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US-Chinese great power rivalry already raises difficult questions for Denmark given its position 
as a close treaty ally to the US. Having worked hard over the past decade to cultivate strong    
and diversified relations with China, Denmark is now struggling with how to maintain its              
Comprehensive Strategic Partnership (CSP) in the face of growing pressure from the Trump             
Administration. Recently, the Danish government has pre-empted Chinese investment plans in 
Greenland and effectively barred Huawei from being part of the 5G infrastructure in Denmark, 
while also adopting a somewhat more vocal line with respect to Chinese human-rights            
violations. Although distancing itself from specific Trump Administration policies and proposals, 
notably on climate change, free trade and the status of Greenland, the Danish government    
continues to see US global leadership as vital to Danish national interests. In finding a way          
to navigate the US-Chinese rivalry, Copenhagen is prevented from leaning too much towards 
Brussels given its national opt-outs from the EU. 
 
Key takeaways: 

• While Denmark officially enjoys a "Comprehensive Strategic Partnership" with China, this 
term would more aptly capture the nature of Denmark's relationship with the United 
States. 

• Copehagen's partnership with Beijing is rather narrow and instrumental, and we have  
recently witnessed a shift towards a somewhat more China-critical political atmosphere 
in Denmark.  

• The Danish government still prefers not to politicize its differences with Beijing.        
However, this might change as Denmark seems increasingly susceptible to American 
pressure in the burgeoning US-China great power rivalry. 
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”America First”: Denmark’s    
Strategic Navigation in the Era of 
US-Chinese Rivalry. 
 
By Andreas Bøje Forsby, NIAS, and University 
of Copenhagen. 
 
Introduction 
Like other small European states, Denmark 
has been served well by the rules-based    
multilateral order in the post-Cold War era. 
Denmark therefore has “a national interest” 
in maintaining this order, which has come 
“under pressure”, according to the official 
Danish foreign policy strategyi. The strategy 
specifically targets both China and the         
US as potential sources of international    
instability: “China is stepping forward on the 
international scene with ever greater         
self-confidence, economic strength and    
demands for more influence. The US is      
putting ‘America First’, raising doubts about 
its global leadership and its willingness         
to defend the world order that it was        
instrumental in building”. 
 
While the Danish government worries about 
the prospects of renewed great power      
assertiveness and rivalry, the foreign policy 
strategy leaves no doubt about Denmark’s 
overall strategic affiliation: “American global 
leadership is in Denmark’s national interest 
and crucial to rules-based international     
cooperation”. Over the past decade, Danish 
governments have worked hard to expand 
and diversify Denmark’s CSP-agreement with 
China from 2008, boosting bilateral trade in 
the process. However, when push comes to 
shove, the Danish government takes its cues 

from Washington in areas related to the 
growing US-China rivalry as witnessed, for 
instance, with respect to Huawei and Chinese 
investments in Greenland. Given a broad   
and longstanding consensus in the Danish 
parliament about Denmark’s strategic       
interests, the recent change of government 
(from centre-right to centre-left) is unlikely  
to have much effect on the overall foreign 
policy line. 
 
The main pillars of bilateral relations 
Far from being on an equal footing,        
Denmark’s bilateral relationships with the 
world’s two most powerful countries reflect, 
on the one hand, a long history of close    
relations with Washington and, on the other, 
a more recently conceived and instrumental 
partnership with Beijing. Ironically, the 
‘Comprehensive Strategic Partnership’ term, 
which has officially guided Sino-Danish     
relations since 2008, would capture the    
nature of US-Danish relations more aptly.  
 
In some respects, Denmark’s bilateral       
relations with the US and China may appear 
relatively balanced. Economically, the US and 
China constitute respectively Denmark’s   
largest and second-largest non-European 
trade partners (with total exports at around 
US$15 billion and US$9 billion in 2018).    
Politically, Danish government officials have 
held approximately as many bilateral       
high-level (i.e. ministerial) meetings with 
their Chinese as with their US counterparts 
over the past decade. Also, the Joint        
Work Programme (2017-2020) for upgrading            
the CSP encompass no less than 56        
Memorandums of Understanding. Moreover, 
US tourists in Denmark still outnumber those 
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from China (786,000 and 235,000 hotel   
bookings in 2018, respectively), but the    
average growth rate has been more than 
twice as high for Chinese tourists over the 
past decade. 
 
On closer inspection, however, the main  
pillars of US-Danish relations enjoy a far 
more solid grounding. Political meetings    
and consultation with the US are much    
more comprehensive, extending beyond  
bilateral ministerial meetings to encompass 
multilateral forums (e.g. NATO and OSCE) 
and private diplomatic channels as well.  
Economically, not only have US foreign direct 
investment flows into Denmark long dwarfed 
those from China (over 10 times greater on 
average over the past five years), but US 
high-tech companies like Google, Amazon 
and Microsoft dominate the increasingly  
digitalised Danish economy, while social   
media giants like Facebook, YouTube and 
Instagram have become standard platforms 
for organising the social life of Danes. US 
popular culture also plays a significant role in 
winning the hearts and minds of Danes, 
whereas Chinese cultural dissemination in 
Denmark is largely reduced to the activities 
of a few Confucius Institutes and the China 
Cultural Centre in Copenhagen. Furthermore, 
political values constitute a distinct, if mostly 
discreetly formulated, dividing line in official 
Danish-Chinese relations, and coverage of 
China in the Danish media has long been 
overwhelmingly negative, as also, to some 
extent, reflected in perceptions of China 
among the Danish population (with 59%  
negative and 32% positive views in 2017). 
 

Even more importantly, US-Danish relations 
rest on a very strong security pillar. A US 
treaty ally since the inauguration of NATO, 
Denmark has long been one of NATO’s    
most activist frontline military combatants  
(in per capita terms), contributing to           
US-orchestrated interventions in Kosovo, 
Afghanistan, Iraq and Libya, mostly with    
extensive support in the Danish parliament. 
Moreover, the US Thule air base in Greenland 
(part of the Danish Kingdom) holds significant 
strategic value for Washington in terms of 
power projection and monitoring capacity. As 
such, the Danish opt-out (since 1993) of EU 
policies on security and defence only adds 
further weight to Washington’s position as 
the key provider of security guarantees, as 
well as military hardware and intelligence, to 
Denmark. 
 
Recent trends in bilateral relations  
The Danish government harbours concerns 
with respect to recent development trends in 
both the US and China. Unsurprisingly, the 
Trump Administration’s reorientation of US 
foreign policy has been the main source of 
friction in US-Danish relations. The Danish 
ambassador to the US has labelled Donald 
Trump “a political disruptor”, and former 
Prime Minister Lars Løkke Rasmussen from 
the liberal Venstre party was, during his time 
in power, quite outspoken in criticising the 
Trump Administration for its approach to 
climate change, free trade and the liberal 
international order more broadly. Upon 
learning about Washington’s withdrawal 
from the Iran nuclear deal, Rasmussen said 
that “it’s no use if we become so fearful as to 
degrade ourselves, turning ourselves into 
weak-willed marionettes of an American 
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president” ii . Mette Frederiksen, the new  
Social Democrat Prime Minister, had a      
September visit by Donald Trump to          
Copenhagen cancelled when she dismissed 
his idea of buying Greenland as “absurd”. At 
the same time, however, not only does the 
Danish government frequently emphasise its 
close relationship with Washington, notably 
in the security realm, it has also been willing 
to accommodate specific strategic interests 
of the Trump Administration with respect to 
new burden-sharing targets within NATO and 
Washington’s opposition to Nord Stream II. 
 
On the surface of Danish-Chinese relations, 
bilateral ties appear to be in an excellent 
state. An updated joint work programme, 
enhancing the CSP from 2008, was formally 
adopted in May 2017 when Rasmussen    
visited Xi Jinping in Beijing. In early 2019 the 
Danish Ministry of Foreign Affairs published a 
white paper with several recommendations 
on how to expand economic relations       
with China. And in April 2019 Mao Sun and 
Xing Er, two giant pandas, finally arrived in 
Copenhagen Zoo after years of preparation. 
Yet the inauguration of the new “panda     
palace” was not attended by any Chinese 
high-level representatives, likely reflecting a 
recent cooling of bilateral relations.  
 
The change of atmosphere was on full display 
in December 2018 during a remarkably     
China-critical debate in the Danish              
parliament titled ‘The growing pressure from 
China’. Although the ensuing resolution, 
adopted by a large majority in the parliament, 
reaffirmed the CSP, it also unprecedentedly 
called upon the government to work         
together with Denmark’s partners in handling 

the challenges posed by China’s rise.      
Moreover, in its most recent annual Risk  
Assessment, the Danish Defence Intelligence 
Service has significantly expanded its focus 
on China, specifically targeting China’s    
presence in the Arctic, strategic cooperation 
with Russia, cyber activities and power     
projection capabilities. Other indications of 
this perceptual shift include a somewhat 
more explicit Danish approach to Chinese 
human rights violations in Tibet and Xinjiang 
during the latest Universal Period Review 
session in the UN Human Rights Council and 
the low-level Danish delegation (headed by a 
civil servant) at the second Belt and Road 
Forum in April 2019. Finally, an official inves-
tigatory commission, scrutinising several   
violations of the right to freedom of speech 
by the Danish authorities during then Chinese 
President Hu Jintao’s state visit in 2012, has 
seen its mandate renewed and broadened in 
July 2018, partly as a result of continued  
negative media coverage of China’s influence 
activities in Denmark. 
 
Denmark navigating US-Chinese rivalry  
In the past couple of years, Denmark has 
been leaning closer towards Brussels in   
economic matters and towards Washington 
in questions related to security - even if             
Copenhagen prefers not to politicise its    
differences with Beijing or openly oppose 
Chinese interests. In the economic realm, 
Denmark has generally subscribed to Brussels’ 
line in dealing with China’s request for     
market economy status and also supported 
the EU’s more assertive agenda for             
establishing a level economic playing field 
with China, as articulated in a new set of 
government-sponsored recommendations on 
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how to engage China economically.       
Moreover, the Danish government has not 
only officially welcomed the new EU-level 
screening mechanism for foreign direct    
investment, but is currently also preparing 
the introduction of additional regulatory 
measures to protect critical infrastructure 
and other sensitive areas from foreign take-
over – measures clearly directed at China 
without targeting the country explicitly. 
When it comes to the question of strategic 
dependence on the US tech giants, the new 
Danish government is in favour of Brussels’ 
plans to introduce a special digital tax on the 
tech companies, thereby reversing the line of 
the former Danish government, which 
seemed quite eager to engage the US tech 
industry as suggested, among other things, 
by the appointment of the first ever “tech 
ambassador” posted in Silicon Valley. 
 
Turning to the burgeoning US-Chinese rivalry, 
Denmark has already several times found 
itself caught in the middle of conflicting great 
power interests. Since March 2015 when the 
Danish government hesitantly, and only after 
the UK, Germany and France had taken the 
lead, decided to join the Chinese-initiated 
Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank despite 
opposition from the Obama Administration, 
Denmark has faced three other strategic  
dilemmas. In each case, the Danish           
government appeared susceptible to US 
pressure when perceived strategic interests 
were at stake. 
 
The first dilemma arose in 2016 when a    
Chinese consortium known as “General Nice 
Group” appeared interested in buying an 
abandoned marine station in Grønnedal, 

Greenland. This prompted Rasmussen to  
pre-empt the prospective sale by securing 
support and funding in the parliament for 
reopening Grønnedal as a “strategic and  
logistics hub”, even if an official report on 
future Arctic missions from the Defence   
Ministry published in June 2016 did not   
mention Grønnedal at all. According to well-
placed sources, Rasmussen’s intervention 
was triggered by Washington’s security    
concerns about allowing China to obtain a 
strategic foothold in Greenland. 
 
A second strategic dilemma, much along    
the same lines, emerged in 2018 when       
the Danish government prevented China 
Communications Construction Company, a         
government-controlled Chinese consortium, 
from being involved in building new airport 
infrastructure in Greenland. This time,      
Defence Secretary Jim Mattis clearly         
conveyed the message that the US did not 
approve of Chinese involvement in the     
airport project – a message that was later 
transmitted by the Danish Prime Minister      
in parliament. Despite vocal accusations  
from Greenlandic politicians about violating 
Greenland’s self-governance system under 
the pretext of security concerns, in            
September 2018 the Danish government  
revealed a new infrastructure funding plan 
for Greenland that would effectively grant 
Copenhagen a final say over the choice of 
external partners in the airport project. 
 
The third strategic dilemma also emerged in 
2018 when the US government publicly 
started warning their partners and allies 
about relying on Huawei as a provider of 5G 
mobile infrastructure. With Huawei already a 
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major partner of TDC, the leading Danish 
operator of the existing 4G network, the   
Chinese tech giant seemed like an obvious 
choice for rolling out 5G. However, pressure 
built up on TDC in late 2018 as both the   
then Danish Minister of Defence and the 
head of the Danish Defence Intelligence    
Service voiced their concerns in the Danish 
media about Huawei’s close ties to the     
Chinese government. Huawei responded by 
sending a reassuring letter to the Danish  
Parliament. Finally, in March 2019, TDC    
announced a new 5G partnership with      
Ericsson, and while Allison Kirkby, CEO of TDC, 
motivated the company’s decision on    
commercial grounds, she also acknowledged 
that “We’re always in a continuous dialogue 
with the security services because we are 
running critical infrastructure”. 
 
 
 
This analysis was originally published as a 
contribution to a report by the European 
Think-tank Network on China (ETNC), 2020.iii 
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