Luncheon with the members of the Belgium-China Chamber of Commerce
Cercle de Lorraine, 27/02/2017

Dear Mister Chairman,
Dear Mister Ambassador
Ladies and gentlemen,
It is my pleasure to be here today and meet the members of the Belgian-Chinese Chamber of Commerce. There are quite some companies represented in this room whose names sound familiar to me but it is always good the hear how you are doing and how we can stimulate the relations between our two countries.
But first of all, let me wish everyone a happy and successful Year of the Rooster. “Gong chi fa tchoi”. Those born in the Year of the Rooster are said to be punctual and loyal. They are courageous and trustworthy. The map of China is often likened to a rooster by the Chinese and also in Belgium the animal is well known. This offers us plenty of motivation to build a stronger partnership between Belgian and Chinese companies and institutions.
The economic outlook is quite positive. The International Monetary Fund has upgraded its growth forecast for China’s economy in 2017 to 6.5 % and also the outlook of our own economy is better than some years ago. In both countries a package of stimulating government measures should ensure that companies expand their activities and possibly also their market shares.  
Off course there are some challenges, one of them being the evolution of the international trade and investment climate. Judging by the first executive orders of President Trump, the US or at least the present administration does no longer seem to champion free trade to the same extent as previous US administrations did.  Roughly a month ago, at the World Economic Forum in Davos the contrast between President Trump’s tweets and  the speech of Chinese President XI Jinping was striking. In Davos President Xi committed to develop free trade and investment, promote liberalization and facilitation, and oppose protectionism.
As so often in a political debate, there is skepticism if these goals can be reached. It is true that some previous policy announcements by China have not materialized to the extent we would have wished. In the area of economics in particular, we are looking forward to the market forces playing the decisive role advocated in the past. We also look forward for the business climate to further improve through the rule of law and independence of the judiciary.  Some recent legislative measures might indeed suggest a reinforced role for the State in the conduct of the economy and new constraints for foreign companies operating in China. The reports of the EU-China Chamber of Commerce bear witness to these uncertainties. So why am I confident that  President XI’s ambitions and aspirations in Davos will translate into concrete actions? 
First, because the leadership in China is increasingly aware that reforming the Chinese economy is a prerequisite for sustainable growth and harmonious relations with the main trading partners. The Chinese economy is getting much more sophisticated, which requires a greater openness and a better integration into the global value chains. Integrating internationally recognized business practices and standards will be key to stimulate and sustain the economic growth. These standards should also ensure that the economic growth comes at an acceptable cost from the social and environmental point of view. 
Secondly, because China will find in the European Union a strongly committed ally in its endeavor to fight protectionism abroad and at home and to aspire to global open trade relations that are fair, transparent and based on values.  In the months to come Chinese and EU leaders will at least meet twice to discuss these issues, in the framework of the EU-China High Level Economic and Trade Dialogue first, and then at the yearly EU-China Summit to be held in Brussels on June 2nd.  Belgium attaches a particular importance to forging constructive and mutually beneficial relations between the EU and China. An updated set of Trade Defense Instruments on the one hand and an EU-China Comprehensive Investment Agreement on the other hand will certainly contribute stimulate win-win investment and trade relations. It will allow us to tackle obstacles such as investment restrictions, discrimination of foreign companies , unfair competition, discretionary licensing procedures and more.
Ladies and gentlemen,
Connectivity is a theme of growing importance both in EU-China and Belgium-China relations. First of all in the framework of the Belt and Road Initiative. Belgium, with the support of China, hopes to become member of the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank this year. In the past year a number of Belgian companies and the ports of Zeebrugge and Antwerp signed MoU’s with Chinese partners to develop cooperation in logistics and explore together third country markets. After all there is no reason to have regular rail connections from China to Duisburg, Tilburg or London while bypassing logistic hubs such as Antwerp or Liège. Air transport agreements are also part of the Belt and Road Initiative and Belgium is eager to develop its connections with China. I hope, Mister Ambassador, that experts from both our civil aviation authorities will meet soon so that we can adapt our agreements in the aviation field to recent evolutions, for instance by moving from mono-designation to multi-designation of carriers. Last year for instance,  Hainan Airlines signed a Letter of Intent with Brussels Airport with the aim of establishing a direct Brussels – Shanghai connection. And there are other projects in store. 
Connectivity is primarily a means to boost economic and commercial relations. Belgium is the 6th EU trade partner of China. Between 2010 and 2012 the Belgian export of goods to China increased by more than 1/3rd, and after that they remained stable. Through their  trade promotion efforts,  the regional authorities in Belgium and the Belgian-Chinese Economic and Commercial Council (BCECC) do their utmost best for our exports to pick up again. The 21st Joint Economic Commission between the Belgian-Luxembourg Economic Union (BLEU) and China, which will take place in Luxemburg, I hope, in the first half of this year, will also be a good occasion to examine ways to further the development of our trade  relations.
Investments are playing an increasingly important role in our bilateral relations and this in both directions. They were the main theme of the visit of Prime Minister Michel to China in October last year. There is a growing Chinese interest in mergers and acquisitions of Belgian companies. Just to mention a few recent examples: the acquisition of Punch Powertrain by the Yinyi Group, the acquisition of Epigan with the help of the China Belgium Mirror Fund or the acquisition of the Belgian onshore wind park in Estinnes by China General Nuclear. Belgium welcomes Chinese investments as a contribution to  economic activity and job creation here. As long as both sides remain focused on transparency of procedures and on ensuring a level-playing field, I predict a bright future for our bilateral investment relations. I have also great hopes for the China Belgium Technology Centre in Louvain-la-Neuve as an incubator for Chinese high-tech companies and for Sinnolabs in Shanghai, which could provide a similar support to Belgian high-tech start-ups in China.
Connectivity is not only about transport infrastructure or investments. People-to-people relations matter just as much. There are academic and cultural relations but there is also tourism. Tourism has become one of the fastest growing sector in our bilateral relations with China. The number of Chinese tourists to Belgium has risen tremendously thanks to charter flights between the cities of Tianjin, Xi’an, Taiyuan and Shenyang and Liège airport. The  outstanding visa service through  our Embassy and Consulates-general in China and the continuing efforts of our regional and municipal authorities have also contributed to this positive development. Everyone is ready to contribute to a record-breaking number of Chinese visitors during next year’s EU-China Tourism Year.
It would take too long to mention the many ongoing cultural projects both in China and in Belgium, or the scientific and academic cooperation programs.  Maybe just one word on this : The growing Chinese interest in the innovation capacity of Belgian research institutes has led to the launching of a bilateral Innovation Dialogue.  On March 30th, experts from the Chinese Ministry of Science and Technology and other Chinese research institutes will discuss new science and technology cooperation models with Belgian counterparts, institutions and companies alike. 
As you see, Belgium-China cooperation is rapidly expanding and diversifying. To the extent that our Embassy in Beijing has become too small to house the staff which has to keep track of all those developments. This is why we will soon start the building of a more spacious and modern Embassy. This is an additional project, Mister Ambassador, that will bear testimony of the excellent bilateral relations our two countries enjoy. 
Mister Chairman, Ladies and Gentlemen, I would like to conclude this speech by announcing that it is my intention to pay a visit to China in the near future. We are currently working with the Chinese authorities to find a suitable date. This would be an excellent occasion to highlight our multifaceted bilateral cooperation and have exchanges of views on the many opportunities that present themselves.
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