


SISTER-CITIES PARTNERSHIPS: 
SUBNATIONAL ACTORS IN THE COOPERATION

BETWEEN THE PEOPLE’S REPUBLIC OF
CHINA AND THE REPUBLIC OF NORTH MACEDONIA



TITLE OF THE PUBLICATION:
Sister-Cities Partnerships: Subnational Actors in the Cooperation between the
People’s Republic of China and the Republic of North Macedonia

Author: Katica Janeva, European Association for Local Democracy - ALDA

PUBLISHER: 
ESTIMA – Association for strategy creation, research, education and promotion of
international values

Graphic design: In Design Studio

May  2022

The publication has been prepared in the framework of the project 
Promoting a values-based approach in the cooperation between North Macedonia and the Peo-
ple’s Republic of China 

This project was funded through a U.S. Embassy grant. The opinions, findings, and conclu-
sions or recommendations expressed herein are those of the implementers/authors and do 
not necessarily reflect those of the U.S. Government.



SISTER-CITIES PARTNERSHIPS: SUBNATIONAL ACTORS IN THE CO-
OPERATION BETWEEN THE PEOPLE’S REPUBLIC OF CHINA AND THE 
REPUBLIC OF NORTH MACEDONIA

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

In order to better understand China’s presence in the Western Balkans, and 
particularly North Macedonia, it is important to understand the interests and 
nature of Chinese cooperation initiatives, especially their slant towards the lo-
cal level. The purpose of this brief is to examine local level cooperation between 
municipalities from China and North Macedonia, the potential benefits, risks and 
actual achievements. To that effect, the analysis is based on five case studies of 
sister-city partnerships between Macedonian and Chinese municipalities.

Arguably there is willingness to collaborate on both sides. The Chinese per-
spective is based on the ambition to learn about the European way of doing things 
in order to strengthen its soft power and influence in the region, while the Mace-
donian side expects specific economic benefits, namely investments and devel-
opment assistance. Specific achievements, however, remain very limited and 
over the years the local cooperation has declined in intensity. With factors such 
as NATO membership and a new Government since 2017, North Macedonia has 
become warier in its cooperation with China, hence it is difficult to predict whether 
and to which extent the renewed links during the pandemic will have a spill-over in 
other areas. While there is arguably a lot of room to tailor the cooperation in a way 
to better suit the needs of Macedonian municipalities, future results will depend 
mostly on the willingness of the Chinese side. 

INTRODUCTION

China frequently engages in paradiplomacy, a form of cooperation at the sub-
national level in which China expands its ties with subnational (below national, 
often involving regions or cities) governments. Unlike European subnational coop-
eration, which is largely decentralized, Chinese subnational diplomacy is planned 
as part of a centralized system of investment, exchanges, R&D, and partnerships 
in general. 
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In line with China’s strategy for building Sino-centric communities by coop-
erating with a network of developing countries, including the Western Balkan 
states, subnational diplomacy may be an effective complementary method 
for enhanced cooperation. The Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) is also used as an 
economic tool to establish cooperation on subnational level. 

China has frequently targeted North Macedonia for a cooperation at the 
local level in the past few years. The local cooperation largely resembles the 
bilateral relations at the central level: it is primarily Chinese led, focused on 
the public sector and development assistance.¹ 

To understand the established cooperation at the local level, this analy-
sis aims to present the current situation regarding the existing platforms for 
cooperation between the Macedonian and Chinese local authorities. More 
specifically, this policy brief intends to present the legal mechanisms and 
tools for the establishment and operation of the mutual relations between 
local authorities of both countries.  

For the purpose of the study, a mapping was conducted of established 
cooperation between Macedonian and Chinese municipalities. This analysis 
considered respectively the Macedonian and Chinese twinned cities of Skopje 
and Nanchang, Bitola and Ningbo, Kocani and Wuxi, Prilep and Deyang, and 
Ohrid and Dalian. The examples were chosen on the basis of publicly available 
information, the media attention, and the potential importance of their activ-
ities for the future economic, cultural and educational local development. The 
information provided in this policy paper is based on verified official state-
ments, research studies, and press releases. Additionally, interviews were 
conducted with representatives from the five Macedonian municipalities 
included in the case studies. 

The analysis aims to provide data on China's interests and motivation for 
cooperation with Macedonian municipalities and offer insight into the bene-
fits of such cooperation for Macedonian municipalities and their local devel-
opment. It contains a presentation of the long-term strategic plan of the Chi-
nese authorities to strengthen China's political, economic and cultural influ-
ence through a cooperative approach at the local level, as well as an outline of 
the experience of such a cooperation for developing the local economies and 
addressing global challenges. Collaborations between twin cities can offer 
many development opportunities alongside risks of different kinds. Hence, 
the analysis notes different experiences, lessons learned and good practices 
and draws conclusions on the specific features of China’s paradiplomacy and 
its relations with subnational actors in North Macedonia.
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China’s Approach to Local Development Cooperation

The role of sister cities is two-fold. First, they act as a vehicle for China’s 
regional cooperation frameworks which contribute to exchanges and enable 
the implementation of projects on a bilateral basis. There is also a correlative 
relationship between greater degrees of globalization in a city with a greater 
breadth of cooperation with other cities.²  

Second, China uses sister city ties for promotion of its image, fostering a 
positive image for itself that allows it to push its domestic political agenda. 
The overall cooperation with China is often not in line with the EU policies in 
some areas, such as public procurements or environment.³  However, it is wel-
come in non-EU countries, such as the five countries of the Western Balkans, 
further incentivizing more localized subnational cooperation.⁴ With all this in 
mind, China’s level of soft power strengthens with the advancement of the 
cooperation at subnational level.

The Chinese People’s Association for Friendship with Foreign Countries 
(CPAFFC⁵) is the organization responsible for organizing international rela-
tions at the local level which operates directly under the Communist Party of 
China (CPC). It is a direct tool for the implementation of China’s foreign policy 
as designed at the central level. CPAFFC gives the official approval to Chinese 
cities before starting a cooperation.⁶ 

In comparison, local authorities in Europe and in North Macedonia are 
not directly involved in the implementation of foreign policy as decided and 
defined at the central government level. They have other competences and 
concerns, mostly related to local economic development, traffic, urban plan-
ning, and communal services. Furthermore, given the democratic and plural-
ist character of European societies, political officials at the helm of local gov-
ernments may or may not be from the same political party/ies as the central 
government officials, which may lead to politico-ideological divergences and 
impact the cooperation with local governments from other countries.

Sino-Macedonian Emerging Subnational Cooperation

Local government cooperation has emerged in the context of the rela-
tions between central governments and is established on the level of sister 
cities and city networks and associations. In the past decade, China and North 
Macedonia have developed cooperation between the CPAFFC, and the Mace-
donian Association of Local Self-Government Units (ZELS) that has become 
more active after the launch of the China-CEEC cooperation platform in 2012. 

The goal of the cooperation between CPAFFC and ZELS is to create favor-
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able conditions for developing relations between local governments from both coun-
tries. Communication between the two Associations was established as following: 

» During the 2010 China International Friendship Cities Conference that took 
place in Shanghai, organized by (CPAFFC), a delegation composed of representatives 
of ZELS and the Network of Associations of Local Authorities of South-East Europe 
(NALAS) attended the event.⁷ 

» In 2013, a delegation of Chinese cities visited ZELS. The purpose of this visit was 
to get acquainted with the competencies of the local authorities in North Macedonia 
and to create opportunities for mutual cooperation and exchange of experiences 
between the cities and regions of the two countries.⁸ 

» In 2014, during the Second Summit of Local Leaders at the Chinese Investment 
Forum held in Prague, on behalf of ZELS, its then President signed the letter of sup-
port for “The Establishment of the Association of Governors of Provinces of the Peo-
ple’s Republic of China – CEEC”. In 2015, a delegation of the Chinese People’s Asso-
ciation for Friendship with Foreign Countries visited the Macedonian Association of 
Local Self-Government Units.⁹ 

» In 2016, a Delegation of ZELS, led by its President at that time, took part in 
the 3rd Local Leaders Summit of the People’s Republic of China and 16 countries 
of Central and Eastern Europe. The mayors of three local self-government units of 
the Republic of North Macedonia - the City of Skopje, Gostivar and Kumanovo, con-
cluded agreements on accession to the Association of Governors of Provinces and 
Regions within the 16+1 initiative (the PR of China and 16 CEE countries). 10

Sister-cities Partnerships: Case Studies 

The mapping of the established cooperation between Chinese and Macedo-
nian local governments identified five pairs of municipalities from both countries 
engaged in mutual cooperation agreements.

1. Skopje & Nanchang

Signed in 1985, the cooperation of Skopje and Nanchang appears to be the old-
est between the countries, and for a long time it has been the only one. Namely, it 
started 9 years earlier than the establishment of diplomatic relations between the 
two countries in 1993. A number of visits between the two cities took place between 
1996 and 2005, involving the mayors and technical municipal personnel.

The cooperation between the two cities intensified in September 2005 with the 
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signing of a Memorandum of Understanding in the fields of culture, education, sports, 
and economy during the visit of a Chinese delegation from Nanchang to Skopje.¹¹ 
The then Mayor of Skopje, indicated that Nanchang can bring important experience 
for further economic development of the City of Skopje taking into consideration 
the various Chinese methods of production and their use of advanced technology. 
Inspired by the technological-industrial development zone in Nanchang, the recom-
mendation for economic cooperation included the potential opening of economic 
zones in Skopje in accordance with the national legislation, in which certain products 
were to be produced and then placed on the domestic market or in the markets of 
neighboring countries. ¹² A free economic zone or technological-industrial develop-
ment zone in Skopje was additionally mentioned in the Macedonian Governmental 
Position to open to Chinese investments in 2012.¹³  This proposal to open a free zone 
for Chinese companies has been put forward at almost every China-CEEC summit 
until 2017, but it was never implemented due to a lack of interest by the Chinese 
side.¹⁴

Several educational exchanges were organized between 2007 and 2010,¹⁵ which 
resulted in the signature of a Memorandum of Understanding between the high 
school “Georgi Dimitrov” from Skopje and the high-school Number 2 from Nan-
chang.¹⁶ The two sides also tried to establish cooperation in the field of media in 
2014, when a Chinese delegation from Nanchang composed of local government and 
media representatives paid an official visit to Skopje.¹⁷ 

During the years of high level and technical delegation exchanges, the two cities 
established close cultural cooperation in order to promote both traditions and cul-
tures. To illustrate, as part of the celebration of the 30th anniversary of the cooper-
ation between Nanchang and Skopje in 2015, a series of cultural events were orga-
nized in order to promote and present the Chinese culture to Macedonian citizens.¹⁸  
An official delegation from Nanchang visited Skopje in February 2016 and partici-
pated in the Celebration of the Chinese New Year in Skopje.¹⁹

The cooperation between the two cities expanded in the area of development 
assistance through the 2006 donation for the construction of the Educational Cor-
ner in the Skopje Zoo, as well as financial assistance for the purchase of equipment 
for the Fire Brigade of the City of Skopje.20  In April 2020, during the COVID-19 out-
break, the City of Skopje requested medical support from their Chinese friends in 
Nanchang, resulting in a donation of 50,000 masks, an initiative that was greatly 
welcomed by the citizens of Skopje and the local administration.²¹  

The coordinator of the Department for International Cooperation of the City of 
Skopje described the bilateral relations as a “cooperation in waves”. In certain peri-
ods, there is a more noticeable intensity, featuring more coordinated activities, while 
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other periods are decidedly slower, depending on the tendencies at the time. 

The bilateral relations between the two cities have developed mainly during 
the period between 2012 and 2017 with regular high-level visits and promotional 
activities. The cooperation contributed to significant results especially in the field 
of culture and promotion of national traditions. The cooperation is still continu-
ing via mail, messages, and protocol exchanges. As a sign of the friendship with 
Skopje, one of the modern boulevards in Nanchang is named Skopje - Nanchang 
– Friendship.²²

2. Ohrid & Dalian 

Тhe Protocol on Establishing Friendly Cooperation between Dalian and Ohrid 
was signed in 2004.²³ The Protocol was signed as part of a series of Agreements 
between the Government of the People's Republic of China and the Government 
of the Republic of North Macedonia and followed the signing of the Joint State-
ment between the People's Republic of China and the Government of the Repub-
lic of North Macedonia on Consolidating and Promoting their Friendly Relations 
and Cooperation in 2002. ²⁴

In 2005, the then mayor of Ohrid attended the Conference of sister cities 
in Dalian and demonstrated interest in developing a stronger cooperation with 
Dalian and using its experience in the field of tourism, restoration and construc-
tion.²⁵  

In 2010, a high-level delegation of the Dalian municipal government visited 
Ohrid in order to learn more about the touristic and cultural offer of the city and 
its lake as well as its business capacities and industry.²⁶  

The two cities have intensified their relations starting from 2014, mostly in 
the fields of tourism and culture. In November 2014, the then Mayor of Ohrid, 
visited Dalian and had meetings with representatives of the local government to 
discuss the strengthening of the mutual cooperation, and with representatives of 
the National Television of Dalian to organize a filming of a promotional video of 
Ohrid²⁷  which took place the next year.²⁸

Between 2015 and 2019, several official visits between both cities took place. 
The two sides used these annual meetings and activities to further extend their 
cooperation and promote the exchanges. 

The visits resulted in the signature of a Memorandum of Understanding 
between the Department of Tourism and Local Economic Development of the 
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Municipality of Ohrid and the Bureau of Tourism of Dalian in 2015. The Memoran-
dum was the first step in reinforcing the cooperation between the two cities in 
the field of tourism. Both sides engaged to strengthen the cooperation in the field 
of information exchange, development of products and services in tourism, and 
in organizing touristic visits. This Memorandum was supposed to serve as basis 
for introducing flights from North Macedonia to China, showing the ambition of 
the Macedonian local authorities, even if not realistic in terms of implementa-
tion considering the necessary logistic for such an activity. The two cities agreed 
to have joint participation in fairs and tourism events.²⁹ In 2016, representatives 
from the Municipality of Ohrid visited Dalian with the objective of reinforcing the 
cooperation in tourism, developing ties with Chinese tour operators, and discuss-
ing potential economic investments.30 This continued in 2019 when officials from 
the Ohrid Municipality paid an official visit to Dalian. The objective of the visit 
was to discuss future concrete activities of the sister cities of Dalian and Ohrid 
in order to gain experience in the field of tourism through exchanges of students 
and tourism workers, as well as participation in cultural events in both cities.³¹  

The topic of economic development was also discussed during official visits. 
An action plan was presented, which outlined guidelines, investment principles, 
necessary logistics, and expected results.³²  In 2015, during a visit to Ohrid, the 
Chinese delegation included managers of companies in the field of construction, 
investment funds, and the energy sector, presenting concrete steps taken by Chi-
nese potential investors so far. 

The reinforcement of the cultural cooperation through cultural exchanges, 
musical events, as well as the possibility of opening a Chinese cultural center in 
Ohrid was discussed in 2018 during a visit of the official delegation from Dalian 
to Ohrid.³³

In 2019, a delegation from the city of Dalian met with their counterparts from 
Ohrid. The meeting emphasized the good mutual cooperation that the two munic-
ipalities want to nurture. The focus of the discussion was on the potential coop-
eration in the preservation and restoration of old buildings in Ohrid, as well as 
environmental protection. ³⁴ Both cities fully intend to continue the fruitful coop-
eration and reinforce their work in the field of cultural heritage and environment. 

The cooperation between Ohrid and Dalian is one of the most intensive ones 
between the Chinese and Macedonian cities, at least before the COVID-19 out-
break. Although, there are not many concrete results and the cooperation has 
been thus far focused on cultural and tourism promotion, it is important to note 
the strong-willed initiatives from both sides. 
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3. Bitola & Ningbo

The cooperation between Bitola and Ningbo was initiated in November 2014 
with the signing of a Cooperation Agreement that was supposed to enable the 
development of economic and cultural contacts, and investment in and promo-
tion of national products from both countries. The ideas have been concentrated 
in several areas of cooperation such as agriculture, car industry, milk and milk-
based products, ice cream, etc.³⁵  

The signing of the Cooperation Agreement was followed by two visits in 
2015. First from a Ningbo delegation for establishing an economic cooperation 
between both cities. A series of interviews were organized with representatives 
of the business and economic development sector in Bitola.³⁶ A delegation from 
Bitola including representatives of the municipality, companies and journalists 
returned the visit during the International Expo.³⁷ 

In the documentary about the visit, a representative of the municipality of 
Ningbo clearly explains the Chinese strategy: “If we can understand one city, we 
can understand all of Macedonia, if we can understand every country of Central 
and Eastern Europe, we can understand Central and Eastern Europe”. ³⁸  

The interviewed representatives from the municipality of Bitola described the 
present cooperation as a cooperation in a “protocol” sense, with exchange of calls 
for the celebration of anniversaries and other important dates for both cities, 
exchange of emails, etc. It is also to be noted that in the past years there were not 
concrete activities implementing the Cooperation Agreement.  

4. Kocani & Wuxi

A Memorandum of Understanding was signed in April 2016 between Wuxi, 
a city in Jiangsu province, and the Municipality of Kocani, during the visit of an 
official delegation from Kocani to Wuxi. 

This first official contact between both cities was established with the main 
purpose of developing economic and agricultural cooperation, especially in the 
field of rice production which is a common interest for both cities. In addition, the 
Municipality of Kocani presented the possibilities for investments, construction 
and business cooperation.³⁹ 

In August 2016, a delegation from the twinned city of Wuxi paid an official 
visit to the Municipality of Kocani, and visited some local enterprises and insti-
tutions. The potential areas of cooperation in Kocani were discussed such as rice 
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production, the use of geothermal waters, and the promotion and development of 
mountain tourism, especially in the sports and recreation center Ponikva.40 

Besides the economic and agricultural cooperation, and according to the Agree-
ment, the cooperation between the twinned municipalities should continue in the 
areas of culture and education.

While talking with the Director of the Department for Local Economic Develop-
ment and Cross-Border Cooperation, it was evident that the cooperation continues 
to this day, mainly with small initiatives as online culture related competitions for 
children, exchange of presents via post, etc. There is still eagerness to continue the 
cooperation from both sides, but there are no specific plans at the moment. 

5. Prilep & Deyang

The cooperation between Prilep and Deyang started in July 2013, when a del-
egation from Prilep participated in the Business Forum Chongqing 2013 and offi-
cially visited Deyang. During this visit, different meetings with the municipal repre-
sentatives and bilateral meetings with the business sector were organized. 

Thematic discussions on the topics of economy, culture, education and other 
areas in which the two municipalities can develop cooperation took place. The del-
egation from Prilep presented the Macedonian culture and tradition, as well as 
investment opportunities in the municipality of Prilep, especially in the technolog-
ical-industrial zone Alinci. The Macedonian delegation visited industrial facilities 
and companies working in the field of energy, tobacco, food and textile. 

During this visit in 2013, both mayors signed a Memorandum for Establishing 
Friendly Cooperation between the Municipalities of Prilep and Deyang.⁴¹  The same 
year, Prilep welcomed a delegation from Deyang which visited a factory exploit-
ing and processing white marble and the Tobacco Company from Prilep, as well as 
the food industry "Vitaminka" and the Macedonian textile company "Comfy angel." 
The exploration of the economic resources and investment possibilities were the 
main topic of this visit.⁴² Furthermore, the Chinese Embassy presented Prilep and 
the town's potential for future investments to Chinese investors and businessmen 
and supported the cooperation with Deyang during the official visit of the Chinese 
Ambassador to Prilep in 2015. ⁴³

The two cities demonstrated willingness to cooperate in the field of culture and 
tourism. A delegation from Deyang, composed of cultural, media and tourist work-
ers, visited Prilep in 2014 to discover its cultural and touristic potential.⁴⁴  
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The Municipality of Deyang showed support to their twin city by donating 200 
safety suits and air purifiers for kindergartens during the Covid-19 pandemic.⁴⁵  
On this occasion, the Mayor of Prilep expressed the willingness to intensify the 
cooperation between Prilep and Deyang once the pandemic is over, especially in 
economic areas.

CONCLUSIONS

Most of the Macedonian municipalities that enter into cooperation with Chinese 
counterparts do so expecting Chinese economic investment and infrastructure 
development. The Chinese side also has an economic interest which is insignificant 
in terms of economic development for China, but important in terms of learning 
the European way of working and reinforcing its presence in the region. Hence, 
although it is evident that both sides are showing willingness to cooperate and 
strengthen their relations to cooperate mainly in economic matters, specific out-
comes for direct investments, outsourcing or other economic benefits are lacking. 
It seems to be easier to develop cooperation in the areas of education and culture. 
Therefore, cultural institutions, high schools, universities, and tourism stakehold-
ers have been the main actors in the bilateral cooperation at the local level which 
contributes to strengthening China’s soft power. 

Moreover, there has been a noticeable decline of the intensity in the cooperation 
in the past few years and in some cases, it was focused more on protocol-related 
aspects than on substance. This situation which mirrors the developments at the 
central level could be ascribed to several factors, including the establishment of a 
new Government in North Macedonia in 2017 with different international devel-
opment priorities reflected on the local level. The Government is more focused on 
reinforcing its ties with the European Union and the accession process of the coun-
try. Moreover, the accession to NATO in 2020 further changed the political context 
and brought the country closer to the NATO member states, increasing the wari-
ness about the cooperation with China at the central level, especially in sensitive 
areas.⁴⁶  However, this aspect does not seem to be visible at the local level. 

Some renewal of the existing cooperation has been noted during the COVID-
19 outbreak, especially in terms of communication for medical support and minor 
donations of health equipment, but it remains to be seen whether there will be a 
spill-over in other areas. Hence, there is a lot of room for improvement in order to 
better tailor the cooperation to suit the needs and expectations of Macedonian 
municipalities. 

CONCLUSIONS
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