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Executive summary

modernization, and development cooperation 

The GCI derives most of its leverage through cultural 

Greece representing a distinctive case through 
its dialogue on ancient civilizations. The newest 
initiative, the GGI, announced with more pomp 
than the others, has generated the greatest media 

appearing often as shorthand for China’s broader 

framework.

resonance in Southeast Europe are geopolitical, 
institutional, and semiotic. EU membership or 

fragmented state institutions, and limited domestic 
demand for alternative governance models all 

reference points. Their relevance therefore depends 

to existing concerns, which have built up over the 

the future of EU integration. For the time being, 

meaningful frameworks.

fundamental alignments remains limited; their more 
visible role is discursive, providing some actors with 
alternative vocabularies. Drawing on media and 

elements and structural conditions that enable or 
constrain deeper engagement.

Serbia is the clear outlier, having incorporated all 
four initiatives into formal bilateral documents and 
framed its relationship with China in terms of joint 
implementation. Bosnia and Herzegovina holds an 

Across the remaining countries, engagement is 

sporadic media exposure, with Chinese state-

which does not have diplomatic relations with the 

to familiar themes of infrastructure, economic 
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understanding about the scope and content of the 

broader geopolitical considerations. The broader 

Source: Shutterstock
them. Elite engagement remains without ideological 

while limited public awareness suggests that the 

in Southeast Europe remains unclear. Whether 

evolves into deeper institutional embedding or 

taken in Beijing than on choices made in Tirana, 

Belgrade, Prishtina - as well as Brussels.

as an emerging normative framework entering SEE’s 

institutional gaps, tensions, or unmet demands - 

initiatives but remains open to selective input and 

own political, economic, or diplomatic objectives; 
nevertheless, this does not amount to transforming 
strategic alignments. 
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Development, Security, 
Civilization, Governance: China’s 
New Global Architecture

its aspiration to shape the norms and institutions 
of the international order. The Global Development 

discourse and global institutional reform are 

terms “Chinese solutions” to global challenges, and 

to present its growing international weight as a 
coherent alternative to the Western-led order. 

spans EU candidate states in the Western Balkans 
and EU member states such as Greece, Bulgaria 

or as member states balancing the obligations of EU 
membership against a more fragmented geopolitical 

pursuing their own agendas in the region, alongside 

China’s presence in the region is not new: it has built 
a substantial footprint over the past decade through 

format for China and Central and Eastern European 

plants and rail links, and establishing itself as a visible 
economic and diplomatic actor. What is new is the 

initiatives demonstrates greater ambition, extending 
into the normative domains of development, 

core of the EU integration itself.

Four Initiatives, One Strategy?

Each of the four initiatives carries distinct thematic 

China published the White Paper titled More Just 
and Equitable Global Governance: China’s Principles, 
Proposals and Actions

global governance.

The Global Development Initiative

The GDI positions China as a partner in sustainable 
growth, framing development as the precondition 

Introduction



Perceptions and Implications: 
China’s Global Initiatives in Southeast Europe

8

from the large-scale infrastructure lending of the 

infrastructure, hospitals, etc.

The Global Security Initiative

The GSI extends Chinese discourse into international 

for others. Yet, the principle also raises a second-

how should such concerns be balanced against 

arrangements? For most countries in SEE, this 

other partnerships. Hence, the initiative’s practical 

expression in the region remains limited compared 
to its rhetorical ambition, but it is not absent: law-
enforcement cooperation and joint police patrols 

regional application.

The Global Civilization Initiative

region whose EU integration as aspiration or lived 

the assumption that particular understandings of 

and cultural contexts, creating potential tension 
with more universalist interpretations of these 

academic exchange programmes, the GCI builds 
on tangible pre-existing institutional presence in 
SEE: active Confucius Institutes in most capitals  
seminars for political elites, a diplomatic and 
cultural dialogue platform based on the concept 
of “ancient civilizations” with Greece, emerging 

 etc. The initiative’s strategic 

political order and modernisation are discussed. For 

strives to align with a normative framework in 

standardized institutional commitments.

The Global Governance Initiative

ambitious of the four initiatives, seeks to reshape 

a “people-centred approach” focusing on the 
measurement of results in material-developmental 
terms, and “action-oriented approach.” In practice, 

Source: Shutterstock



Perceptions and Implications: 
 China’s Global Initiatives in Southeast Europe

9

intelligence. Its most concrete expression to 
date in SEE is in the domain of AI governance, 

participation as a founding member in WAICO,  
and the integration of Chinese standards in digital, 

the four initiatives for the region’s medium-term 

technical standard-setting, and is therefore less 

Why Southeast Europe Matters as 
a Case

between two competing visions of the international 

the dominant frameworks within which most SEE 
governments operate. Yet these frameworks are 

across Europe, enlargement fatigue, and domestic 

regional consensus around EU integration and 

skepticism about whether that consensus delivers, 
that creates room for alternative vocabularies to 
gain traction. 

In a global context, Southeast Europe occupies a 
distinctive position from which to examine how 
China’s new initiatives are received outside the 

countries versus the “Global South.” The region is 

or association agreements - while still struggling 
with issues of dependent economic development, 

test case. Unlike Africa, Asia or Latin America, where 

countries are asked to weigh Chinese frameworks 

loses much less if individual actors decline to 
endorse particular initiatives, whereas Brussels is far 

alignment from SEE states within the EU integration 
process.

6 A smaller-scale, though 
valuable, regional discussion, has documented the 
initiatives’ reception in Serbia in some depth.  The 

four initiatives as a coherent Chinese leadership 

these four initiatives, considered together, as an 
interlinked framework, are understood, debated and 
acted upon across the wider SEE region, including 

EU member states navigating their own “strategic 

- economic, political, or ideational, that drive 
selective SEE engagement with them, and on how 

commitments to EU integration and transatlantic 

Far from replacing Southeast Europe’s Euro-Atlantic 

normative framework through which regional 

lies less in immediate geopolitical realignment than 
in their gradual institutionalization as alternative 
frameworks that coexist with European institutional 
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Methodological and Conceptual 
Approach

provide a comprehensive and comparative account 

SEE, covering nine countries: Albania, Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, Bulgaria, Croatia, Greece, Kosovo, 

understood across Southeast Europe, and what 

and political alignments. For this purpose, we adopt 

structural conditions that enable or constrain deeper 
engagement.

do SEE countries perceive and interpret China’s 
new global initiatives? What motivations - economic 

or strategic pragmatism drive SEE engagement, 
or the absence of it, with these frameworks? 

serve their long-term interests both in terms of 

and perception among an initiated audience - 

measurement of attitudes, but rather to surface 
the views, perceptions and interpretations of the 

expressions of engagement: participation in China-
led forums and platforms, bilateral agreements or 

happened.

of media outputs and public discourse captures 

perceptions; this means impact on target audiences 

and strategic balancing in a complex geopolitical 
environment. It treats SEE countries not as passive 

expectations, incentives, and constraints emanating 

the region’s external relations are often discussed. 

follow should be read. Some form of engagement 
with a Chinese global initiative need not signal 

engagement with Chinese initiatives where domestic 
circumstances make this attractive. Distinguishing 
between rhetorical or substantial alignment, 
between pragmatic, normative or strategic 

sets for itself.

The chapters that follow examine each of the four 
initiatives in turn, comparing their global ambitions 

engagement, areas of convergence and tension 
with European and transatlantic frameworks, and 

national and regional responses. 
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online references across the nine countries. It 

language translations of each of the four Chinese 
Global Initiatives with the aim of capturing as 
comprehensive set of references and mentions as 

traditional media with nation-wide coverage, local 
outlets and internet portals, including Chinese state-
owned media, domestic outlets and local services 
of Western news agencies present in the region, 
as well as their social media accounts, spanning 
across general and more specialized outlets with 

narratives with their nuances and vantage points, 

that contribute to understand the advancement and 
uptake, or lack thereof, across the region.

remain marginal to mainstream public discourse 

in local languages. Some national media across 

Where Western media maintain local-language 
editions or correspondents, their coverage 
provides a counterweight, tending towards more 

of the initiatives. Where such presence is thin or 

because it constitutes the most advanced case of 
institutional engagement with China’s four initiatives. 

The Global Initiatives in Local Discourse:  
   a Country-by-country Sketch

Albania

stakeholders as one of the “frontrunners” for EU 

have attracted modest Albanian-language coverage 

Albanian9

news portals and op-eds situate China’s proposals 
within wider debates about global governance 
reform, development cooperation, and a shifting 

social media content frames the initiatives more 

contrast to their once-hailed communist-era alliance 
and ‘privileged’ bilateral relations, Albanian coverage 

challenge to Western dominance.

Coverage of the GDI in the Albanian media 

online portals, without sustained engagement 

does appear, it tends to present the initiative as a 
Chinese contribution to narratives around global 
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On the local media side, coverage of the GDI includes 
descriptive articles and commentaries. Argumentum, 

addressed the initiative on at least two occasions: 
one piece presented the GDI as a Chinese proposal 
for inclusive and sustainable global growth, stressing 

cooperation, while a second situated it within a 
broader discussion of China’s evolving worldview on 
international order and development governance.  

 Tirana 
Diplomat, a platform specialising in diplomatic and 

imbalances in the existing international order.

elaboration. Across these sources, the GDI functions 

commentators address China’s broader ambition to 
contribute to international development.

Coverage of the GSI is more varied. One the one 

channels present the GSI as a framework for peace, 
development, and multilateral cooperation, framing 

geopolitical repositioning.

Chinese messaging.  On the other hand, Albeu, a 

sceptical position, interpreting the GSI as part of 

perceived as opposing Western alliances.  This 
critical strand is to be expected given that Albanian 

language coverage than the GDI or GSI. The 
predominant framing is positive and cooperative, 
presenting the initiative as a framework for 
intercultural dialogue and civilisational coexistence. 

covered the GCI on multiple occasions, framing it 

as China’s proposal to promote dialogue among 
cultures and counter civilisational confrontation 
in global politics, and presenting it as supporting 
international cooperation through cultural respect 
and shared modernisation paths.
media content echoed this framing, presenting the 
initiative as a vision for peaceful coexistence through 
cultural exchange and shared human values.

as a framework for intercultural dialogue, mutual 
learning, and peaceful coexistence among diverse 
civilizations. It was also presented as a diplomatic 
instrument through which China promotes 
cultural pluralism, non-interference, and a greater 
normative role in shaping global governance.  
Overall, the positive framing of the GCI in Albanian-

Chinese state channels and domestic platforms, 

discourse. 

The GGI generated the largest volume of Albanian-
language references. As elsewhere, however, a 

or incidental references rather than sustained 

as a Chinese contribution to multilateral governance 
reform and collective responses to global challenges. 

messaging on social media, highlighting the initiative 

in descriptive terms as part of China’s broader 

balanced model of global governance

and institutions, including through multilateral 
forums , while a smaller number of references 

China’s broader governance and development 
agenda.

more contextualised approaches. The former 
interpreted China’s expanding global role as an 
attempt to shape globalisation through alternative 
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governance concepts at a time of US retrenchment, 
while the latter discussed Sino-Albanian relations 
and framed China’s global initiatives as part 

partnerships through economic cooperation, cultural 
exchange, and multilateral messaging.  

To conclude, Albanian-language coverage of 

media environment, in which portals, diplomatic 

account for the bulk of relevant output, with major 

the picture. Across all four initiatives, a recurring 

tier of domestic Albanian online platforms engages 

contextualising terms, presenting them as part of 
China’s evolving global role without sustained critical 

initiatives, the GCI and GGI attracted the widest 
range of domestic Albanian engagement, albeit still 
at a modest level. The overall picture suggests that 
China’s 4GI have achieved only a limited footprint 
in Albanian public discourse, with their reception 
shaped more by the promotional activity of 
Chinese state media operating in Albanian than 
by sustained critical engagement from domestic 
media.

Kosovo

Beijing does not recognize Kosovo as an 

province. While the two sides do not maintain 

Prishtina that operates as an outpost of China’s 

engagement with the authorities in Prishtina, 

sub-national level and in the business domain, 
while on the Kosovar side China is often viewed 
through the prism of Beijing’s close relations with 
Belgrade.

media environment. 

Infosot, a Kosovo-based online news portal, 
presented the GSI as a Chinese proposal 

emphasising dialogue, non-interference, 

confrontational alliance structures. On the other 
hand, The Geopost, a Prishtina-based geopolitical 

the GSI at defence forums as part of a broader 

situating the initiative within a competitive 
great-power framework. The remaining three 
initiatives have left no discernible trace in 
Albanian-language media published in Kosovo. 
The absence of coverage across three of the 
four initiatives, and the minimal engagement 

Bosnia and Herzegovina

a consolidated state position, let alone a formal 

therefore best understood as a case of selective 
discursive receptivity, without formal alignment.

state media, where, as rotating chair of the BiH 

 However, such sentiment 

instance of executive mention, it remains an 
expression of an executive’s statement for Chinese 
media, and remains far from state uptake.
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mutual respect, practical cooperation, friendship, 
 In that sense, this was the 

diplomatic, media, and China-linked channels. 
Glas Kine

Association, has published three thematic issues on 

stand as abstract reference points and discursive 

The GDI has the greatest appeal for BiH. It maps 

digitalization, and modernization, sectors in which 

in Chinese media,  praising China’s planning 

this pattern. The GDI resonates because it can be 

infrastructure, balanced modernization, and 

In BiH media, the GDI receives the most pragmatic 

Development Goals.  Some media present the GDI 
as part of China’s wider package of global proposals, 
but their interpretation is developmental-pragmatic 

rhetoric of development governance and shared 
modernization. 

disputes. China’s GSI language has the potential 

 however, there is little evidence that 

multilateralism, non-confrontation, and peaceful 
settlement of disputes.  However, GSI has been also 

 or “strike back” to 
 - charged 

rather peaceful and calming language.

The GCI enters through culture, mutual learning, 

people exchange. In BiH, GCI can be folded into 

geopolitical choice. Chinese actors can promote it 

 Within the China-linked 
millieu, the messaging is that the initiative does not 
promote “China versus the West,” but rather China 

among civilizations, and rejection of civilizational 

there is also no evidence that the GCI has gained 

cooperation with China.

law, true multilateralism, and a stronger voice for 

unilateralism.
endorsement of the GGI. The available evidence 

of the initiative, but not corresponding endorsement 

In terms of the media presence, GGI has the richest 
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promotion centred on the ideas of sovereign 

boosting the Global South voice. The second is 

proposal of the GGI during the SCO summit, as well 

as part of China’s challenge to Western dominance, 

building.

one of discursive availability accompanied 
by selective political receptivity, but without 
consolidated state-level adoption.. As their 

without supervision, pluralism without liberal 

anchored in EU accession and careful diplomatic 

outside China-BiH friendship networks, Chinese 

and occasional elite statements. They remain 
politically peripheral and conceptually unfamiliar 
compared with the BRI. 

Bulgaria

Being an
is on

 sensitive sectors and areas where Brussels has 
strong competence. On the other hand, it has a seat 
at the table
concerns when China-related policies are formulated 
at the supra-national level. This bi-directional 
channel makes it an interesting case to examine 

the top in the EU when it comes to both exposure 
and positive public perception towards China.

In the Bulgarian-language public discourse on 
China’s global initiatives, three broad and at 
times overlapping categories of coverage can be 

 of Chinese state-
 

together with institutional channels such as the 
Confucius Institute in 

all of 

light. 
media , which 

 and 
within wider debates about a changing international 
order and

Western or multipolar worldview,  which embrace 
 

from Western dominance. 

Bulgarian-language coverage of the GDI is moderate 
in volume and divided between channels that 
present the

 an instrument of Chinese 
 

institutions. Chinese state and bilateral-business 

constructive contribution to global development. 
The GDI is presented as a tool contributing to 

 and 

governance reforms intended to keep development 
.  Other media 

discuss the practical implementation of “small but 

the Bulgarian-Chinese Chamber of Commerce and 
 GDI’s contribution 

 
through trade.

Several of Bulgaria’s leading outlets engaged with 

sceptical stance about China’s challenge to the 
existing world order. For instance, the Bulgarian 

 reading 
of how Beijing uses development aid and the GDI 
to reshape the international order and contest 
Western norms.  Other commentators highlighted 

 among 
developing countries, examined the initiative’s 
potential impact on the existing international order, 
and discussed how China-backed development 
institutions could emerge as alternatives to 

 organizations.  
 

GSI, as evidence of a broader shift towards a more 
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A distinct group of organisations engaged with 

framework rather than as a geopolitical instrument. 
 association 

assessed the initiative as a vehicle for sustainable 
development in the post-pandemic period,  and the 

 Association of Bulgaria examined 
how China uses the GDI to reshape globalisation 
towards a more inclusive model.  Other portals 

 
cooperation and for convergence between Chinese 
and African development priorities.

anti-Western or multipolar positions treated the 
GDI as further evidence of a desirable global 
realignment. Duma, the newspaper of the Bulgarian 

 fair 
governance model in which the GDI empowers the 
Global South,  while others situated the initiative 
within debates about a multipolar alternative to 

 broader 
.

still varied, range of Bulgarian-language coverage 
than the GDI, with

 
than is the case for the other three initiatives, 
alongside Chinese state-aligned sources that 
reproduce Beijing’s propaganda.

Bulgaria
initiative as part of
coalitions capable of challenging Western alliances 
and norms.  Other major media outlets associated 
the GSI with Beijing’s growing global political 
ambitions, while noting that China presents it as 
a cooperative framework centred on dialogue, 

governance.  Several commentators interpreted the 
initiative as a vehicle for reshaping the international 

China’s long-term geopolitical position.  Some 
’s expanding role 

and
 of global leadership 

and transforming existing power balances.  

China’s
order, emphasising principles such

developing countries.

terms, describing it as an

cooperation, and  
 the 

initiative as a response to Western dominance and 
as
order.

The
visible attention in Bulgaria
interpreted as a component of China
to shape international narratives and expand its 

the initiative as part
highlighting its emphasis on civilizational dialogue, 
cultural cooperation, and the promotion of a more 
pluralistic vision of world order.

 that initiatives such as the 
GCI serve as instruments for extending China’s 

while others viewed its civilizational discourse as a 
form of geopolitical messaging.  Some coverage 

 

 Korea rather 

Chinese state media and bilateral-institutional 
,  and the Confucius 

60 present the GCI 
as a coherent and positive cultural-diplomatic 

commentators present in the 
alternative to Western universalist approaches, 
emphasising 
and the emergence of a multipolar international 
order.  Overall, the positive framing of the GCI here 

while Bulgarian mainstream and ideological 
of 

China’s wider ideological ambitions.

a considerable margin, the 
largest number of Bulgarian-language references 
among the four initiatives examined here. This 
volume should be interpreted with some caution, 
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however: a substantial share of the relevant material 
consists of brief or incidental mentions embedded 
within stories devoted to other subjects including 

on a shifting “world order” rather than dedicated 
treatment of the GGI as 

the GGI 

roadmap for reforming global institutions towards 

a cooperative governance model.
for global 

justice and cooperation, emphasised fairness and 
representation as central governance principles, 
and described a reform of global structures 

 
The Bulgarian-Chinese Chamber of Commerce 

GGI as a 
framework for fairer global governance grounded in 
multilateralism and inclusive decision-making.

and political outlets 
to global 

 Bloomberg 
TV Bulgaria situated the initiative within the wider 
context of global economic competition, in a piece 
on China’s position in the trade dispute with the 
United States.66 Duma addressed the GGI on at least 
two occasions,  including via a social-media repost 
of the same proposal,  treating China’s governance 
ideas as part of an alternative globalisation model 
and as a plan for “more just” global management. 

anti-Western 

development.69 A supportive, promotional tone was 
likewise evident in a Facebook reel circulating China’s 
governance proposals,
outlet Diplomatic Spectrum 
Chinese messaging, this time linking governance 

The remaining and most numerous categories 
passing, as a 

developments.  A group of articles linked the 
GGI to economic and technological competition, 

messaging on governance reform.  Another set 
the initiative within 

s 
geopolitical ambitions, and proposals for a more 

order.

To conclude, the discussion on the 4GI falls under 
a pre-existing Bulgarian media conversation 
about multipolarity, Russia-China alignment 
and a contested “new world order”, rather than 
evidence of deeper substantive engagement. 

 with a handful 
of mainstream outlets treat the GGI as

elsewhere, the 4GI
attached to an already familiar geopolitical 
narrative.

Croatia

 strategic 
frameworks, Croatia treats its relationship with 

 a pragmatic, transaction-
focused lens. While it remains open to Chinese 

like the Pelješac Bridge or Senj Wind Farm, Zagreb 

a normative alternative to the Western international 
order.

Croatian-language media environment, with 
the volume of dedicated reporting remaining 

examined in this
 of Chinese state-

or in related regional languages,  which present 
all four initiatives
cooperative terms. A second stream comprises 
mainstream Croatian news media and the public 
broadcaster,  whose engagement with the 

 

. A third, smaller 
channel consists of promotional, diplomatic, and 
social media content.  Croatian coverage contains 

 that 
explicitly embrace the initiatives as a desirable 
challenge to Western dominance, nor does it 
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feature the kind of sustained critical engagement 
found in media elsewhere. 

Coverage of the GDI in the Croatian media 
 to 

statements rather than
 that has 

addressed the GDI as a distinct subject in its own 
 a 

rise
Chinese announcements about the GDI without 

. The GDI’s domestic footprint 
in 
margins of broader coverage of China-EU relations 

The GSI has attracted the thinnest coverage of the 
four initiatives in the Croatian media environment. 
The most substantive engagement covered the 
GSI as a Chinese proposal for a new international 

dialogue, and opposition to bloc confrontation,  
 

Croatian mainstream media have not engaged with 
the GSI through the lens 
competition, or implications for Croatia’s position 

The GCI has received somewhat more attention 
than the GSI in Croatian media, though the bulk 
of the coverage originates with Chinese state-

outlets or consists of brief references 
while 

GCI as a positive framework for promoting mutual 
learning, cultural exchange, and respect for diverse 
development models, and as a diplomatic concept 
aimed at strengthening civilizational dialogue and 
countering ideological confrontation.  Several 

Qi Qianjin linking civilizational dialogue to China’s 
opposition to trade confrontation and its vision of 
cooperative international relations. Other coverage 

and China’s broader messaging on civilizational 
cooperation,  and global 
partnerships.

The GGI generated the largest volume of Croatian-
language coverage among the four initiatives, 
a pattern consistent 

however, a 

or incidental and descriptive coverage  rather 
 with the 

state
 the GGI as a framework 

for fairer international cooperation and the reform 
of global institutions, and as a constructive model 
for addressing geopolitical tensions and economic 

 Croatian portals situate the GGI within 
discussions of global crises and multilateralism, 
presenting China’s governance proposals as 
responses to shared international challenges.

Local media, presented all four Global Initiatives 

framework for reforming global governances 
 

governance ambitions in
 with Putin 
 global order 

against Western interests. Others examined China’s 
peace

 the rhetoric 

ambitions.  

To conclude, Croatian-language coverage of 
China’s four Global Initiatives is limited and is 
characterised predominantly by relay journalism 
rather than analytical engagement. The absence 
of media that either
criticise the initiatives, combined with the thinness 
of dedicated coverage, suggests that China’s Global 
Initiatives have not yet penetrated Croatian 
public discourse in any meaningful way. 

Greece

leaves little strategic space for China’s global 
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 90

a tangible precedent shaping the space of potential 

As a general remark, all the four initiatives have 
received modest coverage in the media, academic 
discussions, and diplomatic exchanges and their 

descriptive, and critical interpretations. Greece’s 

should be noted, however, that China’s engagement 
with Greece in the realm of culture is substantial, 

ancient civilizations that falls under the Global 
Civilization Initiative.

Amid the scarce coverage of the GDI in Greek 

governance.

close cooperation with Chinese media,  has covered 

the GDI on at least two occasions. On the tenth 

intended to address gaps in global governance.  In 

“common development” that prioritises the needs of 
the world’s least developed countries.  

Some mainstream media addressed the GDI in the 
context of emerging powers and a changing global 
order. One article argued that China is using the GDI 

Silva, a development alternative to the “Washington 
Consensus”.  Another, considered the GDI in light 

how a more isolationist “America First” approach, 
including a potential withdrawal from international 
commitments, could create a power vacuum that 
would favour China’s Global Development Initiative 
and its broader ambitions for global leadership.

the initiative’s role in expanding global cooperation 
networks through the opening of the Chinese 

96

organised around, or in cooperation with, Chinese 

Across these examples, a common pattern emerges: 

broader strategic positioning relative to the West 
and the Global South. On the other hand, the Greek 
state media and those private with cooperation 
agreements with Chinese outlets, present it under 
a neutral or positive light that stresses the GDI’s 
contribution to development.

The most substantive engagement with the GSI in 
the Greek press comes from established private 

debates about China’s broader strategic posture, 

the existing international order. Kathimerini, one of 
Greece’s most established newspapers, covered the 
GSI on at least two occasions and in relation the war 

Perama Attica Greece 14 December 2025
(Source: Shutterstock)
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in Ukraine.

international role from economic infrastructure 

through,99 or even as a central component of China’s 

alliances and promotes China’s leading role.  
OT.gr, a mainstream Greek news and opinion outlet, 

to adopt the GSI as a means of countering a “Cold 

an alternative bloc of nations.

A second, distinct tier of Greek-language coverage 
comes from smaller websites and blogs with limited 
general readership, often associated with particular 
ideological or political currents. These sources tend 
to interpret the GSI through pre-existing political 

more conventional geopolitical framing found in the 
mainstream press.

problem rather than from broader geopolitical 

the Chinese Ambassador had cited the GSI as the basis 
for China’s constructive role in peace negotiations 
and how the GSI could provide a “new window of 

dialogue.

Greek in origin, but which nonetheless feature 
in the Greek-language information environment, 
either through translated or Greek-facing content, 

Unlike the GDI, where Chinese state media have a 
clear Greek-language edition presenting the initiative 
in cooperative terms, the sources available here are 

 

in the Greek language media and remains far less 
visible than Beijing’s economic and geopolitical 

based publications, and Chinese state media rather 

strategic partnership and the emergence of a world 
 

Smaller online media outlets have connected the 
GCI with China’s vision of a multipolar international 

Chinese soft-power instrument designed to 
challenge Western cultural dominance and promote 
an alternative model of global leadership.  The 

Greek
 

long been promoted through the framework of 
a “Dialogue among Ancient Civilizations.” Greece 
occupies a privileged place in this discourse because 

China as the two great continuous civilizations 
of Europe and Asia.  This narrative has been 
institutionalized through a range of initiatives, most 

as instruments of international cooperation and 

Center of Chinese and Greek Ancient Civilizations in 
Athens, together with a growing number of academic 
conferences, archaeological collaborations, and 
cultural forums dedicated to Sino-Greek civilizational 
dialogue, has further strengthened this agenda. 

media
GCI should therefore not be interpreted as evidence 
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alleged special relationship between the ancient 
civilizations of Greece and China.

As the most recent of the four initiatives, the GGI 

Greek-language outlets. Domestic reporting 

to reform the international order and challenge 
Western dominance,  and linking it to anti-Western 
narratives that are still present in the Greek online 
public discourse

 Overall, 

initiative in Greek public discourse.

To conclude, China’s global initiatives under 
review have attracted very modest attention in 
Greek public discourse
through Chinese state media, specialized outlets, 

on economic cooperation, sustainable development, 
cultural exchange, and dialogue among civilizations 

with China and encounter less political resistance. In 
particular, the themes underpinning the GDI and GCI 
have often been absorbed into broader discussions 
of development cooperation and Sino-Greek 
civilizational ties, while the GSI and GGI are treated as 
part of a geopolitical agenda with little relevance for 

related to development and civilization suggests that 
some elements of China’s broader normative 

Greek political, academic, and cultural circles.

Montenegro

read as a case of discursive exposure without 
strategic follow-up. Chinese representatives 

into the bilateral conversation, while Podgorica 
has continued to frame relations through more 

combined with the language of EU integration and 

and Euro-Atlantic path, while maintaining good 

special representative for China-CEEC cooperation, 

prime minister and vice president of parliament.  

framed the meeting through education, science, 

explicit message that EU accession should not 
preclude practical cooperation with China. This 

alignment.

initiative, while focusing on a number of instances of 
pragmatic cooperation.  

there is limited local uptake, one can note that there 
has been a nascent critical discourse emerging in 

cooperation with China in infrastructure, green 
transition, tourism, and digital modernization, 
and is associated with items such as sustainable 
development, investment, development projects, 
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of GDI as a constructive global development 
framework and less so as a geopolitical instrument.

The GSI is perhaps least compatible with 

The dominant frame is peace-oriented: dialogue, 

opposition to unilateral sanctions, and rejection 
of bloc politics.  China’s ambassador has also 
discussed GSI in light of the Ukraine war.  However, 
there are no signs of local uptake or contribution.

through culture, education, and civilizational 
dialogue, and can be linked to existing soft-power 

Chinese diplomats, but is less visible than the rest of 

ambassador op-eds,  and the coverage ends there. 

revealing low-
uptake test case for China’s global initiatives 
inside a NATO ally and EU-candidate state. China 

Podgorica keeps the existing pace of cooperation 
with China without objecting or contesting the 

perspective, the 4GI currently appear to provide 
an additional interpretive vocabulary for existing 
sectoral cooperation.

North Macedonia 

continued bilateral engagement with China in 
. 

practical cooperation, trade, infrastructure, education, 

attitudes on other issues concerning China.

GDI has the lowest political barrier as it translates into 
development, modernization, infrastructure, green 

discourse that describe the GDI as a “beacon of hope” 
amid global turbulence.  A Beijing correspondent 

and inclusive international development model.  

language, imbuing it with deeper ideational and 
governance meanings. However, even original 

gain traction in public debate. Such conditions 
notwithstanding, GSI is present in the media 

public.  The most important localizing channels 

crises. GSI appears through Ukraine escalation and 
Taiwan analogies.

endeavours, corresponding to Western European 
and American interpretations.  In sum, whatever 
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Belgrade, Serbia May 9, 2024
(Source: Shutterstock)

position on GSI articulated.

The GCI has been present through the softer route 
of language, culture, and education. Events such as 

as providing a platform for civilizational and people-
to-people language without forcing a geopolitical 
commitment.

civilizations should learn from one another, cultural 
exchange is a bridge for progress, and peaceful 

and identities.  

of international media, covered it as part of the 
changing international order, the Global South, 

to Western-led governance.
state institutions and representatives remain absent 
from this debate. 

anchored in pragmatic cooperation and Euro-Atlantic 
positioning. Chinese-originated 4GI narratives 
have acquired some media and cultural visibility, 
but this has not translated into observable 
incorporation of the initiatives into the state’s 
foreign-policy vocabulary.

Serbia

Serbia is an outlier in the regional and European 
landscape, and perhaps the clearest case of formal 

. The 

future” formula and support for GDI/GSI/GCI in the 

dedicated bilateral statement on implementing the 
four initiatives. With this, Serbia has moved from 
strong formal endorsement to the threshold of 
joint implementation.

visit to Belgrade. In that text, Serbia supported 

document placed this commitment inside a 
broader strategic formula: mutual support on core 

WWII coincided with the launch of  the GGI. In the 

shared future in the new era” with China. President 

initiative.  

two major statements: one on continuing to build 
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and another on advancing implementation of the 

two sides would implement GDI, GSI, GCI, and GGI 

exchange, and reform of global governance.  The 

between the two governments on cooperation within 
the framework of the GSI.

education, vocational and dual education, 
environment, technological development and 

and development cooperation.  

the world to issue a joint statement with China 
supporting the 4GI.

on select initiatives that still fall short of the Serbian 
precedent of issuing joint statements on all four. 

Serbia localizes GDI through development planning, 

above the relationship; it becomes a label that 

industrial development gives the GDI a forward-

attention, and a non-lecturing development partner.

development is not abstract like in other countries 

led. The discourse, however, is not unchallenged, 

some domestic media. While most media elevate the 
GDI as a development-and-modernisation doctrine 

 the critical counter-frame, drawing on 
Western sources, sees it as the developmental arm of 

chain repositioning, AI cooperation, and national 

and Eastern Europe and linked GDI to Serbia’s 
modernization and core national interests.

interference, opposition to unilateralism, respect for 

has an institutional foothold in Belgrade’s foreign 

even if the content remains vague.

Overall, Serbian debates on GSI are more elaborate 
than elsewhere in the region, not least demonstrated 

most attended conferences on China in Europe, which 

Chinese initiatives.

  

to GSI.
broader Chinese geopolitical calculus.  On the other 
hand, critical and semi-critical outlets complicate the 
picture, framing Chinese initiatives, including GSI, as 

backdrop of global power competition.  

The GCI has on one hand been localized through the 
standard Chinese register of civilizational dialogue, 

of “clash of civilizations” narratives. It has been 
presented as part of China’s broader geopolitical 
vision, promoting dialogue among civilizations and 
alternatives to Western dominance.  But GCI also 
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charged manner, for instance as a venue to raise the 
issue of the status of ethnic Serbian cultural heritage 

 In Serbia, therefore, the GCI 
matters beyond soft power.

In general, the GCI is the most elastic of all the 

development governance, human-rights governance, 

of Western double standards as part of a wider 

reform of global governance.

Serbian media have seen the GGI as a Chinese proposal 
for restructuring global governance institutions,  

international stage,  but also an initiative that can 
strengthen Serbia-China political and economic ties.  
Critical and interpretive outlets however see it as a 

prospective membership in the EU. Even though 

remains committed to the EU path.  Serbian 

as compatible.
builds a parallel normative and institutional track 

a rule-taker but a respected sovereign partner. 
The end result is somewhat of a dual embedding: 
formally European, operationally multi-vectoral, 

global-order language. Whether such position is 
sustainable on the long run, remains to be seen. In 
the public discourse, the overall pattern is combined 
normalization and politicization
and state-aligned media normalize the initiatives as 
natural extensions of Serbia-China friendship, while 
critical media tend to interpret them through the 

that he would resign within weeks and that Serbia 

elections, after prolonged anti-government protests. 

to what extent is 
Serbia’s 4GI push really rooted in ideological 
alignment with China, and to what extent it 
is performative pragmatism. In practice, Serbia 

using relations with several major powers to pursue 

all sides. Even after deepening ties with China, 

remarks praising him and Serbia’s pro-Trump 
sentiment.  This does not negate the China 

Belgrade’s 
enthusiasm for Beijing seems to be embedded 
in a wider transactional strategy, and should 
therefore not be taken, by itself, as evidence 
of comprehensive normative convergence with 
China

evidence does not establish the degree to which this 

Once the initiatives are written into joint statements, 

state that has moved from exposure to adoption, and 

framework for the China-Serbia relationship. While 

Serbia therefore provides the region’s most 
developed empirical case of how 4GI language 
can move from diplomatic endorsement toward 
formalised bilateral implementation.
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Regional Views and Perceptions

which to measure, assess and compare the four new 

encompassing a multitude of regional, trans-national 

other initiatives that were launched during the 

implementation of the new initiatives.

Survey findings

Visibility and familiarity

disparity in familiarity between the BRI and 
the four newer Chinese global initiatives. The 
BRI stands in a category of its own, recognized 
by the respondents as the most visible and 
consequential initiative. It is seen as delivering 

as the newer initiatives are less known even among 
an initiated audience.

most visible form, alongside China-related media 

Quantitative approach – overview 
and demographics

the four initiatives across the nine SEE countries, on 

denominator - having a demonstrable track record 
of working on China, international relations and/or 
geopolitics in the context of SEE. We received a total 

Country Responses

Greece

Bulgaria 6

North Macedonia

Serbia

Croatia 6

Montenegro

Bosnia and Herzegovina

Albania

Kosovo

Total 51

Table 1: Distribution of responses per country.

asked on each initiative were the same, with 

respondents were to associate with each initiative, 

initiative. In order to have a benchmark against 
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commercial investments each account for around 

coverage and direct human contact that keeps the 
initiative visible long after individual projects are 
completed. On the other hand, for the four newer 

discursive channels. The GDI’s most cited activities 

people exchanges and academic events standing at 

The GCI stands out as the most soft power-oriented 

exchanges and cultural and academic events tied 

suggesting that their visible activities are harder for 
experts to categorize using conventional indicators, 
while diplomatic visits and media coverage remain 

consistent with the initiative’s natural framing.

Objectives and outcomes

the region primarily as instruments to advance 

that Chinese multilateral initiatives are understood 

nature and scope of the initiatives, revealing how 

the second and third most cited associations are 

real experiences with debt-laden infrastructure 
contracts, governance shortcomings, and the strategic 
implications of Chinese-built critical infrastructure. 

fostering genuine people-to-people understanding. 

and more ambiguous pattern of responses. For the 
GDI, GCI, and GGI, the second most cited response 

a lack of perceived connection to the national 
context. The “I don’t know” response also registers 

dominant “helps to advance Chinese interests and 

understanding between citizens and professionals 

exposure to geopolitical competition. Compared 

Asked whether their countries should engage 
more or less with each initiative, regional experts 
express consistent caution. When it comes to 
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reduced engagement. This is an interesting result 

and the economic outcomes it has generated in 

implemented in the region.

For the four newer initiatives, the preference 
shifts to maintaining the current level of 

of uncertainty, awareness, and strategic 
cautiousness. The “engagement should remain as 
it is” response dominates across responses related 

one in eight respondents advocates for increased 
engagement. The share of respondents favouring 

of those favouring more, and this holds true across 

enough to argue that expert opinion leans 
against deepening engagement with Chinese-led 
frameworks, regardless of which initiative we look 
at. That said, the share of respondents advocating 

for more engagement should not be perceived as 

serious geopolitical turbulences and EU-related 

experts understand the relationship between the 
A commanding 71% 

of respondents see China’s global initiatives as a 
holistic and interconnected strategy. 
see them as discrete, unrelated frameworks, while 

tend to interpret the initiatives through a holistic 
frame, associating them with a broader Chinese 

norms and institutions.

“To a large extent, [the 4GI are] empty shells and 
manifestations of a performative diplomacy.”

“All these initiatives remain as mere talking points in 
not so mainstream political or professional circles.”

“We in Europe need to think strategically how to 
ensure our survival and prosperity in the world that 
has. already changed. The existing paradigms are 
already old. We need to understand much better the 
world that is changing rapidly.”
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Patterns, Comparisons and  
   Policy Implications

received across nine Southeast European countries, 
and what patterns their reception reveals about the 
region’s relationship with China’s expanding pro-
active role in normative and institutional debates at 

the dismissive readings of Chinese global initiatives 

countries more than in others. However, in several 
crucial respects the initiatives are less visible, less 
understood, and less acted upon than their global 
ambition implies - and still lag behind the imprint of 

Three overarching observations dominate the 
comparative reading that follows. First, the 

most of the region. It persists even in the case of 
Serbia where there is strong institutional uptake, 
but the level of public awareness and debate is 
much behind the government’s actions of de facto 

which SEE actors understand and evaluate Chinese 

the institutional, geopolitical and media context 
of individual countries, generating a spectrum of 

Across Southeast Europe, four patterns of 
engagement emerge:

Institutional champion Selective recipients

Serbia Greece

Bosnia and Herzegovina

Bulgaria

Pragmatic observers Peripheral actors

Albania

Croatia

North Macedonia

Montenegro

Kosovo

A Typology of Reception

media and public discourse about them. These 

their interaction produces recognisable reception 
patterns.

Serbia stands at one end of this spectrum, in a 

from exposure to formal inclusion of all four 
initiatives in joint diplomatic statements, and from 

engagement. It also generates the most substantive 

conferences and localised political usage.
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Bosnia and Herzegovina occupies an intermediate 
position best described as selective discursive 

executive statements, para-diplomatic channels 

domestic purposes without committing the state as 
a whole, making BiH a useful indicator of how the 

Greece and Bulgaria, both EU member states with 
developed and pluralistic media environments, 

lens of strategic scepticism, reading the initiatives 

dialogue discourse has long been institutionalised 
through the Ancient Civilizations Forum and Sino-Greek 

suggest. Bulgaria’s additional distinctive feature is a 

remain anchored in EU accession and Euro-Atlantic 

reframed the encounter in the language of sectoral 
cooperation and EU commitments, making the 

Main Observations and Patterns 

The BRI benchmark

persistence of the BRI as the dominant frame for 
understanding Chinese engagement in the region. 

infrastructure, media coverage, and people-to-people 
exchanges has produced a level of embeddedness 

an interpretive “glitch” for China’s ambitions, with the 

register is normative and governance-oriented, 

respondents advocate for reduced engagement 

suggests that scepticism about Chinese multilateral 
frameworks could be running ahead of awareness of 

Promotional “supply” and domestic 
“demand”

Across all nine countries, there is a consistent 
and substantial gap between the promotional 
supply of 4GI content, primarily from Chinese 

and bilateral friendship associations, and 
the domestically generated demand for it, 
as measured by organic media engagement 
or policy uptake. Across most SEE media 

Relay 
journalism - the reproduction of Chinese or 
Western institutional messaging without 
analytical elaboration, is the dominant mode of 
4GI coverage across most of the region. Where 

tends towards scepticism. The partial exceptions 

are still a marginal topic overall and Greece, where 

into pre-existing Sino-Greek cultural frameworks in a 

Greek co-production.

The GGI paradox 

A counterintuitive pattern emerges from the 
the GGI, the newest and least 
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operationally developed of the four initiatives, 
consistently generates the largest volume of 
media references across the region. This paradox 
can be explained when the character of GGI 

ahead of the big parade in Beijing, where heads of 

not to the later developments Still, the GGI lacks 

the initiative’s success in attaching to a pre-existing 

competition, global governance and institutional 
reform. It does not indicate, though, deep public 
understanding of what the initiative entails or what 
its implementation would mean for SEE countries 

GGI could also be conceived as an umbrella initiative 
connecting all the other thematic or single-issue 

the GGI may not have abundant content on its 

and achievements of the other initiatives.

The holistic reading and its implications

China’s global 
initiatives as a holistic and interconnected 
strategy. This result suggests that the SEE expert 

but through an integrated interpretive frame that 

in China’s recent White Paper. It also implies 

reading, still be perceived as engaging with the 
wider Chinese blueprint, whether or not that is its 
intention. 

The four initiatives are not received in the same 
manner across the region, and there are initiative-

most comfortable political space, since it can be 
absorbed into familiar development cooperation 
vocabularies and aligns with existing expectations 

or civilizational values. The GSI, on the other hand, is 
seen as incompatible with the region’s Euro-Atlantic 
integration, which implies that governments in the 

The stability of the EU anchor

framework as the principal institutional context 

such as Serbia or Albania, and including EU member 

the Euro-Atlantic framework remains the dominant 

and institutional alignment. Even Serbia, which has 

strategic goal and presents its alignment with China 

of the EU anchor should be taken for granted or 

integration. It does mean that the scenario of 

not materialising. At least for the time being and 
given current evidence, what is happening is 
something more subtle: a gradual accumulation of 
discursive, institutional and normative exposure 
to Chinese frameworks that, while not displacing 
EU alignment at the formal level, creates parallel 
vocabularies and practices through which 
concepts such as sovereignty, development, 
security and multilateralism can be articulated 

Over 
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Looking Ahead: What the Patterns 
Suggest

to SEE’s Euro-Atlantic integration nor the dismissive 

predetermined.

all four initiatives into a coherent global governance 

The 4GI 

and statements of principle, with more 
limited application as operational cooperation 
mechanisms. Their advancement manifests 
through gradual routinisation of this vocabulary 
within Chinese diplomacy and their success 
should be interpreted by the extent to which 
partner governments selectively adopt, 
translate, or reinterpret 4GI’s constituent 
concepts. 
and foremost, the pace of institutionalisation - 

pace of public discourse catching up with it. This 
gap between institutional development and public 
awareness raises a broader governance challenge: 
decisions about the terms of engagement are being 
made before the concepts involved have received 
substantial public debate.

governance principles, and a framework for situating 
bilateral relations within the broader Chinese vision 
of the international order. The region’s expert 

is not. 

move from diplomatic concept to tangible presence 

and circulation, and elite political endorsement, 

implementation on the Chinese side, the degree to 

the non-member countries, and the extent to which 

was persuaded of their normative merits. It adopted 

strengthen the relationship with a major power 

For the EU, the central issue is the credibility of 

in development, security, political recognition 
and institutional integration. The persistence 
of the EU anchor across all nine countries as 

of current EU-level challenges, recurrent foreign 

credible membership timeline for most of the non-
member states. However, these vulnerabilities 

the vulnerabilities create openings in which Chinese 

The most 
important policy implication of this study is 
therefore not about China, but about the EU’s 
own capacity to deliver on the promise towards 
SEE countries that their European integration can 
help protect and advance their own interests.

proposal for a loose normative framework, their 
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with EU commitments limit the scope for more 

sharpen its lens to follow developments in parts of 

recommendations stand out:

- EU actors should assess individual 4GI 

on their substance and compatibility with EU 
commitments, distinguishing between largely 
rhetorical engagement and engagement with 
more substantive strategic implications. Such 

understanding of China’s approach, but also provide 

be falling short. This, in turn, can help ensure that 

visible, coherent and responsive in the areas 

- SEE countries – both existing EU member states 
and enlargement countries – need to be more 
actively engaged in the ongoing policy debates 

on European strategic autonomy, defence of 
democracy, and competitiveness 

some of the actual challenges and constraints that 
these countries face and deliver sub-optimal results. 

credible and on track.

propositions that can provide a basis for actors seeking 

Without meaningful domestic debate or substantive 

Hence, 
EU and other relevant European and regional 
actors should account for the issues addressed 
by the 4GI, while articulating their own positions 
on development, security, values, and global 
governance thoroughly, clearly and consistently.
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