
 

         

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

THE BEGINNINGS 
Since China opened up in the late 
1980s, Eastern Europe has witnessed 
an influx of Chinese newcomers. For 
some time, Eastern Europe was an 
attractive new destination. And while 
these numbers paled in comparison to 
traditional destinations like Southeast 
Asia, Australia, or North America, the 
pattern is telling. Figure 1 shows the 
migration numbers for three regions 
(in the thousands). We see that in the 
than either Western Europe or Latin 
America. While Western Europe has  
 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
early, mid 1990s, there were more 
Chinese newcomers in Eastern Europe 
since overtaken Eastern Europe, the  
latter region remains attractive. And in 
fact, by 2015, the number of 
newcomers each year has tripled – 
and the gap between Eastern and 
Western Europe has slowly closed. 

There are two reasons why Eastern 
Europe remains attractive – although 
the two reasons are in opposition. At 
one end, countries like Hungary or 
Romania offer the benefits of the  
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European Union. The Schengen Zone 
allows for unrestricted movement into 
Western Europe in the first case. The 
Euro ensures monetary stability, even 
in countries where the Euro is not the 
official currency. These benefits, 
however, require extensive 
regulations and legal enforcements. At 
the other end, countries like Serbia 
offer fewer restrictions and weaker 
enforcements. Coupled with the ease 
of bribery, short-term profit margins 
can be sizable. These profits, 
however, come with the risk of 
heightened instability – i.e., the 
Chinese have little recourse when 
they are being extorted. 

Using Hungary and Serbia as the two 
extremes, we can place the five Black 
Sea Countries along a continuum [see 
Figure 2]. Romania and Bulgaria sit 
somewhere in the middle – possibly 
closer to Hungary. While both 
countries are in the European Union, 
they do not offer unrestricted 
movement. Yet they do come with a 
set of regulations that are not 
enforced consistently. In contrast, 
Georgia, Moldova, or Ukraine are 
closer to the Serbia end. These three 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

countries offer the benefits of lax 
regulations with none of guarantees 
that come from the European Union. 

FROM BUDAPEST TO BELT ROAD 
INITIATIVE: HISTORY OF THE 
CHINESE COMMUNITIES IN THE 
BLACK SEA COUNTRIES 
Chinese migration into the Black Sea 
Countries began as spillover effects of 
larger migration trends into the rest of 
Eastern Europe, most notably Hungary 
and Serbia. The history begins in the 
late 1980s with Hungary. Although the 
Chinese government had started 
issuing passports generally to its 
citizens in 1985, the need to get a visa 
severely restricted where a Chinese 
person could go.  

The first country to waive the visa 
requirement was the Soviet Union. 
Hungary followed in 1988 when 
Budapest and Beijing signed a visa-
waiver agreement to go into effect 
January 1st the coming year. This visa 
exemption would subsequently usher 
in the era known as the Hungarian 
Fever. 
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Hungary was popular for a couple 
reasons. First, in the aftermath of the 
Tiananmen massacre (4 June 1989), 
many Chinese dissidents saw Hungary 
as a politically safe destination. 
Historically, Hungary was the country 
that dared to challenge the Soviet 
Union in the 1956 Revolution. 
Coincidentally, the Hungarian prime 
minister who had stood up to Moscow 
in 1956 and was executed two years 
later for having done so was finally 
given a proper state funeral in June 
1989. This event was highly symbolic 
of the political changes Hungary was 
undergoing at the time. Second, 
during this period China’s economic 
prospects were dire. Employees of 
state-owned enterprises had little 
recourse as the government froze 
their assets. In contrast, rumors of 
successful shuttle traders throughout 
the Soviet Union abound. In search of 
economic opportunities, an estimated 
40,000 – if not more – took 
advantage of the visa exemption and 
cheap train tickets to Budapest – both 
legally and illegally. 

With the mass influx of Chinese, the 
Hungarian government feared a 
political backlash. In response, they 
reinstated visa requirements in 1992. 
Those still coming by train were 
denied entry. Likewise, those already 
in Hungary faced their own set of 
challenges. Those in the country 
legally faced difficulties when getting  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

their residency permits renewed; and 
those in the country illegally were 
arrested by law enforcement 
authorities. Given the political 
inhospitality, many subsequently 
moved on to neighboring Romania – 
another country that by this point also 
waived the visa requirements. 

While the number of new Chinese 
migrants into Hungary dropped after 
1992, the ensuing years were known 
as the Golden Era. With the transition, 
there was sudden demand for various 
goods including textiles, shoes, and 
household goods. The Chinese 
monopolized and filled this gap. 
Rumors of Chinese striking it rich in 
Eastern Europe were widespread – 
resulting in large numbers of Chinese 
newcomers. In Romania, for example, 
large numbers of Chinese journeyed 
directly from China to Bucharest. At its 
height, the numbers in Romania hit 
50,000 – again, unofficially. And in 
Bulgaria, an economic vacuum left by 
the ethnic Vietnamese (many of whom 
moved on to the Czech Republic or 
Poland) attracted upwards of 10,000 
Chinese. The ease of being legal was a 
draw for many Chinese who had been 
illegals in nearby Italy.  

But the country with the largest influx 
in the mid and late 1990s was Serbia. 
The Serbian government strongly 
encouraged large Chinese populations 
into specific neighborhoods. At this 
point, China was Yugoslavia’s most 
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reliable ally. The hope was that the 
Chinese – seen as economically hard 
working but politically docile – would 
ethnically replace some of the less 
“desirable” groups. Allegedly, as many 
as 100,000 Chinese migrated to 
Serbia. With the subsequent NATO 
bombings, however, many relocated 
to a neighboring Balkan country or a 
post-Soviet republic. 

And while there were some Chinese 
populations in Georgia, Moldova, and 
Ukraine, the communities do not 
emerge until much later. There were 
both bottom-up and top-down factors. 
First, the bottom-up was the result of 
Romania and Bulgaria joining the 
European Union in 2007. Membership 
meant the adoption of new 
legislations – from quality control to 
import tariffs to working hours. For 
the Chinese in Bucharest and Sofia, 
Romania and Bulgaria had been 
attractive precisely because of the 
(general) absence of regulations – 
which allowed for widening profit 
margins. Similarly, tax evasion was 
possible with an agreed-upon bribery 
schedule of payments. But with 
dwindling profit margins, in 
conjunction with the 2008 Global 
Financial Crisis, these two countries 
became less attractive. Many of those 
that left moved on to Moldova and 
Ukraine. 

The second factor, the top-down, was 
driven by growing Chinese 
investments in general across Eastern 
Europe courtesy of the Belt Road 
Initiative (2013). In many of these 
countries, Chinese government 
interests have resulted in the 
development of some Chinese city. In 
Georgia, for example, Hualing Tbilisi 
Sea New City is a city designed and 
developed to cater to the Chinese. It 
has its own hospitals, schools, hotels, 
shopping centers – all set against 
rows of houses. Likewise, in Romania, 
Chinatown Afumaţi was envisioned to 
be a self-sustainable city in of itself. 
And the Saint Sofia in Bulgaria is 

supposed to Europe’s first smart city 
with an aquapark, golf course, hotels, 
office buildings, and houses. There is 
no doubt these investments have 
lured more Chinese into these 
countries. Where there is doubt, 
however, is whether perceived 
Chinese presence in these countries is 
the result of the Chinese newcomers 
themselves or more about Beijing 
showing off and throwing money 
around. The relative emptiness of the 
Hualing Tbilisi Sea New City and 
Chinatown Afumaţi suggests it may be 
less of the former and more of the 
latter. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
THE FIELDWORK 
I surveyed, interviewed, and ran focus 
groups on the Chinese in Bucharest 
(October 2015-January 2016, August 
2016); Sofia (March-May 2014); and 
Tbilisi (April 2019, May-July 2019). In 
each city, I employed the help of at 
least one research assistant. The 
assistants were local residents with 
strong ties to their respective Chinese 
communities. Figures 3-5 show the 
location of each of these communities. 
In Bucharest, the community is 
concentrated at the outer end of 
Sector 2, primarily in Colentina-
Fundeni (Europa mall), Dobroiești 
(Dragonul Roșu) and Voluntari (China 
Town). In Sofia, the overwhelming 
majority of the Chinese live in the 
Nadezhda District (Iliyantsi) in the 
northern outskirts of Sofia. Stokov  
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Bazar Iliyantsi (Iliyantsi Commodity 
Bazaar) is the closet to a Chinatown. 
There is also a smaller Chinese 
population in the south in the Mladost 
District. In Tbilisi the old Chinatown – 
i.e., Lilo Mall (ლილო მოლი) – is 
situated to the east of the city beyond 
the airport. There is also the newer 
establishment, Hualing Tbilisi Sea New 
City, situated by the Tbilisi Reservoir 
just north of the Varketili district. 

I collected original survey data using 
primarily the random walk method. In 
each city, I walked through 
Chinatown, multiple walks over many 
days. Additionally, I employed a 
snowball method: I took out ads in 
local Chinese newspaper(s). I also 
posted on church bulletins, university 
student forums, Chinese restaurant 
boards, and WeChat (Chinese 
equivalent of Facebook). In each of 
these instances, I advertised for 
survey respondents and offered a 
finder’s fee if participants would bring 
their friends. 

The surveys were short, one-page, 
comprised mostly of yes/no questions 
and all in Chinese. Doing so meant 
forfeiting sometimes meaningful 
variations in a question, but it offered 
a general picture of a community that 
has been hitherto largely under-
studied, if not ignored. At the end, I 
collected 718 surveys in Bucharest, 
301 in Bulgaria, and 51 in Tbilisi. The 
wide range in the number of surveys is 
due to the size of the Chinese 
community. In Romania, the Chinese 
population ranges probably between 
8000 and 10,000. In contrast, in 
Georgia, the population has dwindled 
to only a couple hundred. 

Survey results suggest there are some 
common denominators across the 
three communities. First, the average 
migrant is a 37 year-old man who is 
most likely from Zhejiang Province. 
Second, almost all of them are first 
generation. This is not surprising given 
that the first communities were not 
established until after the post-
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communist transition. Third, across 
the three countries, the average 
Chinese is most likely still holding on 
to the Chinese passport since Beijing 
does not permit dual citizenship. 
However, they are in the country 
legally – or so they believe. Fourth, 
the Chinese are most likely to be 
“middleman minority” selling cheap 
wholesale goods in Chinatown. There 
are certainly exceptions including the 
Chinese working for Chinese state 
owned enterprises (e.g., Huawei), 
Chinese investors in real estate, and 
Chinese working in the restaurant and 
service industries. 

To start, let us compare the 
communities in the Black Sea 
Countries to those in Budapest and 
Belgrade. I use these two other cities 
as reference points because they are 
home to two of the oldest Chinese 
communities in Eastern Europe. 
Additionally, their Chinese populations 
are the two largest in the region. And 
finally, Hungary and Serbia are the 
two extremes in what attracts the 
Chinese newcomers. Recall, Hungary 
became attractive earlier given its 
membership within the European 
Union; this pull, however, comes at 
the cost of extensive regulations. In 
contrast, Serbia is attractive for its 
wide profit margins and lax 
regulations, but this is only possible 
without the European Union. I 
compare the Chinese communities 
along three dimensions: their past 
journey to Eastern Europe; their 
present experiences in Eastern 
Europe; and their future plans vis-à-
vis Eastern Europe. 

 

The Past: The Journey to Eastern 
Europe 

We see a general pattern in the 
journeys from China to Eastern 
Europe across all three communities 
[Figure 6]. The vast majority came 
directly from China (≥90%) about a 
decade ago, from Zhejiang Province 
(≈50%) with a contact already in the 

country upon arrival (≥85%). There 
are, however, a few exceptions. 

The first exception is that the average 
duration for time spent in Eastern 
Europe is much shorter for the 
Chinese community in Belgrade (6 
years). This difference is present as 
well if we focus on the maximum 
duration in each of the three 
communities: 26 years for the Black 
Sea Countries, 27 for Budapest, and 
20 for Belgrade. One possible 
explanation is the Balkan conflicts in 
the 1990s made it quite difficult to 
stay. This is not to say there were no 
Chinese in Belgrade before, but rather 
that the majority of them moved on 
by the time I administered the 
surveys. 

The second exception is originating 
Chinese province. Zhejiang Province 
accounts for only 32% of the Chinese 
population in Budapest. Here it is 
important to note that while the 
Zhejiang number is lower for Budapest 
relative to the other Chinese 
communities, within Budapest itself, 
Zhejiang is still ranked the largest 
province of origin. One explanation for 
this demographic difference has to do 
with the diversity of the Chinese 
community in Hungary. There are two 
ways to measure diversity. One is to 
count how many provinces appear in 
the survey sample. China has a total 
of 35 provinces: 23 regular provinces 
(e.g., Zhejiang), four municipalities 
(e.g., Beijing and Shanghai), five 
autonomous regions (e.g., Tibet and 
Xinjiang), two special administrative 
regions (e.g., Hong Kong). Apart from 
these, it also counts the island of 
Taiwan as its own territory.  

Another way to measure diversity is to 
use the Herfindahl fractionalization 
index. It measures the probability of 
randomly drawing two people from 
two different provinces. A minimum 
value of 0 would suggest every 
Chinese migrant in that community is 
from the same province. Conversely, a  
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maximum value of 1 would indicate 
the equal representation of each and 
every province1. 

Of the three Chinese communities, 
Budapest is the most diverse [see 
Table]. It includes more provinces 
than either the Black Sea Countries or 
Belgrade. In fact, the N=28 is more 
than double of Belgrade’s N=13.  

                                                
1 In the formula si is the proportion of 

province i (i = 1, … , n)   



n

i
isH

1
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Likewise, the fractionalization index 
for Budapest (0.859) is almost twenty 
percentage points more than that of 
the Black Sea Countries (0.669). This 
diversity is not wholly surprising given 
that the Chinese community in 
Budapest is the oldest and the largest 
in the region. The fact that the earliest 
migrants did not come from Zhejiang  
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Province but rather Fujian and the 
Northeast Provinces (e.g., Liaoning) 
has allowed a more diverse population 
to develop. 

There are two possible explanations 
for the more negative experiences in 
the Black Sea Countries. The first is 
about linguistic barriers. An inability 
to communicate effectively can result 
in misunderstandings and/or 
frustrations. If a Chinese migrant does 
not realize they need an additional 
document, and that the additional 
document needs to be notarized, 
returning back to the immigration 
office with just the document sans 
notarization can mean the application 
remains stalled. What turns out to be 
an administrative hiccup is then 
perceived by the Chinese as 
discrimination. Yet, if the perceptions 
of discrimination are being driven by 
linguistic barriers, we should see this 
pattern manifesting for Budapest as 
well. The uniqueness of the Hungarian 
language means the linguistic 
challenges are there just as much, if  

 

 

 

 

 

not more than – those in the Black 
Sea Countries. Yet the numbers for 
Budapest do not corroborate this 
claim. 

Another explanation is about the 
ability to bribe officers. Here, the 
ability to bribe can go either way. On 
the one hand, being able to bribe can 
expedite a bureaucratic process. The 
absence of any major hassle 
minimizes feelings of discrimination. 
On the other hand, being able to bribe 
can also mean the officer comes to 
expect it. Therefore, the processes for 
filing a police report or getting a 
residency permit become less 
transparent. The delays that come 
with this lack of transparency translate 
into perceptions of targeted 
discrimination. But when we look at 
Figure 7, while it seems the ability to 
bribe may drive the more negative 
numbers in the Black Sea Countries, it 
cannot explain why Belgrade’s 
numbers look more like Budapest’s 
than the Black Sea Countries. 

 

 
Black Sea 
(Average) 

Budapest 
(15,000-
18,000) 

Belgrade 
(Serbia) 

    
Number of Provinces 24 28 13 
    
Fractionalization 0.669 0.859 0.711 
    
Provinces of Origin 

Note: Only provinces 
that account for >5% 
of the sample listed. 

Zhejiang: 
54.9% 
Fujian: 14.3% 
Henan: 5.1% 
Liaoning: 5% 

Zhejiang: 
31.7% 
Fujian: 14.4% 
Liaoning: 7.1% 
 

Zhejiang: 
50.3% 
Beijing: 10.0% 
Shanghai: 
9.4% 
Heilongjiang: 
7.9% 
Sichuan: 7.0% 
Tianjin: 6.7% 

    

Table 1: The Diversity of Chinese Communities in the Black Sea 
Countries 
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As it turns out, the gap between (1) 
the Black Sea Countries and (2) 
Budapest and Belgrade also maps 
onto how the Chinese see the 
locals. The Chinese in the Black Sea 
Countries are substantially less likely 
to find the local Europeans 
trustworthy (68%). This gap is 
sizable: it is almost a thirty 
percentage point difference compared 
to that of Belgrade (96%). And it is 
not just about whether the local 
Europeans can be trusted in principle. 
It is also about whether the Chinese 
would help a local who needed 
assistance. The answer is no in the 
Black Sea Countries (49%), but yes in 
Budapest (74%) and Belgrade (76%). 

But where we see a deviation from 
this general pattern is when it comes 
to affinity for the host country. To  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

measure this, I used a fan’s test – i.e., 
I gave respondents a hypothetical 
sporting match. The match was 
between China and the host European 
country in the World Table Tennis 
Championship. Respondents were 
asked to identify whether they would 
support the Chinese athlete or the 
athlete from the host European 
country (e.g., Andrei Marinescu for 
Romania).  

What is telling is that in every country 
surveyed, respondents remarked that 
this pairing would never be possible 
given how good China is – yet, 
precisely because of pity, some opted 
to support the host European athlete. 
Whether the support is because of 
genuine affinity or because of pity, we 
see that the Chinese in the Black Sea 
Countries are the most supportive of  
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the host European athlete (16%) – a 
figure just slightly more than that of 
Budapest’s (14%) but double of 
Belgrade’s (8%). 

The Future: Plans vis-à-vis 
Eastern Europe 

While the Chinese community in the 
Black Sea Countries have the most 
negative experiences in Eastern 
Europe, when it comes to future 
plans, they sit somewhere in between 
Budapest and Belgrade. For example, 
when asked whether they planned to 
stay for the long-term (not necessarily 
permanently) in the current country, 
16% of the Chinese in the Black Sea 
Countries answered in the affirmative. 
This statistic is half of that of  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Budapest (30%) but double of that of 
Belgrade (8%). The pattern is similar 
when asked about whether there were 
plans to return to China (without the 
when explicitly specified). Almost 
three-quarters of the respondents in 
the Black Sea Countries answered yes. 
Contrast that to the 53% in Budapest 
and the 85% in Belgrade. 

Interestingly, however, when it came 
to plans of moving on to a third 
country, the Chinese in the Black Sea 
Countries were the most likely to 
indicate so (32% - compared to 28% 
in Budapest and Belgrade). What this 
suggests is that while the Chinese in 
Budapest were the most likely to stay 
in the current European country and 
the least likely to go back to China – 
in stark contrast to the Chinese in  
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Belgrade – those in the Black Sea 
Countries were positioned somewhere 
in between but also the most likely to 
take a detour through a third country 
before returning home. 

We see the Black Sea Countries again 
as the in-between of Budapest and 
Belgrade when it comes to plans for 
the children. Respondents were asked 
where they would like to send their 
children for university. They were 
given a list of options including the 
local European country, China, and 
somewhere in the West (e.g., Western 
Europe or United States). 
Respondents could check more than 
one destination. Almost 33% of the 
Chinese in the Black Sea Countries 
planned to send their child to a 
Chinese university, suggesting either 
the importance of transmitting the 
Chinese culture to the future 
generations and/or an ultimate 
intention to return home themselves. 
In contrast, the same statistic is at 
less than 10% for Budapest and a 
solid ten-percentage points higher in 
Belgrade (43%). As for whether the 
Chinese wanted their child to go to a 
university in Western Europe or the 
United States, about 35% of the 
Chinese in the Black Sea Countries 
answered in the affirmative. And while 
this figure is no different from that of 
Budapest (34%), it is much lower 
than that of Belgrade (51%). 

COMPARING THE CHINESE 
COMMUNITIES WITHIN THE BLACK 
SEA COUNTRIES 
Having compared the Chinese 
communities in the Black Sea 
Countries to Budapest and Belgrade, 
let us now disaggregate the Chinese 
communities in each Black Sea 
Country. Note that I only have survey 
data for Bucharest, Sofia, and Tbilisi, 
with the sample dominated by the 
community in Bucharest (63%). 
Again, I compare the communities 
along three dimensions: the journey 
to the Black Sea Countries (past); 

their experiences in the Black Sea 
Countries (present); and their plans 
vis-à-vis the Black Sea Countries 
(future). 

The Past: The Journey to the Black 
Sea Countries 

As we see in Figure 9, there are two 
different stories in the journey from 
China to (1) Bucharest and Sofia 
versus (2) Tbilisi. For the Chinese 
communities in Bucharest and Sofia, 
the vast majority came directly from 
China (≥90%) – about a decade ago 
from Zhejiang Province (≈55%) with 
known contacts upon arrival (≥85%). 
In contrast, only 70% of the Chinese 
in Tbilisi were direct arrivals from 
Zhejiang Province (80%) with contacts 
on-the-ground upon arrival (70%). 
Based on interviews, the common 
prior destinations were Russia and 
Turkey.  

The differences between (1) Bucharest 
and Sofia versus (2) Tbilisi are also 
apparent when we look at the 
provincial diversity. Table 2 shows 
that the Chinese community in 
Bucharest draws from a large number 
of provinces (22) – double that of 
Sofia’s (10) and triple that of Tbilisi’s 
(7). The gap between Bucharest and 
Sofia is less pronounced when we 
compare the fractionalization index: 
0.707 versus 0.627. In contrast, we 
see the extreme homogeneity of the 
Chinese community in Tbilisi: 0.346. 
In fact, aside from Zhejiang Province, 
there is no other province in the 
double digits for percentage. All this 
suggests a younger, smaller Chinese 
community in Tbilisi.  

The Present: Experiences in the 
Black Sea Countries 

We see the same clustering pattern 
when we look at the present 
experiences. Yet, it is the Chinese 
communities in Bucharest and Sofia 
that have more negative experiences. 
They are not as inclined to trust the 
police (≈62%) compared to the 80%  
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 Bucharest 
(8000-10,000) 

Sofia 
(3000-5000) 

Tbilisi 
(200-500) 

    
Number of Provinces 22 10 7 
    
Fractionalization 0.707 0.627 0.346 
    
Provinces of Origin 

Note: Only provinces 
that account for >5% 
of the sample listed. 

Zhejiang: 
53.7% 
Fujian: 11.2% 
Henan: 7.5% 
Liaoning: 5.8% 

Zhejiang: 
55.9% 
Fujian: 22.7% 
Beijing: 5.4% 
Hebei: 5.4% 

Zhejiang: 
80.4% 
Fujian: 6.5% 

    

Table 2: The Diversity of Chinese Communities in the Black Sea 
Countries 
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in Tbilisi that would report a robbery. 
Likewise, when it comes to 
experiences at the immigration office, 
almost half of the Chinese in 
Bucharest and Sofia said they had 
been discriminated (≈42%). In 
contrast, only 24% answered as such 
in Tbilisi. The gap, while still present, 
is less pronounced when it is about 
trusting the locals: 69% in Bucharest, 
63% in Sofia, and 74% in Tbilisi. 

Where we see a complete deviation 
from the general pattern is the affinity 
for the host country. Recall, I 
measure this using the fan’s test. 
Here, the numbers for Romania really 
shine: Almost 25% of the Chinese in 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Bucharest, whether out of genuine 
affinity or because of sheer sympathy, 
said they would support the Romanian 
athlete (a hypothetical Andrei 
Marinescu). In stark contrast, less 
than 1% of the Chinese in Sofia said 
they would support the Bulgarian 
athlete (a hypothetical Plamen 
Stefanov). 

The Future: Plans vis-à-vis the 
Black Sea Countries 

In spite of the general clustering 
between the Chinese communities in 
(1) Bucharest and Sofia on the one 
hand; and (2) Tbilisi on the other 
hand, when it comes to the future,  

http://www.expertforum.r


Policy Brief No. 121 

 

14

w
w

w
.expertforum

.ro  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

this pattern no longer holds. If the low 
affinity for the Bulgarian athlete is any 
indication, we see a realignment 
where it is Sofia that is the exception. 

In all three Chinese communities, the 
overwhelming majority of the Chinese 
respondents (>75%) did not plan to 
stay in the current country. Instead, 
there were definitive plans to return 
to China (>65%). However, there are 
notable differences. First, one out of 
every five Chinese in Romania and 
Georgia indicated Bucharest and 
Tbilisi, respectively, as home for the 
foreseeable future. In contrast, only 
4% in Bulgaria answered in the 
affirmative. Second, less than 70% of 
the Chinese in Bucharest and Tbilisi  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

mentioned going back to China. And 
while this is a large number, it is 
twenty percentage points lower than 
that of Bulgaria’s, i.e., almost 90%. 

We see the Bulgaria exception play 
out yet again when it is about children 
– i.e., where they would like to send 
their children for university. The 
Chinese in Sofia are almost three 
times more likely to want to send this 
child back to a Chinese university 
(46%) than a Chinese in Tbilisi (16%). 
The Chinese in Bucharest were in the 
middle at 28%. As for whether they 
want their child to go to a university in 
the west, almost 40% of the Chinese 
in Bucharest and almost 33% in Tbilisi 
answered in the affirmative. In 
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contrast, less than 30% of the 
Chinese in Sofia said they wanted to 
send their child to Western Europe or 
the United States. For sure, the gap 
here between the 38% (Romania) and 
28% (Bulgaria) is not as stark as that 
for wanting to send the child to a 
Chinese university. However, what is 
telling is the ranking preference 
between the Chinese and western 
universities. In both Bucharest and 
Tbilisi, the number one preference 
was to send the child to a university 
in the west. In Sofia, the most 
common response was to send the 
child back to China. 

THE CHINESE DIASPORA IN 
ROMANIA: DOES THE REGIME IN 
BEIJING USE IT? 
It is easy to wonder whether the 
Beijing regime has the capacity to 
weaponize the Chinese diaspora. 
While there are high profile cases of 
Chinese investments that may be 
subject to Chinese monitoring, 
especially those associated with the 
larger Belt Road Initiative, this is 
greatly exaggerated for the most part. 
There are two causes for this 
exaggeration.  

The first is that anti-China interests 
have an incentive to demonize China 
(the country); and in doing so, the 
Chinese (the people) are either 
victims or willing agents of Beijing. 
The second is that in spite of this 
demonization, the Chinese authorities, 
from Beijing to the embassies in the 
local European capitals, have no 
reason to dispute the narrative. The 
narrative suggests a strong state able 
to exert its influence over its subjects 
regardless of where they are globally 
and regardless of whether the 
individuals want it. 

Instead, to gauge whether – and if so, 
how – the Chinese are weaponized, 
the best way is to assess how the 
Chinese individuals behave before – 
and in response to after – a crisis. 
Crises are a moment for the Chinese 

government to demonstrate not just 
its strength in surveillance, but also its 
ability to advocate for its people. The 
best example of this is what happened 
in Bucharest October 2015-February 
2016 during the ANAF raids in 
Dragonul Roşu. In the Chinese 
community there was consistent 
rhetoric that the raids were an ethnic 
attack. Yet, they responded very 
differently to the attacks. 

Before ANAF Raids: Experiences of 
Chinese Sub-Groups 

We can disaggregate the Chinese 
community in Romania into two large 
sub-groups. The key difference 
between the two groups has to do with 
the province of origin. One sub-group 
is those from Zhejiang Province 
[Figure 12, circled in red]. This sub-
group speaks a vernacular, Wu, that is 
mutually unintelligible with all the 
other Chinese vernaculars, inclusive of 
Mandarin Chinese (yellow shades) and 
the other five southern Chinese 
vernaculars (green shades).  

This suggests the Zhejiang migrants 
constitute a sub-group that is largely 
independent of all the other Chinese 
migrants. They are able to exist given 
their population size – recall, they are 
the largest in every country. 
Additionally, given their distinct 
vernacular, they can exclude other 
Chinese migrants. It is important to 
recognize, however, that this exclusion 
is not symmetrical – i.e., it is not a 
two-way street. While migrants from 
Zhejiang can exclude other Chinese 
migrants, other Chinese migrants 
cannot exclude those from Zhejiang. 
Everyone can use Mandarin Chinese, 
the lingua franca of the Chinese 
population (i.e., Putonghua).  

In contrast, the other sub-group is the 
residual sub-group: it is everyone else 
not from Zhejiang. Whether they are 
from the north where Mandarin is the 
native vernacular or from another 
green vernacular in the south does not 
matter. They form a sub-group where  
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Mandarin Chinese is the operating 
vernacular. 

The contrast between the two sub-
groups is shocking. Figure 13 shows 
sizable differences between those 
from Zhejiang Province and everyone 
else. When it comes to trusting the 
police, those in the Zhejiang sub-
group were eleven percentage points 
less likely to report a robbery (65% 
versus 76%). Likewise, when asked 
about their experiences in at the 
immigration office, Zhejiang migrants 
were much more likely to say they 
were victims of discrimination. The  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

differential between the two sub-
groups is more than ten percentage 
points (38% versus 26%). 

The gap between the two sub-groups 
is the most pronounced when it comes 
to trusting the locals. While almost 
65% of the Zhejiang migrants believe 
locals can be trusted and 50% of them 
would even go out of their way to help 
a Romanian who is lost – both 
impressive figures in of themselves – 
they are in stark contrast to numbers 
for everyone else: 95% believe locals 
are trustworthy and almost 70% 
would help a local. 

Figure 12: Linguistic and Provincial Map of China 
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In looks like the Zhejiang community 
is more likely to go alone not just by 
separating itself from the rest of the 
Chinese diaspora, but from the locals 
too. The gap, is however smaller 
when we shift our attention to the 
question about whether they would 
support a Chinese athlete or a 
Romanian (the hypothetical Andrei 
Marinescu) at the World Table Tennis 
Championships. While 38% of the 
Zhejiang respondents said they would 
support Marinescu, the figure was 
45% for everyone else. This gap 
notwithstanding, it is important to 
recognize that the number for both 
groups is significantly higher than 
Budapest (14%), Belgrade (8%), 
Tbilisi (13%), and certainly Sofia 
(1%). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

After ANAF raids: changes in 
experiences of Chinese sub-groups 

In late October 2015, ANAF began 
raiding Dragonul Roşu. While the 
Chinese all saw the raids as a nuisance 
at best, and an ethnic attack at worst, 
there was a noticeable difference in 
how the two sub-groups responded to 
the threat. The non-Zhejiang sub-
group resorted to the embassy for 
help. There were calls to the 
ambassador to do something. The 
result was the ANAF director being 
summoned to the embassy for a 
meeting with the Chinese ambassador. 
And while some members of the 
Chinese community turned to the 
embassy for help, it is important to 
recognize this behavior was out of  
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desperation. Consider what one 
interviewee said: 

“I don’t like politics. I am from Beijing 
and I have never cared about politics. 
Not once. But now, I must. The other 
day, I messaged someone in the 
embassy for help. I really don’t like 
politics. But right now, I need the 
embassy to help. It is important that 
the Chinese government protect its 
citizens when they are being 
attacked.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In contrast, the Zhejiang sub-group 
remained distant from Beijing. When 
asked if they had contacted someone 
at the embassy, the answer was 
always No. There was the common 
belief that it was best to avoid 
complicating matters. Bringing the 
embassy into the picture would only 
make matters worse. Instead, the 
Chinese migrants from Zhejiang 
leveraged their own networks to 
survive the crisis. In short, if Beijing is 
looking to weaponize its diaspora, it  
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seems the only opportunity for it to do 
so was during a crisis. Moreover, it 
was approached by – and therefore 
only able to speak to – one of the two 
sub-groups. The other sub-group, who 
constitute 50% of the Chinese 
population, remain disengaged. 

We see this difference in behavior 
map out in changes in experiences. 
The drop is much more pronounced 
among those in the non-Zhejiang 
(i.e., ‘Everyone Else’) sub-group. In 
contrast, Zhejiang migrants largely 
weathered the crisis. Figure 14 shows 
the change from before and after the 
raids for each sub-group. 

When it comes to trusting the police, 
migrants from Zhejiang are four 
percentage points less likely to report 
a robbery. But for everyone else, the 
inclination to go to the police drops by 
almost 25 percentage points! We see 
this pattern as well for the question 
about experiencing discrimination at 
the immigration office. After the ANAF 
raids happened, Zhejiang migrants 
are five percentage points more likely 
to answer in the affirmative. For 
everyone else, the number jumps up 
by 26 percentage points. 

We see an astounding drop of more 
than 36 percentage points for the 
non-Zhejiang migrants when we shift 
our attention to trusting the locals. 
One reason for this cut back is that a 
priori, before the ANAF sweeps began, 
non-Zhejiang migrants were also 
more likely to interact with ethnic 
Romanians, ethnic Romas, and other 
Chinese nationals from different 
provinces; there was inherently more 
diversity in their daily networks. But 
once the sweeps began, there is a 
sudden paranoia that anyone and 
everyone was a possible rat. 

Both sub-groups are also less willing 
to support Marinescu in the 
hypothetical table tennis 
championship. For the Zhejiang 
migrants, support drops by 25 
percentage points – from 38% to 13% 
– putting them in the same range as 

Budapest and Tbilisi. In contrast, for 
everyone else not from Zhejiang, 
affinity for the Romanian athlete 
decreases from 44% to 5%, a drop of 
almost 40 percentage points. Yet 
interestingly, the 5% is still much 
higher than the figures reported for 
Sofia. 

CONCLUSION 
In general, the five Black Sea 
Countries – Romania, Bulgaria, 
Georgia, Moldova, and Ukraine – are a 
less attractive destination than either 
Budapest or Belgrade for Chinese 
migrants. However, for the Chinese 
migrants who do migrate to the Black 
Sea Countries, their story is 
remarkably similar to their 
counterparts in Budapest or Belgrade: 
a thirty-some year old man who made 
the journey ten years ago directly 
from Zhejiang Province, with some 
family or friend already in the host 
country. 

Yet, once in Eastern Europe, it seems 
the Chinese in the Black Sea 
Countries, especially in Bulgaria, are 
less likely to engage with government 
officials or trust the locals, relative to 
those in Budapest and Belgrade. 
Nevertheless, the experiences in 
aggregate – and on their own – are 
still overwhelmingly positive. More 
than half would report a robbery; less 
than half experienced discrimination at 
the immigration office; more than half 
believe the locals can be trusted; and 
38% in Romania have affinity – or 
sympathy – for the local European 
athlete when matched up against 
China in a sport that China dominates. 

When it comes to future plans, the 
Chinese in the Black Sea Countries, 
particularly those in Bucharest, fall 
somewhere in between Budapest and 
Belgrade. All this suggests that while 
the attractiveness of the European 
Union (like in Budapest) or wide profit 
margins (Belgrade) may lure more 
Chinese newcomers in any given year, 
it is the institutionalized certainty of 
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the European Union that matters 
more for the long term. 

And while there are often discussions 
of China’s ability to weaponize its 
diaspora, the “spontaneous case 
study” created by the ANAF raids in 
Bucharest in 2015-16 suggest there is 
little reason to fear this development. 
First, the Chinese community is highly 
diverse; not everyone will want to 
engage with Beijing, the embassy, or 
have Beijing involved in their personal 
matters. This is especially the case 
with the Chinese sub-group from 
Zhejiang Province. Despite challenges 
with ANAF, those in this sub-group 
remained voluntarily isolated. Second, 
even when Beijing does speak on  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

behalf of its citizens, it is important to 
recognize that this engagement only 
happened during an extreme crisis. In 
the absence of the ANAF raids, the 
ability of the Chinese government to 
weaponize its diaspora remains 
limited. 

 
Amy H. Liu, a Taiwanese-American, is 
associate professor in the Department of 
Government, University of Texas, Austin 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

Semilunei 7, ap. 1 
București 

www.expertforum.ro  
 

On the same topic in June 2021 at EFOR: 

 Policy Brief 119 Falling into History: the Centenary of the Chinese Communist Party, 
the return of Propaganda and the Backlash against Beijing’s Influence in Europe 

 International conference Perspectives of Cooperation between Taiwan and the East 
European States 

http://www.expertforum.ro
http://www.expertforum.ro

