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TOP STORY

Xi‘s summits with Trump and Putin project Beijing as a hub of global diplomacy

By hosting US President Donald Trump and Russian President Vladimir Putin in back-to-
back summits in Beijing, Xi Jinping was able to project China’s unprecedented global
influence and advance its preferred worldview: building what he calls “constructive
strategic stability” with the US, while enlisting Russia to push for a multipolar world order
through the doctrine of “a new type of international relations.”

Xi was helped by his guests appearing keen to impress. After Xi calling Taiwan “the most
important issue in China-US relations,” Trump said he was “not looking to have somebody
go independent” - and more generally seemed willing to finally treat China as a peer major
power. After Xi implicitly criticized the US by noting that “unilateral hegemonic currents
are running rampant,” Putin said China-Russia relations had reached “unprecedentedly
high levels” and were “key stabilizing factors on the international stage.”

Xi treated Trump with generous courtesy, managing to project confidence rather than
deference. Compared with Trump’s 2017 visit to the imposing Forbidden City, an
imperial-style spectacle designed to impress the US president on his first trip to Beijing,
the visit to the tranquil Temple of Heaven was meant to convey a more restrained sense
of confidence and control. Over the past decade, Beijing has developed its own diplomatic
style and no longer relies quite so much as before on theatrical displays of hospitality. But
the power dynamic has also shifted. With Washington no longer holding blanket leverage,
relations are characterized by mutual dependence. The US continues to seek China’s help
in de-escalating tensions with Iran, while also pressing for bigger economic concessions
alongside modest recent transactional gains (see table).

Xi’s third meeting with Putin in the space of a year had a more workaday character,
beginning in the Great Hall of the People. Ongoing competition with the US means that
Beijing is continuing its efforts to build an alternative to the US-led order, a project for
which Russia remains an essential partner. A new China-Russia declaration on building a
“new type of international relations” signaled continued alignment in diplomatic framing,
reflecting longstanding shared interests in opposing Western dominance and reshaping
the global order in their preferences.

The sequencing of Putin’s meeting with Xi immediately after Trump’s visit, highlighted
Russia’s continued importance in Beijing’s foreign policy agenda. It also signaled that the
China-Russia alignment is unlikely to weaken even as Beijing and Washington continue
to explore “constructive strategic stability” as great-power peers in an increasingly
complex geopolitical environment.

‘ ‘ “His summits with Trump and Putin have brought Xi closer to parity with Trump in
perceived status and further reinforced Beijing as a center of global diplomacy. This
evokes the old imperial saying of “all nations coming to court” (/5 24) - a tribute-
paying order centered on China, in which foreign envoys came seeking favors. With a
wave of Western and non-Western leaders visiting China in recent months, Beijing
has positioned itself as one of the few capitals capable of hosting world leaders from
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across the globe - from the Global South and the West, from developed and
developing countries, from established powers and emerging states.

Claus Soong, Analyst, MERICS

Media coverage and sources:

® Chinese MFA: Xi Jinping had meeting with US President Trump (S]ifE[E] £ E 2%
FFEAE R1K)
Chinese MFA: Xi Jinping had meeting with Russian President Putin (SJifE[E#%T

2 G EREIK)

Australian Broadcasting Corporation: US President Donald Trump, Chinese

President Xi Jinping end unipolar age in Beijing
CNN: May 14-15, 2026 — Trump’s China state visit and meetings with Xi Jinping
BBC: Xi and Putin wrap up talks in Beijing with no final details on gas pipeline
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https://www.mfa.gov.cn/zyxw/202605/t20260514_11910264.shtml
https://www.mfa.gov.cn/zyxw/202605/t20260514_11910264.shtml
https://www.mfa.gov.cn/zyxw/202605/t20260520_11914167.shtml
https://www.mfa.gov.cn/zyxw/202605/t20260520_11914167.shtml
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2026-05-16/us-donald-trump-china-xi-jinping-end-unipolar-age-beijing/106687004
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2026-05-16/us-donald-trump-china-xi-jinping-end-unipolar-age-beijing/106687004
https://edition.cnn.com/politics/live-news/trump-china-visit-xi-meeting-hnk
https://www.bbc.com/news/live/c86d7yqyyz6t
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GRAPHIC OF THE WEEK

by Esther Goreichy, Visiting Fellow, MERICS

Skirting major issues: Agreements of the Trump-Xi summit

Topic
Cooperation
US-China Board of
Trade

US-China Board of

Investment

Trade

Taiwan

North Korea

Ukraine

Chinese readouts

Agreement to "build a constructive
relationship of strategic stability.”

To "discuss issues such as tax reductions on
some products”

Establishment mentioned without further
detail

Aeronautics: China to buy US aircrafts, US to
supply replacement aircraft engines and parts
to China

Agriculture: China to address US concerns
regarding access for US beef facilities and
poultry export. Both to promote trade through
"arrangements such as mutual tariff
reductions”. US to address China’s concerns
about dairy detention, aquatic products,
bonsai exports and recognize Shandong as
avian-influenza-free.

"most important issue in China-US relations”.
Need for US to "exercise extra caution”

“China encourages the US and Iran to continue
settling their differences and disputes
through negotiation, including on the nuclear
issue.”

Exchange of “views on the Korean Peninsula”
"China and the US want to see an early end to

the conflict, ... will play a constructive role in
the political settlement of the crisis".

o

US readout (White House)

Agreement to "build a constructive relationship
of strategic stability.”

“To manage bilateral trade across non-sensitive
goods”

“To provide a government-to-government
forum for discussing investment-related
issues”

Aeronautics: China approved an initial purchase
of 200 Boeing aircraft for Chinese airlines

Agriculture: market access for US beef and
poultry to China announced as restored. All
suspensions of US beef facilities to be lifted.
China to purchase at least USD 17 billion per
year of US agricultural products in 2026
(prorated), 2027 and 2028, in addition to its
soybean commitments from October 2025.

No mention in official statement. Trump told US
media that he had not agreed to address the
issue with China.

“Both leaders agreed Iran cannot have a
nuclear weapon, called to reopen the Strait of
Hormuz, and agreed no country or organization
can be allowed to charge tolls."

Confirmation of “shared goal to denuclearize
North Korea”

No mention.

Source: State Council, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, and Ministry of Commerce of the People’s Republic of China, White House
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METRIX

4%

This is the share of member companies in a recent survey by the German Chamber of
Commerce in China that expect their business situation to improve in 2026, a 15-
percentage-point increase in optimism from last year. The jump helps to explain why two-
thirds of surveyed companies said they intend to increase investment in China over the
next two years. But it also raises the question whether this reflects confidence in future
growth or a deepening dependence on an increasingly risky market. Despite heavy
investment, German carmakers, for example, have seen annual vehicle sales in China
decline by a quarter over the past five years, reaching 3.9 million in 2025. Given that

Beijing is now more forcefully demonstrating its willingness to weaponize dependencies
by setting export controls, the issue could be a challenge for German Economy Minister
Katherina Reiche when she visits Beijing next week. (Source: AHK China)

TOPICS

Warning signs multiply as China’'s economy loses momentum in April

The chances of Beijing stepping in to stimulate China’s economic growth over the summer
have risen after the economy weakened following a strong first quarter. Surging exports
were the only good news in April, rising 14.1 percent from a year earlier in US dollar terms,
while retail sales rose only 0.2 percent - and investments in infrastructure and other fixed
assets between January and April unexpectedly contracted by 1.6 percent (see graphic).
These trends underscore China’s persistent economic imbalance, which has left the
country ever more dependent on consumption abroad rather than at home.

Chinese exporters have recently benefitted from strong demand for high-tech goods such
as semiconductors and electric vehicles, as well as a rush to buy components before prices
rise because of the US-Israeli war with Iran. But persistently high oil prices and increased
costs will eventually force foreign customers to tighten their belts, threatening China’s
growth driver.

Domestic demand looks unlikely to compensate, as the housing market slump continues
to weigh on consumers. Property investments have fallen since April 2022, with no end in
sight. They contracted 13.7 percent in annual comparison from January to April,
worsening from an 11.2 percent decline in the first quarter.

‘ ‘ “China’s exporters gave the country’s economy a boost in the first months of 2026,
posting strong growth even amid geopolitical turbulence. But this is unlikely to
continue as the global energy crisis bites. Even if exports stay relatively stable, they
will not be able to make up for domestic consumption remaining sluggish and
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https://www.globalbankingandfinance.com/germanys-big-carmakers-used-lead-race-china-theyre-parents/
https://china.ahk.de/en/download/flash-survey-may-2026-slightly-more-positive-business-outlook-despite-impact-of-geopolitical-escalations
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investment continuing to contract. If we see more of the same in May, Beijing will
likely step in during the summer with new measures to shore up the economy.”

Alexander Brown, Senior Analyst, MERICS

Consumption and firm activity were well below expectations in April @
Year on year growth in China’s retail sales, industrial output and fixed-asset investment, in percent

— Retail sales == Industrial output Fixed-asset investment (year to date)

10
8

6
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2025 2026

Source: National Bureau of Statistics

More on the topic: The MERICS Economy and Industry team provides updates on the
latest macroeconomic trends and their impact on Europe in our quarterly “MERICS
Economic Indicators”. The findings are presented on a dashboard in interactive charts and
explained in concise texts. Explore the current edition here. MERICS Members have
privileged access to this publication.

Media coverage and sources:

®m Reuters: China April exports rebound strongly, trade surplus widens ahead of
Trump visit

® CNBC: China’s economy loses steam in April as retail sales hit 40-month low

® Caixin: China Retail Sales Barely Grow as Consumer Demand Weakens

®m [NG: China’s April slowdown highlights dilemma between growth and inflation

MERICS | Mercator Institute for China Studies

© MERICS


https://merics.org/en/merics-economic-indicators
https://merics.org/en/become-a-member
https://www.reuters.com/world/china/china-april-exports-rebound-strongly-trade-surplus-widens-ahead-trump-visit-2026-05-09/
https://www.reuters.com/world/china/china-april-exports-rebound-strongly-trade-surplus-widens-ahead-trump-visit-2026-05-09/
https://www.cnbc.com/2026/05/18/china-april-retail-sales-industrial-output-investment-unemployment-iran-war.html
https://www.caixinglobal.com/2026-05-18/china-retail-sales-barely-grow-as-consumer-demand-weakens-102445118.html
https://think.ing.com/articles/chinas-april-slowdown-highlights-dilemma-between-growth-and-inflation/
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An assertive Xi shows resolve in pursuing Hong Kong dissidents

Beijing appears not only unmovable but also increasingly confident in its hardline
crackdown on political dissent in Hong Kong, shrugging off US pressure as prosecutors
continue to seek severe punishments. US President Donald Trump dashed any hopes of
fulfilling his election campaign promise to secure the release of Hong Kong dissident
Jimmy Lai, telling US broadcaster Fox News that Xi Jinping’s response to the issue, raised
during the two presidents’ meeting in Beijing, was “not positive”.

An influential Hong Kong media entrepreneur and one of the leaders of the city’s 2019
protest movement, Lai has been in detention since late 2020. Earlier this year he was
sentenced to 20 years in prison for various offences, including conspiring to collude with
foreign forces.

While Trump was in Beijing, state prosecutors in Hong Kong charged activist Joshua Wong
with the same offence, which could carry up to a life sentence. Already serving time after
being found guilty of another crime under Hong Kong’s National Security Law, Wong was
charged with conspiring with self-exiled activist Nathan Law and “other people unknown”
in late 2020 to persuade foreign governments and organizations to sanction Hong Kong
or China. Where Beijing might in the past have delayed the charges being published to
ensure smooth exchanges with official guests from abroad, diplomatic optics appeared to
play no role. Leverage the US or other democracies once had to raise human rights
concerns seem to have diminished in the face of a more assertive Beijing and a more
authoritarian Washington.

‘ ‘ China has faced limited consequences internationally for its crackdown in Hong Kong

and its pursuit of pro-democracy activists. Despite ongoing international criticism,

Beijing thinks it can continue unchallenged, keeping its diplomatic and economic
priorities separate from human rights issues raised by other countries.”

Daria Impiombato, Senior Analyst, MERICS

Media coverage and sources:

® Jailed activist Joshua Wong to face foreign collusion charge at High Court

® Trump ‘not optimistic’ on Jimmy Lai’s release after raising case with Xi | South China
Morning Post

® Trump says China may release the detained pastor but tycoon Lai 'is a tough one' |

Reuters

Beijing undermines EU foreign subsidy investigation by banning data sharing

Beijing is trying to undermine EU efforts to curb competition-distorting foreign subsidies
by blocking Chinese companies from disclosing information to European investigators.
Two years after the European Commission launched its first probe into a Chinese
company under the Foreign Subsidies Regulation (FSR), China’s Ministry of Justice
announced that the European regulatory investigation of Chinese security-scanner
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https://hongkongfp.com/2026/05/14/jailed-activist-joshua-wong-to-face-foreign-collusion-charge-at-high-court-as-transfer-procedures-completed/
https://www.scmp.com/news/hong-kong/politics/article/3353789/trump-not-optimistic-jimmy-lais-release-after-raising-case-xi
https://www.scmp.com/news/hong-kong/politics/article/3353789/trump-not-optimistic-jimmy-lais-release-after-raising-case-xi
https://www.reuters.com/business/media-telecom/trump-says-china-may-release-detained-pastor-tycoon-lai-is-tough-one-2026-05-15/
https://www.reuters.com/business/media-telecom/trump-says-china-may-release-detained-pastor-tycoon-lai-is-tough-one-2026-05-15/
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manufacturer Nuctech constituted an “improper extraterritorial measure” and that “no
organization or individual may implement or assist in the implementation of such
measures”. [t was the first time Beijing applied legal powers introduced in April to shield
Chinese companies from what it views as improper foreign interference.

The reaction reflects Beijing’s increasingly assertive approach to data as a strategic
national asset. While Brussels describes the FSR as a “standard measure” to address
market-distorting foreign subsidies, Beijing worries that it may give Europe overly broad
access to potentially politically sensitive information about corporate financing. It has
accused the EU of demanding “extensive and non-essential information within China” and
called upon Brussels to “immediately correct wrong practices”.

China’s ability to restrict transfers of data stored domestically creates an asymmetry in
enforcement powers: While Beijing can limit the access of foreign regulators to Chinese
information, it can still compel extensive disclosures from foreign companies operating in
its market.

‘ ‘ “Beijing’s willingness to block Chinese companies from sharing data with EU
investigators shows that claims to extraterritorial jurisdiction are becoming a
problem for global trade. For companies like Nuctech, operating in China and the
EU now means exposure to two legal regimes whose demands are drifting apart -
making compliance ever harder. The question is what Brussels will do with
companies that do not co-operate. Will it risk confrontation with Beijing by
restricting their market access or continue with subsidy probes regardless?”

Altynay Junusova, Analyst, MERICS

More on the topic:

m The EU sees early successes in using foreign subsidy regulation against Chinese

companies, MERICS comment by Andreas Mischer

® Chinais "securitizing" its economy, MERICS China Essentials

m EU Industrial Accelerator Act + Critical materials + Platform exports, MERICS
Europe China 360°

Media coverage and sources:

® European Commission: Commission opens in-depth foreign subsidies investigation

into Nuctech's activities in the threat detection systems sector

= China’s Ministry of Justice (CN):_Fl7AER A& 7 5 TR BB S E 451 E 48 L HUEI AL
A EE I EIER N S (Announcement Regarding EU FSR: Certain Practices

Constitute Improper Extraterritorial Jurisdiction)
® China's Ministry of Justice (CN): Bl &BHTIE A& = AT KK EE FM E 4[Nk E &5 1H < 4%
MR A Hig SN EFEZ 12 #& (9] (Press release regarding EU practices in Foreign

Subsidies investigations constituting improper extraterritorial jurisdiction)
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https://merics.org/en/comment/eu-sees-early-successes-using-foreign-subsidy-regulation-against-chinese-companies
https://merics.org/en/comment/eu-sees-early-successes-using-foreign-subsidy-regulation-against-chinese-companies
https://merics.org/en/merics-briefs/china-securitizing-its-economy
https://merics.org/en/merics-briefs/eu-industrial-accelerator-act-critical-materials-platform-exports
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_25_3019
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_25_3019
https://web.archive.org/web/20260520084221/https:/www.moj.gov.cn/pub/sfbgw/gwxw/xwyw/202605/t20260515_535047.html
https://web.archive.org/web/20260520084221/https:/www.moj.gov.cn/pub/sfbgw/gwxw/xwyw/202605/t20260515_535047.html
https://web.archive.org/web/20260520084221/https:/www.moj.gov.cn/pub/sfbgw/gwxw/xwyw/202605/t20260515_535047.html
https://archive.ph/fB4t3
https://archive.ph/fB4t3
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MERICS CHINA DIGEST

Germany arrests married couple on suspicion of spying for China (Reuters)

German authorities arrested a Chinese couple on suspicion of espionage for a Chinese
intelligence agency. The couple allegedly built contacts with German scientists and invited
them to China with the aim to obtain intelligence on military technology. While Beijing has
repeatedly denied similar accusations in the past, German authorities warn of growing
security concerns coming from China. (2026/05/20)

Leaked: The secret Chinese surveillance program tracking people like me (The Telegraph)

Cybersecurity researchers uncovered that China’s security apparatus comprehensively
pools information about anyone “of interest”, including foreigners. On the so-called
“Dynamic Control Platform”, Chinese authorities integrate millions of data points pulled
from surveillance cameras, visa details etc. to holistically track people. The platform
includes a feature for relational mapping, which tracks who someone under surveillance
meets with. (2026/05/19)

Wang Xiaodong, derided over Covid-19 handling, comes under corruption cloud (SCMP)

Wang Xiaodong, former governor of Hubei Province is currently under investigation for
corruption during the Covid-19 outbreak. Only last month, his subordinate and previous
mayor of Wuhan Zhou Xianwang was indicted on bribery charges. Both officials were
ridiculed online for contradictory statements during a press conference in 2020. Wang
had stated that mask supplies were extremely short, while Zhou had said that medical
supply issues were resolved. (2026/05/17)

China's marriages drop to decade low, deepening demographic concerns (Reuters)

Chinese authorities recorded nearly 1.7 million marriage registrations during the first
quarter of 2026. This number is down by 6.2% year-on-year and has halved since 2017.
As most couples decide to have children only once they are married, low marriage
registrations give an indication that China’s demographic challenges will intensify even
further. (2026/05/11)

China state broadcaster reaches World Cup deal with FIFA (AP)

After months of negotiations, China Media Group and FIFA finally reached a deal on
broadcasting rights for the men’s World Cup. With the first tournament less than a month
away, some Chinese fans had feared that they might not be able to watch the World Cup
at all. While FIFA had initially sought USD 300 million, the two sides now settled at USD
60 million, according to Chinese media. (2026/05/15)

Former China defense ministers convicted of corruption in latest purge of military leaders
(The Guardian)

Marking some of the most severe crackdowns on corruption in recent years, two ex-
defense ministers Li Shangfu and Wei Fenghe were given suspended death penalties for
bribery. Their sentences are expected to be commuted to life imprisonment and should
probably serve as a warning to other generals in the armed forces that nobody is safe from
purges. (2026/05/08)
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https://www.reuters.com/world/china/germany-arrests-married-couple-suspicion-spying-china-2026-05-20/
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https://www.reuters.com/world/china/chinas-marriages-drop-decade-low-deepening-demographic-concerns-2026-05-11/
https://apnews.com/article/world-cup-fifa-china-tv-rights-c516a5e27392e6220afdb433351c5f9b
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2026/may/08/china-defence-ministers-corruption-military-leaders-purge
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