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Abstract

Chinaand Italy are united by a friendship and a partnership that last for 51 years. Both countries
are not only ancient civilizations with a long history, from the Ancient Rome and the Han
empire, directly and indirectly, contacts between the two countries have been going on for a
long time. On November 6, 1970, the People’s Republic of China and the Republic of Italy
formally established diplomatic relations, and since the establishment of diplomatic relations,
exchanges between the two countries in political, economic, military, cultural, scientific and
technological fields have become increasingly frequent; a friendly cooperation in various fields
has made progress. China and Italy share broad consensus on major international issues such
as safeguarding world peace and promoting common development, and have carried out good
cooperation in international affairs. In the last three decades, the deep bilateral trade and
economic relations with some of the most advanced and developed countries brought great
advantages to the economic growth of China. After the recent world recession, China has
maintained its position of major partner for many industrialized actors, as well as Italy. Italy
has always been one of the principal trading partner for China, since the two economies
disclose a number of similarities and connections in production structures. In the last decade
trades and investments between the two countries increased and it can be assumed that the
interdependence of the two economies has slightly increased. Thus, it can be hypothesized that
the interdependence between the two economies and the cooperation at different level brought
to the process towards the signature of the MOU of March 2019 and the consequent entrance
of Italy into the Belt and Road Initiative. China and Italy have signed nineteen deals stated in
the MOU, which set off a new era for the Sino-Italian bilateral partnership (ten more are
between private companies). Italy also joined the ‘Belt and Road Initiative’, the People’s
Republic of China’s infrastructure maxi plan, which includes ports, railway lines, roads, and
maritime corridors. The nineteen institutional arrangements, in addition to the collaboration
within the ‘Economic Silk Road’ and the 21st Century Maritime Silk Road Initiative, range
from promoting collaboration between innovative start-ups to the agreement between the two
governments to eliminate double taxation on income taxes as well as to prevent tax evasion
and avoidance through a protocol on plant protection requirements for the export of fresh citrus
from Italy to China and a MOU on the prevention of theft, clandestine excavations, import,
export, trafficking and illicit transit of cultural goods together with the promotion of their return.

This research aims to analyze the ongoing progress of the China-Italy bilateral partnership,
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exploring the benefits and advantages for both countries, considering the economic recess of
Italy (such as lack of investments in the infrastructures, in the research and innovation field),
but its strategic geographical position and the ‘Made in Italy’. It also ponders the importance
of Chinese direct investments in Italy, imports-exports, and the advantages of joining the Belt
and Road Initiative. First, Italian ports and rails connect the Mediterranean zone to the North
and the East of Europe; Italy is also the bridge between Africa and Europe. The geographical
position, the efficient and fast controls at the frontier drove the Chinese attention toward the
country. Secondly, Italy needs investments in the infrastructures, especially in the South, so
the Chinese investments are very beneficial. Moreover, through a comparative analysis of the
two countries’ socio-economic and political systems, this research monitored events, activities
of collaboration, and exchanges in several sectors, including the economic and financial
cooperation after Italy joined the Belt and Road Initiative in March 2019. Thus, the thesis is
that China and Italy will maintain a long and solid bilateral partnership over the years, thanks
to the institutions’ constant dialogue and cooperation. This research illustrates the results of

this win-win bilateral partnership.

Keywords: Sino-Italian Relations, Economic and Trade Collaboration, Interdependence

theory, Opportunities and Challenges
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Introduction

Following the global crisis of 2008, the worldwide economy appears increasingly
interconnected. The wealth of all countries is interdependent, and trade relations are crucial for
global welfare progress. In this context, China has remained a significant partner for many
emerging and industrialized economies, including Italy. China, as the world’s second-largest
economy, and its growing integration into the global economy over the last three decades, are
the primary sources of such interdependence. Chinese companies are dynamic actors in a vast
number of agricultural, industrial, and services sectors. Nowadays, China’s current economic
rebalancing marks an evolution towards a more sustainable and efficient economy, as a
significant source for a higher interdependence between China and the rest of the world.
Beijing has long paid particular attention to the economic and socio-political dynamics
affecting Italy, not only because, in Italy, the largest community of Chinese in Europe that
retains the PRC’s citizenship is the fourth foreign population of the country, but because Italy
remains a logistical hub in the Euro-Mediterranean region. Italy represents an economy of
strategic assets, including world-renowned brands, cutting-edge technological, infrastructural
know-how, and a large number of under-capitalized but healthy companies that are often placed
in critical positions within profitable supply chains®. It can be affirmed that, generally, the
relations between China and Italy are defined as excellent, even if Italy’s collocation in the
system of alliances guided by the USA is not just a detail for Beijing, but during the bilateral
discussion is irrelevant. China is satisfied by the economic relations with Italy; however, it
should consider that Italy is a European country, and for Chinese interest, new negotiations are
going on between China and the European Union (at the end of December 2020, China and the
EU announced a bilateral investments agreement, which should be approved by the European
Parliament and European governments in 2022. An agreement with Beijing that gives
European companies significant space). Thus, the partnership between China and Italy cannot
be discussed and improved without considering that Italy is not an ‘independent country’: the
members of the European Union in debating new agreements with non-EU countries must
abide by the European law.

In this sense, the signature of the MOU in March 2019 marks a turning point for

different reasons: it delineated a new pathway to improve the partnership in different sectors

! Geraci, Michele, “Italy will secure its place on the new Silk Road”, Financial Times, on 22 March 2019.
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between the two countries; the signature of the document highlighted the entrance of Italy into
the Belt and Road Initiative; Italy, as one of the G7 countries, was the first one to sign such a
similar document; the document caused the reactions and critics of the European Union; lastly,
the moderate level of economic interdependence between China and Italy, influenced by the
increasing intense exchanges, might have brought to the decision of starting a new chapter in
the history of the Sino-Italian relations through this significant document.

Therefore, the MOU has a central role in analyzing the recent development of the Sino-Italian

partnership.

1. Research background

Currently, China looks at Italy as a medium-sized country, socially drained, with a
suffering economy, structural unemployment, uncontrolled immigration, a peripheral profile
on the international stage, and harnessed in a system of alliances dominated by the United
States. In the G7, NATO, the United Nations, and other international summits, Beijing sees
Italy in the lead, anxious to occupy an armchair that it then uses to pander to other people’s
priorities and strategies. China’s assessment of Italian marginalization is based on two aspects,
one political, linked to the deficit of sovereignty and institutional effectiveness, and another
economic, because of an industrial system in distress and a currency managed by different
countries that exploit the country’s resources. Institutional coherence, professionalism, and
implementation skills are the spheres in which China perceives Italy’s systemic deficit. For the
Chinese economy, the Italian market maintains a fair amount of interest, both as an outlet
market and for the presence of an internationally vibrant and still technologically advanced
industrial fabric. Italian companies generally enjoy a good reputation in the Chinese market.

In the case of Italy and China, it can be affirmed that the two countries have a moderate
degree of economic interdependence that produces positive results. Italian companies in China,
Chinese companies in Italy, investments, exports, custom services, and commercial
digitalization are all contributing to maintain an interdependence between the systems of the
two countries. As a result, collaboration and dialogue between institutions and personalities are
increasingly deepening also in other areas.

Not only the political dissimilarities, but also the differences that characterize the
systems of two countries geographically and culturally distant from each other increase the

level of scientific curiosity of scholars specialized in this research area. The above-mentioned
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aspects were considered while selecting the research area; thus, notwithstanding the differences,
China and Italy share a long friendship with old roots that resulted in a beneficial partnership
starting from 1970. More interesting is the partnership in different sectors developed in this
century, which was boosted by the MOU’s signature. After realizing the importance of this

event, it was decided to analyze the recent developments after March 2019.
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2. Research purpose and significance

The significance and originality of the MOU can be seen by looking at the content of
the text, which expresses China and Italy’s intentions to renew their long-standing and close
partnership.

Its interpretation is consistent with the two countries’ national laws, as well as relevant
international law and, in the case of Italy, the obligations resulting from its membership in the
European Union.

The key question is, “Why did they sign this MOU, and what exactly paved the way for this
important step?”’

e The importance and benefits of enhanced connectivity between Asia and Europe,

as well as the role that the Belt and Road Initiative may play in this regard;

e The intention of concretely deepening their bilateral cooperation;

e The priorities set out in the EU-China 2020 Strategic Cooperation Agenda, as well
as the principles guiding the EU Strategy for Connectivity between Europe and Asia,
adopted in October 2018;

e The shared historical heritage built along the land and sea routes between Europe
and Asia, as well as Italy’s conventional position as a terminal of the Maritime Silk
Road;

e The shared commitment to upholding the United Nations Charter’s goals and values,
as well as the promotion of economic growth and sustainable development, in
accordance with the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development and the Paris
Agreement on Climate Change.

Italy joined the Belt and Road Initiative considering it as an excellent opportunity
especially for the economy of the country, but BRI will also decrease the socio-cultural
distances between China and Italy.

Since May 2017, when the Action Plan for the Strengthening of Economic, Commercial,
Cultural, and Scientific-Technological Cooperation between Italy and China 2017-2020 was
adopted in Beijing, Italy has been considering the BRI as a way to boost their economic
relations, and later, the Joint Communiqué of the Italy-China Intergovernmental Committee’s
Ninth Session, was held in Rome on January 25, 2019, just a few months before the MOU was

signed. China and Italy pledged to promote bilateral cooperation in a spirit of mutual respect,
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equality, and justice, in mutually beneficial ways, with the goal of strengthening global
solidarity.

This dissertation analyzes several aspects related to this new partnership, aspects that
are favorable for China and Italy, but, eventually, less advantageous for other countries. For
example, regardless of the Silk Road, the Conte government had to deal with the American
ally-master, that had already severely digested the MOU of March 2019 and that can see how
the Chinese technology, not only Huawei, probably will supplant that of the United States in a
NATO member country.

The aim of this dissertation is to determine how far the relationship between China and
Italy has progressed since the signing of the MOU, by examining various aspects of economic
and financial activities, as well as political, technological, cultural, and social factors that
directly influence economic relations, starting from the perspective of the economic
interdependence theory. A good knowledge of the country’s system, particularly the political
and cultural features that characterized a country, leads to a fruitful dialogue between countries,
such as China and Italy, afar and diverse from each other, but now closer thanks to the

achievements of the new partnership.

In summary, the aim of this study is to examine through a comparative analysis the scenario
created by the signature of the MOU in March 2019 and Italy’s subsequent participation in the
Belt and Road Initiative, as an opportunity to renew the bilateral relationship between China
and Italy.
Below, the main questions raised and answered:
1. How can the relations between China and Italy be outlined from the perspective of
economic interdependence?
2. Why did Italy sign the MOU and join the Belt and Road Initiative?
3. Which advantages and benefits are there for the two countries? Which projects?
4. What would be the future of this partnership from the perspective of the

interdependence theory?

14



