdraw support for Russia and condemn its war against Ukraine.

However, China continues to refuse to do so (Panda). This partnership, formed largely on

the basis of convenience, threatens the current world order as these two states both

possess significant power and resources. Both member nations have veto powers in the

UN Security Council and are known to support, or at least not oppose each other, during

discussions in this body. As such, to address the challenges and opportunities proposed

by China’s growing influence and foreign policies, NATO will need to take into account

the nation’s diplomatic relations with Russia.
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The European Union (EU)

China is the EU's second-biggest trading partner, and Chinese companies have

frequently invested in Europe because of the continent’s relatively stable economic

environment.

At the end of 2020, the EU and China announced that they had reached a

consensus on the Comprehensive Agreement on Investment (CAI), which they first

discussed in 2013. However, March 2021 saw the European Parliament express doubts

about this agreement since China had sanctioned members of this parliament. In May of

the same year, the European Parliament froze the ratification of the CAI, and it still has

not been signed as of April 7th 2022. This suggests an underlying tension between the

two groups and considering that many NATO members are also part of the EU, this could

present a roadblock to increasing cooperation between NATO and China.

The United States

As two of the world’s largest superpowers, relations between China and the US

have been complex since the founding of the PRC in 1949. Although the nations have

close economic ties and similar security interests, they differ greatly in their views on

democracy and human rights. For example, the US has raised numerous concerns

regarding China’s treatment of Uyghurs in the Xinjiang region, even referring to it as a

‘genocide’ of the Uyghur Muslims.

Moreover, the countries have a hegemonic rivalry in the Asia-Pacific, with the US

disputing China’s territorial claims in the SCS and expressing unresolved concerns about

the PRC’s relations with Taiwan and Hong Kong. The indisputable power of both nations

could inadvertently result in a dangerous conflict if tensions continue to heighten,

suggesting that members of NATO may need to act as intermediaries to instigate

peaceful negotiations between China and the US.
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UN Involvement, Relevant Resolutions, Treaties and Events

● Restoration of the lawful rights of the People's Republic of China in the United

Nations, 25 October 1971 (A/RES/2758(XXVI))

● The contribution of development to the enjoyment of all human rights, 23 June

2017 (A/HRC/35/L.33)

o This resolution, although seemingly harmless at first, acts as a means for

China to gain soft power within the UN. The resolution calls for the use of

‘Xi Jinping Thought’ in UN resolutions by recognising “a community of

shared future for human beings” and through the encouragement of

“win-win outcomes,” which are two phrases used by Xi Jinping in his

Central Work Conference Speech. In addition, this resolution suggests

that human rights should be based on “people-centered development,”

rather than inherent to all human beings. This resolution passed

comfortably with 30 votes in favour, 3 abstentions and 13 votes against

(Piccone).

● Promoting mutually beneficial cooperation in the field of human rights, 23 March

2018 (A/HRC/37/L.36)

Possible Solutions

Ideally, NATO should build a framework that works toward a strong alliance of

robust democracies in Asia, the Americas, Europe and Africa. This would provide

assurance to NATO members in the event that China attempts to become a global

hegemon and abuses its power. Moreover, it would be counterproductive and morally

questionable to push for a regime change within China. Thus, ensuring a strong

democratic system within these other regions would be a more positive and effective

solution to counter the challenges presented by China’s growing influence.

NATO members should also attempt to reduce their economic dependency on

trade with China, as this enhances China’s power and provides them with a political
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weapon to leverage in the event of a conflict. Instead, NATO should focus on expanding

cooperation with the EU and promising Asia-Pacific partners such as Japan and

Australia.
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