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An Assessment of the EU-China Human Rights Dialogue 

Jean-Marie Rogue, EU Liaison Officer, International Federation for Human Rights (FIDH) 
 
Summary and objectives of the dialogue 
 
The EU's commitment to promote human rights in China makes no doubt at the conceptual level. The 
general objective of putting human rights at the center of the EU-China relations is (I quote the EEAS web 
site) to “support China's transition to an open society based on the rule of law and the respect for human 
rights”. Now you could envisage different ways to reaching this objective. The Union's preferred channel for 
this is “constructive dialogue”, as exemplified by the human rights dialogue. 
 
The EU/China human rights dialogue has been held for more than fifteen years since it was initiated in 
1996, with one short interruption in 1997 (following the tabling of a resolution on the human rights 
situation at the UN Commission on Human Rights). Two rounds take place every year, one under each EU 
Presidency. The objective for the EU is to channel all issues of concern (such as the death penalty, re-
education through labour, ethnic minorities' rights, civil and political freedoms etc.) in a forum where China 
is committed to responding. In parallel to the dialogue, the European Commission organises Legal Human 
Rights Seminars for European and Chinese experts to exchange views and experiences.  
 
What are the results? 
 
In 2001, the EU made public eight benchmarks as a basis to assess the results of its dialogue with China. 
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;  

 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;  

 reform of administrative detention; fair trials and respect of the rights of the defence; 

 respect for the fundamental rights of all prisoners and access to Chinese prisons; 

 full respect 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. 

 
The EU gratifies itself from concrete results achieved through the dialogue: 

 visits to China by the UN Commissioner for Human Rights; 

 signing of the UN Convention on the Civil and Political Rights [1998, but not ratified]; 

 signing and ratification of the UN Covenant on Social, Economic and Cultural Rights (1997, 2001); 

 release of prisoners; 

 setting up of Commission co-operation projects; 
 
 
However, as stressed by the EU on several occasions, “the dialogue is an acceptable option only if enough 
progress is achieved and reflected on the ground”. Having this in mind, one can say that the EU's 
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investment on the bilateral dialogue has been negative. It appears that over the years, attention on 
maintaining the process, avoiding upsetting the Chinese counterpart, has primed over concerns for the 
results. On the contrary, China appears to use the experience it has acquired during fifteen years of 
dialogue at the expense of the dialogue's own objectives. The Chinese authorities have tended to become 
more assertive in imposing their views on the issues discussed in the dialogue and less cooperative 
concerning the format. The principal reason for it lies in the lack of willingness of the Chinese's authorities 
to achieve change, due to the policy of the Chinese Communist Party to preserve at all costs its hold on 
political power and social control.  
 
The prolonged delay in ratifying the ICCPR, for example, only evidences the absence of political will of the 
Chinese authorities to do so. The deterioration of the human rights' situation in response to the increased 
social unrest, the tightening of the control and repression of human rights defenders, lawyers, bloggers and 
social activists only demonstrate a clear political will from the Chinese authorities to repress and prevent 
genuine and peaceful social change. While some steps have been taken in the right direction (labour 
reform, the possibility to appeal death sentences), they appear cosmetic and distant from deeply needed 
reforms leave structural obstacles in place including a state secrets system.  
 
Improving the dialogue 
 
FIDH believes that there are concrete ways to improve the dialogue. For this the EU needs to: 

 Increase the transparency and accountability of the dialogue by producing regular assessments 
based upon the EU benchmarks, supported by substantive indicators, and making these 
assessments public; 

 Send a strong message of concern and support for rights defenders and their families by continuing 
to raise individual cases and consider making the lists of cases submitted public to enhance impact 
of increased public attention on releases or improved conditions and treatment. A database should 
be created to keep track of the evolution of the situation of defenders and the replies of the 
Chinese authorities. 

 more systematically link the official dialogue and the Legal Seminar and the overall dialogue 
process with the political dialogue; 

 Strengthen the role and participation of NGOs, EU experts, and the European Parliament. 
 
Pushing for human rights beyond the dialogue 
 
FIDH believes that efforts should be increased to better the dialogue efficiency but we also believe that the 
dialogue in itself is not the panacea. It also entails the danger of boxing human rights into a confined area 
where process matters more than result.  
 
To avoid this danger, the EU should not shy away from imagining new solutions including through for 
example a permanent civil society forum that could be organised in Hong Kong, an area of China which 
gathers an important pool of legal experts and where a genuine space for civil society exchange and 
influence on the rest of China should be maximised. Beyond this concrete example, the EU should reassert 
its positioning on human rights by pushing the discussion of concrete issues up in the political dialogue and 
the EU-China Summits.  
 
In complement to this vertical push, a horizontal mainstreaming of the human rights approach in all sectors 
should be undertaken, in line with the coherence requirement stated in article 21 of the Lisbon treaty. The 
EU must ensure that all its external policies, including trade (Human Rights Impact Assessments; import 
from forced labour products), development and sectoral cooperation, support human rights objectives and 
do not comfort censorship, population control, minorities marginalization, etc. 
 
 Special attention should be given to Human Rights Defenders. The EU should aim to maximize its visibility 
and protection impact through a thorough use of the HRDs guidelines, a systematization of HRDs visits by 
EU high officials, a public databasing and follow-up of the HRDs cases. EU financial instruments should 
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prioritize this objective, through facilitation of civil society networking, core funding to independent 
Chinese human rights organizations and individuals, and training for international human rights advocacy.  
 
The EU Delegation should develop a discrete but ambitious long term relationship with local defenders and 
undertake regular country visits to regions like Xingjiang and Tibet. Finally the EU should also keep an eye 
open on initiatives like the Shangai Cooperation Organisation, which export to the Central Asian region the 
Chinese vision of the so-called Three Evils of “Terrorism, Religious Extremism and Separatism” which 
especially targets minorities through the possibility of black lists and extraditions without human rights 
guarantees. Concrete preventive engagement is required at the regional level as well as courage in 
international for a like the UN. 
 
 


