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In 2018, Denmark and China celebrated the ten-year anniversary for the establishing of the 
comprehensive strategic partnership between the two nations. One aspect of the bilateral  
relationship between China and Denmark consists of the numerous many Sister City  
relationships between Danish cities, municipalities and regions. Building on these agreements, 
the second China Denmark Regions and Cities Forum was hosted in Aarhus in November 2018. 
However, while the Sister City relationships have strategic focus from both the Chinese and 
Danish side, do they provide real value?  
 
In this ThinkChina.dk Policy Brief, which is based on the author’s MA thesis, Inger Helen  
Sørreime investigates and explains the actual purpose and use of these friendship city  
relationships between Chinese and foreign units. The brief investigates how the administrative 
level and geography might influence the use of international friendship city agreements. The 
brief ends with an elaboration on how municipalities and regions that either have or are seeking 
to establish friendship city agreements with a Chinese counterpart can use this analysis. 
 
Keywords:  China, Denmark, Friendship City, Sister City Relationship, Foreign Policy 
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Do Friendship City Agreements 
Have Value? 
 
By Inger Helen Sørreime 
 
Introduction 
The city of Tianjin signed the first ever friend-
ship city agreement of the People's Republic 
of China with Kobe in Japan in 1973. Since 
then, with 1975-77 as the only exceptions, 
new agreements have been signed every 
year. Today, Chinese municipalities, counties, 
and provinces have a total of 2,566 friendship 
city agreements registered with the Chinese 
International Friendship City Association 
(CIFCA), the organisation responsible for 
overseeing them. Friendship city agreements 
have thus become a staple ingredient in   
China’s foreign relations in the last 45 years.  
 
The statute of CIFCA states that the purpose 
of these relationships is to promote the    
establishment of friendship city relationships 
between Chinese and foreign units, and to 
promote exchange and cooperation in the 
fields of economy, science and technology 
and culture, as well as pragmatic cooperation, 
peaceful diplomacy and to serve local devel-
opment. As both central and local authorities, 
local business interests, as well as the foreign 
counterparts, have an interest in the rela-
tionships, the actual purpose and use of   
these relationships is not always clear. It is 
the aim of this policy brief to investigate and 
explain their use. 
 
The brief is based on analyses done in con-
nection with my MA thesis and will focus on 
the results of the analysis. I will discuss the 

results of the national aggregate level, and I 
will then look at the results from the analysis 
of Shanghai, Harbin and Changshu’s use of 
friendship city agreements and compare 
them with the findings from the national  
level. These three cases represent different  
administrative levels, as well as different   
geographical positions, making it possible to 
investigate how the administrative level and 
geography might influence the use of inter-
national friendship city agreements. 
 
Finally, I will elaborate how municipalities 
and regions that either have or are seeking to 
establish friendship city agreements with a 
Chinese counterpart can use this analysis. 
 
Friendship cities at the central level 
Since 1973, the number of new agreements 
has fluctuated year by year, as the interest in 
and ability to use this type of agreement has 
varied. The location of the new partner cities 
has also changed over time. In the earliest 
phases, the new partner cities followed     
China's national foreign policy focus and 
were situated in countries and regions China 
had been trying to gain a better relationship 
with, like Japan, USA, Europe, and later with 
Russia. Friendship city agreements thus 
formed an integrated part of the Chinese 
state level diplomacy. This can be seen in an 
increase of agreements with cities in Japan, 
USA and Russia after the normalisation of 
diplomatic relations in 1972, 1979 and 1991 
respectively. 
 
Other policy initiatives also seem to have 
influenced the use of friendship city      
agreements. The Reform and Opening Up   
process initiated in the late 1970’s, Deng      
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Xiaoping’s Southern Inspection Tour of 1992, 
and the Tiananmen episode of 1989 were all 
followed by marked development in the 
number of agreements. In the case of the 
Tiananmen incident, the number of new 
western friendship cities was noticeably  
lower than in the years before. Other initia-
tives like the BRICS cooperation, formed in 
2009, and the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) 
unveiled in 2013 have also influenced the 
pattern of development.  
 
Figure 1 - Number of new friendship cities by  
continent 

 
Source: CIFCA (own calculations) 

 
Domestically, China’s administrative system 
has also influenced the level of international 
engagement of the cities, with the four   
province-level municipalities as the most  
active, followed by provinces and sub-
provincial cities. This corresponds with the 

level of political freedom and access to     
resources accorded to the different admi-
nistrative levels.  
 
Figure 2 - Number of administrative units, agree-
ments and averages for administrative levels 

 
Source: CIFCA 2018a (own calculations) 
 
It is worth noting that all types of administra-
tive units have set up international friendship 
city agreements, including the autonomous 
areas.  
 
Figure 3 - Agreements by type of provincial level 
unit  

 
Source: CIFCA (own calculations) 

 
The geographical distribution of the agree-
ments of city units that are located in the 
autonomous regions differ from those of the 
aggregate national distribution. All the au-
tonomous regions, except Ningxia, have a 
higher percentage of Asian friendship cities 
compared with the national level. With the 
exception of Inner Mongolia, they also have a 
lower percentage of European and North 
American partners. 
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Figure 4 - Geographical distribution of agree-
ments by Autonomous Regions 

 
Source: CIFCA (own calculations) 
 
The predominant framing of friendship city 
cooperation in news briefings show a change 
of focus from friendship city agreements as 
an economic tool, to their use in creating 
economic development. Through an analysis 
of newspaper reportages from three time 
periods (1973-1978; 1991-1995; 2016-May 
2018, when data collection ended) develop-
ment in the framing of friendship cities was 
traced. Where the early articles talked about 
improving national relations, and create a 
friendlier international environment, the fo-
cus shifts to the economic benefits of friend-
ship city cooperation in the two latter 
periods. CIFCA now frames friendship city 
partnerships as an instrument to create local 
development, and as a way to create a  
greater understanding between countries. 
Through that, they will also create a better 
international environment for China and   
contribute to peace. As shown in the then 
Vice President Li Yuanchao’s speech at the 
2016 China International Sister Cities        
Conference, Li framed friendship city agree-
ments as instruments for friendship and 
peace, urban development, and economic 
growth.  
 
Shanghai 
So how and why does Shanghai engage in 
friendship city cooperation? Shanghai has 
actively enlarged its network of friendship 

city agreements since the beginning of the 
1970’s, while the latest agreement signed so 
far was with Belgrade in Serbia in May 2018.  
 
Shanghai only follows the national foreign 
policy focus partially. Therefore, Shanghai is 
either a bit behind or a bit ahead of the    
national level, judged by where and when 
new friendship city agreements are made. 
Shanghai signed agreements with Japanese 
and American partners shortly after the   
normalisation of diplomatic relations, but not 
with Russia. Shanghai does however seem to 
respond to national political moves such as 
the “Belt and Road” initiative (BRI), with a 
marked increase in agreements with BRI 
countries. 
 
Figure 5 - Geographical distribution of Shanghai’s 
friendship city agreements over time 

 
Source: CIFCA 

 
Domestic political events seem to influence 
Shanghai’s use of friendship city agreements. 
The Southern Inspection tour increased    
activity, due to increased political opportuni-
ties and an increased desire to gain 
knowledge and investment, whereas the  
increase following the Reform and Opening 
Up probably was equally much a result of a 
change in the opportunity structures. 
 
Together with the framing of friendship city 
cooperation, the agreements and activities 
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associated with them form a picture of 
Shanghai deliberately using its international 
network of friendship cities. The primary  
focus is on economic development, including 
areas such as the running of harbours and 
trade shows, exchange of knowledge and 
best administrative practices, and with     
culture, education and youth exchange as 
themes and activities running in the back-
ground. The idea of making connections with 
cities in economic circles where Shanghai 
wants to gain a better position also influ-
ences the choice of partners. The agreements 
with Milan in Italy focusing on high fashion, 
and Antwerp and the diamond trade are  
examples of this. Shanghai’s use of its friend-
ship cities is also in line with the goals stated 
in the Shanghai 2035 Plan. The city seems to 
focus on projects with the potential of    
yielding concrete results, rather than the less 
measurable, soft results of cultural exchange 
and education. Shanghai is also framed as 
being an active partner and a city capable of 
assisting with development in its partners. 
The reception of foreign representatives is 
depicted in an almost ritualised way, in    
formal reception rooms, with the politicians’ 
handshaking, emulating the way heads of 
state are depicted when they meet.  
 
From 2001-2005 Shanghai signed a total of 
11 new agreements, the highest number of 
agreements Shanghai has signed in any five-
year period. Seven of those new agreements 
were with European partners, including Oslo 
in Norway and Gothenburg in Sweden. 
Shanghai and Central Denmark Region have 
maintained a friendship city relationship 
since 2003. 
 

In the press releases analysed from the 
Shanghai Municipal Foreign Affairs Office, 
and from the Shanghai Observer, there is 
only one mention of the cooperation with 
Central Denmark Region. This is in connec-
tion with Region Mayor's coordinating      
secretary, Pia Fabrin’s visit to Shanghai in 
2018 to celebrate the 15th anniversary of  
cooperation, and to renew the agreement. In 
the press release, the cooperation in the 
fields of civil servant exchange, health,      
science and technology, and elder care were 
emphasised. This is in line with how Shanghai 
uses its friendship city connection to seek 
cooperation in specific areas. However, no 
specific cooperation projects are mentioned 
in the material. 
 
Harbin 
Harbin’s first agreement was with Niigata 
City in Japan in 1979, which followed the na-
tional pattern. However, Russia has become 
the main destination for Harbin’s friendship 
cities, with a total of six agreements. 
 
Harbin's primary goal seems to be to create 
economic development, but the desire to 
create better relations with other countries 
can also be found. This is particularly true in 
connection with the first agreements with 
Japan, and with Russia after the collapse of 
the USSR. The deepening of economic       
reforms of the 1990’s saw an increase of 
Harbin’s number of new friendship city 
agreements, as did the so-called "Revitalise 
the North-East Initiative". "The Going Out 
Initiative", and the BRICS cooperation seem 
to have had less of an effect. However, the 
BRI has influenced the framing of the co-
operation with other countries in the region, 
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especially in connection with the Northern 
route of the BRI. 
 
Figure 6 - Geographical distribution of Harbin’s 
friendship city agreements over time 

 
Source: CIFCA  

  
Overall, the main way of framing seems to be 
in terms of economic and developmental 
benefits. This is also supported by the types 
of activities engaged in, though sport and 
culture also play a role, particularly in deep-
ening the relationship with Russia. Harbin has 
a stated goal of becoming a city of regional 
influence in north-eastern Asia and see 
friendship cities as an instrument to help 
achieve this goal. By looking at the geo-
graphical distribution of Harbin’s Russian 
partners, the majority of them are located in 
the Asian part of the country. The focus of 
the activities organised also support this, 
where the city’s network of friendship cities 
is activated in connection with other devel-
opment activities, such as the national initia-
tives of the BRI and the Made in China 2025 
plan. 
 
Aarhus has had a friendship city agreement 
with Harbin since 1984 and was the second 
city with which Harbin made an agreement. 
This was in the early phases of Reform and 
Opening Up, before Deng Xiaoping’s     

Southern Inspection Tour, and before the 
political initiatives to revitalise the North. The 
agreement is also the first agreement       
between a Danish and Chinese city registered 
with CIFCA. Harbin was opened up for foreign 
investment in 1992, alongside Shanghai, but 
has been an important domestic centre, as 
the first city controlled by the Communist 
Party of China during the civil war, and home 
to much of China’s early heavy industry.  
 
In the analysed news articles and govern-
ment press releases, the focus is on the   
economic and developmental benefits of the 
cooperation, within the areas of science and 
technology transfer, sustainable develop-
ment, agriculture and healthcare. Specific 
projects are mentioned as examples of     
successes, like the launch of an agricultural 
cooperation centre and the decision to     
establish an energy-efficient heating equip-
ment manufacturing facility in Harbin, and on 
processing agricultural waste. Compared with 
Shanghai and Central Denmark Region, the 
focus is more on achieved results, and on 
how these can be built on to attain further 
success.  
 
Changshu 
Changshu is located in the Jiangsu province, 
administered as a county level city under the 
sub-provincial city of Suzhou, and has a 
population of roughly one million. It is the 
county-level administrative city unit that has 
the highest number of friendship city agree-
ments. The city is actively using its network 
of friendship cities to engage in international 
relations in a formalised setting. The city fol-
lows the national pattern of first establishing 
agreements with Japan, and it is in the con-
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nections with Japan that the idea of building 
better relations between the two nations is 
most clearly expressed. With only eight   
partners, it is difficult to make a judgement 
about what influences the city's choices, but 
it is worth noting, that all cities except one,        
Essaouira in Morocco, are OECD countries. 
Changshu only has one time period where 
the city entered more than one friendship 
city agreement, namely the 8th FYP, after 
Deng’s Southern Inspection Tour. The timing 
of the agreement with Essaouira in Morocco 
fits with the "Going Out Initiative". The BRICS 
cooperation does not seem to have much 
influence on Changshu’s use of friendship city 
agreements, as the city has no agreements 
with cities in BRICS countries. 
 
Figure 7 – Changshu's friendship agreements by 
FYP 

 
Source: CIFCA  

 
In the material analysed, the most prominent 
way of framing the agreements are in terms 
of their trade, economic development, and 
educational benefits. Education seems to be 
a particularly important theme in the        
cooperation with Townsville in Australia, 
where English language training and voca-
tional training plays an important role. The 
reported activities also seem to support this, 
with the most prominent form being visits to 

and by Changshu, frequently with a trade 
theme, followed by educational exchange. 
Changshu is not located close to China’s con-
tinental borders, but have connections with 
two of the county’s maritime neighbours. In 
these cooperation agreements, the running 
of a trading harbour and management of 
wetlands are important topics. Changshu 
seems to use friendship city agreements to 
gain access to specific economic circles and 
focus their friendship city agreements with 
other cities with international trading ports, 
trade in timber, and in promoting tourism. 
 
So how does China's friendship cities func-
tion as a tool in international relations? 
The short answer is that the use of friendship 
city agreements started out as a way to    
create better relations with Japan. Their use 
expanded to a larger circle of countries as 
China’s interaction with the rest of the world 
increased. As it expanded, the possible     
developmental and economic benefits soon 
became an important argument for their use. 
Today, the use of friendship city agreements 
to create concrete economic and develop-
mental results seems to be their most       
important raison d'etre. The cultural aspects, 
and the creation of better understanding 
through exchanges have not disappeared, 
they are particularly prominent in relation to 
countries with whom China’s relationship has 
not run smoothly, like USA and Japan. The 
new emphasis on friendship city cooperation 
with India, emphasised by CIFCA, is also an 
example of this. However, the interest of the 
central state, and that of the local level does 
not always correspond, as is seen in the case 
of the BRICS cooperation, where the central 
state wants to use friendship city agreements 
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to promote it, and the individual units are 
slow to respond to prompts from the central 
level. 
 
Friendship cities and public diplomacy 
The Chinese use of friendship city agree-
ments started out as a public diplomacy   
effort aimed at improving the relationship 
with Japan, after the normalisation of diplo-
matic relations in 1972. They also served this 
function after the normalisation of relations 
with the US in the late 1970’s. The number of 
friendship city agreements with Russia      
increased after the collapse of the USSR, and 
the relationship between China and Russia 
got better. CIFCA’s strong links to the Chinese 
diplomatic apparatus can also be seen as a 
link to its continued use as a public diplomacy 
instrument, as can its constitution with its 
dual purpose of both supporting local devel-
opment and creating a better international 
environment for China. Other expressions of 
the central government's view on the use of 
friendship city agreements as a tool of public 
diplomacy can be seen in Xi Jinping’s use of 
friendship cities as a way of creating a bond 
between the people of China and the local 
city, as seen with Prague and Muscatine in 
Washington State. This was replicated by Lin 
Yi, vice president of the Chinese Association 
for Friendship with Foreign Countries (CPAF-
FIC), during a visit to South Africa in June 
2018. 
 
Friendship cities and economic development 
Shanghai, Harbin and Changshu all use 
friendship city agreements to bolster eco-
nomic growth, and this dimension has       
become the most prominent way of framing 
the current use of friendship cities. This    

replicates the focus of the central govern-
ment. With the increased responsibility for 
achieving results that has been handed down 
to the lower administrative levels, interest in 
ways to obtain new technology, FDI, and  
access to new administrative practices seem 
to have increased the interest of Chinese 
sub-national units in gaining international 
contacts. The establishment of agreements 
with foreign counterparts has cascaded from 
large, politically important cites like Tianjin 
and Shanghai (1973), to sub-provincial cites 
(1974), provinces (1979), counties (1984), 
and finally districts (1986), in what seems like 
a gradual relaxation of control of regional 
international relations to units lower down 
the administrative hierarchy, as well as a 
multiplication of foreign policy actors. 
 
The increase in activity surrounding the    
national initiatives of the Reform and     
Opening Up, Deng’s Southern Inspection 
Tour, and the Initiative to Revitalise the 
North-East, also point to the perceived    
economic and developmental benefits of 
gaining international contacts. The same can 
be seen in the framing of friendship city 
agreements with regards to initiatives such 
as the BRI, which is frequently mentioned in 
connection with both Shanghai’s and Har-
bin’s friendship city activities. 
 
Global position and prestige 
Do thoughts about global ranking and       
position in global city networks influence the 
Chinese use of friendship city agreements? 
To this, the answer is a tentative yes.   
Shanghai explicitly states that it strives to 
become a global city, and Harbin explicitly 
says that it is working on becoming a region-
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ally influential city. In both cases, the city 
governments are working actively to improve 
their respective international connections to 
increase investments and development, as 
well as their circle of contacts. There are 
clear traces of the developmental state at 
work. Likewise, in Changshu, the friendship 
city activities are partly focused on gaining 
and improving connections in specific       
economic circles. However, albeit the       
framing at central level progressively focuses 
on how friendship city cooperation can     
contribute to economic development, there 
is no explicit mention about the global      
hierarchy of cities, or indeed of global cities.  
 
Can you measure the value of friendship? 
The value of friendship city agreements 
seems to be two-fold, i.e. their value for Chi-
nese public diplomacy and their perceived 
ability to assist in creating development. Both 
arguments are in use, both at the central and 
aggregated level and at the local level.   
However, the economic and developmental 
argument seems to be the dominant one in 
the cases of Shanghai, Harbin and Changshu. 
 
Shanghai uses friendship city agreements as a 
formalised tool in its international relations. 
A large part of its friendship cities are other 
global cities, measured by the 2016 GaWC 
ranking. The agreements are used to         
enhance Shanghai’s development, in the 
form of trade, inwards FDI, access to or 
strengthening of connection to specific    
economic circles, but also as a mechanism 
through which the city can exchange 
knowledge and best practices with other  
developed cities on an equal footing. 
 

Harbin’s use of friendship city agreements is 
more focused on local areas, and on other 
cities with a cold climate. The international 
connections created through friendship city 
agreements are used to draw economic    
activity to the area, through tradeshows and 
conferences. The geographical distribution of 
Harbin’s friendship cities differs from the 
national and is more focused on north-east 
Asia. This corresponds with a national focus 
on Harbin as a gateway to Russia, and of the 
city as an important part of the northern ini-
tiative linked to the BRI. 
 
Changshu is the smallest of the cases studied 
here. It is the last of the three to make use of 
friendship city agreements, but it is early for 
a county-level administrative unit. The city 
actively uses its friendship city connections to 
create economic development, and to im-
prove on concrete projects. 
 
The national policy agenda does seem to in-
fluence the use of friendship city agreements 
to a varying degree. The normalisation of 
diplomatic relations with Japan opened up 
for their use, and the normalisation with the 
US increased it. The normalisation of         
relations with Russia in the early 1990’s was 
also followed by the first friendship city 
agreements with Russian cities. Through the 
Reform and Opening Up, the popularity of 
friendship city agreements increased. The 
Going Out policies of the 2000’s seem to 
have had some effect at the aggregated level, 
less so in the individual cases. The BRICS co-
operation has less direct influence, but influ-
enced activities arranged by CIFCA, and from 
the central state. Domestic politics has also 
influenced their use, as the Chinese sub-
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national units are dependent on the struc-
tures set for them. In the period of political 
uncertainty in the mid-1970s no new agree-
ments were made. The Reform and Opening 
Up period saw an increase in their use, as did 
the period of deepening reform following 
Deng’s Southern Inspection Tour in 1992. 
Shanghai saw the possible effect of the 
Tiananmen incident, and for Harbin, the   
national development initiative of "Revitalise 
the North-East" has also been followed by an 
increased number of new agreements.  
 
The study shows that China and Chinese sub-
national units use friendship city agreements 
as a tool of international relations that allows 
Chinese cities to interact with foreign sub-
national units in order to achieve policy goals 
like economic development and improved 
knowledge. The friendship city relations are 
used to a lesser degree as a public diplomacy 
tool that creates closer connections and a 
better international environment for the cit-
ies as well as for China. This seems to be par-
ticularly true in connection with the 
normalisation of relations with countries that 
China has previously had a less than stable 
relationship with, such as Japan, USA, and 
USSR/Russia. 
 
This paper is titled: “Do Friendship City 
Agreements Have Value?” to focus on what 
seems to be the main theme in the current 
Chinese use of friendship city agreements. 
Both the activities conducted by the cities, as 
well as those by CIFCA, support this focus, 
with secondary themes being rapprochement 
and public diplomacy, at least from the point 
of view of the central state. The Chinese  
administrative system's strong focus on    

creating concrete, measurable achievements 
also speaks to the importance of thinking in 
economic and developmental terms with 
regard to these types of agreements.  
 
This is something that cities, municipalities, 
and regions seeking to enter into or maintain 
agreements with a Chinese counterpart 
should keep in mind. It is highly likely that 
there is an economic argument involved in 
the wish to establish a connection. In com-
paring how the analysed news reportages 
and government press releases write about 
the cooperation between Central Denmark 
Region and Shanghai, and Aarhus and Harbin. 
It is the cooperation between Aarhus and 
Harbin that stands out, owing to a focus on 
achieved results and concrete economic   
success stories. 
 
However, the political aspects of friendship 
city agreements should not be forgotten. 
During the Ice Festival in 2017, Harbin inves-
tigated the possibility of establishing a 
friendship city agreement with the county of 
Oppland in Norway. Norway and China only 
returned to a status of normal diplomatic 
relations in 2016, after six years of broken 
relations over the Nobel Peace Prize          
rewarded to Liu Xiaobo in 2010. In this 
timespan, no new agreements were made 
between the two countries. However, there 
is not yet a firm agreement between the two 
parties, but it will be an interesting case to 
follow. 
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