CHINA WATCH

The hundred flowers that
never bloomed

INTRODUCTION
No large, BRI-type strategic project has materialized so far in Romania, but
many con-men with political connections tried to exploit the wave of
enthusiasm for “Chinese investments” created after 2012. Today, ten years
later, the backlash against Beijing’s economic influence is visible. The few
onest business which function are small or medium-sized, operate in nonstrategic sectors and prefer to stay under the radar of international reports.
EFOR brings you an X-ray of the real, not hypothetical, presence of China in
Romania.

POLITICAL COOPERATION
In October 2019, Bucharest and the People's Republic of China celebrated
70 years of diplomatic relations, Romania being the 3rd country to
establish diplomatic relations with China. Although this anniversary was
portrayed by the Chinese side as the peak of a long and enduring
friendship, in Romania the enthusiasm was almost entirely lacking.
There are several reasons for this. First, the share of Chinese investment in
the Romanian economy is modest, which is why the Romanian public does
not show a particular affinity or interest in China. High-level political
interactions between the two countries have been scarce in recent years
and rather unproductive: there are no new Memoranda of Understanding
or agreements. Perceived as a distant power with little influence in the
European geopolitical or security landscape, China's place in the social or
academic space is rather limited.
Interest in China did spike recently, but for the wrong reason: after
Russia's invasion of Ukraine the whole Europe followed nervously
Beijing’s pronouncements on the subject. The copy-pasting of Russia's
propaganda messages and anti-NATO rhetoric on official Chinese
channels (Chinese Embassy in Bucharest, China International Radio,
Xinhua) led to further deterioration in the perception of China, which is
increasingly seen as a supporter of Russia's acts of aggression against an
European state, Ukraine, in spite of China's official neutral stance. In a
country like Romania, where any association with Kremlin tends to be
suspect, the alignment did little to endear the PCC regime to the public.

The Ponta moment
Things were quite different a decade ago. Bilateral relations between the two
countries seemed to be heading towards a new beginning, especially during the
premiership of Victor Ponta (Social Democratic Party, PSD), who even proposed to
elevate the relationship with China to the level of Strategic Partnership.
Victor Ponta was very open about his pro-Beijing leanings. In a press interview in
Beijing, he confessed that he had visited China many times in his various capacities
over the years, as president of the Youth Organisation of the Social Democratic
Party, minister, parliamentarian, opposition leader, prime minister etc. and
declared that he was strongly convinced that Romania needed a close relationship
with China. On one of these trips, in 2006, the young politician married his current
wife, the daughter of a Romanian politician, at a reception held at the Romanian
Embassy in Beijing.

https://www.mfa.gov.cn/ce/cegv//eng/wjyw/t1188295.htm

Ponta was the first high-ranking Eastern European official to meet President Xi Jinping
in Beijing in 2013, after he was named president at the National People's Congress in
March 2013. Later the same year, in November, Chinese Premier Li Keqiang returned the
visit and came to Bucharest. Just before he became prime minister, Romania attended
the first CEE 16+1 high level Summit in Warsaw, alongside other 15 European states, with
the participation of the Chinese Premier Wen Jiabao.

The second edition of the Summit was organised in Bucharest,
marking an important moment in Romania-China relations. On that
occasion, representatives of the two countries signed Memoranda of
Understanding (MoUs) foreshadowing over $8.5 billion Chinese
investment in Romania.
A proof of the seriousness with which the Romanian side regarded
those memoranda is the fact that Ponta even set up an
Interministerial Committee to monitor commitments to China[1].
The Committee was later abolished by Prime Minister Viorica
Dancilă (same PSD) and replaced by a new committee called the
Interministerial Committee for Economic Cooperation Projects with
the People's Republic of China[2].
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1. The decision was published in Monitorul Oficial al României, Partea I, Nr. 755/5.XII.2013. According to the decision, the
Committee's objective was to monitor the implementation of cooperation proposals under the agreements signed with
representatives of the People's Republic of China in the fields of energy, industry, health and veterinary, information society and
culture.
2. The decision was published in Monitorul Oficial al României, Partea I, Nr. 221/12.III.2018.

For his work in promoting closer relations between Romania and China,
Victor Ponta received in 2014 an honorary prize from the RomanianChinese House, a non-governmental organisation that is the main promoter
of relations with China in Romania – and which was subsequently involved
in a string of scandals and who’s leaders became subject of penal
investigations.

Prime minister Ponta with the leadership of Romanian-Chinese House: gen.
Gabriel Oprea and Nicolae Dumitru (aka Niro)

After the departure of the Ponta government, interest in China has
declined. The Romanian prime ministers were absent from summits hosted
by China: Suzhou Summit in 2015 (Dacian Ciolos), 16+1 Summit in Budapest
in 2017 (Mihai Tudose), Belt and Road Forum in 2017 (Sorin Grindeanu).
Instead, Romania was represented by a deputy prime minister. In 2021,
Romania was one of only six countries in the region not represented by a
president, chief of cabinet or vice-premier at the 16+1 summit hosted by
President Xi Jinping himself, signalling a decisive departure from China on
the part of the Romanian political leadership.
The last time a head of government in Romania attended the 16+1 Summit
was in 2019, in Dubrovnik, Croatia. Prime minister Viorica Dăncilă, also from
PSD, was a proponent of closer relations with China as well, but was less
energetic on relations with China than Ponta.

Until today Romania has remained a member in the 16+1 format (14+1 after
the exit of Latvia and Estonia), but it is not active in the format and so far
has had no initiatives on its own. Currently, it hosts the Centre for Dialogue
and Cooperation on 16+1 Energy Projects[3]; the platform does not seem to
be active and it is unclear whether it has any permanent personnel – most
likely not. The first Ministerial Conference on 16+1 Energy Cooperation was
held on 8 November 2017. According to the 2019 Dubrovnik Guidelines, the
possibility of launching the China-CEEC Smart City Coordination Centre in
Romania was also considered, with no developments so far.

Contrary to initial expectations, Romania's participation in the 16/7+1
cooperation platform has been fruitless if we judge by the initial
expectations to improve the trade and investment relations. Access of
Romanian investors and trading companies to the Chinese market
remains difficult, blocked by all sorts of tarrif and non-tariff barriers,
while almost none of the large projects envisioned by Chinese investors in
Romania have been realised.

In 2015 the Romanian Ministry of Economy and the Chinese Ministry of
Commerce signed an MoU concerning the Belt and Road initiative. Today,
seven years later, there is no completed BRI project in Romania and no
perspective to actually start one. Worth noting is that on the Romanian side,
the MoU was signed only at the level of a Secretary of State (not by a Minister).

3. Official website: https://www.cdcep-16plus1.org/
.

National and party-to party cooperation
The parliamentary friendship group with China has existed since 1991, but it
has a rather symbolic role. None of the former presidents of the group were
prominent personalities in Romanian politics. A rather interesting fact is that
one of the former vice-presidents of the parliamentary friendship group with
China, deputy Gigel-Sorinel Știrbu (National Liberal Party) in the 2016-2020
legislature, took a rather keen interest in the establishment of the Romanian
Museum of the Horrors of Communism, sending to the Ministry of Culture no
less than three parliamentary interpelations about the state of works at this
museum. The expression of such interest is quite ironic considering the
chairmanship of a friendship group with a communist state.
Concerning party-to-party cooperation, on 14 July 2017, Romania hosted the
CEE 16+1 Summit of political parties at the Palace of Parliament in Bucharest,
with the participation of Liu Yunshan, member of the Standing Committee of
the Political Bureau of the Central Committee of the Communist Party of
China. According to the Casa Romano-Chineză Association, the event was
attended by representatives from all 16 Central and Eastern European
countries, both politicians and local government representatives, as well as
representatives from the business environment. The Chinese delegation
included 150 participants, politicians and businessmen from six provinces:
Hebei, Henan, Zhejiang, Jiangsu, Shaanxi and Hubei.

Cooperation at sub-national level
There are currently 31 agreements in force concerning twinning and other
forms of cooperation between municipalities/counties in Romania and China,
according to an official 2022 response from the Romanian Ministry of
Development, Public Works and Administration (MDLPA). In total, the
Ministry has issued 65 opinions on such applications.
Older data from the Romanian Ministry of Foreign Affairs official webpage
show different figures, talking about 53 twinning agreements, of which 19 are
twinning between counties in Romania and provinces in China, 32 are
twinning between cities in Romania and cities in China and 3 are mixed
twinings - cities and provinces/counties. This lack of precision is indicative for
the relevance of the matter for the Romanian side – and a good topic for
future research.

Over the years, many Chinese delegations have visited Romania, most of
them with a cultural or economic agenda, but without notable results. For
instance, delegations of the Chinese People's Association for Friendship
with Foreign Countries (CPAFFC), one of China's main bodies dealing with
fostering bilateral through local diplomacy, made several visits to Romania,
on which occasion it met with high-ranking Romanian officials from the
Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the Ministry of Economy, as well as with local
elected officials and undertook visits to several town halls and public
institutions.

Media cooperation
There are three main sources of Chinese information in Romania, in Romanian
and English: state agency Xinhua, China Radio International Romania (CRI
Romania) and the Chinese Embassy in Bucharest. CRI has for many years
employed a Romanian journalist - Dan Tomozei, who had lived for a long time in
China and became a mouthpiece of the regime, reporting exclusively in
superlative terms on China.

A check of 200 news agencies registered with the Romanian Bureau of
Audience Transmedia (BRAT) did not reveal any publication in Romania
owned by the People's Republic of China (PRC) or by the Chinese Communist
Party (CCP). There is, however, one news agency with links to the PRC, namely
HUA YANG MEDIA GROUP SRL, which runs several newspapers but does not
appear to have any circulation at the moment. There is also a company called
CHINA TOWN MEDIAX SRL established in 2012 with Chinese ownership, which
also does not appear to be active.
As for partnerships between Romanian and PRC-controlled entities, we
identified only one partnership between a Romanian news website
(CurierulNational.ro), which is also a member of the Belt and Road Economic
Information Partnership, and the Chinese agencies CCTV and Radio China
International. Curierul National usually publishes about 5-6 articles a day on
Romanian-Chinese relations. The more obscure economistul.ro is also part of
this small bubble of opinion.
In brief, most articles about China have been rather negative lately, a trend
bolstered by the fact that China has not condemned Russia's invasion of
Ukraine, but rather supported it. There were years in the past when the
Romanian press published favorable articles about China which were not part
of any paid campaign, especially in relation to investment projects, but that
enthusiasm has almost completely faded.

Economic cooperation
Romania-China trade balance
In 2021, more than a fifth of Romania's trade deficit was with China (21.2%),
amounting to about $5,037 million out of $23,777 million (€23,690 million).
A year earlier, in 2021, a white paper by the Economy Ministry observed that as of
31 January 2020 Romania's trade deficit with China increased by 379.0 million
euros compared to the same month the previous year.
In the first semester of 2020, China occupied the 5th position in the top of
Romania’s import partners, after Germany, Italy, Hungary and Poland, with
imports worth 2796.3 million euros (6% of the total). As for exports, during the
same period, China was ranked 17th, below the Republic of Moldova, with
exports to China worth €521.3 million (1.4% of the total).
In 2022, China overtook Poland to become Romania’s 4th largest import partner
country, but fell to 20th place in the top export partner countries.[4]
Below, we can see how the trade flows between the two countries evolved from
2017 to 2021 (UN COMTRADE database):

Main Romanian exports to China were energy equipment (components for
hydro and thermal power plants), machine tools, electrical equipment
(basic networks), bearings, rolling cylinders, auto parts and components, car
tires, optical instruments and equipment, products chemicals and complex
NPK fertilisers, plastics materials and articles, beech timber and wood
panels, common metals, electrolytic copper, concentrate and copper and
other non-ferrous metals, clothing and knitwear, meat and animal organs,
wines, etc.
As for imports, they include electrical and electronic equipment and
machinery, nuclear reactors, boilers, furniture, lighting signs, prefabricated
buildings, optical, photo, technical, medical apparatus, plastics, articles of
iron or steel, toys, games, sports requisites, rubbers, textile articles,
aluminium, footwear, glass and glassware etc.
Despite the growing trade deficit, which will soon reach 5 billion euros,
China still remains Romania's most important trading partner in the AsiaPacific. However, China and Romania cannot be considered highly
interdependent, since most of the traded products can be substituted in
other countries.

Investments
1.Chinese FDI stock
The picture isn’t brighter on the Chinese investments. According to data
from the National Bank of Romania (BNR) on foreign direct investment, in
2020, the stock of Chinese FDI in Romania was 1110 million euros, which is
equivalent to 1.2% of the total foreign direct investment in Romania. Of this,
668 million euros were made in greenfield investments. This value was
calculated based on the ultimate investing country, which was a different
methodology than in previous years.
The National Bank of Romania (BNR) presents FDI stock data only for those
countries who have invested at least 100 million eur in a study year. China
solely appears in 2013, 2015 and 2020 BNR reports.

4. https://insse.ro/cms/sites/default/files/field/publicatii/buletin_statistic_de_comert_international_nr.04_2022.pdf

Year

Value (million euros)

Share in total FDI (%)

Rank

2013

114

0.2

29th

2015

209

0.3

24th

2020

1110

1.2

20th

5.8%
Chinese companies represent about 5.8% of the total number
of foreign companies in Romania, but their share in the
Romanian economy is limited.
According to the Romanian Ministry of Foreign Affairs citing ONRC data, as
of 30 January 2018 there were 12,636 companies in Romania with Chinese
capital, amounting to USD 403 million (0.67% of total foreign investment in
Romania). Most Chinese companies are family-owned companies or small
and medium-sized enterprises, with small investments and few employees.
An explanation for the low official value of investments is that some Chinese
companies, like Huawei, aren’t registered as Chinese, as their investments in
Romania came from European subsidiaries of these companies.
The estimated Chinese FDI stock in Romania between 2000-2016 was $987
million (€889 million), according to one 2017 study by the Rhodium Group.
Investments had the following sectoral distribution: 35.1% in the energy
sector, 23.8% in the ITC sector and 14.2% in the automotive sector.
However, these figures should be taken with a grain of salt, advises CEECAS
in a recent report, showing that in many of the 17+1 countries there are
significant discrepancies between the amount of Chinese investment
reported by governments and central banks, with government figures being
much bigger.

2.The investment gig that never was
The year 2013 was an excellent year for the relaunch of Romanian-Chinese
relations. It was the year when the governments of the two countries
signed a Joint Declaration on deepening bilateral cooperation and
boosting trade and investment.
It was also the year Romania hosted the second 16+1 Summit in November,
in Bucharest. On that occasion, the two countries signed Memoranda of
Understanding (MoUs) for investments worth $8.5 billion. The biggest
projects under consideration were the construction of reactors 3 and 4 of
the Cernavodă Nuclear Power Plant ($6.5 billion, plan dropped in 2020), the
Rovinari Thermal Power Plant ($1 billion, dropped in 2021), the TarnițaLăpuștești pumped storage hydropower plant ($1 billion, dropped in 2016)
and the modernisation of the Mintia-Deva Thermal Power Plant ($271
million, dropped in 2014).
On the occasion of the Summit, the Romanian Ministry of Communications
signed a Memorandum of Understanding with Huawei, a company heavily
involved in the construction of Romania's 3G and 4G networks, with
contracts with all major telecom operators, such as Vodafone, Orange,
Telekom and RDS&RCS, to whom it supplies telecom equipment and
support.
In the meanwhile Huawei's presence on the telecom market in Romania has
become uncertain, since in 2019 Romania signed a new memorandum of
understanding with the US on 5G networks. As indicated in our analysis
from 2019, the MOU required, among other things, the rigorous evaluation of
all future 5G providers to determine whether they have a transparent
ownership structure and ethical corporate practices, as well as whether are
subject to the control of a foreign government, located outside of
independent judicial review, conditions that Huawei is highly unlikely to
meet. In the meantime, this MoU has materialised into law, setting strict
conditions for the telecom operators who want to participate in the
construction of national 5G infrastructures and the deployment of 5G
networks.

The list of ambitious investments that have not materialised does not end
here. After a visit to Tianjin in 2014, impressed by the modern and highperformance infrastructure he saw in China, Victor Ponta became even
more enthusiastic about ambitious strategic projects in transportation that
would be built with Chinese capital and know how.
One proposal of the Ponta Government was the Constanţa-BucharestBudapest high-speed railway line. This project was challenged by the
European Commission, as the Constanţa-Bucharest railway line had already
been upgraded and modernised with European funds in the previous years.
Ponta then suggested a Bucharest-Iaşi-Chişinău high-speed railway line at
the time, but serious talks never started.

Ponta also wished to restart the direct air connection between Bucharest
and Beijing, with the Romanian national airline Tarom.[5] The restart was
never achieved – the official reason in 2014 being that Russia denied Tarom
the right to fly over its airspace. Tarom also needed to buy planes capable of
long distance flights.
Victor Ponta was not the only Romanian leader who made plans for
Romania with Chinese money in mind. A less fanciful project aimed at
modernising the Bucharest ring road was proposed by the former leader of
the Social Democratic Party, Liviu Dragnea, who also headed the interministerial committee for monitoring Romania's commitments to China,
established in 2013 by Victor Ponta.[6] Just like the previous project, this one
did not materialise either.
At one point, during the tenure of two ministers, both members of the
Social Democratic Party, there were even discussions about building two
hydropower plants on the Danube. One of the ministers in charge with
Energy, Constantin Niță, wanted to build a hydropower plant in Măcin,
Dobrogea. The other, Liviu Dragnea, former Minister of Development,
wanted a hydroelectric power station near Turnu Măgurele, on the Danube,
follow up on an earlier project started by former dictator Nicolae Ceaușescu.
The investment was assessed at two billion euros and was to be carried out
by a Romanian-Chinese consortium between the hydroelectric plant and a
Chinese company, probably China National Electric Engineering.
Although the greatest interest in strengthening economic cooperation with
China was shown by the Social Democratic Party, ministers from other
parties also met with Chinese investors. For example, former Prime Minister
Emil Boc, a member of the National Liberal Party (PNL), held such talks in
2011 with Chinese businessmen, telling them that the doors of the ministries
were open to develop such partnerships for investments in hydropower
plants, road belts around cities, airports, hospitals, irrigation and
environmental works.[7]

5.The flights were stopped in 2003 because they weren’t profitable
6. .The other members of the committee were: the Minister of Transport, the Minister of Agriculture, the Minister of Foreign
Affairs, the Minister of Culture, the Minister for the Information Society, the Minister Delegate for Energy, the Minister of
Major Projects, the President of the National Sanitary Veterinary Authority and an advisor from the Prime Minister's office
7.https://economie.hotnews.ro/stiri-companii-8271821-audio-emil-boc-invitat-china-investeasca-autostrazile-comarnicbrasov-sibiu-pitesti.htm

Another investment, this time in the real estate sector, also never
completed, began in 2014, when the mayor of Craiova (from the Social
Democratic Party) signed a memorandum of understanding with the
president of the company Shandong Ningjian Construction Group
Investment Romania Srl and a representative of the China Development
Bank, for the construction of a residential complex totaling 35 of buildings
of 10 floors each, valued at 25 million euros. According to some press
reports, the works were started in 2015, but were not completed, as the
company needed an extra loan from a Chinese bank, which it never
received. As a result, the company abandoned the work in 2017 and went
bankrupt, the project being taken over by the municipality, where it
remained unfinished until today.

The proposed acquisition by Chinese Junlun Petroleum CO LTD of Oltchim
SPV, one of the largest producers in the chemical industry in Central and
Eastern Europe, located in Râmnicu Vâlcea, Romania, is also worthy of
mention. On 25 August 2015, Mihai Tudose, former Minister of Economy
from the PSD, discussed with a delegation of the Chinese company and
assured them of the ministry's full support, should they submit a bid for the
takeover.[8] But the privatization of the company has not been achieved to
date, although the company has been insolvent since January 2013.

8. https://www.bursa.ro/compania-chineza-junlun-petroleum-vrea-sa-se-implice-in-vanzarea-oltchim-42407722

China's CEFC also wanted to acquire a 51% stake in KazMunayGas
International (Rompetrol) in 2015, but failed. Before being acquired by
KazMunayGas, Rompetrol had a $600 million debt owed to the Romanian
government, which led to a long running legal conflict between
KazMunayGas and the Romanian government.

Victor Ponta was also involved in this conflict, as his government tried to
formalise an MoU with KazMunayGaz whereby the Romanian state agreed
to waive the recovery of a $600 million debt from Rompetrol, subject to two
conditions. The first was that KazMunayGaz would buy a 26.69% stake from
the Romanian state for $200 million, and the second condition required
Rompetrol Group to set up a $1 billion investment fund. Finally, the
memorandum was approved in January 2014 by a Government Decision,
but its only effect was that Rompetrol got rid of the litigation with the state,
the other provisions not being fulfilled to date

After CEFC announced its intention to take over KazMunayGas International
in late 2015, the Romanian state was worried about the future of its
agreement and temporarily blocked the transaction. Romanian authorities
seized Rompetrol’s assets in Romania, delaying the transaction for more
than a year, as the sides began negotiations. The CEFC-Rompetrol deal was
finally approved by Romania in 2017, but a year later, CEFC's chairman was
arrested and CEFC was taken over by a Shanghai-based government
company, which caused the deal to fall through.
Another failed investment was a plan to build electric buses in Prahova
county. In 2018, a consortium made up of a Chinese and a Romanian
company with Chinese capital announced that they wanted to invest 100
million euros in an electric bus factory.[9] To this end, an association
contract was signed between Meteor International Import Export, a
Romanian company that owns the Industrial Park from Băicoi, and Liaoning
Qianfeng New Energy Automobile. Four years later, there is no news
regarding this investment.
The table below summarises some of the key Chinese investments that
never materialised after they were announced, or investments that went
bankrupt after they started implementation.

Project Name

Amount

Announced

Abandoned

(Year)

(Year)

Investor

Location

Constanța Investment remained at Bucharest the discussion stage
Budapest

High-speed rail
Budapest Bucharest

>$2
billion

2013

2014

High-speed rail
Bucharest-IașiChișinău

>$2.1
billion

2014

-

Bucharest - Iași Investment remained at
Chișinău
the discussion stage

n/a

2012

-

Tarom Airlines
Romania

Bucharest - Beijing
direct airline

Bucharest

9. https://www.bursa.ro/compania-chineza-junlun-petroleum-vrea-sa-se-implice-in-vanzarea-oltchim-42407722

Comarnic - Brașov
Highway

$1.3
billion

Cernavodă Nuclear
Power Plant

$8
billion

2019

-

Chinese-Turkish
Consortium CCCCMakyol

Comarnic
\Brașov

China General
Nuclear Power

Cernavodă

2013

2019

2013

2021

Ch. Huadian
& Com.Energetic
Oltenia

Rovinari

Thermal Power Plant

$1
billion

Hydropower Plant

$1
billion

2010

2016

China Gezhouba
Group International
Engineering

TarnițaLăpuștești

Mintia-Deva
Thermal Plant

$0.29
billion

2014

2014

China National
Electric
Engineering

Mintia

Oil and Energy
Company

>$1
billion

2016

2018

Automotive factory

>$30
million

2016

-

Siret-Bărăgan
Canal

$6.69
billion

2018

not
concluded[10]

Electric Buses
Factory

$100
million

2018

not
concluded

Smart City

$0.5
billion

2019

-

CEFC’s acquisition of
Rompetrol
(KazMunayGas Int.

Countrywide

Ningbo HuaXiang
Electronic Co Ltd

Brașov

China National
Agricultural Group
corporation

Siret-Bărăgan

Liaoning Qianfeng
New Energy
Automobile

Băicoi, Prahova

China National
Electric Engineering
Co, Ltd. (CNEEC) and
Asociația Română
Pentru Smart City și
Mobilitate (ARSCM)

Countrywide

10. [https://financialintelligence.ro/ministrul-agriculturii-spune-ca-pana-in-2027-va-fi-realizat-canalulsiret-baragan-pana-la-kilometrul-23/

-

3.Successful Chinese investments
The most important successful Chinese investments are Huawei and ZTE
(telecom, Bucharest), Friendly and Joy[11] (tobacco, electronics, Buzău),
Eurosport DHS[12] (bicycles and fitness equipment, Deva) and China
Tobacco International Europe Company (cigarette factory in Pîrscov,
Buzău).

Eurosport DHS, Deva
Huawei has been present in Romania since 2007, being one of the most
profitable Chinese companies in Romania. However, in 2021 turnover was
1.45 billion lei, down by 24.7% compared to 2020. The number of employees
as of 31 December 2021 was 696, down from 920 in 2020 and 1,447 in 2016.
On the other hand, activities carried out in 2021 generated a net profit of
47.95 million lei, up 47% from 32.6 million lei last year.[13]
A Chinese investment that had some initial success is the photovoltaic park
in Ucea de Sus (Brașov county), developed by Green Vision Seven SRL, a
company 95.5% owned by Hareon Solar Technology (China). The
photovoltaic park is one of the largest in the country, with an installed
capacity of 55 MW, developed on an area of 122 hectares. Following serious
financial problems in 2019, that led to the delisting of its shares from the
Shanghai Stock Exchange, Hareon Solar Technology sold its stake to its
subsidiary Jiangsu Sunshine Group (Hong Kong).

The financial problems seem to persist, given the latest balance sheet,
showing that in 2021 the Romanian company recorded losses worth over
600 thousand euros.
Another Chinese investor in solar energy was the company ReneSola,
specialised in the manufacturing of solar panels. In 2012, it took over the
Romanian company Lucas Est SRL, which owned a photovoltaic park in an
advanced phase of development. The initial investment was estimated at 15
million euros. After two years only, ReneSola tried to sell its business to
China Seven Star Holdings Limited, but the transaction has not finalised.
Subsequently, in 2020, ReneSola finally sold the two photovoltaic parks it
owned to Alternus Energy, thus exiting the Romanian market.
Regarding investments in the real estate sector, a successful real estate
developer is Shandong Dejian Group, which has so far completed a few
residential real estate projects in Romania. In 2020, the group intended to
build a residential complex of blocks with 11 floors and more than 500
apartments in the Berceni area, after its subsidiary Dechuang Investment
Management bought in 2018 a land of approximately 14,000 square meters
in the Berceni neighborhood, bound to become the largest real estate
project so far developed by the Chinese company in Romania. However, in
2021 the company appears with a turnover of 6,160,842 lei (1.2 million euros)
and a loss of -577,735 lei (-118,381 euros).
There are also several Romanian businesses that have been taken over by a
Chinese company following the acquisition of their Western parent
company. An example is Smithfield Romania (Timișoara), a producer of pork
and other meat products, which was a subsidiary of the American company
Smithfield, that was bought in 2013 by Shuanghui Group (now the WH
Group). Another example is Pirelli (Slatina) which owned a tire factory in
Slatina, which was acquired by ChemChina. Nidera, a Dutch agricultural
trading company, was acquired by the Chinese company COFCO
International, which currently owns a grain terminal in the Port of Constanta
and 3 grain warehouses in southern Romania.

11. Belongs to the F&J Group; also owns LemnKing which does wood processing in Buzău
12.Has 40% German participation.
13.https://www.profit.ro/stiri/huawei-technologies-in-romania-business-in-scadere-profit-in-crestere20696379

https://www.romaniajournal.ro/business/nideraacquires-usausc-terminal-in-the-port-of-constanta/

The table below summarizes the performance in 2021 of some of the most
successful Chinese investments in Romania; with the exception of Huawei
and the COFCO terminal, these are businesse of relative modest dimensions.

Company Name

Ch. Tobacco Int. EU
Company SRL
Eurosport Dhs SA

Ricky Impex Srl

Founding
Year

Object of
Activity

Turnover Turnover
(Euros) compared
to 2020

No.
of

Profit
2021
(€) [14]

employees

1997

CAEN 1200 Manufacture of
tobacco products

11,825,478

-3%

-40,697

156

2004

CAEN 3092 - Mnf. of
bicycles&vehicles for
the disabled

79,580,623

+16%

1,227,873

406

75,648

+1%

-267,532

0

2002

CAEN 4649 - Wholesale
trade of other household
goods

14 According to termene.ro. https://termene.ro/firma/16945833-ZTE-ROMANIA-SRL

2004

CAEN 6202 Information technology
consultancy activities

2,717,801

-50%

- 577,676

13
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Shanxi Yuncheng Plate
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Liting Universal Group
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Glorious Lighting Srl
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lighting equipment
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COFCO International
Romania Srl
(renamed from NIDERA
Romania Srl)
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CUI: 14863435

Lemnking Manufactory
Srl
CUI: 28915356

2011

CAEN: 4621
Wholesale trade of
cereals, seeds, fodder
and unprocessed
tobacco

CAEN 1610 - Cutting and
planing wood.

4. Dubious business ties under the radar
The largest Chinese diaspora community in Romania is located in
Bucharest, in Sector 2, in the vicinity of the notorious Dragonul Roșu
shopping centre. The complex covers an area of 80,000 square metres and
includes more than 5,500 shops, restaurants and about 3,500 square
metres of office space. It is estimated that the share of Chinese nationals
who are traders and businessmen in the complex is about 30% (from
100% in the beginning), and the share of Chinese goods is around 60-70%.

https://www.money.ro/programul-si-orarul-de-functionare-alcomplexului-dragonul-rosu-din-bucuresti

The shopping complex is operated by Dragonul Roșu SA, a company
established in 2003. The company is part of the NIRO Group, owned by the
Romanian businessman Nicolae Dumitru (aka Niro), who was sentenced to
prison in 2016 for traffic of influence. The CEO of NIRO Group is Vasile
Gabriel Niță, former Secretary of State in the Romanian Ministry of Interior.
The media has reported extensively about Niro and the managers in his
group as having worked in – or being affiliated with – the former Communist
secret service, the Securitate.

Apart from being a businessman, Dumitru Nicolae (Niro) is also the founder,
financier and head of the Romanian-Chinese House, one of the main
promoters of stronger relations between Romania and China. Other
honorary members of the House are a number of high-level Romanian
politicians, such as former presidents Ion Iliescu, Emil Constantinescu and
Crin Antonescu (interim president), former Prime Ministers Victor Ponta,
Liviu Dragnea, Călin Popescu - Tăriceanu, Mugur Isărescu and Nicolae
Văcăroiu, as well as other political figures, some of which are still relevant
today.[15].
Due to its links to former Romanian public officials and elected officials and
because it has acquired over time a reputation as a centre of tax evasion, the
Red Dragon commercial centre is viewed with suspicion and is not seen as a
model of good practice of Romanian-Chinese economic cooperation. For
instance, in October 2015, the Romanian National Tax Administration
Agency (ANAF) carried out a series of extensive controls in the Red Dragon
complex, checking on 144 taxpayers, which resulted in 152 fines worth 1.3
million lei and goods confiscated of 656 thousand lei. Since then, checks
have been periodic, once every year or even every 6 months, with hundreds
of fines being imposed each time. Following these raids by the Romanian
tax authority, several Chinese citizens even turned to the Chinese Embassy
in Bucharest, asking for help.
The problem of tax evasion involving Chinese businessmen is not unique to
the Red Dragon shopping center. In 2012, following a large-scale
investigation, four Chinese citizens (Li Ning, Zheng Shuliang, Zheng You and
Zheng Siyong) were expelled from Romania and declared inadmissible for
10 years on national security grounds. They were accused of setting up an
organised criminal group of over 1000 companies with the objective of
generating self-sustaining illegal financial circuits, creating vulnerabilities in
the Romanian tax system. In addition to tax evasion practices, the four were
also accused by the Romanian authorities of economic espionage. After
their expulsion, the four Chinese citizens continued their business in the
Republic of Moldova, where they opened their shopping centre "Megapolis
Mall" and supermarket "Everest", both owned by the Moldovan foreignowned company "Shan Lian International Group" SRL, founded in 2003. In
2019, the Megapolis Mall was closed and went bankrupt.

15. Other Romanian politicians that are honorary members of the Romanian-Chinese House Valeriu Zgonea, Gheorghe Flutur,
Elena Udrea, Anca Boagiu, Varujan Vosganian, Teodor Meleșcanu, Viorel Hrebenciuc, Vasile Blaga, Roberta Anastase, Florin
Georgescu, Sorin Oprescu, Dan Voiculescu, Ioan Micula

A major case of tax evasion involving a Chinese national is that of Jiang
Xiaohua, vice-president of the same organization Romanian-Chinese House.
He was investigated by the National Anti-Corruption Directorate (DNA) for
tax evasion of about 2.5 million euros in the company SC Ricky Impex SRL
that he managed; he was sentenced to 7 years imprisonment and a series of
interdictions. Because of his position of vice-president of RCH, Jiang
Xiaohua's conviction deteriorated the image of the Romanian-Chinese
House.
Another Romanian family business group who tried to capitalize on the
enthusiasm for the China connection a few years ago is the Paunescu family.
George Constantin Paunescu was a high ranking official in the trade
ministry under Ceauşescu, a position normally involving closed links with
Securitate. After 1990 he used his connections and created a family holding
and a business association. One of his sons, Bobby Păunescu, is a film
director, screenwriter and businessman, and also the owner of the national
TV station B1 TV, which has published from time to time articles on the need
for advancing closer economic relations with China. His other son, Razvan
Ioan Paunescu, is a lawyer and Honorary President of the Romania-China
Chamber of Commerce and Industry; he dabbled into politics as president
of the Romanian Ecologist Party (PER), a platfom used today by dubious
political outcasts and which has nothing to do with enviromentalism.
After the second edition of the 16+1 Summit hosted in Bucharest, one of the
companies controlled by the Paunescu family – Speranța și Succesul SA
("Hope and Success") – signed an MOU with the Chinese company Mingyang
Wind Power, one of the ten largest wind turbine manufacturers in the world,
for the development of a 200 MW wind farm in the North East of Romania,
Vaslui-Huşi area. This MOU was one of the 13 MOUs signed on that occasion.
The project was never implemented.
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The project was never implemented.
This pattern of Romanian businessmen who try to use political influence to
establish workable business relationships with Chinese partners, then fail
more often than not, and that everything ends into financial and legal
entanglements, shows where the problem is: when real interest in the
Bucharest-Beijing relations is actually missing, while the incentives for the
Chinese business sector to invest in Romania are low, the space remains
open for carpet baggars with no serious plans and insufficient resources
who try their luck on a shoestring.

Financial cooperation
Romania applied to join the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB) in
the summer of 2016, with a subscribed capital of $153 million, of which
$30.6 million were to be paid in five equal annual instalments. In May 2017,
its accession was approved and in December 2018 the Romanian
Parliament ratified the protocol of accession.
So far Romania has not applied for any AIIB financing with any project
proposal, as they require both international traction and should target
improved connectivity between Europe and Asia. It is not very likely that
Romania will propose such projects in the years to come. The Bank of China
opened its first branch in Romania in December 2019, after the head of the
National Bank of Romania visited China in the first part of 2019.

Conclusions
Political and economic ties between Romania and China are at their lowest
in three decades. Politically, the war in Ukraine has raised concerns about a
possible wider alliance between China and Russia in the future. By choosing
to openly support Russia's narrative on Europe and NATO, China has
emerged as a relevant player in the European geopolitical and security
landscape, and Romania, while traditionally not critical of China, will not be
able to ignore this.
Only a decade ago, Romanian political leaders sought to cultivate close
direct ties with the Chinese regime, and even personal connections inside it.
But the lack of progress on the much-heralded projects, the growing trade
deficit, deteriorating US-China relations and Beijing's rapprochement with
Moscow during the war in Ukraine have damaged the public’s perception of
China. Today, those political leaders are no longer active players on the
Romanian scene, while the new leadership of the main parties, no longer
captivated by the image of Chinese money, lost the appetite to try
something new with China.
In 2019, Romania gave a clear signal of its alignment with the West, during a
visit by Romanian President Klaus Iohannis to Washington DC. On that
occasion, a Memorandum of Understanding was signed with the US on the
deployment of 5G networks in Romania, setting impossible conditions for
Huawei to meet, in stark contrast to just 6 years ago, when such MOUs were
signed with Huawei. This signals that Romania was beginning to look at
economic cooperation with China also from the perspective of security risks,
although this fact was never explicitly stated.
On the economic front, things are just as bad. Romania's trade deficit with
China exceeds €5 billion, representing one fifth (21.2%) of Romania's total
trade deficit. There is still no plan or strategy and no bilateral discussion on
how it could be improved. As for FDI, China's contribution to the Romanian
economy remains minimal. With many ambitious projects long overdue or
cancelled, China is Romania's biggest investment gig that never was.
Culturally, things may look optimistic if we count the four Confucius
Institutes in Romania, the dozens of Romanian students receiving
government scholarships to study in China and Romanian language studies
in Beijing and, as of 2018, in Xi'an and Tianjin.

But the volume of academic and scientific exchanges are nothing when
compared with that in Western countries. One can say that Romania suffers,
not from too much Chinese soft influence, but from a complete lack of
expertise and knowledge about contemporary China. The RomanianChinese relations had peaked during the Ponta government, but then
declined rapidly before reaching a level where they may have created
benefits – or a real danger.
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