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Summary  

 

 

↕ Even though paradiplomatic relations with China have been 

largely passing under the radar (with a few exceptions), the 

interactions of Czech and Slovak sub-national units have been on 

the rise in the past decade, since the establishment of the 16+1 

platform. i 

↕ By mapping paradiplomatic  relations of 126 sub-national entities 

in Slovakia and 241 sub-national entities in Czechia (regions, 

cities, and city districts), we have identified that at least 32 

sub-national entities in the Czechia and 14 entities in Slovakia 

have had some kind of agreement-based cooperation with 

Chinese partners. 

↕ Paradiplomatic relations both with China suffer from 

inconsistent transparency levels, which reduces the ability to 

exercise public control over these relations, and as a result, 

contributes towards a cultur e of non-accountability.  

↕ In the spirit of local self -governance, Slovak and Czech sub-

national actors engage in international relations within loose 

legal frameworks, allowing them to act independently from the 

national foreign policy.  

↕ Chinese sub-national actors have significant leeway in pursuing 

local interests independently of Chinaƫs central government. At 

the same time, they are required to be supportive of larger foreign 

 

i  The 16+1 platform is an informal name of a mechanism of cooperation 
between China and the countries of Central and Eastern Europe (CEE) which 
was established in 2012. Between 2019 and 2021, it was known as 17+1 due 
to the accession of Greece, however it reverted to 16+1 with the decision of 
Lithuania to stop its participation in 2021. For the sake of clarity, this paper 
vtft!uif!ufsn!ƪ27,2!qmbugpsnƫ!xifo!sfgfssjoh!up!uijt!jojujbujwf/ 
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policy goals. Existing regulations, as well as the practice of 

Chinese sub-national diplomacy, show that on sensitive issues 

such as the One China Policy, local entities submit to broader 

Chinese foreign policy goals.  

↕ Activities of sub -national Chinese actors are supervised by the 

Chinese Peopleƫs Association for Friendship with Foreign 

Countries (CPAFFC), a nominally independent friendship 

organization with links to the party -state. Local relations are seen 

in China as a form of public diplomacy that can help achieve 

foreign policy goals via nonpolitical channels. CPAFFC 

regulations directly stipulate the requirement for Chinese entities  

to demand adherence to the One China Principle from their 

international partners.  

↕ Czech and Slovak regions have mostly developed cooperation 

with Chinese partners with the expectation of economic 

deliverables for the region (e.g. investments), or in some cases 

for specific local companies. Apart from that, interest in cultural 

exchanges, cooperation in education, health (traditional Chinese 

medicine), and sport has driven cooperation.  

↕ In Czechia, development in local relations went in step with the 

central governmentƫs restart of ties with Beijing. A majority of 

local partnerships were formed in the 2014-2017 period. 

Following the same logic, the worsening of bilateral relations on 

a governmental level was followed by a decrease of interest in 

cooperation and ultimately also the termination of six 

partnerships. As of 2021, no Czech entities expressed interest in 

establishing new cooperation with Chinese partners. 

↕ Despite earliest relations going back to the early 1990s, Slovak 

sub-national entities started to express their interest in 

developing ties with China mostly after 2012 and peaked in 2016. 

Unlike in Czechia, new cooperation proposals with Chinese 

partners are being discussed as of 2021, despite increasingly 

critical policy on China on the governmental level. 
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↕ By entering into partnerships with Chinese counterparts, cities 

can use the relationship to promote local tourism. In the case of 

Slovak town Martin, partnering with Ningbo contributed towa rds 

a steady inflow of Chinese tourists before the COVID-19 

pandemic. 

↕ Local ties were an important avenue for reciprocal donations of 

PPE throughout the pandemic, especially in Czechia. A vast 

majority of donations have been done within the framework of 

existing cooperation.  

↕ Some relations only appear to serve as a basis for Ʈdelegation 

upvsjtnƯ!boe!tvctfrvfou!bcvtf!pg!uif!qbsuofstijq!gps!uif!tblf!

of obtaining Schengen visas for Chinese nationals. Czech towns 

around Prague received dozens of Chinese delegations which 

usually almost immediately left Czechia for other EU countries 

with no long-term cooperation results.  

↕ Political affiliations of mayors and governors are an important 

factor in promoting ties with China. In cases of both Czechia an d 

Slovakia, relationships were largely spearheaded by social 

democratic politicians from Czech Social Democratic Party 

)ˍTTE*!boe!Slovakiaƫs SMER-SD party. However, willingness for 

cooperation has not been limited to them.  

↕ In some cases in Czechia, management of contacts with Chinese 

partners was effectively outsourced to private actors. The 

business-politics nexus that has spearheaded the government-

level ties with China has also been an important factor in pushing 

for and mediating the establishment of ti es on the local level. In 

Czechia, the activities of the Czech-China Chamber of 

Cooperation and the Czech-Slovak Chinese Chamber are most 

notable in this respect.  

↕ Compared to Czechia, the business-political nexus has been less 

prolific in promoting paradi plomacy in Slovakia. Such activities 

are tied especially to businesses that often engaged with 

Chinese local authorities and promoted paradiplomatic links for 

the sake of promoting their  own dpnnfsdjbm!joufsftut/!Lp̘jdf!
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also outsourced management of its re lations with Wuhan to a 

businessman with economic interests in China.  

↕ Contentious political values have not played a significant role in 

Slovakia where paradiplomatic relations continued to develop 

even after the central government adopted a more critical, value-

based policy on China.  

↕ In contrast, local ties with Chinese partners have long been a 

controversial issue in Czechia, mostly due to objections to 

human rights abuses in China and subsequently also 

disillusionment about unrealized economic promises.  This trend 

has been further strengthened after the worsening of Sino-Czech 

bilateral relations since 2018.  

↕ An increasing number of Czech and Slovak municipalities and 

regions are participating in the Flag for Tibet event. In the case 

of Czechia, local governments have participated in the activity  

since the 1990s. Czech sub-national entities are one of the most 

active among the participating countries. In Slovakia, 

participation in the event has a much shorter history. In some 

cases, even local governments with relations with Chinese 

entities have participated in the Flag for Tibet.  
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Recommendations 

 

 

↕ Central governments should establish a consultation 

mechanism for local governments, which would enable them to 

consult on new paradiplomatic relations regarding their potential 

impact on national interests and national security.  This would 

help to ensure that activities of the central government and local 

governments abroad do not clash. 

↕ As part of the consultation mechanism, Czech and Slovak 

governments should develop (in dialogue with local 

governments) guidelines for paradiplomacy, which would aid the 

local governments in establishing feasible paradiplomatic ties 

that do not undermine the overall foreign and security policy of 

the state.  

↕ Paradiplomacy guidelines should take into account specifics of 

authoritarian regimes in order to prevent potential abuses of the 

relationship that can result  in undermining of democratic values.  

↕ Before engaging with Chinese partners, local governments 

should conduct due diligence in order to gain an understanding 

of their future partners and their interests. 

↕ To ensure the feasibility of the partnership, local governments 

should prepare cooperation plans which would ensure steady 

and constructive development of the partnership. 

↕ Local governments need to improve the transparency of their 

paradiplomatic relations . Partnership agreements and other 

related documents should be published online. Annual reports 

summarizing the activities carried out under the partnershipsƫ 

frameworks should be also available for the general public.  
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↕ Central governments should also take note of the ability of local 

governments to complement their capacity to negotiate on 

specific projects with China, especially on investment and their 

localization within the recipient country.  
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1. Introduction 

 

 

When in late 2019 and early 2020 Pragueƫs sister city  relations with 

Beijing and Shanghai were broken off , and Prague concluded a similar 

agreement with the Taiwanese capital Taipei,1  it became apparent 

that local governments on the regional and municipal level are playing 

a much more important ro le in the relations between the Central 

European countries and China than they are usually credited with.  

Classifying and investigating these relations plays a crucial role in our 

understanding of China-Europe relations and the actors involved in 

them. With China becoming an increasingly salient topic of discussion 

in Czech and Slovak politics, we aim to zoom in on the increasing 

importance of paradiplomatic relations of municipal and regional 

administrations with their Chinese counterparts.  

To provide a comprehensive account of Czech and Slovak 

paradiplomatic activity towards China, we have conducted an 

extensive mapping of interactions with China on the sub-national level 

in Czechia and Slovakia. 

The study takes into account the 8 self -governing regions of Slovakia 

and 13 self-governing regions of Czechia and the capital city Prague 

(in the Czech local governance system, Prague is considered both a 

self-governing region and a municipality). On the municipal level, we 

have investigated the ties with China among 79 county-level cities in 

Slovakia. In Czechia, the study included 205 municipalities with 

extended powers. This sample composition was chosen due to the 

relative importance of the two municipality types within the local 

governance in the studied countries. This, however, in no way implies 

that paradiplomatic relations with China do not occur among smaller 

self-governing units. 
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Given the particularities of municipal organization in some larger cities 

)f/h/!Qsbhvf!jo!D{fdijb-!ps!Csbujtmbwb!boe!Lp̘jdf!jo Slovakia), we have 

also considered their districts as independent actors, given that they 

elect their mayors and councils, and perform independent self -

governance functions. In Bratislava, 17 such municipal districts were 

jodmvefe/!B!tuvez!epof!jo!Lp̘jdf!included 22 districts. Similarly, in 

Prague, 22 districts were included in the study. A full list of the 

municipalities and regions included in the sample can be consulted in 

Annex 1 of this paper. 

It needs to be stressed that it is not our aim to discoura ge Slovak local 

governments from engaging with Chinese partners. Mutual exchange, 

provided that it is done sustainably and equitably, can be beneficial to 

regional development. However, due to the authoritarian nature of the 

Chinese regime, which relies on a whole-of-society approach to 

achieve its interests (including paradiplomatic relations), engaging 

with Chinese entities carries specific risks , of which local authorities 

should be aware.  

Notes on methodology and transparency problems  

In the mapping process, we have relied on several data sources. As a 

primary source, we have collected data via a standardized 

questionnaire that was distributed to all the examined Czech and 

Slovak actors via the Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) procedure. 

This data was then supplemented and triangulated with data collected 

from municipal and regional websites, interviews with relevant 

stakeholders, media reports, and other available information. 

In our study, we have focused on relationships of Czech and Slovak 

sub-national entities with various Chinese entities (chiefly provinces 

and municipalities, but also municipal districts, as well as other state 

or private Chinese entities) that are based on formal relations, i.e., they 

have a basis in some form of cooperation doc ument between the two 

parties. We have classified the relationship level based on whether it 

was based on: (i) a memorandum of understanding (MoU) or letter of 

intent (LoI), or (ii) a formalized partnership agreement (typically sister 

cities/sister regions ). 
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Typically, MoUs and LoIs present a first stage of the mutual relations 

between sub-national entities that is later to be followed by an 

establishment of an official sister city relationship. In some cases, 

though, the MoU/LoI did not seem to be structur ed in a manner that 

would invite the signing of follow -up agreements. However, the fact 

that there is no formal relationship does not presume that other forms 

of interaction are not occurring; such cases of cooperation without a 

formal agreement were also identified in our research. 

The transparency of cities and regions regarding their ties with 

Chinese partners and international cooperation, in general, varies 

greatly across Slovakia and Czechia. This is a problem that has been 

observed not only in their international relations but as an overall and 

systemic issue in municipal and regional governance.2 

In some cases, such as the Czech Central Bohemian Region or the 

South Moravian Region, relatively comprehensive information is 

available on the official government website, together with the scans 

of cooperation documents. Overall, however, it can be said that there 

is a lack of information about the partnerships, the agreements 

concluded, the delegations that were received and in turn visited China, 

as well as their specific agenda. 

The Czech FOIA enables the subjects to ask for payment for an 

extraordinarily Ʈfyufotjwf!tfbsdi!gps!jogpsnbujpoƯ/3 In the case of two 

Czech regions, they conditioned response to the FOIA request with 

qbznfou!pg!spvhimz!ǃ511!)Npsbwjbo!Tjmftjbo!Sfhjpo!pomz!tfou!b!qbsu!

off the requested information, with the rest pending the payment; 

Wztpˎjob! Sfhjpo! dpoejujpofe! uif! foujse response upon the fee 

payment). However, it is questionable if such a request is reasonable 

and was not only meant to discourage the authors from accessing the 

information, which they had to ultimately gather from open sources.  

In Slovakia, we did not face such issues as Slovak FOIA allows the 

public entities only to bill for material costs and not the labor costs 

associated with providing the requested information. 4 The majority of 

Slovak cities or regions provided all the requested information. Only a 
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couple of entities claimed they were not able to provide some 

documents as they were stored only for a limited period.  

Sometimes, offices did not disclose all the required details about their 

cooperation with China. In a few cases, any cooperation was denied 

but it was later proven not to be true based on publicly available 

information. Incomplete or absent information may be explained by 

efforts to hide potentially problematic information . However, it is the 

motivation to avoid bureaucratic burden , or a simple lack of proper 

records, especially in cases where the cooperation was initiated a long 

time ago under a different government, that seem as more plausible 

explanations. 

As for Chinese sources, we have analyzed the official governmental 

and sub-governmental documents which have provided crucial 

insights into how Chinese actors perceive paradiplomacy and go 

about establishing relations on the local level.  

Czech and Slovak paradiplomacy: Independent 
actors pursuing own agendas 

In the Czech and Slovak legal environment, regions and towns enjoy a 

high degree of independence in pursuing international relations. This 

independence is seen as an extension of their self-governing nature 

within Czech and Slovak sub-national governance.  

Unlike in China (see below), paradiplomatic activities are hardly 

regulated in Czechia and Slovakia. In both countries, the main 

precondition to international cooperation is that the partnership 

agreements must be approved by the respective regional/municipal 

legislative bodies. International activities are logically limited to areas 

in which the municipalities and regions can exercise their self -

governing competencies. 

In the Czech case, the respective laws merely stipulate that 

municipalities and regions are permitted to engage i n international 

cooperation with their counterparts. 5 
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Slovak regulations are slightly more developed as they also provide for 

a reporting mechanism of sub -national international partnerships to 

the central government. Following a conclusion of the partner ship 

agreement, the city or region should notify its conclusion to the 

regional agency of the Ministry of Interior. Before the agreementƫs 

conclusion, a municipality may consult the proposal with this agency 

(interestingly, such provision is missing in the  case of inter-regional 

cooperation). In case the agreement is not in line with the Slovak 

constitution, laws, or runs contrary to the public interest, the Ministry 

of Interior agency may challenge such an agreement in court. 6 

However, to date, no such cases are known. 7  Specific laws that 

regulate aspects of international cooperation within the EU already 

exist, however, complex regulation of paradiplomatic activities is still 

lacking.8 

Previous research shows that for Slovak and Czech sub-national 

actors, the primary driver of the cooperation is typically the potential 

of future economic cooperation with the foreign partner. 9  In 

establishing international cooperation, sub -national units tend to 

focus their activities not only on cooperation with other l ocal 

governments but also with foreign companies and chambers of 

commerce.10 
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Chinese paradiplomacy: Heaven is high and the 
Emperor is far away? 

The general picture of Chinese paradiplomacy is complex and does 

not allow simple conclusions. Due to the very nature of Chinaƫs 

political system, it can be asserted that in China, the central 

government has more leverage available to instrumentalize local 

actors to achieve larger foreign policy goals, especially in case of 

major political disagreement. While the local actor may enjoy 

significant autonomy in practice, they are subordinated to larger policy 

goals in cases related to Chinaƫs core interests.  

Despite nominally being a centralized country under one-party 

leadership, China has often been called a quasi-federal system, where 

sub-national entities exert significant power. 11 Even in the issues of 

foreign policy, provincial and city governments have gained significant 

agency since the reform and opening-up period in the late 1970s, 

establishing relationships to pursue local interests abroad. 12 Thus, the 

sub-national actors have developed their policies in the larger 

framework set by the central governmentƫs strategies, which have in 

turn been informed and shaped by a bottom-up process, following the 

principle of Ʈcrossing the river by feeling the stonesƯ that has 

characterized the Chinese reform process.13  

Sisterhood or Partnership? 

 

In Chinese parlance, the term for the official sister city relationship is 

Ʈfriendship citiesƯ or Ʈfriendship regionsƯ (youhao chengshi or youhao 

shengzhou -  / ). The term Ʈtjtufs!djuzƯ!jt!opu!vtfe-!

because the Chinese term zimei chengshi ( ) implies a 

relationship between a younger and older sister, and thus a hierarchical 

rather than equitable relationship.14 In this study, we will refer to sister 

city/province relationships to denote the higher status of the ties.  
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As is evident by patterns of cooperation between Chinese entities and 

international partners, the economic rationale has played a key role. 

Chinese provinces have been engaged in international contacts in an 

effort to promote international trade, FDI, and business links. 

According to data from 2016, 68.3% of the international sister city 

agreements signed by Chinese local governments were concluded 

with high-income economies and only 1.3% were with low-income 

economies as classified by the World Bank.15  

Chinese localities often engage in mechanisms of trailblazing 

(creating new policies to be followed by central government), 

carpetbagging (modifying central policy by the different local 

implementation), and even resisting central level policies.16 A notable 

example in this regard is the local agency under the Belt and Road 

Initiative, which was announced in its initial form in 2013. Under its 

framework, sub-national actors have tried not only to follow the 

general guidelines set by the central government but to actively shape 

the overall strategy in practice. In turn, the central government used 

the umbrella concept to incentivize the sub -national actors to fill it with 

concrete content. 17  

Foreign relations have become an extension of the competition 

between individual provinces for economic success, which has long 

been a feature of domestic politics. 18 One of the most conspicuous 

examples in recent years has been the competition via subsidies for 

direct railway freight lines to Europe, leading to severe inefficiencies.19  

Different provinces have also tried to position themselves as key areas 

for cooperation with specific foreign countries or regions, which has 

been also the case under the China-CEE cooperation framework. For 

example, in the case of China-CEE relations, Ningbo 20  in Zhejiang 

Province and Hebei Province have been put forward as key actors on 

the Chinese side. This prioritization has not been without issues. 

Sometimes, the efforts of the central government to address the 

inefficiencies and concentrate resourc es by selecting specific 

provinces as key cooperation areas have angered other domestic 

actors.21  
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In general, the bottom-up characteristics of sub -national foreign policy 

activities have coexisted with top -down efforts by the central 

government to use sub-national actors as tools or intermediaries in 

foreign policy. Sub-national diplomacy in China is seen as a part of 

Ʈqvcmjd!ejqmpnbdzƯ!ps!qfpqmf-to-people ties, which is supposed to 

serve a supporting role in pursuing Chinaƫs national goals. 22  The 

benefit of sub-national diplomacy is that it is typically not seen as 

political by outside observers and can thus be more effective than the 

efforts of the central government in achieving certain goals. 23 

An interesting example in this regard is the paradiplomatic  activity of 

the Guangdong province, which has been said to have developed the 

paradiplomatic activities with Hong Kong before the British handover 

not only for economic reasons but also to help smooth the transfer of 

sovereignty back to China.24 Sub-national relations can be a useful 

channel for contacts when government -level relations are problematic. 

This was, for example, the case of South Africa before the 

establishment of formal relations in 1997. 25  

At the same time, Chinese entities have raised political issues and 

protested against the decisions of their sister city governments, such 

as in the case of Beijing and Shanghai.26 In the 1990s, after it was 

revealed that France planned to sell military aircraft to Taiwan, French 

companies were reportedly blocked from participating in the 

Guangzhou city subway tender.27 In the 2014 report on Beijingƫs sister 

city relationships, it is stressed that Beijingƫs Ʈsister city work is an 

fyufotjpo!pg!uif!pwfsbmm!gpsfjho!qpmjdzƯ!boe!uibu!Ʈprotecting nati onƫs 

tpwfsfjhouz-!tfdvsjuz!boe!dpsf!joufsftutƯ!jt!pof!pg!jut!lfz!ubtlt/28 The 

breakup of Pragueƫs relations with Beijing and Shanghai shows this in 

practice. 

Foreign relations of sub-national actors are subject to a centralized 

system of control. No foreig n affairs powers of sub -national entities 

are enshrined in Chinaƫs constitution, even if they have developed in a 

complex manner in practice. On top of the system of local Foreign 

Affairs Offices and Foreign Affairs Leading Groups on the provincial 

level, there are also the state-wide institutions tasked with managing 

sub-national relations: the Chinese Peopleƫs Association for 
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Friendship with Foreign Countries (CPAFFC) and the China Council for 

Promotion of International Trade  (CCPIT). Various other united front 

organizations are also engaged in promoting sub-national ties. 

The activities of sub-national actors are subject to central guidance. 

CPAFFC has set up the regulations for establishing official friendship 

relations with international partners. 29 On top of that, some localities 

have also released their regulations, which at times differ from or 

expand on the CPAFFC rules.30 The CPAFFC regulations set out that 

the two partners should first sign a memorandum of cooperation or a 

letter of intent (LoI). Only after a period of cooperation should they 

proceed towards establishing a full partnership. Several memoranda 

and LoIs obtained as part of our research stipulate that the two 

partners should strive towards establishing a proper sisterhood, 

evidencing such a two-stage process in practice. All the official 

partnerships ultimately have to be approved by the CPAFFC and the 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs. The opinion of the Chinese Embassy in the 

host country is also sought. Regulations set out that the relation ship 

with foreign partners should be established on the corresponding 

administrative level and that administrative entities under the county 

level should not in general establish international ties.  

The CPAFFC regulations stress that there is a need to be Ʈvigilant 

against Western anti-China forcesƫ attempts to Westernize and divide 

Dijob!uispvhi!mpdbm!fydibohftƯ/!Jo!dbtf!pg!fodpvoufsjoh!Ʈsensitive 

jttvftƯ! jo! sfmbujpot! xjui! joufsobujpobm! qbsuofst-! uif! tvc-national 

entities must consult with higher authorit ies. 

The guidelines give special attention to the issue of Taiwan. Chinese 

entities are to build relationships with international partners that have 

a formal relationship with Taiwan only under the condition of their 

accepting the principles of establishme nt of bilateral relations (on the 

national level) and promising that the issue of Ʈuxp!DijobtƯ!ps!Ʈone 

Dijob-!pof!UbjxboƯ!xjmm!opu!bqqfbs!jo!uifjs!ujft/!Sfhvmbujpot!bmtp!

stipulate the acceptable names for Taiwan and the need to push the 

partner to limit it s exchanges with Taiwan to strictly unofficial. The 

document lists the violation of the ƮPof!Dijob!QpmjdzƯ!bt!pof!pg!uif!

potential reasons for severing the relationship. 31   
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The Chinese Peopleǃs Association for Friendship 
with Foreign Countries 

 

According to the official designation, the Chinese Peopleƫs 

Association for Friendship with Foreign Countries (CPAFFC) is a 

Ʈnational peopleƫs organization engaged in people-to-people 

ejqmpnbdzƯ/32  This nominally nongovernmental organization is a 

constituent part of Chinaƫs foreign affairs system. It has also been 

described as a united front organization, although it is not 

subordinated to the United Front Work Department itself. 33 

CPAFFC was established in its initial form in 1954 and was tasked 

with developing relationships with countries with which Beijing did 

not have official diplomatic ties at the time. While its role has 

diminished after Chinaƫs diplomatic isolation ended in the 1970s, it 

has been reinvigorated under Chinese leader Xi Jinping, playing a key 

role in Chinaƫs global public diplomacy outreach under the Belt and 

Road Initiative.34  CPAFFC organization is linked to Chinese MFA, 

although probably not directly subordinated.  Throughout its history, 

it has been led by former diplomats or princelings, the descendants 

of Chinese key political figures, such as Li Xiaolin, the daughter of Li 

Xiannian, former President of China (1983-1988). Its current head is 

Lin Songtian, who last served as Ambassador to South Africa.  

CPAFFC is charged with liaising with foreign counterparts across 

business, politics, culture, and other areas, complementing the 

official level diplomatic outreach. One of the roles of CPAFFC is also 

to Ʈdppsejobuf!boe!tvqfswjtfƯ!uif!tvc-national level partnerships 

between Chinese and foreign partners. 
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2. Overview of Czech and Slovak 
paradiplomacy with China 

 

 

This chapter provides a general overview of the ties between Czech 

and Slovak sub-national entities and their Chinese partners based on 

the results of our survey and additional research from open sources. 

Czech regions, rather than cities (the exception is Prague, which is 

both a city and a region), are the most important actors in the Czech-

Chinese paradiplomacy, especially in terms of long-term interactions 

as opposed to one-off symbolic declarations. This is a logical result of 

them having more financial and personal resources to be dedicated to 

developing ties with foreign entities, while most cities lack dedicated 

bodies in charge of foreign relations. Moreover, Czech regions are a 

more symmetric partner to Chinese cities and provinces, although 

almost universally, the discrepancy in size is still significant.  

Out of 13 Czech regions and Prague, only one has not signed any kind 

of formal cooperation agreement with Chinese partners. On top of that, 

among the studied local governments, there are 16 Czech cities and 

towns and 4 Prague city districts that have had some sort of 

cooperation with Chinese partners.  

In Slovakia, the situation is rather similar, with the majority of regions 

(6 out of 8) having an already established, agreement-based form of 

cooperation with their partner, or at least having such agreements in 

works. However, Slovak cities are also important players in such 

relations, with 14 Slovak cities having signed cooperation agreements 

with various Chinese partners. 

On the Czech side, South Moravian Region is the region with the most 

treaty-based partnerships with Chinese counterparts, having 

established relations with three Chinese provinces (Guangdong, 
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Hainan, Hebei) and further cooperation documents signed with the 

Shaanxi Province and the city of Cangzhou. On the Chinese side, Hebei 

was the most f requent partner of Czech counterparts, with sister city 

relationships with the South Moravian Region and Moravian Silesian 

region, and a cooperation document signed with the Karlovy Vary 

Region. The only other Chinese actor cooperating with more than one 

partner was Cangzhou. The prominence of Hebei and Cangzhou can 

be explained by the tradition of cooperation with the China-

Czechoslovak Friendship Farmii which is located in Cangzhou, and the 

overall focus of Hebei Province on relationships with CEE partners.35 

In Slovakia, no city or region has established formal ties on the 

partnership agreement level with multiple Chinese cities or provinces. 

The city of Nitra is the only one with multiple formal relations of any 

sort already established, as it has signed an LoI on cooperation with 

the city of Cangzhou (Hebei) and a memorandum with the city of 

Xianning (Hubei).  

Preexistent or potential economic links often provide a basis for 

establishing formal cooperation between sub -national entities. For 

example, the Czech town of Nymburk established cooperation with 

Mianyang, the seat of the Changhong company that has invested in 

Nymburk. In the cases of Bohumín-Jiangyin, Jablonec nad Nisou-

Cfjibj-!̗vnqfsl-Minhang District (Shanghai) iii  in Czechia and Nitra-

Cangzhou in Slovakia, cooperation was established with an explicit 

purpose to help specific local businesses or on their initiative. The 

support of the local government was seen as an important political 

step to create a basis for economic cooperation.  

 
ii  In 1956, the then-Czechoslovakia gifted some 600 pieces of farming 

machinery to China, and dispatched a group of mechanics to train Chinese 
farmers. A China-Czechoslovak Friendship Farm was founded in honor of the 
donation, employing the donated equipment. The farm continues to operate 
but has since turned into a high-development zone. See Cangzhou City 

Qfpqmfƫt!Hpwfsonfou/!3122/!ƮҬ ֟ҙ ̂Ҭ ῾ ̃ ’Ư!)Pwfswjfx!
of the China-Czechoslovak industry zone (China-Czechoslovak Friendship 
Gbsn*Ư/!Dboh{ipv!Djuz!Qfpqmfƫt!Hpwfsonfou-!Opwfncfs!3:-!3122/ 

iii  Uif!dppqfsbujpo!bhsffnfou!xbt!tjhofe!cz!̗vnqfsl!cvu!bddpsejoh!up!upxo!
representatives, it was never approved by the Chinese side.  

http://zwgk.cangzhou.gov.cn/article5.jsp?infoId=35143
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Similar backgrounds of cities in terms of culture and tourism can also 

be a background for partnership. In Slovakia, relations between 

Bardejov and Lijiang have developed explicitly on the basis of both 

having UNESCO World Heritage sites. In the case of the Beijing district 

of Xicheng, which is noted for its historical heritage, it has followed 

cooperation with spa resort towns in both Czechia )Nbsjʦotlʮ!Mʦ{o˚*iv 

boe!Tmpwbljb!)Qjf̘̞boz*!bt!upvsjtn!iputqput/! 

Cooperation also often develops between the cities from region s 

where relations have already been established on the regional level. 

This pattern can be seen in the partnerships between Czech cities 

Kjimbwb!boe!Xvibo-!bt!xfmm!bt!U̎fcʲˎ!boe!Zjdiboh!)cpui!dpodmvefe!

bgufs! Wztpˎjob! Sfhjpo!boe! Ivcfj! Qspwjodf! ftubcmjtife! selations), 

Olomouc and Kunming (under Olomouc Region Ƨ Yunnan Province 

relations), and Ostrava and Suzhou (Moravian Silesian Region and 

Jiangsu Province).  

In Slovakia, relations between Martin and Ningbo followed the same 

logic, as they were established io!uif!mjhiu!pg!uif!̴jmjob!Sfhjpo!boe!

Zhejiang Province partnership. In fact, in several cases, preexistent 

links have been explicitly stated as a motivation for establishing ties 

by the representatives of sub-national entities.  

In terms of the administrat ive level of the partnership, the balance 

between the Czech and Chinese partners remains rather relative due 

to the differences in demography and size, present in practically all 

cases. In the case of Czechia, there is no partnership with the higher 

status of sister city/ province partnership between different levels of 

government on two sides. However, there is cooperation on a lower 

formal level between the Zlín Region and Shenyang, Karlovy Vary and 

Changping District (Beijing), or Hradec Králové Region with Chongqing 

municipality (deemed inactive).  

In Slovakia, the situation is similar, with towns and cities mostly 

qbsuofsjoh!xjui!fbdi!puifs!po!cpui!tjeft-!tvdi!bt!̴jmjob-Changchun or 

Lp̘jdf-Wuhan. In the same sense, Slovak regions are mostly twinning 

 
iv  As a part of a memorandum with a group of spa resort towns from the Karlovy 

Vary region. 
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and cppqfsbujoh!xjui!Dijoftf!sfhjpot-!tvdi!bt!jo!uif!dbtf!pg!̴jmjob!

Region-Zhejiang Province, ps! Qsf̘pw! Sfhjpo-Hebei province. An 

exception to the rule in Slovakia may be the partnerships between 

Chinese city districts and Slovak cities. In Slovakia, we have found two 

tvdi!qbsuofstijqt-!xjui!uif!djuz!pg!Tqj̘tlʦ!Opwʦ!Wft!ibwjoh!b!gpsnbm!

qbsuofstijq!xjui!Upoh{ipv!Ejtusjdu!)Cfjkjoh*!boe!uif!djuz!pg!Qjf̘̞boz!

having a formal partnership with Xicheng District (Beijing).  

While it may be expected that the cooperation agreements would 

embed the cooperation within larger initiatives, such as Chinaƫs Belt 

and Road Initiative or the 16+1 platform, there are only a few instances.  

The city of Ústí nad Labem signed a Belt and Road Memorandum with 

the city of Yiwu (Zhejiang Province), concerning an extension of 

railway freight line between the two cities. According to Chinese 

sources, the Olomouc Region signed a BRI memorandum with Fujian 

Province,36 although this was not reported in Czechia and no such 

document was provided by the regional government in their response 

to the FOIA request.  

Jo!Tmpwbljb-!Qsf̘pw!Sfhjpo!xbt!uif!nptu!bdujwf!mpdbm!hpwfsonfou!

xjuijo!uif!27,2!qmbugpsn/!Qsf̘pw!Sfhjpo!tvqqpsufd the establishment 

of the China-CEEC Association of Provincial Governors in 2015. 

Qsf̘pw!Sfhjpoƫs MoU with Hebei Province was signed during the 3rd 

China-CEEC Local Leaders Meeting in 2016. It also adopted alongside 

other participants the so -called Tangshan Consensus, a document 

aimed at promoting further cooperation between Chinese and CEE 

municipalities in areas like cultural exchange, technological and 

scientific innovation, energy conservation, or agriculture. 37  In 2021, 

Qsf̘pw!Sfhjpo!bmtp!qbsujdjqbufe in several online events under the 

27,2!gsbnfxpsl/! Cftjeft! Qsf̘pw! Sfhjpo-!̴jmjob! Sfhjpo!xbt! bmtp!

somewhat active in the 16+1 framework, as it repeatedly participated 

in the China-CEEC Investment and Trade Expo in Ningbo (Zhejiang 

Province, which is also a qbsuofs!qspwjodf!pg!̴jmjob!Sfhjpo*/ 

There have also been cases when Czech entities opened 

representative offices to represent their interests in China. Both the 

Olomouc Region and the Central Bohemian Region opened 
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representative offices in their partner provinces via private actors. 

Moravian Silesian Region was also planning to open a representative 

office in Suzhou in the partner Jiangsu Province, but the plans did not 

materialize.38 The Olomouc Region decided to withdraw its support for 

the representative office in Fujian in 2018, citing a lack of results.39 

Representatives of the Foreign Office of the Central Bohemian Region 

were not able to confirm whether the representative office in Chengdu 

is still functioning as of 2021. In Slovakia, similar modes of 

cooperation via representative offices were not established, although 

ju!xbt!ejtdvttfe!jo!uif!gsbnfxpsl!pg!uif!dppqfsbujpo!cfuxffo!̴jmjob!

Region and Changchun Province in the mid-1990s. 

Out of the 37 responses we received regarding the assessed benefits 

of the cooperation (23 from Czechia and 13 from Slovakia), in 15 

cases (9 Czech and 6 Slovak) the regions and cities deemed the 

cooperation positively, in 4 cases (3 Czech and 1 Slovak) negatively, in 

11 (7 Czech and 4 Slovak) neutrally and in 7 (4 Czech and 3 Slovak) 

declined to respond due to the nature of the question.40 Consequently, 

the perceptions of the cooperation may not be assessed adequately. 

As the questions were posed in 2021, it is also possible that the 

ongoing COVID-19 pandemic and the inability to maintain contact with 

Chinese counterparts might have contributed to the assessment. 

Several partnerships were described as inactive and barely developing 

in any way following the agreementƫs signing. 

Regarding the initiation of the relationship, most responses indicated 

that the Chinese side made the initial contact and expressed a desire 

to start a relationship with the Slovak and Czech partners. In some 

cases, regional governments played a role in ƪpitchingƫ the potential of 

partnering with Chinese cities to the towns located within their 

respective regions (e.g. Martin in Slovakia, Jihlava in Czechia). Local 

businesses and business associations have also been identified as 

actors. In some cases, though, the responding cities and regions were 

unable to respond to the query, citing no archival records and/or no 

longer employing the staff that was responsible for the relationship at 

the time of its establishment.  
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In some cases, the recipients of Chinese proposals decided to reject 

them. The second-largest Czech city Brno rejected the proposal to 

cooperate with Chengdu (Sichuan province) at the very beginning of 

the negotiation process, without the proposal even making it to the city 

council. Hradec Králové also rejected a proposal to cooperate with 

Liaocheng (Shandong province) during the city council deliberations. 

Interestingly, the Czech side was not the only one refusing to 

cooperate; the Minhang District of Shanghai did not sign a finalized 

bhsffnfou!uibu!ibe!bmsfbez!cffo!bqqspwfe!cz!uif!̗vnqfsl!assembly. 

Jo!Tmpwbljb-!uif!Fbtufso!djuz!pg!Qsf̘pw!sfkfdufe!b!dppqfsbujpo!pggfs!

from Xinyu (Jiangxi province). The townƫs assembly opposed the 

proposal due to a lack of substantiveness in the proposal.   
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Figure 1: Czech regions Ƨ status of cooperation with Chinese partner s (in case 
of multiple relations, the highest level is recorded) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2: Czech municipalities Ƨ status of cooperation with Chinese partner s (in 
case of multiple relations, the highest level is recorded) 
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Figure 3: Slovak regions Ƨ status of cooperation with Chinese partner s (in case 
of multiple relations, the highest level is recorded) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4: Slovak municipalities Ƨ status of cooperation with Chinese partner s (in 
case of multiple relations, the highest level is recorded) 
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3. Evolving paradiplomacy between 
Czechia, Slovakia, and China 

 

 

Relations on the sub-national level between Slovak and Czech and 

Chinese entities have gone through two distinct phases (1993-2011; 

2012 onwards), which have roughly mirrored the developments in 

bilateral ties on the national level. 

The first phase corresponds with the period sta rting with the 

establishment of independent Slovakia and Czechia (following the 

split -up of former Czechoslovakia), through the two countriesƫ gradual 

integration into the structures of the global West, and ending with the 

financial crisis and its repercus sions. 

The starting point of the second period came when reinvigorated 

bilateral relations and cooperation within the larger 16+1 and BRI 

format led to an increase in interactions. This period has led to the 

biggest growth of sub -national partnerships, which peaked around 

2014-2016. As evident from the data, in the case of Czechia, there 

have been several cancellations of cooperation since 2019, with 

overall cooperation on a downward trend with no new cooperation 

proposals in process. A similar trend was observed in Slovakia, even 

though no partnerships were canceled in the same period. 
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Figure 5: Number of newly concluded cooperation documents  and proposals 
between Czech local governments and Chinese entities 

 

 
Figure 6: Number of newly concluded cooperation documents and proposals 

between Slovak local governments and Chinese entities 

  






























































































