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Abstract: In the context of the escalation of tariffs and geopolitical tensions, the US-EU
Framework on an Agreement on Reciprocal, Fair, and Balanced Trade (Framework Agreement)
of 2025 represents a pivotal moment in transatlantic economic relations. This article examines the
background of this agreement, its key provisions, implementation challenges, and implications
for China. It highlights the four pillars of the agreement: tariff measures, non-tariff measures,
investment and procurement commitments, and cooperation on third-country policies. The EU
faces numerous institutional and rule-of-law challenges, including parliamentary scrutiny and
legal constraints, that hinder full implementation. From China’s perspective, while the agreement
introduces targeted regulatory alignment and potential constraints on industrial and technological
activities, it also creates an opportunity to encourage a more autonomous and balanced EU
trade policy toward China. Therefore, this article suggests that China should prioritize proactive,
institutional-level cooperation with the EU to “co-shape” regulatory frameworks in emerging sectors
such as green transition, data governance, and Al regulations, while strengthening multilateral
rules through World Trade Organization (WTO) reform and alignment with high-standard trade
mechanisms. Through institutional channels and rules-based engagement, China can enhance
bilateral and multilateral collaboration, mitigate unilateral pressures, and contribute to a more
stable, inclusive, and rules-based international economic order.
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EU Policy Toward China, Rules-based International Trade

[. INTRODUCTION

The transatlantic trade relationship, long considered a cornerstone of global

economic governance, has experienced significant turbulence during the
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second term of United States (US) President Donald Trump.' Beginning
with the escalation of tariffs under American trade policies in early 2025 and
compounded by geopolitical pressures arising from the war in Ukraine, tensions
between the European Union (EU) and the US threatened not only bilateral
trade but also the rules-based global trade norms. As a result, the Framework
on an Agreement on Reciprocal, Fair, and Balanced Trade (Framework
Agreement) represents a delicate balancing act: a temporary truce in a trade war
that intertwines economic, political, and security considerations.?

Recent developments indicate that this alignment is rapidly deepening. The
EU’s announcement to impose a 50% steel tariff — presented as an “opening
bid” to the Trump administration — signals a deliberate effort to align its trade
policy with that of the US.? Moreover, the EU has urged the G7 to coordinate
a collective response to China’s rare-earth export curbs, framing this issue as
one of shared strategic dependence.* Meanwhile, reports that Dutch authorities
seized Nexperia, a Dutch-based chipmaker owned by Wingtech Technology
Co., Ltd., a Chinese enterprise, under US pressure illustrate how transatlantic
coordination is increasingly extending into the field of industrial policy and
technological security.’ All of these developments indicate that the EU’s
approach to China is becoming increasingly integrated into a broader US-EU
economic security framework, blurring the lines between trade, technology, and

geopolitics.

1 European Commission, Statement by the European Commission on Potential Imposition of US Tariffs on
EU Steel and Aluminium, February 10, 2025, https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/state-
ment_25_456 (Last Visited on April 27, 2026).

2 European Commission, Joint Statement on a United States-European Union Framework on an Agreement
on Reciprocal, Fair and Balanced Trade, August 21, 2025, https://policy.trade.ec.europa.eu/news/joint-state-
ment-united-states-european-union-framework-agreement-reciprocal-fair-and-balanced-trade-2025-08-21_en (Last
Visited on April 27, 2026).

3 Politico, EU to Set 50 Percent Steel Tariff as Opening Bid to Trump, October 7, 2025, https://www.politico.
eu/article/eu-set-50-percent-steel-tariff-opening-bid-donald-trump/ (Last Visited on April 27, 2026).

4 Politico, EU Urges G7 Response to China’s Rare-earth Export Curbs, October 14, 2025, https://www.politi-
co.eu/article/eu-maros-sefcovic-urges-g7-response-china-rare-earth-export-curbs/ (Last Visited on April 27, 2026).
5 MOFCOM, MOFCOM Spokesperson’s Remarks on Nexperia-related Issues, https://english.mofcom.gov.cn/
News/SpokesmansRemarks/art/2025/art_3a7e44c1fd05442e8f1dd0ca6c691414.html (Last Visited on April
217, 2026).
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Based on this evolving context, this article examines the background of the
US-EU Framework Agreement, its key provisions, implementation challenges,
and implications for China. The four main dimensions of the case are: first,
the escalation of trade disputes and the strategic considerations that led to a
negotiated compromise; second, the substance of the agreement, including tariff
concessions, non-tariff measures, investment and procurement commitments,
and cooperation on third-country policies; third, the complex implementation
landscape within the EU, where institutional procedures and the commitment
to a rules-based order create tensions on both a legal and political level;
and fourth, the strategic implications for China, including both risks and
opportunities associated with a shift in transatlantic regulatory alignment.

This article provides Chinese policymakers with a nuanced understanding
of the emerging US-EU trade framework by situating it within the broader
context of international trade law, EU institutional dynamics, and transatlantic
strategic considerations. Moreover, it identifies avenues for China to advance
strategic cooperation with the EU while safeguarding its own economic and

legal interests in a rapidly evolving global trade environment.

II. BACKGROUND OF THE US-EU FRAMEWORK
AGREEMENT: A TRADE WAR

US-EU trade tensions in 2025 unfolded amid escalating tariffs and geopolitical
pressures, prompting the EU to adopt a combination of defensive and strategic
measures. From the EU’s perspective, its responses can be broadly categorized
into two interrelated areas: measures responding to US tariffs on steel and
aluminium under Section 232 of the Trade Expansion Act, and measures
responding to tariffs under the International Emergency Economic Powers Act
(IEEPA) and Section 232 tariffs on automobiles and auto parts.

The first category dealt with US tariffs on steel and aluminium imposed
under Section 232 of the Trade Expansion Act. As early as February 11, 2025,

the European Commission announced its intention to initiate proportionate
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countermeasures.® On March 12, the EU reactivated the countermeasures
previously adopted in 2018 and 2020, and introduced an expanded list covering
a wider range of US products.’

Afterwards, on April 9, EU Member States voted to approve the new
package of measures, while delaying its implementation by 90 days to facilitate
possible negotiations.® The EU’s decision reflected a deliberate strategic
position: while firmly defending its trade interests, it remained committed to
resolving disputes through dialogue rather than immediate escalation.

On July 12, the US threatened to impose a 30% tariff on EU products
starting August 1, but the EU reiterated its willingness to reach an agreement
before that date.” The EU’s public stance demonstrated a preference for
diplomatic engagement over retaliatory confrontation — a delicate balance
between firmness and flexibility.

The second category focused on the so-called “reciprocal tariffs” imposed
by the US under the IEEPA, and the Section 232 tariffs that specifically
target automobiles and auto parts. The following is a timeline of the EU
countermeasures. On February 14, 2025, the EU announced that it would

respond to any new US tariffs “firmly and immediately”.' On April 3, 2025, the

6 European Commission, Statement by President von der Leyen on Announced US Tariffs, February 10, 2025,
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/statement_25_469 (Last Visited on April 27, 2026).

7 European Commission, Commission Responds to Unjustified US Steel and Aluminium Tariffs with
Countermeasures, March 12, 2025, https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_25_740
(Last Visited on April 27, 2026). Following the United States’ imposition of Section 232 tariffs on steel and
aluminium imports from the European Union in 2018, the EU adopted immediate and reciprocal retaliatory
measures against the US pursuant to the Agreement on Safeguards. After the EU and the US reached the
Section 232 Steel and Aluminium Arrangement on October 31, 2021, the United States ceased applying Section
232 tariffs to EU steel, aluminium, and related derivative products. In turn, the EU has continued to suspend
its retaliatory measures, with the most recent suspension extended until March 31, 2025. See Hu Jianguo and
Zeng Qiyu, The US-EU Agreement on Steel and Aluminum under Section 232 from the Perspective of WTO
Law and China’s Response, Business and Economic Law Review, No. 2, 2023, pp. 66-67.

8 European Commission, EU Pauses Countermeasures Against US Tariffs to Allow Space for Negotiations,
April 14, 2025, https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_25_1058 (Last Visited on April
217, 2026).

9 European Commission, Statement by President von der Leyen on EU-US Trade, July 12, 2025, https://
ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail /en/statement_25_1816 (Last Visited on April 27, 2026).

10 European Commission, Statement on the US Reciprocal Tariff Policy, February 14, 2025, https://ec.europa.
eu/commission,/presscorner/detail/en/statement_25_515 (Last Visited on April 27, 2026).
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EU began preparing a new package of retaliatory measures.!' On May 8, 2025,
the European Commission announced two coordinated actions: (i) the launch
of a public consultation on a draft retaliation list targeting US automobiles and
auto parts; and (i1) the formal initiation of WTO consultations against the US
under the dispute settlement mechanism.'?

In a trade deal reached on July 27, 2025, the EU agreed to suspend its
planned countermeasures on steel and aluminium tariffs scheduled to take effect
on August 7 for a further six months."* On February 5, 2026, the European
Commission announced that it would once again prolong the suspension of its
retaliatory measures against the US for an additional 6 months, commencing on
February 7, 2026.'

As a result of the US—EU Framework Agreement reached on August 21,
2025, the current round of transatlantic trade tensions has been temporarily
resolved.” The pre-agreement episode of the US—EU trade conflict involved
several layers: the imposition of tariffs, the preparation and suspension of
countermeasures, and the interaction between bilateral negotiations and WTO-
based multilateral proceedings. It demonstrated the dual-track nature of EU
trade diplomacy, which leverages legal instruments within the multilateral
system while simultaneously managing high-stakes political negotiations with

its most important partners and adversaries.

11 European Commission, Statement by President von der Leyen on the Announcement of Universal Tariffs
by the US, April 3, 2025, https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/statement_25_964 (Last
Visited on April 27, 2026).

12 European Commission, Commission Consults on Possible Countermeasures and Readies WTO Litigation
in Response to US Tariffs, May 8, 2025, https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_25_1149
(Last Visited on April 27, 2026).

13 European Commission, Statement by President von der Leyen on the Deal on Tariffs and Trade with the
United States, July 27, 2025, https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/statement_25_1915
(Last Visited on April 27, 2026).

14 Commission Implementing Regulation (EU) 2026/295 of 4 February 2026 Suspending Commercial
Rebalancing Measures Concerning Certain Products Originating in the United States of America and Certain
Products Exported from the Union to the United States of America Imposed by Implementing Regulation (EU)
2025/156, Official Journal of the European Union, L series, February 5, 2026, https://eur-lex.europa.eu/eli/reg_
impl/2026/295/0j/eng (Last Visited on April 27, 2026).

15 Fact Sheet: The United States and European Union Reach Massive Trade Deal, July 28, 2025, https://www.
whitehouse.gov/fact-sheets/2025/07/fact-sheet-the-united-states-and-european-union-reach-massive-trade-deal/
(Last Visited on April 27, 2026).
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III. KEY PROVISIONS OF THE FRAMEWORK
AGREEMENT

Following the July trade deal, the two sides agreed to the Framework
Agreement on August 21, 2025, marking a tentative end to months of trade
tension.'® The Framework Agreement is intended to promote fair, balanced, and
mutually beneficial trade and investment relationships between the two sides.
It consists of four main pillars: (1) tariff measures; (i1) non-tarift measures; (ii1)
investment and procurement commitments in the US; and (iv) cooperation on

third-country policies.

A. Tariff Measures

Among the key provisions of the tariff pillar, Article 1 concerns the EU’s
reduction of tariffs in favor of the US. It deals with EU tariff concessions:
the EU agreed to eliminate all tariffs on US industrial goods and to provide
preferential market access to a wide range of US agricultural and seafood
products, including nuts, dairy, fresh and processed fruits and vegetables,
processed foods, seeds, soybean oil, pork, and bison meat. In addition, the EU
committed to extending its existing tariff reductions on lobster products, which
were otherwise set to expire on July 31, 2025, and to expanding the product
scope to include processed lobster.!”

In Article 2, the US agreed to cap the “reciprocal tariffs” imposed under
the IEEPA at 15%. Specifically, imports from the EU will be subject to the
higher of the following two: (i) the most-favored-nation (MFN) tariff rate,
or (i1) a combined tariff rate consisting of the MFN rate plus the “reciprocal
tariff”, capped at 15%. In addition, the US pledged to apply only MFN tariffs
to selected EU products starting September 1, 2025, exempting them from the
reciprocal tariffs. The products include irreplaceable natural resources (such
as softwood), aircraft and their parts, generic pharmaceuticals, and chemical
precursors. The two sides agreed to consider expanding this exemption list to

include other sectors and products deemed important to their economies and

16 Supra n. 2.
17 Ibid.
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value chains. However, the tariff exemption did not include wine and spirits, an
omission that drew strong criticism from France and Italy.'®

Section 232 tariffs are discussed in Articles 3 and 4: following the EU’s
introduction of a legislative proposal to implement tariff concessions under
Section 1 of this Framework, the US agreed to reduce their Section 232 tariffs
for EU automobiles and auto parts in the following manner: Products with
an MFN tarift of 15% or higher would be exempt from Section 232 tariffs;
products with an MFN tariff below 15% would be subject to a combined
tarift of 15% (the sum of the MFN tariff rate and the Section 232 tariff rate).
As for steel, aluminium, and derivative products, the two sides agreed to
continue discussions on a cooperative solution to address global overcapacity
while ensuring supply-chain security between the US and the EU. Among
the potential mechanisms are tariff-rate quotas (TRQs) and other safeguard

arrangements. "

B. Non-tariff Measures

There are two key components of this pillar. First, both parties committed
to recognizing each other’s standards on a reciprocal basis in accordance
with the principles and obligations of the WTO Agreement on Technical
Barriers to Trade (TBT) and the Agreement on the Application of Sanitary
and Phytosanitary Measures (SPS). In addition, they agreed to promote the
development of future common standards in several specific fields.?

Second, the US introduced a series of regulatory demands aimed at partial
“deregulation” within the EU, focusing on environmental and sustainability-
related rules. Many EU legislative instruments were explicitly referenced by
the US, including the EU Deforestation Regulation (EUDR), the Carbon Border
Adjustment Mechanism (CBAM), the Corporate Sustainability Due Diligence
Directive (CSDDD), and the Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive

18 Le Monde, EU Secures Lower US Car Tariffs in New Trade Deal, but Fails to Protect Wine, August 21,
2025, https://www.lemonde.fr/en/europe/article/2025/08/21/eu-secures-lower-us-car-tariffs-but-fails-to-
protect-wine-in-new-trade-deal_6744585_143.html (Last Visited on April 27, 2026).

19 Supra n. 2.

20 Ibid., Articles 8 and 9.
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(CSRD).?" Notably, under US pressure, the EU managed to avoid including any
commitments on digital regulation, particularly the Digital Services Act

(DSA) — a significant political line that the EU refused to cross.*

C. Investment and Procurement Commitments in the US

The third pillar relates to investment and procurement commitments. The EU
side announced that it intends to invest USD 600 billion in the US and purchase
USD 750 billion in US energy products over the next three years, primarily oil
and gas.”

However, these commitments were quickly clarified as non-binding
political statements. According to the European Commission’s spokesperson,
these figures reflect only the aggregate market intentions of EU companies
regarding energy expenditures and investments in the US, and none of these
commitments are legally binding.?* In fact, the official clarification published by
the European Commission on July 29, 2025 explicitly stated that the trade deal
reached on July 27, 2025 is not legally binding.” In addition to the immediate
actions already taken, both sides would need to conduct further negotiations, in
accordance with their respective internal procedures, to fully operationalize the

commitments set out in the Framework Agreement.

D. Cooperation on Third-country Policies

The fourth pillar introduces a new and strategically sensitive dimension:
transatlantic cooperation on third-country policies, with particular emphasis

on China. While both sides agreed to “take complementary actions to address

21 Ibid., Articles 10-12.

22 EU officials said disagreements over language relating to “non-tariff barriers”, which the US said include
the digital rules, are among the reasons for the hold-up of the statement, the newspaper said. See FT, EU
Push to Protect Digital Rules Holds up Trade Statement with US, August 17, 2025, https://www.ft.com/
content/3f67b6ca-7259-4612-8¢51-12b497128552 (Last Visited on April 27, 2026).

23 Supra n. 2, Articles 5 and 6.

24 Politico, Brussels Defends Its Trump Trade Strategy After Retaliation Pause, August 7, 2025, https://www.
politico.eu/article/eu-defends-donald-trump-us-trade-strategy-retaliation-pause-tariffs/ (Last Visited on April 27,
2026).

25 European Commission, EU-US Trade Deal Explained, July 29, 2025, https://ec.europa.eu/commission,/
presscorner/detail/en/qanda_25_1930 (Last Visited on April 27, 2026).
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non-market policies of third parties” in the July trade deal,?® the Framework
Agreement significantly expanded this agenda. It states that “The United States
and the European Union agree to strengthen economic security alignment to
enhance supply-chain resilience and innovation by taking complementary
actions to address non-market policies of third parties as well as cooperating on
inbound and outbound investment reviews and export controls, as well as duty
evasion. This includes addressing non-market practices, unfair competition, and
lack of reciprocity in public procurement with respect to third countries. The
United States and the European Union will cooperate on further implementation
measures”.?’

Moreover, new provisions have been introduced that reflect a deepening
transatlantic regulatory convergence extending beyond traditional trade matters.
To prevent technology leakage to so-called “destinations of concern”, both sides
have agreed to negotiate a mutual recognition agreement on cybersecurity and
to align their technology security requirements.?® As soon as such requirements
are harmonized, the US has pledged to facilitate exports related to them.
Additionally, both sides commit to enhanced coordination in response to third-
country export restrictions on critical minerals and other strategic resources.?
The agreement further establishes a shared agenda for pursuing high-standard
rules on intellectual property protection and enforcement, etc.’® As a result
of these provisions, an emerging strategic logic is embedded within the
transatlantic partnership, linking economic regulation with broader geopolitical

and security objectives.

IV. UNEASY PARTNERSHIP: IMPLEMENTATION
CHALLENGES AND THE EU’S RULE-OF-LAW
DILEMMA

Despite signaling a temporary truce in transatlantic trade tensions, the US-EU

26 Supra n. 15.

27 Supra n. 2, Article 19.
28 Ibid., Article 5.

29 Ibid., Article 14.

30 Ibid., Article 15.
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Framework Agreement has revealed underlying structural and institutional
challenges that complicate its implementation. Unlike conventional trade
agreements that primarily focus on tariffs and market access, this agreement
addresses economic, political, and security concerns, placing the EU in a
delicate position. On the one hand, the EU seeks to maintain its credibility as
a rules-based actor in the multilateral trading system; on the other hand, the
Framework Agreement appears to conflict with WTO rules. It is also subject
to external pressure from the US and internal dissent within the EU. A dual
tension underpins the description of the US—EU relationship as an “uneasy
partnership”, in which strategic coordination is pursued under conditions of

institutional constraints and legal scrutiny.

A. Internal Dissent Within the EU

There has been intense debate within the EU regarding the US—EU Framework
Agreement. Some political leaders have openly expressed dissent over the
results of the negotiations. French President Emmanuel Macron commented
that the EU “lacked sufficient leverage to instill fear in the counterpart”,
signaling a perceived lack of hard power and bargaining leverage.’! Meanwhile,
Viktor Orban, the Hungarian Prime Minister, invoked a provocative metaphor,
stating that Trump treated the EU “as breakfast”, emphasizing the EU’s
perceived passivity in negotiations.*

One of the most widely cited rationales for the EU’s concessions in the
transatlantic agreement is the perceived imperative to safeguard European
security. Maro§ Seféovi¢, EU Commissioner for Trade and Economic Security,
stated after the conclusion of the agreement that the 15% tariffs on most EU

exports “are not just about trade; they relate to broader geopolitical concerns”.*?

31 Politico, Macron: EU Wasn’t “Feared Enough” by Trump to Get Good Trade Deal, July 30, 2025, https://
www.politico.eu/article/macron-tells-ministers-eu-wasnt-feared-enough-by-trump-to-get-good-trade-deal/ (Last
Visited on April 27, 2026).

32 Politico, Trump Ate von der Leyen for Breakfast, Orban Grumbles, July 28, 2025, https://www.politico.
eu/article/donald-trump-ursula-von-der-leyen-viktor-orban-trade-deal-eu-us-hungary-tariffs-imports-energy/ (Last
Visited on April 27, 2026).

33 Euractiv, Brussels Says US Trade Deal Is Also “About Ukraine”, July 28, 2025, https://www.euractiv.com/
news/brussels-says-us-trade-deal-is-also-about-ukraine/ (Last Visited on April 27, 2026).



From Trade War to Uneasy Partnership: The US-EU Framework Agreement and Its Implications
for China

It was important for him to underscore the connection between Ukraine and
the current geopolitical instability, noting that the content of the negotiations
extended far beyond trade alone. The Director-General for Trade and Economic
Security, Sabine Wey, also acknowledged that the EU’s dependence on US
security protections led to concessions in trade negotiations.**

However, the President of the European Commission, Ursula von der
Leyen, has publicly denied that security concerns are directly connected to
trade outcomes, emphasizing that commercial stability is the priority.** This
contrasts with the position of the President of the European Council, Antonio
Costa, who stated that the war in Ukraine had contributed to the EU’s decision
to accept the contentious agreement — a statement interpreted as a significant
departure from the European Commission’s official position.**

Despite this, questions remain about whether the agreement has, in
practice, delivered the stability it promised, particularly in light of President
Trump’s subsequent threats. Moreover, regardless of whether the agreement is
in Europe’s security interests, it is widely considered unlikely to be approved
by the European Parliament, which many members (Members of the European

Parliament, MEPs) consider incompatible with international law principles.

B. Post-agreement Threats from Trump

Despite the agreement, the US continued to exert pressure on the EU. It has
been reported that the Trump administration has considered punitive measures
against EU or Member States officials responsible for implementing the DSA,
claiming that the legislation amounts to censorship of US citizens and imposes
additional burdens on American technology companies. Moreover, President

Trump has repeatedly criticized EU legislation as “unfairly targeting American

34 Politico, Trump Puts EU “on Notice” over Tech Regs, August 26, 2025, https://www.politico.eu/newsletter/
brussels-playbook/trump-puts-eu-on-notice-over-tech-regs/ (Last Visited on April 27, 2026).

35 Euractiv, Von der Leyen Says US Trade Deal Wasn’t Linked to Ukraine, August 29, 2025, https://www.
euractiv.com/news/von-der-leyen-says-us-trade-deal-wasnt-linked-to-ukraine/ (Last Visited on April 27, 2026).

36 Politico, Costa Breaks Ranks on EU-US Trade Deal, Fires Warning Shot at Trump, September 1, 2025,
https://www.politico.eu/article/antonio-costa-eu-us-trade-deal-warning-shots-donald-trump/ (Last Visited on

April 6, 2026).
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tech firms”.%’

Despite these threats, the European Commission fined Google EUR 2.95
billion for abusing its dominant position in the ad-tech industry.*® According
to the European Commission, Google occupies key positions across multiple
layers of the digital advertising ecosystem, including platforms used by
advertisers and publishers to buy and sell online advertisements, resulting in an
“inherent conflict of interest”. The fragile Framework Agreement could quickly
unravel if the US once again uses the tariff weapon as retaliation against EU
digital regulations, as Competition Commissioner Teresa Ribera warned.*

External pressure has exacerbated concerns within the EU regarding the
integrity of its rule-of-law commitments and its autonomy in implementing
regulatory policy, reinforcing perceptions of the EU’s vulnerability in

transatlantic trade relations.

C. Implementation Challenges Associated with the EU Procedures

There are significant procedural hurdles that must be overcome to implement
the agreement under EU law. On August 29, the European Commission initiated
legislative procedures to implement the agreement and ensure retroactive
tariff reductions for EU automotive sectors from August 1.* Two legislative
proposals were tabled: the first proposed eliminating tariffs on US industrial
goods and granting preferential market access to certain US seafood and non-
sensitive agricultural products; the second proposed extending tariff exemptions
for lobster products (including processed lobster).

Bernd Lange, Chairman of the European Parliament’s Committee on

International Trade, expressed uncertainty about parliamentary support,

37 Reuters, Exclusive: Trump Administration Weighs Sanctions on Officials Implementing EU Tech Law,
Sources Say, August 25, 2025, https://www.reuters.com/world/us/trump-administration-weighs-sanctions-
officials-implementing-eu-tech-law-sources-2025-08-25/ (Last Visited on April 27, 2026).

38 Politico, EU Slaps Google with €2.95B Fine Despite Trump Trade Threat, September 5, 2025, https://www.
politico.eu/article/eu-slaps-google-with-2-95b-fine-for-adtech-abuse/ (Last Visited on May 6, 2026).

39 FT, The EU Should Leave Its Culture of Consensus Behind, September 7, 2025, https://www.ft.com/
content/aefa8576-6f1d-4b47-8b30-692b3cc1018¢ (Last Visited on April 6, 2026).

40 European Commission, EU Proposes Tariff Reductions to Implement EU-US Deal, August 28, 2025,
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_25_1993 (Last Visited on April 27, 2026).
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particularly regarding the scale of reductions in the agricultural sector.*!
Additionally, he expressed concerns regarding the implementation duration and
scope. In essence, the agreement appears to conflict with fundamental principles
of the multilateral trading system: reciprocity and non-discrimination. For
example, the EU has agreed to eliminate tariffs on US industrial goods and
vehicles; still, a comprehensive trade agreement would be required to complete
the process in accordance with WTO rules.*

Therefore, the position of the European Parliament’s position is crucial. In
accordance with EU law, the European Parliament is a co-legislative authority
in matters related to the Common Commercial Policy and international
trade agreements negotiated by the European Commission are subject to the
European Parliament’s consent.* As a result, the European Commission’s
above legislative proposals fall within the Common Commercial Policy, which
requires parliamentary approval. Therefore, the European Commission must
navigate not only external legal uncertainties under WTO rules, but also internal
institutional checks that may delay or even stymie the process. It illustrates how
the EU’s multi-layered governance structure simultaneously legitimizes and

constrains its ability to act as a coherent external trade actor.

D. The EU’s Credibility and the Rule-of-law Dilemma

The transatlantic agreement has placed the EU at a crossroads regarding its
long-standing identity as a defender of the rules-based international trading
order. In concluding a deal with the US that appears inconsistent with
fundamental WTO principles, particularly the MFN clause, the EU risks

undermining its moral and legal authority within the multilateral system it has

41 Euractiv, EU Parliament Could Veto Brussels’ Push to Slash Tariffs on US Goods, Warns Top MEP, August
26, 2025, https://www.euractiv.com/news/eu-parliament-could-veto-brussels-push-to-slash-tariffs-on-us-goods-
warns-top-mep/ (Last Visited on April 27, 2026).

42 Inside Trade, Is the EU Forgoing Multilateralism by Striking a Non-MFN Deal with the US? September 3,
2025, https://insidetrade.com/daily-news/eu-forgoing-multilateralism-strikingnon-mfn-deal-us (Last Visited on
April 27, 2026).

43 Consolidated Version of the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union, 2016/C 202/01, Article
207, June 7, 2016, https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:12012E207EUR-Lex (Last
Visited on May 19, 2026).
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historically promoted.**

Thus, the Framework Agreement exposes a deep contradiction within EU
trade diplomacy. While professing allegiance to rules-based multilateralism,
the EU has entered into a power-based agreement with the US. Other trading
partners are skeptical of the EU’s consistency and reliability as a negotiator
because of this contradiction, which damages the EU’s normative standing.®

The EU has attempted to mitigate this credibility deficit by accelerating
parallel trade initiatives with other partners, thereby demonstrating a
commitment to lawful, rules-based trade liberalization. With the conclusion of
the US-EU deal, the long-pending Mercosur Agreement (covering nearly 800
million people) was swiftly revived, with ratification discussions scheduled for
December 3, 2025.% In response to renewed US protectionism, the EU has also
intensified its engagement with Parties of the Comprehensive and Progressive
Agreement for Trans-Pacific Partnership (CPTPP), aiming to coordinate
global efforts to maintain high-standard, WTO-consistent trade rules. Further
demonstrating the EU’s commitment to rules-based trade, the EU and Indonesia
concluded negotiations on September 23, 2025, for a Comprehensive Economic
Partnership Agreement (CEPA) and an Investment Protection Agreement, a
significant step forward for the EU in its Indo-Pacific trade strategy.*’ It is clear
from these developments that the EU is determined to diversify trade relations,
reinforce its global credibility, and regain the leadership role in shaping fair and

transparent trade practices.

44 Ignacio Garcia Bercero, the Commission’s former lead negotiator for transatlantic trade, issued a pointed
warning: The EU’s credibility as a linchpin of the WTO rules-based system would be seriously compromised if
it decides to implement tariff reductions on a preferential basis. See Politico, Trump Deal Threatens EU’s Image
as Champion of Rules-based Trade, August 25, 2025, https://www.politico.eu/article/donald-trump-deal-eu-
image-champion-rules-based-trade/ (Last Visited on April 27, 2026).

45 Ibid.

46 Once in force, the pact would eliminate tariffs on 91% of EU imports from Argentina, Brazil, Paraguay, and
Uruguay, while granting reciprocal access for key South American exports such as beef, ethanol, and agricultural
commodities. See European Commission, EU-Mercosur Agreement, https://policy.trade.ec.europa.eu/eu-
trade-relationships-country-and-region/countries-and-regions/mercosur/eu-mercosur-agreement_en (Last Visited
on April 27, 2026).

47 European Commission, EU-Indonesia Comprehensive Economic Partnership Agreement and Investment
Protection Agreement, https://policy.trade.ec.europa.eu/eu-trade-relationships-country-and-region/countries-

and-regions/indonesia/eu-indonesia-agreements_en (Last Visited on April 27, 2026).
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Consequently, the EU’s current rule-of-law dilemma is threefold: it must
preserve internal procedural integrity under the Common Commercial Policy,
restore external credibility as a rules-based actor, and navigate the geopolitical
pressures of transatlantic asymmetry. The implementation of the Framework
Agreement thus exemplifies the tension between power-based diplomacy and
rules-based governance, which makes “uneasy partnership” an apt description

of the current trade relationship between the US and the EU.

V. IMPLICATIONS FOR CHINA: CHALLENGES AND
STRATEGIC RESPONSES

In China’s view, the fourth pillar of the Framework Agreement, namely
“cooperation on third-country policies”, has profound strategic implications.
While the text of the agreement does not directly mention China, transatlantic
coordination is effectively institutionalized on numerous regulatory and security
issues, ranging from the control of technology exports and critical mineral
supply chains to the enforcement of intellectual property rights, all of which are
closely aligned with Western narratives regarding perceived challenges posed
by China.

A. The Structural Extension of the US—EU Approach Toward China

In general, the EU has accepted a degree of economic compromise in exchange
for greater political and security coordination with the US, particularly
regarding the security of critical raw materials and supply-chain resilience.
More specifically, the two sides have established multiple cooperation
mechanisms covering critical mineral supply chains, the prevention of
technology leaks, the enforcement of intellectual property rights, and the
mutual recognition of cybersecurity standards, amomg others. It is important to
note that while these provisions are framed in terms of economic security, they
can collectively be interpreted as instruments to constrain China’s systemic

influence across global industrial, technological, and financial networks.*

48 Supra n. 2, Articles 13-15 and 19.
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As a result of this evolution from a “trade war” to a “regulatory war”,
transatlantic relations have entered a new phase, one in which regulatory
convergence reinforces strategic exclusivity. The EU previously maintained
a tripartite approach to China, under which China was officially described as
a partner, competitor, and systemic rival; still, this new agreement has further
reduced the EU’s policy autonomy. Through this agreement, the EU further
aligns itself with the US positions on trade, investment screening, export
controls, and industrial subsidies, thereby intensifying the transatlantic stance

toward China.

B. The Spillover Effects of Transatlantic Regulatory Convergence

In essence, this regulatory alignment, through the harmonization of standards
and institutional frameworks, represents an effort by the EU and the US to
establish a “high-standard club” with exclusive elements. For example, Article
5 on joint prevention of sensitive technology leakage suggests that the EU
might align more closely with US export control and outbound investment
regimes, increasing uncertainty for China—EU cooperation in sectors such as
semiconductors, artificial intelligence, and critical raw materials.

Recent policy developments confirm this trend of transatlantic cooperation.
In 2025, the European Commission proposed doubling steel tariffs to 50%,
thus matching US levels as part of a broader effort to protect European industry
while maintaining transatlantic coordination. This measure may appear to be a
temporary safeguard and a “stepping stone” to renewed negotiations with the
US, but actually signals a deepening alignment between the EU and the US
regarding trade strategy and geopolitical positioning.* In the opinion of the
new US Ambassador to the EU, it demonstrates how closely the EU’s position
on China has converged with that of the US.>® Collectively, these developments
indicate that transatlantic regulatory convergence is expanding beyond

normative and institutional dimensions into trade defense and industrial policy,

49 Supra n. 3.

50 Euractiv, Interview: EU Alignment with Washington on China a “Surprise”, Says US Ambassador, October
10, 2025, https://www.euractiv.com/news/interview-eu-alighment-with-washington-on-china-a-surprise-says-us-
ambassador/ (Last Visited on April 27, 2026).
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transforming what began as a trade war into an increasingly integrated, yet

uneasy economic partnership.

C. China’s Strategic Responses and Policy Recommendations

Despite its apparent strength, the transatlantic alliance remains fragile. From
an EU internal legal and normative perspective, the Framework Agreement
rests on a power-based rather than a rules-based foundation — a model that is
intrinsically at odds with the EU’s long-standing commitment to international
law and multilateral trade. Continued reliance on such power-oriented
arrangements is likely to undermine the EU’s institutional legitimacy and global
credibility.”’ As a result of this internal contradiction, the agreement has also
encountered significant opposition in the European Parliament.

Moreover, some European experts have cautioned that transatlantic
unity may function less as an equal partnership and more as an instrumental
arrangement within the US broader trade strategy, where the EU may become
a secondary variable in future negotiations involving China.”? In the words of
US Secretary of State Antony Blinken, “If you are not at the table, you are on
the menu”.*®* This aphorism aptly reflects the EU’s current position: seeking
strategic autonomy while remaining largely structurally dependent on US
security and trade policies.*

Overall, the impact of the Framework Agreement on China and the
international rules-based order remains limited. During the period when the

agreement awaits final approval by the European Parliament, it creates a

51 Politico, Rules-based World Order Is Dead, EU to Concede, September 8, 2025, https://www.politico.eu/
article/european-commission-strategic-foresight-report-donald-trump-world-order/ (Last Visited on April 27,
2026).

52 For instance, “The current US leadership seems more interested in striking a bilateral deal with China than
in collaborating with allies and partners to deal with the challenges China poses to the US and the world”, said
Francesca Ghiretti, director of the China Europe Initiative at the RAND think tank. See Politico, Von der Leyen
Played Hardball with China. Then She Won a Trade Deal with Trump, July 30, 2025, https://www.politico.eu/
article/brussels-trade-deal-donald-trump-china-steel-production/ (Last Visited on April 27, 2026).

53 Global Times, What Does Blinken’s “Table and Menu Theory” Signify? February 22, 2024, https://www.
globaltimes.cn/page/202402,/1307465.shtml (Last Visited on April 27, 2026).

54 Ibid. Moreover, she said that the EU should “carry on with an approach to China that is about the EU and
China, rather than the role China may play in the EU’s relation with the US”.
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EU policy toward China. In this period, China has the opportunity to deepen
bilateral cooperation with the EU while maintaining a multilateral rules-based
order, thereby mitigating the US unilateral pressure and its discursive influence.

In terms of policy, China should actively encourage the EU’s pursuit of
strategic autonomy. It is important to develop a China—EU policy framework
based on institutional cooperation rather than geopolitical alignment.
An adjustment of this nature could even facilitate the resumption of the
Comprehensive Agreement on Investment (CAI) and strengthen mechanisms
for collaboration in export control, supply-chain security, green transition, and
data governance.

Diplomatically, China should exercise caution when deploying “divide and
rule” tactics. While special partnerships with individual Member States may
yield short-term benefits, this approach is often perceived as divisive within the
EU’s supranational structure, leading to institutional backlash and damaging
China’s long-term credibility. Rather, strategic engagement should prioritize
comprehensive cooperation with EU institutions, fostering rules-based and

stable trust through procedural and institutional mechanisms.

D. Deepening Rules-based Cooperation: WTO Reform and Beyond

In addition, China should deepen its understanding of the EU’s legal and
regulatory framework, particularly from the perspectives of international
law and the multilateral trading system. Given that the EU has exclusive
competences in the Common Commercial Policy, any policy consensus reached
at the EU level has immediate external effects. Therefore, China should actively
participate in the early stages of EU rules-making, promoting co-shaping of
norms rather than passively adapting to predefined norms.

As a result, the focus of China—EU cooperation should shift from market
complementarity to the joint construction of institutions. China and the EU can
explore interoperable norms in emerging fields, such as green transformation,
digital trade, data governance and Al development, thereby enhancing the cross-

regime compatibility of international rules. Meanwhile, WTO reform provides
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a valuable opportunity to create a more balanced global trade order centered
on equitable development. In terms of opposing unilateralism, supporting the
restoration of the WTO’s dispute settlement mechanism, and aligning their
climate and trade policies, China and the EU share significant common ground.
Constructive cooperation in these areas would not only demonstrate China’s
responsibility as a major global actor, but also offer an alternative to certain
narratives advanced by the US regarding global norms.

Ultimately, the EU is, in its own right, a long-term partner for China.
By anchoring bilateral engagement in the principles of the rule-of-law and
institutional cooperation, China and the EU can jointly safeguard the WTO-
centered multilateral trading system and promote a global economic order
that is more stable, equitable, inclusive, and development-oriented. China’s
approach not only aligns with its fundamental interests, but also reflects the

broader trajectory of reform in global economic governance.

VI. CONCLUSION

The US-EU Framework Agreement reflects a complex interplay between
economic, political, and security considerations.’> While it has temporarily
diffused transatlantic trade tensions, recent developments indicate that this
alignment is strengthening against an evolving geopolitical backdrop —
one increasingly characterized by concerns over China’s industrial capacity,
technology exports, and supply-chain dominance.’® However, this convergence
remains an uneasy partnership, constrained by divergent economic interests,
institutional traditions, and domestic political pressures on both sides of the
Atlantic.

55 On March 26, 2026, MEPs adopted their position on two proposals implementing the tariff aspects of the
US-EU Framework Agreement which includes: (a) Suspension clause in case the US introduces new tariffs;
(b) Sunrise clause: tariff preferences only effective if the US respects its commitments; (c) Sunset clause: tariff
preferences set to expire by March 31, 2028, unless renewed. See European Patrliament, EU US Trade Deal:
MEPs Set Conditions for Lowering Tariffs on US Products, March 26, 2026, https://www.europatl.europa.
eu/news/en/press-room,/20260323IPR38830/eu-us-trade-deal-meps-set-conditions-forlowering-tariffs-on-us-
products (Last Visited on April 27, 2026).

56 Supra n. 4.
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While the agreement has limited immediate economic impact on China, its
broader strategic implications are significant. With transatlantic coordination
expanding into trade, technology, and industrial security, a purely power-
based response may reinforce alignment between the EU and the US. As an
alternative, China should pursue a rules-based approach, engaging the EU
through its commitment to regulatory autonomy and a rules-based order. Such a
strategy involves proactive participation in defining global norms — especially
in areas such as the green transition, data governance, supply-chain security,
and Al regulation — as well as enhancing cooperation within multilateral
frameworks, including WTO reform. In this manner, China can help anchor the
EU’s strategic autonomy, foster mutual trust, and contribute to the development

of a more stable and inclusive international economic order.



