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EXECUTIVE
SUMMARY

Global challenges need global actions. Global impact needs 
global involvement, and that involvement needs to be aligned! 

By 2050, 2.5 billion people will move to cities and urban areas, 
with 255 million people in China alone. Urbanisation is one of 
the most transformative trends of the twenty-first century with a 
huge impact on the environment, on society and on the economy. 

The three year old Sustainable Development Goals (SGDs), 
including SDG11 ´Sustainable Cities and Communities´  might 
still seem to be in their infancy, but they have been prepared, 
developed and fine-tuned for thirty years. Europe is an important 
forerunner and China is an important player when it comes to 
involvement and action, engagement and commitment with this 
initiative.

This paper shall give an insight into the long-term process 
of aligning environmental awareness raising endeavours, 
policy negotiation progressions, participatory activities and 
implementation processes towards Sustainable Development, 
more precise towards Sustainable Urbanisation, and even more 
precise, cooperation between Europe and China.  As report of 
URBAN-EU-CHINA it shall highlight joint objectives and priorities 
for bilateral alignment activities as well as bilateral funding and 
cooperation frameworks proposing instruments for EU-China 
cooperation in Sustainable Urbanisation.

The current version of the Alignment paper also wraps up the 
main European initiatives´ aligning processes and activities 
with China towards Sustainable Urbanisation and will allow 
for reflexions made over the past years and suggestions and 
recommendations for the years to come. 

The final version, to be issued in summer 2019, will build up on 
learnings and outcomes of concrete actions between the ´Joint 
Programming Initiative Urban Europe´ and the ´National Natural 
Science Foundation of China´.

 Several EU funded initiatives, such as ´URBAN-EU-CHINA´ or 
´DRAGON-STAR´, as well as EU initiated programmes, such as 
the ´Joint Programming Initiative Urban Europe´ play a decent 
and important role in supporting the SDGs and implementing the 
needed actions, Europe wide and worldwide.  
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“Tell me and I’ll forget,
show me and I may remember,

involve me and I’ll understand”
 – Chinese proverb
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One goal of WP1 Joint Policy Strategies is to create Joint 
Policy Strategies for EU-China cooperation on sustainable 
urbanisation and support better alignment of bilateral 
funding and cooperation instruments and resources

Task 1.2 Alignment of Bilateral Funding and Cooperation 
Frameworks shall identify and suggest opportunities 
for alignment of bilateral funding and cooperation 
frameworks initiating a strategic discussion to achieve 
added value, and proposing shared objectives and 
priorities for bilateral alignment activities.

The Alignment paper shall include a European analysis 
on the ongoing alignment efforts of JPI Urban Europe and 
the well-established cooperation of the JPI Urban Europe 
funding agencies and learnings from developing ERA-
NET programmes ENSCC and ENSUF. It shall contribute 
to the support of EU-China Joint Calls on Sustainable 
Urbanisation, elaborate future framework conditions 
for better alignment of goals, priorities, instruments and 
procedures, based on feedback from the URBAN-EU-
CHINA Stakeholders.

When looking up the synonyms for the verb ´align´ 
there are alternatives given which imply a process, 
starting with ́ adjust´, over ́ coordinate´ to ́ calibrate´.

This alignment paper shall highlight such a negotiation 
and alignment process between EU and Chinese 
policymakers, funding agencies and related research 
and innovation networks/programmes towards joint 
activities and measures to meet global urban challenges. 
It shall distinguish between five logical and consecutive 
steps within the alignment process each having a 
specific importance and each providing crucial learnings 

and recommendations starting from awareness raising  
and trust building, over identification of joint STI priorities 
to joint collaboration.

The alignment process described in this paper will 
involve at each step different relevant stakeholders, 
such as policy makers, related projects and initiatives, 
programme owners and funding agencies, academia, 
and individual experts in sustainable urbanisation and 
beyond. The five steps flowingly merging into each other 
for a successful alignment process are the following: 

Awareness raising about global urban challenges and 
the need to face them internationally

Launching of trust-building missions between 
different continents, countries, policy environments 
and cultures, involving all relevant stakeholders

Identifying joint STI interests, priorities and research 
topics related to global urban challenges

Generating joint STI collaboration processes and 
procedures as well as actions and projects built on 
mutual values and commitments

Nurturing reciprocal research project priorities for 
joint Calls for research project proposals

The first two steps are corresponding to the assumption 
that an alignment process needs to be initiated by raising 
awareness about global urban challenges and needs, 
hence to adjust to new views, new cultures and new 
policy-environments. The two next steps relate to the 
requirement to coordinate joint interests and processes 
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in order to deepen and strengthen the alignment process. 
The last step refers to the final need to calibrate existing 
STI procedures and joint activities, such as supporting 
exchange visits and workshops, funding joint research 
through opening up Calls for research projects, aiming 
to learn from past joint experiences and to ameliorate 
future joint alignment actions.

This Alignment paper will show the global increase of 
importance of Sustainable Development, the position of 
the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, adopted 
at the United Nations Sustainable Development Summit 
on 25 September 2015, and the implementation of the 
seventeen new Global Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs) by the United Nations (UN). It will describe 
SDG11 ´Sustainable Cities and Communities´ in more 
detail together with its indicators and objectives towards 
improved quality of life in cities and communities.

Results and recommendations from international 
initiatives funded by the European Union (EU) under 
Horizon 2020 tackling jointly global urban challenges 
with Chinese counterparts, such as URBAN-EU-CHINA, 
will be integrated, as well as learnings from the alignment 
process among European funding agencies with Chinese 
counterparts in the Joint Programming Initiative (JPI) 
Urban Europe. 

On the Chinese side Sino-European research and talent 
programmes of the National Natural Science Foundation 
of China (NSFC) aligned with European counterparts, such 
as the European Research Council (ERC) or the European 
Commission Research and Innovation Directorate (DG-
RTD), as well as activities on governmental level with 
individual European countries will be described. 

The current joint calls of the Ministry of Science and 
Technology (MOST) and the aligned research topics are 
also included in this paper. The Co-funding Mechanism 
(CFM) as one of the most important joint mechanisms 
between the EU and China will be explained with MOST 
allocating about 26 Million Euro on an annual basis to 
provide competitive funding to China-based entities 
participating in projects under Horizon 2020.

The final version of this paper (2019) will in conclusion 
analyse the results and build on the ongoing alignment 
efforts of JPI Urban Europe and the well-established 
cooperation of the JPI Urban Europe funding agencies. 
It will include learnings and results gained of the past 
joint calls with the National Natural Science Foundation 
of China (NSFC).
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This chapter intends to describe and 
summarise the policy alignment process 
of STI collaboration in sustainable 
urbanisation based on the existing global 
drivers for urban policies, the UN 2030 
Agenda for Sustainable Development 
and the Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs) as background for international 
research and technology cooperation 
activities to implement measures 
achieving the SDGs.

14

02
GLOBAL DRIVERS FOR 
URBAN POLICIES
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History of Sustainable Development and the 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)

Historically seen, in 1987 the Brundtland report ´Our 
Common Future´ first introduced the definition of 
Sustainable Development as ‘Development which 
meets the needs of the current generations without 
compromising the ability of future generations to meet 
their own needs’ (Eurostat, 2018).

After the Brundtland report, the Rio Earth Summit (UN 
Conference on Environment and Development), the 
Millennium Declaration, and Rio+20 (UN Conference 
on Sustainable Development) were three of the most 
important milestones in the international alignment 
process and pursuit of Sustainable Development, which 
paved the way for the ´2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development´.

On 25 September 2015 all 193 United Nations (UN) 
member states unanimously adopted the 2030 Agenda for 
Sustainable Development with the seventeen new Global 
Sustainable Development Goals (17 SDGs) as part of the 
‘Transforming our world: the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development’ document.  Building on and going beyond 

the previous eight Millennium Development Goals that 
were derived in the Millennium Declaration and valid 
until 2015, Sustainable Development was emphasised 
as the core principle of global cooperation and national 
development.

Related to the 17 SDGs are 169 targets to end poverty, 
protect the planet, and ensure prosperity and peace. They 
were agreed upon by international negotiations and global 
alignment discussions involving also middle-income 
and low-income countries and apply to all countries and 
actors, worldwide. Having a holistic approach based on 
human rights, they shall cover poverty reduction, inequality, 
sustainability, economic growth and job creation. 

Sustainable Development shall be reached in three 
dimensions, i.e. economic, social and environmental, in 
a balanced and integrated way. All countries, poor, rich 
and middle-income are expected to take action and their 
governments to take ownership and establish national 
frameworks for the achievement of the 17 SDG, which are 
not legally binding. 

UN 2030 Agenda for
Sustainable Development

Source: Sustainable Development in the European Union, Monitoring Report On Progress Towards 
The SDGs In An EU Context, Eurostat 2018
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Monitoring Sustainable Development

The transformation of cities worldwide shall be 
beneficial for the majority of the world population. 
Sustainable cities shall be towns with high 
connectivity and smart infrastructure, providing 
high quality services for its citizens with low 
environmental footprint. There is a need to bring 
the sustainability and the digital and technology 
communities together to align the direction towards 
the 2030 Agenda.

The European Commission is monitoring the 
progress towards the SDGs according to an SDG 
indicator list. The selection of the indicators was 
carried out in an open and inclusive way. Council 
Committees (Employment Committee, Social 
Protection Committee and Economic and Financial 
Committee), the European Statistical Advisory 
Committee (ESAC), agencies such as the European 
Environment Agency (EEA), non-governmental 
organisations, academia and other international 
organisations have been involved.

Monitoring of the SDGs is taking place at various 
levels, i.e. national, regional, global and thematic. 
100 indicators are evenly distributed across 
the 17 goals, with each SDG having five or six 
main indicators. They are selected to reflect the 
SDGs’ broad objectives and ambitions. Forty-two 
indicators are ‘multi-purpose’, meaning they are 
used to monitor more than one goal linking between 
different goals. 

SDG 11 ´Sustainable Cities and Communities´

´SDG 11 aims to renew and plan cities 
and other human settlements in a 
way that offers opportunities for all, 
with access to basic services, energy, 
housing, transportation and green 
public spaces, while reducing resource 
use and environmental impact. ´

2050
9.7 billion World Population (7.6 billion people today)

68% living in urban areas worldwide
(55% living in urban areas today)

80% share of urban population in Europe as well as in 
China

(UNDESA, 2018)

Cities and human settlements offering a wide 
range of opportunities for education, employment, 
entertainment and culture are attractive for other 
people to move and stay. Almost 75% of the EU 
population live in urban areas, i.e. cities, towns and 
suburbs, with more than 40 % residing in cities alone. 
In 2050 China will rank second with 1.46 billion 
inhabitants after India with 1.73 billion people.

The share of urban population in Europe as well as in 
China is foreseen to rise to 80% by 2050.

Consequently, cities and communities are needed for 
the population´s well-being and quality of life serving 
as centres for economic and social development and 
innovation. 
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The following short-term (past 5 years) and long-
term urbanisation trends (past 15 years) have been 
observed (Eurostat, 2018):

• ´Quality of housing in the EU improved over the 
past five years´

• ´Europeans perceive their residential areas as 
quieter and safer, but exposure to air pollution 
remains an issue´

• ´Despite recent improvements, exposure of the 
urban population to fine particular matter remains 
high´

• ´Degree of urbanisation has only marginal influence 
on overcrowding but strongly affects perception of 
noise pollution, crime and vandalism´

• ´Income is an important determinant of quality of 

living space´
• ´Cars are the main means of transport in the EU´
• ´People living in rural areas have the most difficulty 

accessing public transport in the EU´
• ´Despite good progress since 2001, stagnation 

in the level of road fatalities in recent years has 
pushed the EU off track to meeting its 2020 target´

• ´Men, young people and the elderly are 
overrepresented in road casualties´

• ´More environmentally friendly modes of municipal 
waste management in the EU´

• ´Connection rates to wastewater treatment are 
increasing´

• ´Artificial land cover per capita has increased and 
the rate of land take has accelerated´

Source: Eurostat News release 147/2018 - 
18 September 2018
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The indicators of SDG 11 ´Sustainable Cities and 
Communities´ were recently described as progressive 
towards the identified sustainable development 
objectives with improved quality of life in cities and 
communities. Fewer Europeans are living in deprived 
or overcrowded housing conditions, suffering from 
noise or air pollution or feeling affected by crime, 
violence or vandalism. The recycling rate of municipal 
waste has increased as well as the share of buses 
and trains in total passenger transport. The following 
Eurostat graphic shows that SDG 11 is in the leading 
half of significant progress making. Most of the SDG 
indicators themselves are directly connected to urban 
policies having a clear impact on cities and settlements.  

SDG11 is interrelated with the UN Habitat New Urban 
Agenda, which is described in the next chapter, but 
also with the other SDGs. SDG11 offers substantial 
possibilities to develop strategies towards mitigation 
and adaptation in order to address climate change 
through environmentally sustainable urban 
development.

The following seven policy implementation 
recommendations have been drawn by the ´2018 
Review of SDGs implementation on SDG11´ (Eurostat, 
2018):

• ´Promoting a comprehensive and integrated approach 
to city development and management, considering 
accurately opposing demands and trade-offs along 
the whole decision-making process and allocating 

budget suitably between urban and peri-urban areas´

• ´Integrating urbanisation into national 
development planning  from a strategic and multi-
sectoral perspective linked to socioeconomic and 
sector priorities, policies and strategies in order to 
increase awareness´

• ´Increasing consultation and coordinated efforts 
among stakeholders, including ministries from all 
sectors, local and city authorities, national statistics 
offices, the private sector, academia and civil society´

• ´Improving governance structures and institutional 
capacities of local governments to successfully 
leverage finance, manage long term debts and 
engage in PPPs´

• ´Increasing inclusiveness and accessibility for different 
social groups, such as females and persons with 
disabilities, improving safety, public transport, etc.´

• ´Strengthening governance structures and 
normative frameworks for disaster risk assessment, 
to be prerequisite for infrastructure and housing 
investments, urban development, water and 
sanitation, energy and education infrastructure´

• ´Increasing support to the most vulnerable and exposed 
countries with needed capacities, technologies and 
financial resources in order to reduce existing disaster 
risks, especially least developed countries and small 
islands developing states (SIDS), which share similar 
sustainable development challenges and vulnerability 
to natural disasters.´
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Reflexions

It was in the nineteen eighties when severe drought 
and heat as well as vast fires in parts of the world 
had pushed the greenhouse effect into the focus and 
when the Brundtland report ´Our Common Future´ first 
introduced the definition of ´Sustainable Development´ 
giving the environment a legitimate priority over 
economic growth.

Thirty years later 17 ´Sustainable Development Goals´ 
adopted by all 193 United Nations (UN) member 
states shall ´Transform Our World´ through global 
cooperation towards `Sustainable Development´. 169 
targets including social, economic and environmental 
aspects shall lead to end poverty, protect the planet, 
and ensure prosperity and peace.

Taking into consideration this long alignment process 
over thirty years of awareness raising and trust building, 
tackling such a remarkable number of environmental, 
social and economic objectives and the worldwide 
engagement of relevant stakeholders and decision 
makers, we can be proud of this common vision and 
jointly agreed goals. It is now up to each country, 
government, policy maker, initiative and individual to 
contribute to his and her part.

Understanding the key trends in urbanisation and 
tackling future global challenges will be crucial for the 
implementation of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development. Sustainable development depends 
on the successful management of urban growth, 
especially in low-income and lower-middle-income 
countries where the speed of urbanization is projected 

to be the fastest. Future challenges will be in meeting 
the needs of the growing urban populations, including 
housing, transportation, energy systems and other 
infrastructures, as well as employment and basic 
services such as education and health care. 

URBAN-EU-CHINA is designed with its international 
project consortium to make a useful contribution, not 
arrogating that a direct influence on any of the targets 
or SDGs is possible, but at least to raise awareness 
among its stakeholders and multipliers, foster global 
STI collaboration, and share experiences and learnings. 
This alignment paper is just one small piece in this 
direction, highlighting needed steps, processes and 
decisions towards aligning future activities between 
European actors targeting  sustainable development 
and sustainable urbanisation.
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UN 2030 Agenda for
Sustainable Development

The United Nations Conferences on Housing (Habitat) 
are occurring in the bi-decennial cycle (1976, 1996 and 
2016). The UN Conference on Housing and Sustainable 
Urban Development (Habitat III), which took place 
in Quito, Ecuador, between 17th and 20th of October 
2016, was the first United Nations global summit after 
the implementation of the 2030 Agenda. During that 
Conference, predominantly elaborating on SDG11, the 
United Nation´s (193) member states adopted the New 
Urban Agenda.

Alignment process of the New Urban Agenda

The alignment of the New Urban Agenda is 
including a worldwide-shared vision, principles 
and commitments, a joint call for actions, effective 
implementation, different means of implementation, 
and a follow-up and review process.

It can be observed that the whole alignment 
process of the New Urban Agenda can be reflected 
through the earlier described five steps of an 
alignment process. Awareness raising and trust-
building is elaborated within a preparatory process, 
involvement of various stakeholders by identifying 
joint interests, priorities and actions within a 
participatory process, and implementation and 
nurturing of joint future actions as answers to joint 
future challenges is embedded in an implementation 
process (UN Habitat III, 2016):

• Preparatory process

The preparatory process of the New Urban 
Agenda (NUA) was remarkable. During the 
preparatory process and the Conference 
itself, the Habitat III Secretariat carried out a 
communications and engagement strategy 
designed to raise awareness about Habitat 
III and the New Urban Agenda worldwide. The 
goal was to mobilize a wide and inclusive 
participation from United Nations Member 
States, national governments, subnational and 
local governments, civil society organizations, 
stakeholders, major groups, donors, other 
international organizations, the media, different 
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urban actors and experts, and numerous urban 
citizens.

• Participatory process

Habitat III had the strongest participation of 
civil society, stakeholders, and local authorities 
in the history of United Nations conferences. 
30,000 people, among them 10,000 international 
participants from 167 countries, 16,500 
national participants, and 3,500 working staff 
were accredited at the Conference. More than 
2,000 representatives of local and regional 
governments received accreditation. Delegates 
participated in 8 plenary meetings, 4 assemblies, 
6 high level roundtables, 16 stakeholders 
roundtables, along with a wide variety of 
talks, presentations, press conferences, and 
networking events. 

• Implementation process

The New Urban Agenda is an inclusive, action-
oriented, and concise document intended to 
guide the next twenty years of sustainable and 
transformative urban development. It has a 
strong focus on the inclusion and participation of 
stakeholder groups, civil society, and grassroots 
organizations worldwide. Sub-national and 
local governments are seen as strategic and 
operational partners for implementation, along 
with national governments. 

Call for Action

´The implementation of the New Urban Agenda 
contributes to the implementation and localization 
of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development 
in an integrated manner, and to the achievement 
of the Sustainable Development Goals and 
targets, including SDG 11 of making cities and 
human settlements inclusive, safe, resilient and 
sustainable´ (UN Habitat III, 2016).

By 2050, the world’s urban population is expected 
to overpass two thirds of human population. Today 
55% of the world´s population is living in cities. 
Hence, urbanisation is one of the twenty-first 
century´s most transformative trends. Increasing 
concentration of populations as well as economic, 
social and cultural activities in cities have as a 
result humanitarian and environmental effects, 
increasing also the challenges which have to be 
faced jointly, such as housing shortages, food 
security, unemployment, growing inequalities 
and poverty, increasing mobility, environmental 
degradation, etc. 

The New Urban Agenda shall tackle all these 
current and future challenges in a participatory 
way, protecting people and the environment 
introducing long-term measures and actions in 
a way that on global, regional, national and local 
level all relevant stakeholders and governments in 
each country are able to implement according to 
their needs.
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Reflexions

In 2050 China will have 1.46 billion people, ranking 
second after India with 1.73 billion.

Urbanisation is one of the twenty-first century´s most 
transformative trends responsible for substantial 
environmental impact. By 2050 2.5 billion people will 
move to urban areas, with close to 90 percent of the 
increase being concentrated in Asia and Africa. Up to 
70% of the world population is projected to live in cities 
by 2050. The share of urban population in Europe will 
be comparable to that in China rising to 80% by then.

The NUA offers a unique opportunity to discuss the 
important challenge of cities, towns, and villages, 
their planning and management and role as drivers of 
sustainable development within a framework of new 
global development and climate change goals.

URBAN-EU-CHINA and JPI Urban Europe aim to 
contribute to the implementation process by aligning 
policies and STI interests with Chinese policymakers 
to jointly manage urban growth and by aligning STI 
collaboration processes and procedures with Chinese 
funding agencies and ministries to foster and fund 
joint STI collaboration in Sustainable Urbanisation. 

The current chapter aims to highlight international 
actions and the needed steps towards concrete joint 
STI activities between the EU and China in sustainable 
urbanisation. Joint Sino-European Science, technology 
and innovation (STI) activities are essential for 
further progress towards achieving SDGs and play an 
important role in international collaboration.

The World in 2050 initiative

The World in 2050 initiative (TWI2050) is a partnership 
between science and policy gathering the scientific 
community in dialog with decision makers and 
stakeholders with the aim to develop science-based 
pathways to sustainable development and to provide 
guidance for policy makers and the wider public.

A report prepared by The World in 2050 initiative (TWI 
2050 Report) describes the following six main global 
transformation trends that need to be tackled and 
redirected towards Sustainable Development in order to 
achieve the SDGs (TWI2050 - The World in 2050, 2018):

• Consumption and production, incl. pollution, 
circular economy, etc.

• Decarbonisation and energy, incl. access to 
energy, energy efficiency, etc.

• Digital revolution, incl. artificial intelligence (AI), 
big data, etc. 

• Food, biosphere and water, incl. healthy diets, 
biodiversity, oceans, etc.

• Human capacity and demography, incl. 
education, health, ageing, etc.

• Smart cities, incl. mobility, housing, pollution, 
etc. 

EU-China STI cooperation to implement 
measures for achieving SDGs
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The TWI2050 Report is set around the legitimate 
question of how to act on the 2030 Agenda with a 
clear understanding of the consequences and costs 
of procrastination as well as the ultimate necessity of 
reaching SDGs globally. Examining current trends and 
dynamics that promote and jeopardize the achievement 
of the SDGs it shows that a transformation toward the 
sustainable future is possible with strong political 
commitment. 

The European Union and China

International cooperation was an important integral 
part in FP7 (2007-2013) aiming at addressing 
global challenges, building important networks 
with STI actors and developing common standards 
with important Third Countries, such as China. STI 
cooperation between the EU and China was sealed by 
an International S&T Cooperation Agreement, signed 
in 1998 and was renewed for the third time in 2014. 
Instruments for targeted cooperation included, among 
others, Specific International Cooperation Activities 
(SICA), coordinated calls including co-funding and 
twinning activities.

Horizon 2020 (2014-2020) is ´open to the world´ 
encouraging participants from all over the world, 
regardless of their place of establishment or residence. 
The implementation of the EU-China Agreement is 
overseen by a Joint Steering Committee, which last 
met in 2017 in Brussels. In addition, a dedicated High 
Level Innovation Cooperation Dialogue (ICD) signed 

in 2012 in a joint declaration confirms the importance 
of China as a key partner country for the European 
Commission1.

As part of China´s 12th Five-Year Plan (2011-2015) 
a joint ´EU-China Partnership for Urbanisation´ was 
declared in order to establish a political platform 
for European and Chinese stakeholders and share 
experiences and transfer technologies in urban 
planning, energy conservation, environmental 
protection and public services. 

The current 13th Five-Year Plan (2016-2020) involved 
further reform of the national S&T funding system and 
increased S&T funding. Sustainable  urbanisation  and  
its  environmental  aspects  are recognised to be  major  
socio-economic  challenges  by China  and  Europe, 
as  well  as by EU  Member  States,  as  a priority area  
for  research  and  innovation  cooperation. (European 
Commission, 2018)

Joint strategic policy dialogues, cooperation projects as 
well as research projects in urbanisation have followed:

• URBACHINA FP7 (2011-2015)
The objective of UrbaChina, an FP7 research 
project with a consortium of eleven leading 
Chinese and European research institutions, was to 
identify China´s urbanisation trends for forty years 
ahead and elaborate possible future scenarios 
and concepts for sustainability. UrbaChina was 
an important first step towards collaboration 
between European and Chinese researchers in 
urban studies. The consortium conducted several 

1http://ec.europa.eu/research/iscp/index.cfm?amp;pg=china
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fieldtrips in China (mainly in Shanghai, Chongqing, 
Kunming and Huangshan), interviewed dozens 
of urban planners, land developers, scholars 
and officials at the central and local levels of 
government and took part in several conferences 
in China and Europe, and organised several 
international events. Awareness raising activities 
rounded up the activities and a broad audience in 
Europe and China was educated about the latest 
urbanisation developments and trends in China.

• DRAGON-STAR (FP7, 2012-2015) and DRAGON-
STAR Plus (H2020, 2015-2018) 
The DRAGON-STAR project, an FP7 coordination 
and support action project, joined forces among 
eleven Chinese and European partners and 
fostered the bilateral scientific cooperation 
dialogue as well as research collaboration between 
China and Europe in order to increase the quality 
of the Chinese participation in the Framework 
Programs. In DRAGON-STAR Plus (Horizon 2020 
coordination and support action) thirteen project 
partners continued its work with a bigger focus on 
supporting funding agencies and funding program 
owners as well as European and Chinese research 
communities in order to jointly collaborate under 
H2020 and beyond.

In total three Sino-European workshops and two 
seminars were organised and hosted for the EC 
to identify common research priorities with China. 
For ´Sustainable Urbanisation´ the following had 
been identified:

• Innovative solutions for sustainable water 
management in urban areas,

• Climate services for sustainable and resilient 
cities,

• Nature-based solutions for greener, resource 
and energy efficient, climate-neutral, healthier, 
sustainable and resilient cities, and

• Transition towards sustainable and liveable 
urban futures. 

Learnings from the EU-China alignment process 
supported and followed by DRAGON-STAR and 
DRAGON-STAR Plus were summarised in a 
´Recommendation paper for European funding 
agencies supporting the planning of joint calls´. 
The outlined recommendations therein are 
referring the whole alignment process starting 
from science diplomacy and raising awareness 
about global urban challenges to aligning concrete 
joint STI collaboration activities (DRAGON-STAR 
Plus, 2017):

a. Innovation diplomacy and strategic STI 
collaboration 
Science diplomacy, the enforcement of 
international scientific research partnerships, 
has been on the global agenda of policy 
makers for decades. Innovation, at every stage 
of its value chain, is getting more and more 
into the focus as globalization is more and 
more progressing and global challenges get 
more and more complex. Consequently, more 
and more parties have to get involved in the 
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innovation process and more and more risks 
and opportunities have to be considered.  
Science diplomacy is evolving to innovation 
diplomacy, adding more dimensions to the 
usual policy dialogues.

China´s innovation policy and approach 
towards international STI collaboration 
is becoming more and more strategically 
targeted. Its innovation system, i.e. the 
flow of technology and information, is 
highly connected to expertise and sources 
elsewhere.

For European policy-makers, funding 
agencies and other stakeholders awareness 
raising campaigns, trust building missions 
and systematic networking attempts with 
Chinese counterparts became very important. 
Strong relationships grounded on mutual 
respect and straightforward communication 
are prerequisites for the implementation 
of joint STI activities, e.g. the alignment of 
funding programs and mechanisms. Funding 
agencies in Europe have the necessary 
infrastructures and tools to support their 
specific national research communities. These 
STI support and promotion activities provided 
for research communities in strategically 
important research areas of mutual interest 
could have a greater leverage effect and 
foster international research collaboration 
when aligned with the respective Chinese 
counterparts.

b. Strong relationships and straightforward 
communication
In general, all negotiations prior to 
implementing concrete joint actions need 
time and have to fit both sides, creating a 
win-win situation. The alignment of Chinese 
and European funding programs and the 
setting up of joint calls require not only time 
for preparation but also some flexibility. The 
need of reacting very quickly, on the one hand, 
or giving the process enough ´quality time´, 
on the other hand, should be considered 
by policy-makers on the European side, 
taking into consideration different working 
conditions, predefined processes and 
restricting timeframes.

Collaboration and alignment activities among 
European funding agencies is complex, 
having to include different stakeholders 
and experts from different countries and 
organisations. Additionally connecting 
with counterparts from other continents 
makes negotiation and collaboration even 
more complex. A well-established strong 
and respectful relationship as well as well-
elaborated collaboration offers towards 
Chinese policy-makers and funding agencies, 
providing a clear structure and concrete 
next steps, can accelerate the process and 
make negotiations more straightforward. 
Underlining the benefits and highlighting 
the win-win situation will improve STI 
collaboration between China and Europe.
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c. Involvement of relevant stakeholders and 
research communities
Bilateral instruments, such as bilateral Sino-
European calls between China and a European 
country, proved successful when put into 
multilateral settings and contexts. European 
Joint Programming Initiatives (JPIs) are 
incorporating numerous European funding 
agencies, which use bilateral instruments and 
open up for international STI collaboration. 

Funding agencies in Europe, many of them 
also represented in several European Joint 
Programming Initiatives, should more 
systematically exchange their experiences, 
e.g. in setting up joint calls or in their outreach 
campaigns towards China. A strategic alignment 
of activities and instruments among European 
funding agencies towards China would help to 
step up on a global scale and provide a Europe-
wide picture for solutions. A better coordination 
of European Joint Programming Initiatives 
would provide a more profound view to the 
existing global problems, since several JPIs are 
working on sustainable development issues.

• TRANS-URBAN-EU-CHINA (H2020, 2017-2020)
TRANS-URBAN-EU-CHINA, a European Research 
and Innovation Action funded under Horizon 2020, 
addresses the key challenge of how to best design 
and turn cities into intelligent, socially integrative 
and sustainable environments (TRANS-URBAN-
EU-CHINA, 2019). 

A consortium of eight European and six Chinese 
expert organisations is working together to 
create new insights, practices and role models 
in sustainable urban transitions in China. The 
Chinese team comprises government agencies and 
academia aiming to exert a direct impact on society 
through their national responsibilities for regional 
and urban planning, research and education. The 
European team plays a similar role through their 
leading positions in European expert organisations. 

In a report, the consortium highlights three categories 
of good practice and success factors for bridging 
the gap between planning and implementation in 
smart and eco-city projects in China and Europe 
(TRANS-URBAN-EU-CHINA, 2019):

a. Strategy
• Obtaining an early commitment from local 

stakeholders, bottom-up involvement and 
co-creation between public, private und 
academic stakeholders in the strategic 
planning process continuing well into the 
implementation process and set-up;

• Presence of stakeholders who are 
consistently involved in all three phases: 
strategic, planning and implementation;

• Different/innovative roles of the strategy: 
Strategy as enabler/mobiliser of ideas, vs. 
the traditional role of top-down steered 
action plan;

• Paradigm shift - changing role of strategic 
planning - to serve as catalyst for 
transformative capacity maximization;
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• Horizontal and vertical alignment between 
different sectoral strategies;

• Joint and participative alignment between 
city strategies (umbrella strategy) 
accompanied by strategic compliance of 
implementation projects. 

b. Planning
• Early involvement and commitment from 

private stakeholders, engaged in planning, 
implementation and financing of different 
development steps and measures;

• Consistency in communication and 
stakeholder involvement (stakeholder 
platform);

• Breaking-down of strategic goals, 
‘translation’ and differentiation on the local 
level and linking to the specific actions by 
stakeholder group;

• Considering the non-linearity of planning and 
implementation process ;

• Allowing negotiation processes in the 
presence of conflicting interests;

• Bottom-up initiation of projects (vs. top-
down) by local stakeholder groups, ´feeding´  
the implementation of the city-wide strategy;

• Strategies linked to specific action plans and 
budgetary distributions.

c. Implementation
• Availability of suitable implementation 

instruments;
• Agile Project management;

• Creating clear task ´ownership´ and 
consistency in the implementation process;

• Considering the non-linearity of planning 
and implementation process;

• Joint and participative alignment between 
city strategies (umbrella strategy) 
accompanied by strategic compliance of 
implementation projects.

These three categories of success factors can 
be recognised through the five alignment steps 
introduced at the beginning of this report. Local 
stakeholders as well as public, private und academic 
stakeholders will be addressed through Awareness 
raising and information sharing as well as the Launch 
of trust-building actions, such as involvement 
and participation in an early stage, before being 
successfully involved and give their commitment. 
Elaborating a successful overall strategy suggests 
the need of a joint and participative adjustment of 
different existing strategies.

Success factors for the planning category, such as 
consistent communication with and involvement 
of relevant stakeholders implies the Identification 
and coordination of their interests and taking these 
seriously. The coordination of their interests and 
taking these seriously in order to Generate, deepen 
and strengthen the alignment process will include 
the need of allowing negotiation processes in the 
presence of conflicting interests.

The final step towards successful calibration of 
existing STI procedures and joint activities will 



28

imply the availability of suitable implementation 
instruments, as suggested in the implementation 
category. The requirement of ownership and 
consistency is an important aspect when it 
comes to Nurturing joint alignment actions and 
implementation projects.

• URBAN-EU-CHINA (H2020, 2017-2020)
The EU-China Innovation Platform on Sustainable 
Urbanisation (URBAN-EU-CHINA), a Coordination 
and Support Action funded under Horizon 2020, aims 
at ´developing a robust, evidence-driven, bottom-
up approach to complement the existing top-
down EU-China strategic approach to sustainable 
urbanisation. This shall be accomplished via a 
coordinated series of actions including a strategic 
R&I agenda, scoping and assessment, networking 
events, peer-to peer exchanges, benchmarking 
and monitoring, and joint demonstration projects 
by creating tighter coupling between city-level, 
national, and supra-national programmes, planning, 
policies, and projects´ (URBAN-EU-CHINA, 2019).

One deliverable as important input of the URBAN-
EU-CHINA project is this alignment paper, which 
shall focus on the alignment of bilateral funding and 
cooperation frameworks between Europe and China.   
In order to identify opportunities for alignment of 
bilateral funding and cooperation frameworks, it is 
using a combination of bottom-up and top-down 
approaches that build upon the national settings 
and add a strategic discussion to achieve benefit.

The final version of the URBAN-EU-CHINA 
alignment paper will include ´the ongoing 
alignment efforts of JPI Urban Europe and the well-
established cooperation of the JPI Urban Europe 
funding agencies.´

Implementing input from Chinese and European 
urban decision makers and stakeholders URBAN-
EU-CHINA developed the current URBAN EU-
CHINA Strategic Research & Innovation Agenda 
for EU-China Cooperation on Sustainable 
Urbanisation. Municipalities, industry, citizens and 
citizen organisations, academia and others have 
been involved in this alignment process.

The Strategic R&I Agenda for EU-China Cooperation 
on Sustainable Urbanisation recommends topical 
areas as well as cooperation mechanisms for the 
next years of EU-China cooperation (URBAN-EU-
CHINA, 2019):

1. Cities for People
´Europe and China have both developed 
powerful strategies and platforms that 
help cities and towns balance economic 
transformation, spatial development and 
cultural identity. We recommend that EU and 
China develop cooperation mechanisms to 
support mutual learning of the important 
experiences made in practice, and to develop 
and promote joint measures for people-
centred urbanisation.´

2. Clean Cities
´We recommend closer cooperation between 
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China and Europe on comprehensive 
approaches to tackle complex urban 
challenges, including environmental, 
technological, regulatory, social, cultural, 
economic, spatial and other perspectives.´  

3. Innovation in Public Sector
´Researchers, communities and local 
authorities often use participatory approaches 
to get access to a wealth of local knowledge 
and experiences, for planning, collective 
decision making and reflection, and, overall, 
to create more sustainable, longer lasting 
solutions. Innovation cooperation between 
cities, industry and academia is often called a 
triple helix model, which can be extended to a 
quadruple helix model to include citizens. The 
triple helix model of innovation refers to a set 
of interactions between academia, industry 
and governments, to foster economic and 
social development.

We recommend that Europe and China 
cooperate to develop successful approaches 
for innovation in public sector better and 
faster. Innovation in public sector, participatory 
approaches and public-private partnerships are 
needed to develop better urban services and 
infrastructures, and to better distribute, or even 
reduce, risk. Innovation in public sector is needed 
for cities to be more able to adapt to external 
change and alleviate policy implementation 
bottlenecks. In short, they will be better equipped 
to deal with any future challenges.´

4. Cooperative Innovation
´Strategic joint EU-China research and 
innovation cooperation in sustainable 
urbanisation is a long-standing priority for 
both regions, supported by Large-Scale 
Cooperation Programmes such as the EU-
China Urbanisation Partnership, Strategic 
Policy Documents such as EU-China 2020 
Strategic Agenda for Cooperation, and EU-
China joint funding mechanisms such as the 
EU-China Co-Funding Mechanism (CFM) for 
Research and Innovation.

This effort has resulted in a number of joint 
projects in FP7 and Horizon 2020, as well as 
bilateral mechanisms with European Member 
States and joint calls organised by Joint 
Programming Initiative Urban Europe with the 
National Natural Science Foundation of China. 

In addition, there is a large number of lower 
scale cooperation projects and agreements 
at the scale of the city, region and individual 
institutions. In particular, EU-China city-
city partnerships are interesting to analyse, 
as some have developed from political 
agreements into large-scale flagship projects 
for urban innovation and entrepreneurship both 
for established business and young start-ups. 
Political agreements between cities supported 
by active dialogue appear to enable better 
cooperation between regional actors from 
private and public sector from the European 
and Chinese city/region involved. 
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We recommend that China and Europe 
cooperate more closely on city-to-city 
partnerships, and in particular the larger scale 
clustering mechanisms at city and regional 
level that include increase cooperative 
innovation between companies, public sector, 
research and capacity building. 

In addition to individual city and regional 
cooperation, we recommend that China 
consider providing a funding mechanism 
similar to the European lighthouse projects, or 
enabling the CFM to support participation of 
a Chinese triple helix cluster in the European-
funded projects, rather than 1-2 individual 
cities. This would enable a more balanced 
participation and learning in both regions, of 
particular importance for the new large-scale 
urban development projects across China as 
well as upgrading of existing city structures 
and urban-rural networks. This could be 
supported on a smaller scale by enabling 
funding and cooperation mechanisms for 
urban living labs in specific cities and urban 
districts with triple helix participation by EU 
and China; for example by joint calls issued by 
JPI Urban Europe and NSFC or other Chinese 
funding agencies.´

The URBAN-EU CHINA Cooperation Plans and 
Guidelines report outlines the results of joint 
activities between European and Chinese cities. 
The report includes guidelines for cooperation 

and alignment between the matched cities, 
as well as inspiration for new initiatives. The 
guidelines for cooperation and alignment 
consist of eight components (URBAN-EU-
CHINA, 2019):

• Aim: What is the aim of our international 
partnerships? Which challenges do we 
want to address and what opportunities 
do we see? What are the local partners and 
stakeholders that (will) participate?

• Commit: How are we going to meet the aim 
and objectives we set? What resources can, 
and we are going to use? What is the role and 
contribution of each involved stakeholder? 
Have we got the necessary political and/or 
high-level commitments?

• Partner: How can we identify suitable 
and matching counterparts? How can we 
initiate discussions and reach a strategic 
agreement?

• Plan: What are the appropriate plans and 
roadmaps to reach the objectives agreed? 
How do we keep all relevant stakeholders 
involved?

• Do: How do we implement the plans and 
deliver the desired objectives and targets?

• Measure: Are we having a successful 
partnership? Are the joint activities 
delivering to the involved cities?

• Act: How can we adjust our partnership and 
action plans in order to meet the targets – 
previous, updated or new ones?

• Replicate: What are the elements that 
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can be replicated to other city-to-city 
partnerships? How do we mainstream these 
results to promote the wider objectives of 
the city?

Source: 
URBAN-EU-CHINA (2019) Cooperation Plans and Guidelines 
(version 2), A cooperation narrative between European and 
Chinese cities

The eight recommended cooperation and 
alignment stages, again, can be reflected in the 
five alignment steps described at the beginning 
of this report:

To jointly aim and commit including all relevant 
partners and all important stakeholders are 
reflected in the Awareness raising activities 
about global urban challenges and Launching of 
trust-building and involvement activities. 

To partner and identify suitable and matching 
counterparts goes hand in hand with Identifying, 
priorities and joint strategic agreements.

To plan how to reach the agreed objectives and 
how to implement the plans matches very well 
with the stage of Generating joint processes and 
procedures for joint actions.

To measure impact and success, adjust targets 
and to replicate successful elements can be 
found in the stage of fostering and Nurturing 
reciprocity. 

Reflexions

STI cooperation between the EU and China 
officially began twenty years ago, when in 1998 
the International S&T Cooperation Agreement 
was signed. Policy negotiations, environmental 
awareness raising activities as well as 
implementation actions towards Sustainable 
Development and towards Sustainable Urbanisation 
were part of a trustworthy and sustainable 
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alignment process. The ´EU-China Partnership for 
Urbanisation´ was established as political platform 
for European and Chinese stakeholders to exchange 
experiences and technologies, acknowledging 
Sustainable  urbanisation to be a major  socio-
economic  challenge and a priority area  for  research  
and  innovation  cooperation for China  and  Europe.

Joint EU-China implementation projects, i.e. research 
projects and ´coordination and support actions´, 
such as URBACHINA (FP7), DRAGON-STAR (FP7), 
DRAGON-STAR Plus (H2020) TRANS-URBAN-EU-
CHINA (H2020) and URBAN-EU CHINA (H2020), have 
been complementing and supporting this alignment 
process with recommendations and learnings gained 
from joint studies, reports, surveys, etc.

The following five learnings and recommendations 
in line with the five steps for a successful EU-China 
ALIGNment process, described at the beginning 
of this report, can be summarised addressing 
policymakers, funding agencies and related 
research and innovation networks with respect to 
joint activities and measures to meet global urban 
challenges:

1. Policy recommendations (DRAGON-STAR Plus)
Innovation diplomacy is adding more dimensions 
to the usual policy dialogues and is becoming more 
and more strategically targeted. China´s as well as 
Europe´s innovation policies are opening up and 
international STI collaboration is becoming more 
and more important. European policy-makers, 
funding agencies and other stakeholders need 
to consider that Awareness raising campaigns, 

strategic trust building missions and systematic 
networking attempts with Chinese counterparts are 
of utmost importance. Strong relationships need to 
be grounded on mutual respect and straightforward 
communication, being prerequisites for the 
implementation of joint STI activities. Funding 
agencies in Europe, which provide necessary 
infrastructures and tools to support their national 
research communities in strategically important 
research areas of mutual interest, could have a 
better leverage effect and foster international 
STI collaboration with the alignment of activities, 
funding programs and mechanisms with 
corresponding Chinese counterparts. 

2. Planning recommendations
(DRAGON-STAR Plus, TRANS-URBAN-CHINA )
Collaboration and alignment activities on policy 
level are complex and need to involve all kind of 
stakeholders, experts, and organisations in an 
early stage.

All planning and negotiation processes prior to 
implementing concrete joint actions need time 
and have to fit both sides. Consistency in clear and 
respectful communication even when interests 
are conflicting, and Launching trust-building 
stakeholder involvement processes, highlighting 
win-win situations, shall improve STI collaboration 
between China and Europe.

The alignment of Chinese and European funding 
programs and the setting up of joint activities, 
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projects or calls require time for planning and 
flexibility. The need of reacting very quickly, on the 
one hand, or giving the process enough ´quality 
time´, on the other hand, should be considered by 
policy-makers taking into consideration different 
working conditions, predefined processes and 
restricting timeframes.

3. Implementation recommendations
(DRAGON-STAR Plus, TRANS-URBAN-CHINA )
Identifying joint STI interests and priorities as 
well as the availability of suitable instruments and 
mechanisms are prerequisites for a successful 
and consistent implementation process. A clear 
task ownership supports the joint and participative 
alignment process and the reassures that all 
parties and their interests can be heard.

Bilateral instruments, such as bilateral calls 
between China and a European country, proved 
successful when put into multilateral settings 
and contexts. A good example are European Joint 
Programming Initiatives (JPIs), incorporating a 
number of European funding agencies, which use 
bilateral instruments and open up for international 
STI collaboration. 

4. Cooperation recommendations
(URBAN-EU-CHINA)
The next step after finding mutual STI interest and 
identifying joint priorities is Generating joint STI 
collaboration processes and procedures. URBAN-

EU-CHINA elaborated eight components including 
important questions as guidelines for successful 
alignment of EU-China city-to-city cooperation. 
Overall, these eight components shall give answers 
to WHY is EU-China (city-to-city) cooperation 
important, HOW shall it be accomplished and 
WHAT shall it comprise:

• WHY are we working together with Chinese 
counterparts in international partnerships 
or projects? Because we face global 
challenges and we have a joint aim:

Aim: What is the aim of our international 
partnerships? Which challenges do we 
want to address and what opportunities 
do we see? What are the local partners and 
stakeholders that (will) participate?

• HOW are we successfully collaborating 
and achieving our joint objectives? With 
commitment of different stakeholders, 
suitable partners, strategic objectives and 
plans, measurable targets and adjusted 
actions an initiatives!

Commit: How are we going to meet the aim 
and objectives we set? What resources can, 
and we are going to use? What is the role and 
contribution of each involved stakeholder? 
Do we have the necessary political and/or 
high-level commitments?

Partner: How can we identify suitable and 
matching counterparts? How can we initiate 
discussions and reach a strategic agreement?
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Do: How do we implement the plans and 
deliver the desired objectives and targets?

Measure: Are we having a successful 
partnership? Are the joint activities 
delivering to the involved cities?

Act: How can we adjust our partnership and 
action plans in order to meet the targets – 
previous, updated or new ones?

• WHAT are we using to implement a 
successful alignment of EU-China city-
to-city cooperation? We use instruments, 
such as implementation plans, roadmaps, 
strategic objectives and replicable elements 
and results based on measurable targets!

Plan: What are the appropriate plans and 
roadmaps to reach the objectives agreed? 
How do we keep all relevant stakeholders 
involved?

Replicate: What are the elements that can be 
replicated to other city-to-city partnerships? 
How do we mainstream these results to 
promote the wider objectives of the city?

5. Sustainable Urbanisation topics recommendations 
(URBAN-EU-CHINA)
The Strategic R&I Agenda for EU-China Cooperation 
on Sustainable Urbanisation is Nurturing reciprocal 
research cooperation areas and topics for EU-China 

Cooperation on Sustainable Urbanisation, with the 
following four recommendations for topical areas 
as well as mechanisms for the next years of EU-
China cooperation (URBAN-EU-CHINA, 2019):

• Cities for People
´We recommend that EU and China develop 
cooperation mechanisms to support mutual 
learning of the important experiences made 
in practice, and to develop and promote joint 
measures for people-centred urbanisation.´

• Clean Cities
´We recommend closer cooperation between 
China and Europe on comprehensive 
approaches to tackle complex urban 
challenges, including environmental, 
technological, regulatory, social, cultural, 
economic, spatial and other perspectives.´  

• Innovation in Public Sector
´We recommend that Europe and 
China cooperate to develop successful 
approaches for innovation in public sector 
better and faster. Innovation in public sector, 
participatory approaches and public-private 
partnerships are needed to develop better 
urban services and infrastructures, and 
to better distribute, or even reduce, risk. 
Innovation in public sector is needed for 
cities to be more able to adapt to external 
change and alleviate policy implementation 
bottlenecks. In short, they will be better 
equipped to deal with any future challenges.´
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• Cooperative Innovation
´We recommend that China and Europe 
cooperate more closely on city-to-city 
partnerships, and in particular the larger 
scale clustering mechanisms at city 
and regional level that include increase 
cooperative innovation between companies, 
public sector, research and capacity 
building.

We recommend that China consider 
providing a funding mechanism similar 
to the European lighthouse projects, or 
enabling the CFM to support participation 
of a Chinese triple helix cluster in the 
European-funded projects, rather than 
1-2 individual cities. This would enable a 
more balanced participation and learning 
in both regions, of particular importance 
for the new large-scale urban development 
projects across China as well as upgrading 
of existing city structures and urban-rural 
networks. This could be supported on a 
smaller scale by enabling funding and 
cooperation mechanisms for urban living 
labs in specific cities and urban districts with 
triple helix participation by EU and China; for 
example by joint calls issued by JPI Urban 
Europe and NSFC or other Chinese funding 
agencies.´
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According to the EU-China 2020 Strategic Agenda 
for Cooperation the EU and China are committed to 
have a common responsibility and task of globally 
achieving innovative, inclusive and sustainable 
development (European External Action Service, 
2013). Sustainable development is an ´important joint 
objective of the EU-China 2020 Strategic Agenda for 
Cooperation addressing climate change, protecting 
the environment, promoting transparent international   
energy   markets   and   facilitating   resource-
efficient,   far-reaching,   socially inclusive  and  low-
carbon  development  policies  which are  high  on  the  
international  action  list (European External Action 
Service, 2013).

The following joint and aligned activities need to 
ensure Sustainable  Development, such as the

• Use of synergies   between   China’s   ecological   
civilization   and   the   European   Union’s   resource 
efficiency agenda

• Agreement on joint innovation as important 
contribution to achieve sustainable development

• Protection of Intellectual Property Rights  
to  support  the  effective  development  and 
deployment  of  innovative  solutions

• Focus on  social  challenges, such as  social  
security, health  care, high and quality  employment  
and  demographic  ageing 

The alignment of Sino-European activities in 
Sustainable Urbanisation is an important contribution 
to target the objective of Sustainable Development. 
The alignment processes and procedures are 
including:

• ´Promotion of cooperation and  advanced  
technology  and  managerial  experience  in 
sustainable  urban  development  planning,  urban  
infrastructure  and  management  and urban-
rural integration with transparent and equitable 
consultative procedures addressing public and 
business stakeholders´ 

• ´Improvement of  the  governing  framework  of  
the EU-China  Partnership,  the development  of    
relevant  city  pairings, the steering of   EU-China   
urbanisation   cooperation   by   the   Joint   Steering   
Committee   of   the EU-China   Urbanisation   
Partnership´

• ´Exchange of information and experience   on   
urban planning   and   design,   urban socio-
economic  issues,  good  administration,  natural 
and  cultural  heritage  preservation, green  and  
low-carbon  development,  disaster  prevention  
and  control,  urban  mobility  and eco-buildings 
and construction standards in the building sector´

• ´Building of  demonstration  cities,  supporting  
EU-China  urban  cooperation  projects, promoting   
cooperation   between  cities,   and   between   cities   
and   industrial   parks   and enterprises,  creating  
a  level  playing  field  for  all stakeholders  involved,  
and  reinforcing cooperation  in  the  fields  of  
finance  and  innovation to  elevate  the  quality  
and  level  of urban development´
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EU-CHINA Science & Technology cooperation 
agreements 

The establishment of diplomatic relations between the 
European Union and China dates back to 1975. The EC-
China Trade and Cooperation Agreement was signed 
ten years later in 1985. Today EU-China relations cover 
regular summit and ministerial meetings as well as 
over 60 sectoral dialogues. 

The importance of China as a key partner country 
has been confirmed by the European Commission 
decision to set up a dedicated High Level Innovation 
Cooperation Dialogue (ICD) through a joint declaration 
signed in September 2012. The ICD has the ambition 
of raising the level and intensity of research and 
innovation relations with China by providing a forum for 
discussion respective innovation policies and systems, 
addressing framework conditions and launching new 
joint R&I initiatives.

EU-China scientific cooperation is governed by a 
Science & Technology Cooperation Agreement signed 
in December 1998 and renewed for the third time in 
December 2014. The implementation of the Agreement 
is overseen by a Joint Steering Committee, which last 
met on 29 March 2017 in Brussels. 

In terms of priority sectors for R&D, the 13th Five-year 
plan (2016-2020) consolidated the leading role of 
S&T innovation in the innovation-driven development 
strategy. More emphasis will be put on basic research 
and development of key technologies to stimulate 
innovation. China intends to prioritise strategic areas 
such as ICT, energy technologies and materials, aviation 

The EU China Roadmap

and aerospace, biomedicine, intelligent manufacturing, 
deep sea/earth/space/blue technologies, as well 
as for addressing bottlenecks related to agriculture, 
urbanisation, the environment and the ageing 
population. Frontier research will be supported in 
areas such as universe evolution, structure of matters, 
emergence of life and brain/cognitive sciences. An 
important and increasing portion of the budget will 
be allocated to the national seed fund for investment 
in business start-ups in emerging industries and the 
national seed fund for encouraging the application of 
advances in science and technology.

The Policy Context

Promoting cooperation on Sustainable Urbanisation is 
a target for the EU and China:

• The EU-China Urbanisation Partnership was 
agreed on 3 May 2012 by President Barroso and 
Premier Li Keqiang. It is led by DG ENERGY and 
relies on five pillars of which one addresses R&I; 

• Joint R&I priorities for future EU-China 
cooperation on sustainable urbanisation were 
identified together with Chinese authorities, 
experts and stakeholders in a major workshop 
organised by DG RTD with the National 
Development Reform Commission (NDRC) and 
the China Centre for Urban Development in the 
city of Foshan in May 2013;

• Sustainable Urbanisation was confirmed as a 
priority for R&I cooperation at recent Summits, EU-
China Innovation Cooperation Dialogue and Joint 
Steering S&T Committees; 
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• Following these commitments, the European 
Commission and MoST have put together a 
package of actions to promote cooperation 
between research and innovation stakeholders 
from the EU and China. This includes several topics 
in Horizon 2020 Work Programme for 2016-17, 
notably: a coordination and support action to set up 
a platform of stakeholders, collaborative research 
and innovation actions on Urban Planning and on 
Urban Agriculture, and actions to support large 
scale demonstration projects on the deployment of 
nature-based solutions to improve urban climate 
resilience and water resources management 
(2016) and to regenerate deprived or abandoned 
urban areas (2017); 

• EU Member States are also promoting R&I 
cooperation on Sustainable Urbanisation within 
the Joint Programming Initiative Urban Europe, 
and are developing a strategy for cooperation 
with China.

The 19th EU-China Summit in June 2017 in Brussels 
provided the opportunity for EU and China leaders to 
reaffirm the importance of cooperation in the area 
of research and innovation as a driver for economic 
and social development and a key element of EU-
China relations. Two research and innovation related 
documents were signed at the Summit notably: i) a 
Joint Statement on flagship initiatives and co-funding 
mechanisms ii) a Framework Research Arrangement 
between the European Commission Joint Research 
Centre and the Chinese Academy of Sciences.

The 20th EU-China Summit in July 2018 in Beijing 
focused on the following joint activities:

• Synergies between China’s Belt and Road Initiative 
and the EU’s initiatives (incl. EU Investment Plan and 
extended Trans-European Transport Networks),

• Establishment of the China-EU Co-investment Fund 
(launch of the first co-investment under the Fund),

• Strengthening the EU-China Industrial Dialogue 
and Consultation Mechanism (expanding 
cooperation in automotive, resource efficiency, 
shipbuilding, raw materials and Small and Medium 
Enterprises policy),

• Joint promotion of high food safety standards 
(expanding market access for food products.

The Chinese Co-Funding Mechanism (CFM)

A breakthrough agreement was reached at the 2015 
Summit and ICD on setting up of a Co-Funding 
Mechanism (CFM) for research and innovation 
cooperation. The guidelines for the CFM were agreed at 
the Joint Steering Committee meeting of October 2015 
and the Chinese Ministry of Science and Technology 
published call for proposals with several deadlines in 
2016 and 2017. 

At ICD-3 in June 2016 the CFM was renewed for the 
period 2018-2020, during which MOST intended to 
allocate about 26 million Euro on an annual basis to 
provide competitive funding to China-based entities 
participating in joint projects with European partners 
under Horizon 2020. The European Commission 
reserved a budget of up to 100 Million Euro in 
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Horizon 2020 calls targeting cooperation with China 
during that period. Progress was also made on the 
issue of reciprocal access to respective STI funding 
programmes as the two sides reconfirmed on the 
principle of reciprocity in improving access to STI 
programmes and resources, and agreed to address 
jointly the recommendations that emerged from the 
monitoring of reciprocity roadmap. 

Both sides agreed to promote open science and to 
exchange best practices in open access to publications 
and research data, with Open Access as the default 
option for research they fund. Consequently, in 
October 2017, leading scientific institutions of China, 
such as the Chinese Academy of Sciences (CAS), 
China’s National Science Library, and the National 
Science and Technology Library have affirmed the 
importance of Open Access for scientific research and 
communication, joining the global OA2020 initiative 
aiming to accelerate the transition to Open Access 
around the world. This represents an important 
milestone in the policy-making support of Open Access 
in China, Europe and internationally.

Having the right framework conditions in place is 
essential for EU-China STI Cooperation and for making 
EU and China attractive global research and innovation 
players. Framework conditions have been constantly 
improving in recent years. Funding for research and 
innovation in China is abundant and the recent reform 
of the Chinese STI funding system promise more 
transparency, quality and opening to international 
cooperation.

Reflexions

40 years of convergence, negotiations, and (STI 
cooperation) agreements between the European Union 
and China confirm the importance of Sino-European 
cooperation in the area of research and innovation. 
The increasing importance of basic research and 
development of key technologies to stimulate 
innovation gave a new impetus for Sino-European 
innovation relations. The agreement on a Co-Funding 
Mechanism was a remarkable step and commitment 
for identifying mutual priority areas and jointly tackling 
global challenges.

China’s priorities in strategic areas such as ICT, 
energy technologies, agriculture, urbanisation, the 
environment and the ageing population very well match 
with European and international research priority areas.

Giving Open Access the needed attention and necessary 
actions to share scientific knowledge and build on joint 
experiences shows that Europe´s openness towards 
China and China´s openness towards Europe is built 
on a long-lasting and trustworthy partnership.
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The Joint Programme Initiative Urban Europe (JPI UE) as 
transnational research and innovation programme shall 
be a showcase for meaningful programme management, 
alignment of national and institutional research 
programmes and joint solutions to address global urban 
challenges (JPI Urban Europe, 2018).

Outcomes and learnings towards aligned activities with 
China gained from EU funded projects; especially the 
H2020 projects DRAGON-STAR Plus and Urban EU-China 
as well as ERA-NET programmes, such as ENSCC and 
ENSUF are taken advantage of and considered by JPI UE.

JPI UE alignment process within Europe

The Alignment process of JPI UE is comprising  (1) National 
and regional research, technological development and 
innovation policies and programmes, via targeted and open 
calls and (2) Institutional funding, via the Urban Europe 
Research Alliance (UERA); and Research infrastructures, 
e.g. via Urban Models, Observatories, Datasets and Living 
Labs. 

Join Programming Initiative Urban 
Europe

Through this alignment principle, JPI Urban Europe 
contributes to the development of a European Research 
Area, striving to make the whole of European urban 
research and technological development and innovation 
(RTDI) more than the sum of its parts. 

JPI UE cooperation with China

URBAN-EU-CHINA and DRAGON-STAR PLUS facilitated 
and supported the alignment process between the EC 
and China in a number of joint workshops involving 
Chinese and European stakeholders as well as experts 
and JPI Urban Europe:

• On October 28th, 2015, organised by DRAGON-
STAR PLUS, about 70 experts from China and 
Europe met in Beijing, China, to discuss future 
trends in Sustainable Urbanisation as well as 
efficient ways of collaboration between China and 
Europe with respect to the current fast urbanisation 
developments in China.  The possibilities of future 
joint calls and systematic exchange of experiences 

Source: JPI UE Strategic Research and Innovation Agenda (SRIA)
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and learning from the past was considered as well. 

• On 29-30 November 2016 a high-level experts’ 
workshop was held in Ningbo, China, with the 
aim to identify some of the common challenges 
cities are facing in China and Europe. A set of 
recommendations on common priority areas 
and expected gains from cooperation, in order to 
design future EU-China actions on research and 
innovation cooperation in sustainable urbanization 
were provided. Over 100 senior urbanisation 
experts from universities, government research 
institutions and multinational engineering 
companies participated in the event, in addition to 
policy makers and government officials. 
A set of recommendations  were the product of 
an in-depth analysis, discussion and study during 
these two events by our European and Chinese 
Sustainable Urbanization experts and can be 
addressed to all Chinese and EU stakeholders 
(DRAGON-STAR Plus, 2018).

• On May 15th, 2017 the ´Climate Change Expert 
Workshop ́ supported by DRAGON-STAR Plus 
was a first and well-received step for fostering 
the dialogue between a number of European Joint 
Programming initiatives (JPIs) and a relevant 
Chinese STI actors active in climate change. It 
supported to share mutual understanding on 
common EU-China challenges and on future EU-
China STI cooperation opportunities.
About thirty Chinese and European experts and 
policy makers in climate change research met in 
the Zijingang campus of Zhejiang University in 

Hangzhou focusing on foresight scenarios, in order 
to develop a shared understanding on common 
short-term EU-China challenges as well as to 
make long-term recommendations on future EU-
China Science, Technology and Innovation (STI) 
cooperation in climate change. One important goal 
was to promote the dialogue between  Chinese  STI  
policy  makers  and  European  Joint  Programming  
Initiatives  active  in climate change issues, i.e. JPI 
WATER, JPI Agriculture, Food Security and Climate 
Change (FACCE), JPI OCEAN, JPI CLIMATE and JPI 
Urban Europe. 

Recommendations were the following:

1. The main difference between China and 
Europe regarding research in climate 
change was discussed. Whereas China is 
more focusing on specific technology areas, 
Europe has a more general approach in 
climate change research. 

2. Sino-European research clusters, industry 
and policy-makers should increase the 
exchange of first-hand information allowing 
for a more strategic approach for policy 
making. Main suggestion for policy-makers 
was to open the EU-China Co-Funding 
Mechanism for Research and Innovation 
Cooperation (CFM) between the EU and 
MOST for joint STI projects out of H2020. 

3. European funding agencies offer transparent  
and  efficient  evaluation procedures, and 
are experienced in reviewing inter- and 
multidisciplinary research proposals.  
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Hence, cooperation with a network of 
European partners can give a Sino-
European STI initiative the needed visibility 
and volume. 

• In 2018 a Pilot  Call  was initiated and launched 
(deadline in June 2018) as joint initiative of nine 
European  funding  agencies, members in JPI  
Urban Europe, and  the National Natural Science 
Foundation of China (NSFC),  the  main Chinese  
funding  agency. It is in charge for research 
promotion, talent fostering and infrastructure 
construction for basic research.  Based on the 
Strategic Research and Innovation Agenda (SRIA) 
of JPI Urban Europe and the 13th Five-Year  Plan  
of  NSFC the  main  research area  for  this  Pilot  
Call was ‘Sustainable Urbanisation  in  the  Context  
of  Economic Transformation  &  Climate Change´.
The aim of the Pilot Call in 2018 was to match and 
strengthen Chinese and European research and 
innovation communities of sustainable urbanisation 
and assess a possible framework for cooperation 
and implementation for future joint calls. 

Reflexions

JPI Urban Europe’s Strategic Research and Innovation 
Agenda (SRIA) is a best practice example of successful 
alignment to develop and implement a Strategic 
Research and Innovation Agenda  within Europe. It is 
addressing aligned objectives and common values, 
aligned strategies and common infrastructures, as well 
as aligned actions and common practices. It defines 
research priorities that need consolidated efforts and 
benefit from transnational cooperation.

Learnings and results from joint research and 
innovation projects between JPI UE and NSFC shall 
also nurture and support the development of a long-
term roadmap for future joint calls and cooperation 
activities with China.

Alignment results of the JPI Urban Europe-NSFC Pilot 
Call in 2018 shall be highlighted in the final version of 
this report.
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Aligning Sino-foreign research and innovation 
programmes has gained increasing importance 
as co-funding mechanisms with the Chinese 
government have become one of the primary sources 
of funding to support R&I projects with China. The 
rise of the Sino-foreign co-funding model has 
occurred relatively recently after many international 
R&I agencies withdrew direct funding for Chinese 
participants in response to the enormous financial 
investments made by the Chinese government over 
the last decade or so to accelerate research and 
innovation within the country so there is a steep 
learning curve for funding agencies on both sides to 
learn how best to cooperate and develop mutually 
beneficial R&I strategies. 

Overview of Chinese research and innovation 
funding

The main Chinese government research and innovation 
funding agencies are the Ministry of Science and 
Technology (MoST), Chinese Academy of Sciences 
(CAS), National Natural Science Foundation of 
China (NSFC), Ministry of Industry and Information 
Technology (MIIT) and the Ministry of Education (MoE), 
and significant additional funds are also available from 
the private sector. 

The Chinese government research and innovation 
funding system underwent a major reform between 
2014 and 2017 (China State Council 2014) and over 
100 programmes were merged to create five new 
research and innovation funding ‘pillars’ (Development 
Solutions Europe, 2018):  

Chinese research and innovation 
funding background

• National Science Foundation of China 

• National Science and Technology Mega Projects  

• National Key Research and Development Projects

• Technology Innovation Guidance Fund

• Bases and Talents Programme

MoST, NSFC and MoE also provide funding at provincial 
and municipal levels which follow a similar programme 
structure at each level (e.g. each level has a standard 
programme & young scientists’ programme), but the 
amount of funding available per project reduces from 
national down to municipal levels, and call topics 
become increasingly targeted at issues of interest to 
local government. 

At the national level, the volume of funding from 
government sources in 2017 was as follows: 

Table 1: Funding from national government sources in 2017 

Funding agency Annual funds 
(billions RMB)

Ministry of Science and 
Technology 38

Chinese Academy of Sciences 33
National Natural Science 
Foundation of China  
(under MoST)

27

Ministry of Industry and 
Information Technology 6

Ministry of Education 5
Source: Jia, 2018
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Sino-foreign funding calls

Following the 2017 reform of the Chinese research 
and innovation funding system, the funding 
frameworks used to specifically support international 
cooperation were simplified and became more 
standardised. Under the Ministry of Science and 
Technology, international cooperation funds are 
located under two pillars: (1) National Key Research 
and Development Projects ‘Inter-Governmental 
Cooperation in International Scientific and 
Technological Innovation’ which includes a range 
of bilateral and multilateral programmes, including 
the EU Horizon 2020 Co-Funding Mechanism and 
(2) within a specific section of the National Science 
Foundation of China (NSFC). Other ministries also 
have their own specific funds for international R&I, 
but these are smaller than those administered under 
MoST (Table 1).  

Whilst the Chinese funding structures for 
international cooperation programmes have become 
more streamlined, they are not identical, and there 
are key differences in how these Sino-foreign calls 
are developed, assessed and monitored and this is 
an ongoing learning process for all funding agencies 
involved and are being negotiated on a case by case 
basis (DRAGON-STAR Plus (2018b)). This will be 
further investigated in the next report which will 
focus specifically on the experiences of JPI Urban 
Europe and the NSFC. 

For instance, there are key issues around eligibility. 
The primary condition for Chinese funded research 
is that the researchers must be employed by an 

organisation which is registered with the Ministry 
of Science and Technology (MoST) and/or the 
National Science Foundation of China (NSFC) on 
an employment contract which means that they 
spend the majority of the year in China and which 
lasts for the duration of the project. SMEs are not 
eligible to apply. In addition to this, some funding 
programmes have age restrictions, or require that 
the researchers have a PhD and/or a ‘senior title’ 
(e.g. associate professor or above), and/or require 
proof that PIs are competent research managers. 
For the latter condition, the funding agencies expect 
to see evidence of a successfully completed three 
year, national level project before the researcher is 
allowed to apply as PI. There are also restrictions on 
the number of projects a researcher can be involved 
with as a named researcher. These eligibility 
conditions are idiosyncratic to the China system so 
international consortia participating in Sino-foreign 
calls may not be ‘balanced’ in terms of the profiles 
of the researchers, institutes and the contribution 
of SMEs (which may be of particular relevance to 
urbanisation-focused research).  

Developing topics for the calls also requires that the 
different R&I funding cultures are aligned. This issue 
is not specific to Sino-foreign R&I cooperation, but 
there are key challenges in terms of the level of detail 
expected in Chinese proposals compared to many 
of those in the west and the level of risk permitted. 
There can be serious repercussions if a Chinese 
researcher is considered to have failed to deliver a 
project for instance and they can be blocked from 
applying for further research funding.
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Reflexions

The overall course of China´s opening up and reform in 
the last decade lead to a new restructured and merged 
research and innovation funding system, which 
provides programmes able to compete with leading 
institutions in the world. Having a look at the long list 
of reciprocal funding programs of joint Sino-European 
research and innovation projects on multilateral or 
bilateral level (Appendices 1-3) one is reassured that 
Sino-European research and innovation tackling global 
challenges, including sustainable urbanisation, will 
soon become more of a rule than an exception.  
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