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Introduction

1	 The concept of CEE is defined according to China’s approach to regional construction, as exemplified by the former “17+1” coopera-
tion framework. This framework encompassed Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Czechia, Slovakia, Slovenia, Hungary, Bulgaria, Romania, 
Croatia, Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Montenegro, North Macedonia, Serbia, and Greece. Although these countries are seldom re-
garded as a single region in other contexts, within the “17+1” framework, they constituted a distinct space where Beijing aimed to institu-
tionalise its political and economic influence. It is precisely this political space that is used to evaluate the foreign policy approaches of 
China and Taiwan, while the empirical analysis focuses on the countries where geopolitical polarisation and competitive shifts were most 
pronounced between 2019 and 2025.

Since 2019, Central and Eastern Europe (CEE)1 has 
been navigating a markedly changed geopolitical 
landscape, in which partnerships with non-EU actors 
are evaluated not only for their economic potential 
but also for their implications for security, political 
resilience, and long-term dependencies, particular-
ly in the economic and technological spheres. The 
COVID-19 pandemic, Russia’s large-scale war against 
Ukraine, rising economic uncertainty, and increasing 
societal polarisation have created a context in which 
the room for foreign policy decisions is much narrow-
er and political missteps carry higher costs. 

Unlike in previous decades, when cooperation with 
authoritarian states was often justified on pragmat-
ic economic grounds, today the potential costs in 
terms of reputation, politics, and long-term systemic 
dependencies are becoming increasingly significant. 
As a result, even ostensibly “technical” economic 
decisions, such as investments, infrastructure pro-
jects, or technological cooperation, are now evaluat-
ed comprehensively in the region and factored into 
broader geopolitical calculations.
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It is in this exact context that Central and Eastern 
Europe has emerged as a new arena where the dec-
ades-long global competition between China and 
Taiwan has taken shape. This is not their usual com-
petition for regional “reorientation” or diplomatic rec-
ognition, as observed in the Global South, but rather 
a practical contest over influence, political visibility, 
operational frameworks, and acceptable boundaries. 
China and Taiwan operate under asymmetrical con-
ditions in the region. For Beijing, CEE continues to be 
a region of secondary strategic importance, yet one 
that remains politically sensitive. Increasingly active 
engagement there appears to be yielding growing 
reputational and political costs, while offering dis-
proportionately limited strategic returns. For Taipei, 

it is a region more receptive to its influence, offering 
high symbolic and political returns and providing an 
opportunity to test the limits of its international ac-
tivities to enhance Taiwan’s visibility and expand its 
diplomatic room for manoeuvre.

This analytical study aims to review the general 
trends and shifts in the implementation of China and 
Taiwan’s foreign policy in Central and Eastern Europe 
between 2019 and 2025 and to identify and analyti-
cally assess the main structural factors that have re-
shaped the conditions for their policies in the region, 
creating asymmetric risks, costs, and opportunities 
for both actors.
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I.	 The Intensifying 
Competition Between 
Beijing And Taipei 
And Its Regional 
Implications

Since 1949, the conflict between the People’s Re-
public of China and the Republic of China (Taiwan) 
has remained one of the enduring structural chal-
lenges in the international system. Although the in-
tensity and form of this conflict have changed over 
the decades, the Taiwan Strait issue has remained 
a persistent source of geopolitical instability, and in 
recent years has increasingly been recognised as 
one of the most dangerous global “hotspots.” This 
competition is shaped not only by the growing power 
asymmetry and differing international status of the 
two sides but also by the interplay of the strategies 
of two active, albeit unequal and vastly asymmetri-
cal, actors. China aims to tightly control and uphold 
the international interpretation of the status quo by 
establishing strict boundaries of the “One-China” 
Principle – or, more precisely, its interpretation and 
adoption in other countries’ “One China” policies – as 
a universally accepted and adhered reference point in 
international relations. Meanwhile, Taiwan, operating 
under conditions of structural isolation, often seeks 
inventive ways to expand its political and functional 
sphere of activity without crossing the threshold of 
formal diplomatic recognition, which, in most cases, 
is no longer a realistic objective. This competition is 
not aimed at openly overturning the status quo but 
at steadily testing its limits – or, in Beijing’s case, 
defending them – with the specific nature of these 
limits and the associated political and reputational 
costs shaped by the regional context in which both 
sides pursue their foreign policy strategies.

It is important to emphasise that the intensification of 
competition between China and Taiwan is not driven 
solely by changes in the bilateral balance of power. In 
recent years, it has been shaped by broader interna-

tional dynamics, including heightened attention from 
major powers to Taiwan’s security, shifts in the se-
curity architecture of the Indo-Pacific region, and the 
consistently firmer – but still cautious – political rhet-
oric of the US and European capitals regarding the 
Taiwan issue. China’s intensifying military activity off 
the coast of Taiwan, coupled with Xi Jinping’s strong 
rhetoric, indicates that China is consolidating its po-
sition and increasingly questioning the feasibility of 
the long-promoted “peaceful reunification” scenario, 
while the status quo in the Strait is increasingly treat-
ed as a matter of deterrence and crisis management 
rather than a source of long-term political stability. 
This is empirically illustrated by the development of 
Taiwan’s network of diplomatic and quasi-diplomat-
ic missions over the past two decades (see Fig. 1), 
which reflects not so much expansion as the com-
plexity of maintaining the status quo and its strong 
dependence on the internal political dynamics shap-
ing relations between Beijing and Taipei.

For a long time, the epicentre of competition between 
China and Taiwan was concentrated in the Global 
South, where the primary focus of rivalry was – and 
to some extent still is – diplomatic recognition. How-
ever, since 2019, this competitive landscape has ex-
panded considerably into Europe, particularly Central 
and Eastern Europe. This shift does not imply that 
CEE has become a key strategic priority for China 
or Taiwan, but the region has gained specific signif-
icance as a politically sensitive yet limited space for 
escalation. Here, Taipei seeks to gradually enhance 
its visibility and influence without crossing the thresh-
olds of formal diplomatic recognition, while Beijing 
aims to control and penalise any actions that present 
Taiwan as an independent foreign policy actor.

https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/pressure-points-managing-risk-and-escalation-in-the-taiwan-strait/
https://www.reuters.com/world/china/taiwan-says-chinese-aircraft-carrier-sailed-through-taiwan-strait-2025-12-17/
https://www.reuters.com/world/china/xi-says-no-one-can-stop-chinas-reunification-with-taiwan-2024-12-31/
https://www.firstpost.com/world/chinas-reunification-rhetoric-vs-taiwans-democratic-defiance-whats-driving-the-latest-flashpoint-13945031.html
https://www.firstpost.com/world/chinas-reunification-rhetoric-vs-taiwans-democratic-defiance-whats-driving-the-latest-flashpoint-13945031.html
https://www.sdgsreview.org/LifestyleJournal/article/download/5805/2696
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For Taiwan, Europe – particularly the EU – has be-
come a favourable environment in which growing 
political visibility can be paired with functional co-
operation through parliamentary ties, symbolic and 
value-based expressions of solidarity, and public di-
plomacy initiatives targeting Western societies. For 
instance, in 2025, Taiwan officially recognised and 
commemorated 8 May for the first time as the end 
of World War II. These measures are deliberately po-
sitioned in contrast to China’s authoritarian political 
model, but in recent years, they have increasingly 
been complemented by pragmatic proposals for 
economic and technological cooperation, enabling 
Taiwan to operate not only symbolically but also on a 
practical, mutually beneficial level.

From China’s perspective, CEE has long been a sec-
ondary arena, with relations in the region primarily 
developed through economic cooperation and infra-
structure projects under the Belt and Road Initiative. 
However, Taiwan’s growing political visibility in Europe, 

particularly after 2021, has sent a sensitive signal to 
Beijing that even in formally “closed” political spaces, 
efforts are being made to gradually erode its estab-
lished “red lines.” This explains why China’s response 
to Taiwan’s rising visibility in Europe – particularly in 
the case of Lithuania – is often disproportionately se-
vere, targeting not only the specific instance but also 
sending a broader deterrent message to the region.

In this context, CEE does not function as a passive 
observer but as an active arena of competition, where 
Taipei’s efforts to expand its influence collide with 
Beijing’s aim to restrict and deter any expressions of 
Taiwan’s statehood and its ability to act as a viable 
foreign policy actor. This competition in the region is 
asymmetrical, yet it carries tangible political conse-
quences: CEE countries are compelled to constantly 
balance values, security interests, and potential eco-
nomic and reputational costs, even though the region 
itself is not a key strategic priority for these actors.
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Number of Taiwanese diplomatic and quasi-diplomatic missions.  
Source: Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Republic of China (Taiwan), Annual Diplomatic Almanachs.

https://focustaiwan.tw/politics/202505080011
https://asiasociety.org/policy-institute/eu-taiwan-relations-navigating-prc-pressure-us-china-competition-and-trumps-foreign-policy
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II.	 China’s Policy in 
CEE: from Active 
Engagement to 
Defensive Adaptation

2	 “To conceal one’s brightness and wait for the right moment” – deliberately conceal strength while patiently building capacity and 
awaiting opportunity. 
3	 “To press forward with determination to achieve results” – to act energetically and produce tangible achievements. 

In China’s case, since 2019, there has been a notice-
able shift from a model centred on multilateral en-
gagement to a more selective and tightly managed 
form of bilateralism. This transition is particularly 
evident in its approach to Central and Eastern Eu-
rope, where the change in strategy is most clearly 
reflected in practice. As the political influence and 
appeal of the China–CEE cooperation framework, 
formerly known as “17+1,” have declined – with 
Lithuania publicly withdrawing in 2021, followed by 
Latvia and Estonia in 2022 – Beijing has increasing-
ly turned to more narrow, lower-profile channels of 
cooperation. This shift has been driven not only by a 
reassessment of China’s foreign policy priorities but 
also by the evolving geopolitical landscape in the 
region: the heightened reputational costs incurred 
during the COVID-19 pandemic, and particularly 
China’s position in relation to Russia’s war against 
Ukraine, were viewed through a security lens in the 
CEE region, significantly eroding trust in China. As a 
result, Beijing’s room for manoeuvre in Central and 
Eastern Europe since 2022 has become structurally 
more constrained, and even previously “pragmatic” 
formats of economic cooperation are now increas-
ingly regarded as politically sensitive and ineffective.

This regional shift can also be largely understood as 
a response to broader changes in China’s foreign pol-
icy. For many years, Beijing’s diplomacy was guided 
by the principle of “taoguang yanghui2”, articulated by 
Deng Xiaoping, which enabled it to keep a low inter-
national profile and preserve a stable global environ-
ment conducive to its economic and political growth. 
Xi Jinping’s rise to power in 2012 marked a shift to-
wards a more proactive and ambitious foreign policy 
approach, guided by the principle of “fenfa youwei3”, 

in which increased political visibility and the open, 
often assertive, pursuit of national interests became 
an explicit element of strategic planning. The reputa-
tional impact of this shift in Europe was particular-
ly evident in the so-called “wolf warrior diplomacy,” 
which, amid the COVID-19 pandemic and diplomatic 
tensions with Australia and Sweden, reinforced the 
perception of China as a politically assertive and un-
predictable actor.

Until the end of 2010, China’s foreign policy in Central 
and Eastern Europe was largely passive, fragment-
ed, and of secondary importance, lacking a distinct 
strategic profile. Most countries in the region were 
not a priority for Beijing’s foreign policy, with relations 
largely sustained through limited diplomatic and eco-
nomic channels. This low prioritisation was also ev-
ident in the structure of the Chinese Ministry of For-
eign Affairs: until responsibility was transferred to 
the European Department in 2004, relations with CEE 
were managed by the Eastern Europe and Central 
Asia Department. The situation shifted when Beijing 
institutionalised its engagement through the “17+1” 
cooperation framework, which was initially driven 
by a pragmatic logic: promoting trade, diversifying 
exports, and positioning CEE as a potential “gate-
way to the EU market” in the aftermath of the 2008 
financial crisis. Subsequent interpretations framing 
this framework as a “divide and conquer” instrument 
began to emerge during the later stages of its devel-
opment. It was under Xi Jinping’s leadership that the 
“17+1” framework evolved into a significant political 
instrument, aligned with Beijing’s broader geopoliti-
cal ambitions and fuelling growing scepticism in the 
capitals of CEE. 

https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/latvia-estonia-withdraw-china-cooperation-group-2022-08-11/
https://www.cambridge.org/core/books/abs/from-tao-guang-yang-hui-to-xin-xing/from-tao-guang-yang-hui-to-xin-xing-chinas-complex-foreign-policy-transformation-and-southeast-asia/236751688A14A04B003275602E1CEA1C
https://www.journals.aau.dk/index.php/jcir/article/download/1146/967
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41599-023-02367-6
https://www.internationalaffairs.org.au/australianoutlook/china-unleashes-brutal-wolf-warrior-diplomacy-on-australia/
https://www.pism.pl/publications/Tensions_in_ChinaSweden_Relations_Conclusions_for_the_EU
https://news.sina.com.cn/o/2004-06-21/04312859963s.shtml
http://www.china-ceec.org/eng/
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Even prior to 2019, there were indications that coun-
tries in the region were becoming increasingly scep-
tical about the progress of cooperation with China, 
particularly in light of unfulfilled investment commit-
ments, modest export growth, and uneven economic 
benefits. Beijing took note of these sentiments, and 
even before the pandemic, potential adjustments to 
the framework were under consideration, including re-
ducing the frequency of summits and placing greater 
emphasis on bilateral relations. However, the turning 
point was clearly marked by the 2021 remote “17+1” 
summit, chaired by Xi Jinping for the first time, which 
signalled not a renewal of the framework but a politi-
cal crisis: six countries, including Lithuania, opted to 
be represented solely at the ministerial level. Beijing’s 
management of the pandemic, the limited impact of 
its “mask and vaccine diplomacy,” and the global 
economic repercussions of the “zero COVID” policy 
all deepened mistrust. Yet the decisive factor was 
China’s position on Russia’s war in Ukraine. China’s 
cultivation of a “boundless friendship” with Moscow, 
coupled with its reluctance to clearly distance itself 
from Russia’s actions in the CEE region, was viewed 
through a security lens, substantially undermining 
its credibility. In response to the deteriorating politi-
cal climate, Beijing pivoted towards damage control 
and crisis management. This was exemplified by the 
2022 visits of Huo Yuzhen, the special representative 
for China–CEE cooperation, to the region, aimed at 
“clarifying” China’s stance amid the so-called “Ukrain-
ian crisis.” However, the constrained impact of these 
efforts was made evident by the Polish Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs’ refusal to officially host Huo’s dele-
gation. Shortly after Huo’s visit, Beijing dispatched 
former Chinese Vice Minister of Foreign Affairs Wu 
Hongbo to Brussels, with his official trip centred on 
damage control and conveying “positive signals” fol-
lowing the tense EU–China summit.

To date, the future of the China–CEE cooperation 
framework remains uncertain; however, on a practi-
cal level, it has lost its political significance and al-
lure: summits are no longer held, and the format itself 
has diminished in relevance following the withdraw-

al of the Baltic states. This reflects not only the ex-
haustion of this mechanism but also the limitations 
of China’s wider multilateral engagement strategy in 
CEE, where the political and reputational costs are in-
creasingly outweighing the benefits. With the demise 
of the “17+1” framework, Beijing has lost not only a 
political platform but also three crucial functions: 
influencing the regional agenda, exerting collective 
political influence, and using a multilateral format 
to manage bilateral tensions. In response to these 
developments, Beijing has, in recent years, moved 
towards a selective model based on “axial partners.” 
The most striking example of this was Xi Jinping’s 
2024 visit to Serbia and Hungary, which highlighted 
the “strategic” nature of bilateral relations, signed po-
litical agreements, and reiterated rhetoric emphasis-
ing a “shared future” and partnership at the highest 
level. These visits indicate that China’s engagement 
persists, and it is increasingly taking the form of po-
litically less vulnerable bilateral relationships with 
countries more favourable to Beijing.

In the economic sphere, Beijing’s engagement in CEE 
is becoming focused on concrete, sector-specific in-
dustrial development, particularly within the electric 
vehicle and battery value chains. Particular emphasis 
is placed on Hungary and Slovakia: investment deci-
sions by Chinese battery and electric vehicle manu-
facturers suggest that some companies are aiming 
to use CEE countries as manufacturing and logistics 
hubs for the European market, particularly in response 
to growing EU trade protection measures targeting 
Chinese-made electric vehicles. This is exemplified by 
China’s CATL plans to commence production in Hun-
gary, alongside BYD’s decision to establish a factory in 
the country, both publicly presented as steps towards 
“localising production in Europe,” even though the 
pace and scale of these projects have been revised 
multiple times. Unlike political frameworks, industrial 
investments enable China to establish a presence in 
the region indirectly – through employment, supply 
chains, and the alignment of local interests – without 
provoking overt political tensions with the EU or indi-
vidual CEE countries.

https://ceias.eu/161-failed-dreams-or-failed-economics-2/
https://ceias.eu/161-failed-dreams-or-failed-economics-2/
https://merics.org/en/comment/china-seems-tone-down-its-161-engagement-three-possible-explanations
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-china-easteurope-exclusive/exclusive-china-may-pare-back-divisive-eastern-europe-summits-idUSKCN1GO1PI/
https://un.china-mission.gov.cn/eng/zgyw/202102/t20210210_10026249.htm
http://en.kremlin.ru/supplement/5770
https://www.globaltimes.cn/page/202204/1259758.shtml
https://www.gmfus.org/news/watching-china-europe-june-2022
https://www.scmp.com/news/china/diplomacy/article/3178404/china-sends-special-envoy-brussels-bid-salvage-souring-ties-eu
https://www.scmp.com/news/china/diplomacy/article/3178404/china-sends-special-envoy-brussels-bid-salvage-souring-ties-eu
https://www.mfa.gov.rs/en/press-service/statements/joint-statement-president-republic-serbia-and-president-people-s-republic-china
https://apnews.com/article/serbia-china-xi-jinping-visit-nato-e37b7ad0e89ac73b83e754142ce8e399
https://chinaobservers.eu/battle-of-the-batteries-chinese-ev-investments-and-the-issue-of-local-content-requirements-2/
https://www.reuters.com/business/autos-transportation/chinese-battery-maker-catl-expects-hungarian-production-start-by-early-2026-2025-09-07/
https://www.reuters.com/business/autos-transportation/byd-delay-mass-production-new-hungarian-plant-make-fewer-evs-sources-say-2025-07-22/
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III.	 Taiwan’s Policy in 
CEE: Unprecedented 
Engagement and 
Structural Constraints

4	 According to data from January 2026.

Unlike China, Taiwan has actively sought to capital-
ise on the political opportunities emerging in Central 
and Eastern Europe, particularly in light of shifting 
attitudes towards engagement with Beijing. Operat-
ing within the limits of other countries’ “One-China” 
policies, Taipei has prioritised enhancing its diplo-
matic visibility and forging new partnerships through 
parliamentary links, targeted economic and techno-
logical cooperation, and proactive public diplomacy 
initiatives. At the core of this approach is the effort 
to frame partnership with Taipei as a less risky, more 
pragmatic, valuable, and forward-looking alternative 
to engagement with Beijing. The opening of the Tai-
wanese Representative Office in Vilnius in 2021 sym-
bolised the most notable success of this strategy, 
while also highlighting the inherent limitations and 
risks of this approach. 

Over the past five years, relations between China and 
certain Central and Eastern European countries have 
grown increasingly contentious. While political disa-
greements could previously be tempered by Beijing’s 
pledges of economic cooperation and project initia-
tion, since 2022, its engagement has come to be seen 
as a politically risky choice with uncertain returns. Ac-
cording to Taipei, this shifting landscape has created 
a limited yet strategically significant window of oppor-
tunity for Taiwan to engage more actively in Central 
and Eastern Europe. Relations with CEE have emerged 
not merely as a reactive response to China’s actions 
but as a deliberate element of Taipei’s foreign policy, 
enabling it to pursue its objectives more proactively.

Taiwan’s engagement remains constrained by struc-
tural isolation that has persisted since the latter half 
of the 20th century. Its role in the international system 
has steadily diminished, from officially representing 
all of China at the United Nations (1945–1971) to the 
present, where only 12 countries formally recognise 

Taipei.4 Today, the majority of Taiwan’s international 
relations are conducted through quasi-diplomatic 
channels. This institutional constraint shapes Tai-
pei’s foreign policy strategy: rather than fully devot-
ing itself to gaining additional diplomatic allies (an 
approach that, over the years, has become extremely 
difficult), it instead focuses on combining political 
visibility with functional cooperation, particularly in 
economics, technology, and culture. Consequently, 
any notable increase in Taipei’s visibility is perceived 
by Beijing as a challenge to its “red lines” and is often 
met with a strong response. In this context, CEE has 
emerged as a space for experimenting with forms of 
political visibility that would be politically more chal-
lenging to pursue in Western Europe. 

Tsai Ing-wen’s presidency (2016–2024) marks the 
consolidation of this approach – in response to in-
creasing pressure from Beijing and the narrowing of 
Taiwan’s diplomatic manoeuvring space – through 
the launch of what is termed “steadfast diplomacy.” 
It rests on the assumption that rising geopolitical 
uncertainty and a heightened sense of insecurity 
among democratic states are compelling them to 
strengthen their cooperation. Accordingly, this cre-
ates a limited yet tangible window of opportunity for 
Taiwan. Following the 2024 presidential election, Lai 
Ching-te’s foreign policy has largely continued along 
this trajectory, adapting it through the principles of 
so-called “integrated diplomacy,” which prioritises 
the development of economically and technological-
ly focused partnerships to better secure the durabili-
ty and sustainability of these relationships. Semicon-
ductors, renewable energy, and Taiwan’s industrial 
manufacturing expertise are increasingly serving not 
only as economic but also as diplomatic assets, en-
abling the country to offer partners tangible avenues 
for cooperation while maintaining political visibility 
and engagement despite substantial constraints. 

https://en.mofa.gov.tw/AlliesIndex.aspx?n=1294&sms=1007
https://en.mofa.gov.tw/cp.aspx?n=1302
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In recent years, Europe’s approach to Taiwan – which 
has become notably proactive in expanding rela-
tions  – has grown more nuanced, even though the 
“One-China” Policy remains formally upheld at the 
EU level. Taiwan’s integration into the EU’s economic 
and technological agendas – particularly regarding 
supply chain resilience (including the European Chips 
Act) and strategic autonomy – has become a key driv-
er of closer engagement. As N. Casarini observes in 
his commentary, this dynamic indicates that Europe 
is, in practice, “gradually moving towards a ‘Two-Chi-
nas’ strategy,” even if such an approach has not been 
formally articulated. However, this shift in attitude 
is occurring more rapidly in Central and Eastern Eu-
rope, where the number of reciprocal political visits 
increased more than sixfold between 2019 and 2024, 
transforming relations from low-profile interactions 
into more open, politically framed engagements. A re-
port by the EU–Taiwan Tracker project, conducted by 
the Central European Institute of Asian Studies, indi-
cates that European countries vary in the depth of their 
relations with Taiwan – ranging from “new friends” 
(CEE countries such as Czechia, Lithuania, and Po-
land) to “pragmatists” (including the Netherlands, 
Sweden, Italy, Hungary, and Denmark) and “laggards” 
(including Estonia, Latvia, Norway, and Slovenia). 

The most striking illustration of the outcomes of 
Taiwan’s proactive approach is in Lithuania. On 18 
November 2021, Vilnius opened the Taiwanese Rep-
resentative Office (Chinese: 駐立陶宛台灣代表處), 
marking the first such office established in a Europe-
an capital after an 18-year hiatus.5 It was also the first 
instance of a Taiwanese quasi-diplomatic office using 
the name “Taiwan” rather than “Taipei,” and, arguably, 
the first to display the Taiwanese flag on its signage. 
This development is being celebrated in Taiwan as 
a “major diplomatic breakthrough,” reversing trends 
since the 1990s that had signalled Taiwan’s growing 
isolation and declining international influence, espe-
cially in the developed Western countries. Neverthe-
less, Beijing’s response – a unilateral downgrading of 
diplomatic relations and multiple instances of eco-
nomic and diplomatic coercion against Lithuania – 
transformed the naming issue from a symbolic mat-
ter into a critical “stop” signal, clearly delineating the 
boundary between acceptable informal cooperation 
with Taipei and China’s perceived red lines. Lithuania's 
case demonstrated not only the extent to which Tai-
wan can enhance its political visibility in Europe but 
also how these limits translate into political costs for 
both the host country and Taiwan itself, compelling its 

5	 In 2003, a Taiwanese representative office was established in the Slovak capital. 
6	 It is worth noting that, with the next parliamentary elections approaching, Slovenian opposition leader J. Janša reiterated in 2025 that, 
should his Slovenian Democratic Party win, he intends to pursue his earlier plans to establish diplomatic relations with Taiwan. 

diplomacy to strike a careful balance between setting 
precedents and managing risks.

Lithuania's case also highlighted a notable paradox: 
Taiwan’s success became the primary reason why 
similar moves in the region have been approached 
with greater caution, and as a result, since 2021, Tai-
pei has struggled to replicate the achievement seen in 
Lithuania. Although Taiwan’s success in Lithuania did 
not trigger a domino effect or establish a new “Lith-
uanian model” for its foreign policy approach to the 
CEE region, recent developments suggest that this 
precedent has nonetheless acted as a catalyst for po-
litical discussions in other CEE capitals. At the start of 
2022, Janez Janša, then Prime Minister of Slovenia, 
not only publicly expressed support for Lithuania but 
also announced plans to follow Vilnius’s example by 
permitting Taiwan to establish a representative office 
in Ljubljana. This announcement drew a particularly 
strong reaction from Beijing; however, it was not ex-
ternal pressure that stalled the plans but rather the 
2022 Slovenian parliamentary elections and subse-
quent change of government, after which the Taiwan 
issue was deliberately de-escalated.6 The dual nature 
of the Lithuanian precedent is even more apparent in 
the case of Estonia. As early as 2023, following a re-
view of its China policy, the Estonian Ministry of For-
eign Affairs officially stated that the country was “[...] 
ready to host a non-diplomatic economic or cultural 
representation from Taipei [...].” However, the practical 
implementation of this decision has been delayed due 
to ongoing political negotiations with Taipei. To date, 
negotiations have effectively stalled, and public dis-
course – including coverage in Nikkei Asia – indicates 
that the primary obstacle is the issue of the name: Tai-
pei aims to follow Vilnius’s precedent, whereas Tallinn 
is deliberately avoiding a decision that might trigger 
an analogous response from China.

The cases of Slovenia and Estonia demonstrate that 
the Lithuanian precedent functions more as a catalyst 
for discussion than as a model that can be readily 
replicated. Although Beijing was unable to compel 
Lithuania to reverse its decisions regarding Taiwan, 
the exceptionally intense, multifaceted, and sustained 
pressure campaign was not solely intended to alter 
Vilnius’s political course. A key element of Beijing’s 
strategy was its target audience: the coercive eco-
nomic and diplomatic measures were designed to 
send a wider signal to other countries, particularly 
in Central and Eastern Europe, clearly illustrating the 
potential political and economic costs of following a 
similar path. 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/international-summit/2025/07/24/
https://www.iai.it/en/publications/c05/europes-two-chinas-strategy-and-prospect-beijing-taipei-peaceful-coexistence
https://ceias.eu/partners-in-need-partners-indeed-europe-taiwan-relations/
https://ceias.eu/partners-in-need-partners-indeed-europe-taiwan-relations/
https://ceias.eu/partners-in-need-partners-indeed-europe-taiwan-relations/
https://ceias.eu/partners-in-need-partners-indeed-europe-taiwan-relations/
https://ceias.eu/partners-in-need-partners-indeed-europe-taiwan-relations/
https://en.mofa.gov.tw/News_Content.aspx?n=1328&s=96821
https://www.taiwanembassy.org/ng/post/3925.html
https://focustaiwan.tw/politics/202503180024
https://www.politico.eu/article/jansa-slovenia-to-follow-lithuania-for-new-office-in-taiwan/
https://www.asahi.com/ajw/articles/14526238
https://vm.ee/uudised/valisminister-margus-tsahkna-kommentaar-vabariigi-valitsuse-hiina-poliitika-regulaarse
https://vm.ee/uudised/valisminister-margus-tsahkna-kommentaar-vabariigi-valitsuse-hiina-poliitika-regulaarse
https://asia.nikkei.com/politics/international-relations/taiwan-tensions/taiwan-s-plan-to-set-up-mission-in-estonia-hits-wall-over-name
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IV.	 Structural Factors 
Shaping the Dynamics 
of Chinese and 
Taiwanese Policy in  
the CEE Region

The COVID-19 Pandemic and  
Its Impact on Reputation

The COVID-19 pandemic was not the primary driver 
of changes in China and Taiwan’s foreign policy to-
wards CEE, but it did accelerate reputational trends 
that were already underway. During the pandemic, 
China’s chosen communication and diplomatic ap-
proach – characterised by information control and 
a forceful response to criticism (commonly referred 
to as “wolf warrior diplomacy”) – reinforced doubts 
about Beijing’s reliability among CEE audiences, 
causing even pragmatic initiatives to be increasingly 
interpreted through the lens of narrow political inter-
ests and influence.

In contrast, the pandemic had the opposite effect 
for Taiwan. Humanitarian and medical assistance 
during the pandemic – through initiatives such as 
Taiwan Can Help, including the provision of medical 
protective equipment to European countries – ena-
bled Taipei to enhance its political visibility without 
breaching formal diplomatic boundaries and to rein-
force its image of “democratic solidarity.” In the CEE 
region, this contribution carried greater significance 
than in parts of Western Europe, being perceived not 
merely as a public diplomacy gesture but as a con-
crete, practical contribution during a crisis. This com-
bination – modest yet visible practical support paired 
with a consistent values-driven narrative – helped 
create a more favourable environment for Taiwan’s 
subsequent political engagement in the region. 

The Impact of the Lithuanian 
Precedent

Lithuania's case marked a turning point not because 
Taiwan established a new “model” for the conduct of 
its international relations in the region but because 
it bore the costs of this foreign policy choice while 
also gaining tangible rewards. When Vilnius opened 
the Taiwanese Representative Office in 2021, Bei-
jing responded with more than symbolic measures: 
it downgraded diplomatic relations and imposed a 
broad spectrum of political and economic pressure. 
In this way, crossing Beijing’s “red lines” on the Tai-
wan issue became a practical cost–benefit calcula-
tion for other EU capitals when contemplating poten-
tial steps to develop relations with Taipei.

This precedent produced two interrelated yet diver-
gent consequences for Taiwan’s foreign policy. On 
one hand, the Lithuanian case demonstrated that the 
boundaries of political visibility in Europe can be ex-
tended without crossing the dangerous threshold of 
formal recognition. On the other hand, it also high-
lighted the costs associated with such decisions. 
Consequently, since 2021–2022, Taipei has been 
more inclined to prioritise the substance of new part-
nerships – focusing on deepening cooperation to 
ensure greater longevity and practical value – rather 
than attempting to replicate the Lithuanian prece-
dent or pursue other symbolic achievements. From 
China’s perspective, the Lithuanian case became a 
component of its deterrence strategy, aimed not at 
“bringing the region back” into its sphere of influence 

https://media.realinstitutoelcano.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/11/european-public-opinion-on-china-in-the-age-of-covid-19.pdf
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but at demonstrating that a robust and open part-
nership with Taipei carries tangible consequences, 
thereby preventing a potential domino effect in other 
CEE capitals. At the same time, this precedent “Eu-
ropeanised” the risk, transferring it to the broader 
context of EU–China relations. The EU’s response – 
including the World Trade Organisation case chal-
lenging China’s discriminatory measures against 
Lithuania – demonstrated that the actions of a single 
EU member state on the Taiwan issue can have re-
percussions for the entire bloc, particularly regarding 
its relations with China, thereby amplifying the deter-
rent effect in the region. 

Divergent Positions in the Context 
of the War in Ukraine

Russia’s large-scale war in Ukraine marked a major 
turning point, fundamentally reshaping the way most 
Central and Eastern European countries approach 
foreign policy. Unlike the COVID-19 pandemic, which 
influenced the region’s perception of Taiwan and 
China primarily through reputation and credibility, 
the war introduced a clear security-based criterion, 
whereby external partners are evaluated according to 
their contributions to regional security and resilience 
against the threat posed by Russia. For CEE coun-
tries, given their historical experience and geograph-
ical proximity to the conflict, even formally “neutral” 
economic or technological initiatives have taken on 
direct strategic significance. 

In this context, China’s position – initially character-
ised as “pro-Russian neutrality” but already going far 
beyond that if its strengthening ties with Russia are 
taken into account – has become a significant factor 
in the war in Ukraine, shaping the attitudes of coun-
tries in the region towards engagement with Beijing. 
The 4 February 2022 statement by Russia and Chi-
na on their “boundless friendship” was interpreted in 
the CEE countries as a signal of China’s readiness to 
tolerate and support Moscow’s aggression in Europe, 
substantially undermining Beijing’s efforts to project 
itself as a “stabiliser” or “peace broker.” Practically, 
this was confirmed by the political cooling in CEE dur-
ing the spring of 2023, exemplified by Poland’s deci-
sion not to host Chinese Special Envoy Huo, sending 
a clear signal to Beijing about the altered operational 
environment in the region.

Taiwan, by contrast, assessed the shifting regional 
dynamics and adjusted its actions accordingly. Taipei 
actively positions itself as a frontline democracy un-
der constant threat, drawing direct parallels between 
its security situation and that of Ukraine, and under-

scores the relevance of its experience, reinforcing 
this narrative through tangible actions. Since 2022, 
Taiwan has been offering humanitarian and other 
support for Ukraine’s reconstruction, which  – due 
to diplomatic constraints, including Ukraine’s adher-
ence to the “One-China Policy” – has been delivered 
through CEE partners or by supporting their initia-
tives. According to estimates from Taiwan’s Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs, the total value of aid reached $162 
million by February 2025. This combination of shared 
values, security parallels, and symbolic support has 
enabled Taiwan to cultivate an image as a function-
ally valuable partner. As a result, the war in Ukraine 
has heightened the political costs of China’s actions 
in the region while simultaneously creating a limited 
yet significant window of opportunity for Taiwan to 
engage in areas related to security and resilience. 

However, Taiwan’s declared solidarity with Ukraine 
raises questions of consistency, as its financial sup-
port for Ukraine and reconstruction efforts stand in 
contrast to its arguably substantial trade relations 
with Russia. Although Taipei has joined the sanc-
tions regime and is providing support to Ukraine, the 
scale of this assistance remains limited compared to 
benefits Taiwan receives from its economic engage-
ment with Russia, particularly regarding Russian raw 
material imports. Since 2022, imports of Russian 
naphtha – an essential raw material for the semicon-
ductor industry – have risen sharply, with Taiwan be-
coming the world’s largest importer of this commodi-
ty. In the first three quarters of 2025, the total value of 
petroleum product imports from Russia reached €1.8 
billion, while overall imports from Russia amounted 
to €3.03 billion. This disproportion indicates that 
Taiwan retains additional room for political manoeu-
vring, which, if exercised in relation to Russia, could 
enhance the consistency of its values and bolster its 
international credibility.

Differing Operational Costs for 
Beijing and Taipei in CEE

One key factor explaining the divergent trajectories 
of China and Taiwan after 2022 is the asymmetrical 
political and strategic significance of CEE in each ac-
tor’s foreign policy. For Beijing, CEE has long been – 
and continues to be – a secondary European policy 
arena, where increased engagement tends to pro-
voke resistance and rejection while delivering limit-
ed economic or geopolitical returns. This is evident 
in Beijing’s shift from multilateral initiatives towards 
selective, bilateral engagement with politically recep-
tive capitals.

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document/EPRS_BRI%282022%29729349
https://finance.yahoo.com/news/chinese-diplomats-head-eastern-europe-093000850.html
https://en.mofa.gov.tw/Theme.aspx?n=3730&s=128&sms=294
https://www.ocac.gov.tw/OCAC/Eng/Pages/Detail.aspx?nodeid=329&pid=73013076
https://www.taipeitimes.com/News/taiwan/archives/2025/10/03/2003844855
https://www.taipeitimes.com/News/taiwan/archives/2025/10/03/2003844855
https://www.trademap.org/Bilateral_TS.aspx?nvpm=1%7c490%7c%7c643%7c%7cTOTAL%7c%7c%7c2%7c1%7c1%7c1%7c2%7c1%7c1%7c1%7c1%7c1
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For this reason, China’s response to Taiwan’s height-
ened activity in the region has largely consisted of 
punitive measures rather than escalatory actions. 
These measures are designed to signal limits and 
convey deterrence while avoiding long-term escala-
tion in a region whose importance within the global 
strategic hierarchy remains limited. In Taiwan’s case, 
the situation is essentially the reverse. For Taipei, the 
CEE region represents an area of high symbolic and 
practical return, where even modest political actions 
produce disproportionate international visibility and 
set influential precedents. This is particularly evident 
in the case of Lithuania, where a single decision re-
garding the name of a representative office triggered 
a disproportionate regional and international reaction, 
far outweighing the practical benefits of the decision 
itself. This asymmetrical risk structure also creates 
an uneven escalation threshold: what Beijing per-
ceives as an unacceptable symbolic breach of its “red 
line” is often a deliberate, calculated effort by Taipei 
to extend the boundaries of its functional operations. 

Despite Beijing’s efforts to use such pressure to 
deter other countries from taking similar steps, its 
economic and diplomatic coercion ultimately back-
fired, harming China’s own reputation. The measures 
taken against Lithuania – including import suspen-
sions and secondary sanctions – were interpreted 
not as technical decisions but as examples of eco-
nomic coercion, highlighting Beijing’s propensity to 
wield economic leverage for political ends. The EU 
responded in unison, initiating a dispute at the World 
Trade Organisation and fast-tracking the adoption of 
the Anti-Coercion Instrument, intended to deter ex-
ternal actors from engaging in economic coercion, 
as illustrated by Lithuania’s experience. This has un-
dermined China’s image as a “reliable partner” and 
heightened concerns about economic dependence 
and the associated risks. It is worth noting that the 
pressure on Vilnius produced a “backfire” effect: in 
trying to punish Lithuania, Beijing only prompted EU 
countries to adopt a more unified stance – from col-
lective litigation to bolstering the economic security 
and resilience agenda – further reinforcing the per-
ception of China as a systemic rival.

https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/in-depth-research-reports/report/lithuanias-policy-on-china-an-unlikely-eu-trailblazer/
https://policy.trade.ec.europa.eu/enforcement-and-protection/dispute-settlement/wto-dispute-settlement/wto-disputes-cases-involving-eu/wtds610-china-measures-concerning-trade-goods-and-services_en
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/eli/reg/2023/2675/oj/eng
https://nationalinterest.org/feature/chinas-economic-blackmail-lithuania-could-backfire-194897
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Conclusions 
The intensifying global competition between Chi-
na and Taiwan for influence in Central and Eastern 
Europe has been shaped, though not dictated, by 
shifts in the strategic priorities of Beijing or Taipei. It 
has been primarily driven by changes in the region’s 
own geopolitical and security landscape. Central 
and Eastern Europe, once a relatively understated 
political arena where China advanced its influence 
through ostensibly multilateral initiatives, has rapidly 
evolved into a region where the activities of external 
actors are evaluated in terms of security, reliability, 
resilience, and associated risk costs. This has fun-
damentally altered the context for the execution of 
Chinese and Taiwanese policies, particularly during 
the period from 2019 to 2025, which forms the focus 
of this study.

Accordingly, in China’s case, this shift has resulted 
in diminished opportunities to act within the region. 
Prior to the pandemic and the war in Ukraine, Beijing 
operated under the assumption that, through a com-
bination of bilateral and multilateral frameworks, the 
Belt and Road Initiative could be effectively integrat-
ed and sustained via trade and investment commit-
ments, including several projects that were, in fact, 
implemented across various countries in the region. 
However, mounting reputational damage, largely un-
met expectations, and the region’s growing focus on 
security interests have rendered Beijing’s active po-
litical engagement more costly than beneficial. As a 
result, China’s foreign policy has adjusted: in the CEE 
region, multilateral approaches are increasingly giv-
ing way to selective bilateralism, motivated not only 
by the pursuit of influence but also by industrial inter-
ests, particularly amid rising tensions between China 
and the EU.

Taiwan’s trajectory, by contrast, has moved in the op-
posite direction. Amid increasing international isola-
tion, Taipei strategically capitalised on the opportu-
nities presented by the COVID-19 pandemic and the 
war in Ukraine. By emphasising democratic values, 
international solidarity, tangible support, and posi-
tioning itself as a relevant and reliable partner, it gar-
nered a positive reception across much of the CEE 
region, even though the practical outcomes remained 
limited. Taipei’s relatively modest actions in the re-
gion produced an outsized political and reputational 

impact, transforming the CEE region into a space of 
significant symbolic value for Taiwan’s values-driven 
foreign policy.

While Lithuania's case represents Taiwan’s most sig-
nificant diplomatic success in recent decades, it has 
also marked a turning point in the dynamics of com-
petition between China and Taiwan, simultaneously 
serving as a boundary to that rivalry. It demonstrated 
that Taiwan can act as a proactive player on the in-
ternational stage and effectively enhance its political 
visibility in Europe while also highlighting the costs 
this entails for both the region and Taiwan itself. Al-
though this precedent has neither triggered a domino 
effect nor established a new model for Taiwan’s inter-
national relations, it has clearly shifted the “red lines” 
previously set by Beijing and enabled Taipei to pur-
sue a more ambitious and assertive foreign policy. In 
this context, Taiwan’s approach to CEE has become 
more selective and cautious, yet this does not imply 
that the viability of the Lithuanian model has dimin-
ished. On the contrary, Taiwan’s engagement and for-
eign policy are increasingly focused not on symbolic 
achievements but on establishing practical, mutual-
ly beneficial niche partnerships. Meanwhile, China’s 
response to Taiwan’s engagement is becoming cen-
tred on deterrence and efforts to roll back Taiwan’s 
recent visibility gains, rather than actively pursuing a 
renewed strategy aimed at improving relations with 
the region or enhancing its image.

Finally, today's competition between China and Tai-
wan in the CEE region is marked by a pronounced 
asymmetry. For China, the region remains a second-
ary priority, yet one that is reputationally sensitive, 
meaning that active engagement carries substantial 
political costs. For Taiwan, the region represents an 
arena where relatively modest actions can produce 
substantial political gains. This tension is further 
heightened by increasing Western focus on Taiwan’s 
security, rising US arms sales to Taipei, and strength-
ened international political backing. As a result, CEE 
is evolving into a sensitive “testing ground” for com-
petition between China and Taiwan, where the future 
is likely to be shaped not by direct confrontation but 
by a continual balancing of risk, precedent, and de-
terrence.
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It is likely that competition between China and Taiwan 
on the international stage will not only intensify in the 
coming years but also take on a more confrontational 
character. In this context, Central and Eastern Europe 
will remain significant, not due to its material power 
but as a politically sensitive arena where the bounda-
ries of competition are tested and broader signals are 
communicated to the international community. At the 
same time, Taiwan’s rising visibility and strengthening 
ties with democratic countries are adding to overall 
tensions in the Taiwan Strait, which Beijing increas-
ingly perceives not as isolated actions, but as part of 
the West’s more systematic engagement. Rising con-
cern among Western and Indo-Pacific nations regard-

ing Taiwan’s security, substantial US arms sales to 
Taipei, and expanding international political support 
are reinforcing Beijing’s view that preserving the sta-
tus quo is becoming more challenging and no longer 
produces favourable outcomes. In this context, China 
is more and more employing symbolic demonstra-
tions of military power, as exemplified by the Justice 
Mission 2025 exercises at the end of 2025, aimed not 
only at deterring Taiwan and its “separatist forces” 
but also signalling to the broader international com-
munity. This leads to the conclusion that struggle 
between China and Taiwan is set to become an even 
more prominent source of tension and risk.

https://asiasociety.org/policy-institute/eu-taiwan-relations-navigating-prc-pressure-us-china-competition-and-trumps-foreign-policy
https://asiasociety.org/policy-institute/eu-taiwan-relations-navigating-prc-pressure-us-china-competition-and-trumps-foreign-policy
https://www.chinadaily.com.cn/a/202512/19/WS6944ca77a310d6866eb2f821.html
http://eng.mod.gov.cn/2025xb/N/T/16429628.html
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