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Abstract
The port of Sines in southern Portugal has become an economic battleground for Chinese and
US influence in Europe. The increased strategic significance of the port and its planned
expansion have attracted Chinese investment interests in the context of the Belt and Road
Initiative (BRI), to which the US has responded with competing proposals. This study begins
by contextualising the superpower rivalry in Sines within Portugal’s recent economic and
political developments. An analysis of Chinese language sources is then presented, revealing
China’s ambitions to transform the port into a key Atlantic outpost of the BRI. US plans to
develop a European gateway for its shale gas are then compared. This policy brief adds a new
dimension to the study of the Sines port by relating it to concepts of European strategic
autonomy. It concludes by calling for a European response to Chinese and American
ambitions in Sines based on (1) increasing EU-led public investment, (2) incentivising private
European investment and (3) aligning industrial policy with foreign policy. The future
outcome of the port of Sines will serve as a litmus test of the EU’s ambition and ability to
pursue strategic autonomy amid a new era of superpower competition.
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Port of Sines: The Atlantic End of the New Silk Road?

Introduction
The port of Sines, located 150 kilometres south of the Portuguese capital Lisbon, has in
recent years become an economic battleground for Chinese and US influence in Europe. This
little-known port has attracted the attention of competing investment visions, including that
of China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), which aims to dramatically redirect trade flows
across the Eurasian continent in a more Sinocentric direction.
Lying at the intersection of major global shipping routes (including the trans-Atlantic,
Mediterranean and Cape routes), Sines has long been a strategically significant port (Figure
1). Recent developments have made it even more so. First, the doubling of the Panama
Canal’s cargo capacity following a multi-billion dollar expansion project in 2016 has shone a
greater spotlight on the Portuguese port, which benefits from being Europe's closest
deepwater port to the major waterway across the Atlantic. The announcement of China’s BRI
infrastructure programme in 2013 has also been game-changing, with Sines emerging as a
potential junction between the initiative’s maritime silk road and one of its economic belts.
Finally, the shale gas ‘revolution’ of the last decade has increased the geostrategic relevance
of Sines, which is continental Europe’s closest port to the shale basins of the American east
coast.
Figure 1: Sines at the intersection of maritime routes

Source: Diário Digital Castelo Branco

In light of this new growth outlook for Sines, local port authorities launched an international
public tender in October 2019 for the awarding of a concession contract for the construction
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and commercial operation of a new container terminal, to be named the Vasco da Gama
Terminal (after the Sines-born explorer who discovered the first ocean route between Europe
and Asia). It is set to become the port’s second container terminal and fifth terminal overall
with an estimated total private investment from the future concessionaire—yet to be
determined—of around EUR 642 million. Upon completion of both the new terminal and the
on-going expansion of an already existing terminal, Sines is predicted to become one of the
main ports in the Western Mediterranean, as well as in the world.1
As a fast-growing port of increasing strategic relevance, Sines has the potential to influence
the EU’s long-term trade orientations and energy dependencies, at least in southwestern
Europe.2 European policymakers keen on ensuring the bloc’s much-vaunted strategic
autonomy would do well to turn their attention to this emerging US-China economic
battleground in Sines and play a more active role in determining its fate. Following an
analysis of developments in the port from the perspective of Portuguese, Chinese and
American actors, this policy brief concludes with a list of concrete actions that the EU can—
and should—carry out as a response to both China’s BRI ambitions and America’s investment
interests in this contested corner of Europe.

Portugal’s Pivot to China
The port of Sines became operational in 1978 as part of an ambitious, state-led industrial
project that aimed to transform the seaside city into Portugal’s national growth centre,
thereby further integrating the country into the capitalist world economy and simultaneously
developing the poor southern region of Alentejo.3 However, owing to a lack of political
commitment for the project alongside stiff competition from Spanish ports, Sines did not
immediately become a major trading hub as initially envisioned. Recent initiatives by the
Portuguese government to reindustrialise and reinvigorate the economy through public
investment, however, have returned Sines to the fore of national development plans.4
In recent years, Portugal has turned to China for help in achieving these economic
development aims. Portugal is a well-documented example of an EU member state turning to
China for economic lifelines following the eurozone debt crisis. The depth and breadth of
Chinese investment in Portugal today is staggering. China has significant stakes in the
energy, banking, insurance, tourism, real estate and health sectors in the country.5 Portugal
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also ranked as China’s fourth largest destination for FDI in Europe from 2004 t0 2014 (ahead
of larger countries such as Spain and Italy).6 These inflows make the small Iberian country
one of the highest per capita recipients of Chinese investment on the continent.7
Portugal’s friendly and stable political relations with China have helped facilitate this
extensive level of investment. The smooth transfer of Macau’s sovereignty to China in 1999
and Portugal’s subsequent reluctance to interfere in Macanese affairs (as opposed to the UK
in Hong Kong) have generated much political goodwill between Lisbon and Beijing. The
amicable nature of their relationship has in turn opened Portugal to criticisms of being the
“special friend of China in Europe''.8 (These accusations are not new; as early as 1989,
Portugal was already considered China’s “best friend in the EU” after it sent a delegation of
the Portuguese Air Force to Beijing only a year after the Tiananmen Square protests, thereby
breaking the EU’s decision to suspend military dialogue with China.9) In late 2018, Portugal’s
political relations with China reached a new high point with the signing of a memorandum of
understanding (MoU) on cooperation within the framework of the BRI.
Among Portugal’s community of Pekingologists, some see the signing of this BRI MoU as an
opportunity to further their country’s economic intertwinement vis-à-vis China, with the port
of Sines acting as a natural fulcrum. The New Silk Road Friends Association, a Lisbon-based
think tank established in 2016, places the port of Sines first among a list of development
projects in which Portugal and China could cooperate within the BRI.10 The same report
argues that “Portugal will certainly play an important role in the Atlantic maritime silk road”.
Indeed, a map displayed prominently on the think tank’s home page highlights a land-based
economic belt stretching from China’s eastern seaboard across the Yiwu-Madrid railway line
and ending in the Atlantic at the port of Sines (Figure 2).
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Figure 2: Sines at the end of the New Eurasia Land Bridge Economic Corridor

Source: Associação Amigos da Nova Rota da Seda

China’s Designs on Sines
The potential strategic significance of Sines within the BRI has not been missed by Chinese
observers. China’s official state-run Xinhua News Agency identifies Sines as one of Europe’s
most important ports, despite its relatively lesser-known status.11 Various factors make Sines
an attractive BRI investment opportunity for China, including the trading possibilities
offered by its unique geographic position alongside Portugal’s welcoming stance toward
Chinese investment.
Sines is a particularly appealing BRI project for China because of its potential to serve as a
meeting point between one of the initiative’s proposed overland economic belts and the
maritime silk road. On the one hand, Sines lies at the westernmost end of the New Eurasia
Land Bridge Economic Corridor, the longest and most ambitious of the BRI’s six economic
corridors. Sines also acts as a potential Atlantic outpost of the 21st-Century Maritime Silk
Road.
Analysts at China’s National Marine Information Centre argue that Sines’ strategic
positioning could allow it to serve not only as an “Atlantic entry point for BRI trade flows into
Europe, but also as a trading platform [for goods] from Europe to Latin America and North
Africa”. Sines could thereby become a “European axis” for the BRI and help “jumpstart”
further infrastructure plans. In order to ensure the successful implementation of this vision,
they argue that any Chinese involvement in developing the port of Sines must adopt an allout investment approach including the construction and management of the new terminal.12
Portugal’s welcoming stance toward Chinese investment also makes the port of Sines a
promising BRI project. For example, China’s Ministry of Commerce includes a webpage on
its public service platform for the country’s “Going Out” strategy, outlining proposals for
integrating Sines within the BRI. The article is almost exclusively dedicated to showcasing
11
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welcoming remarks made by the Portuguese Prime Minister, António Costa, at the signing of
the BRI memorandum in 2018. For example, Costa is quoted as saying that Portugal hopes
that the port of Sines will become an “important component” of the BRI.13
Considering the long investment timeframe required for developing overseas ports as part of
China’s global infrastructure network, stable political relations are of crucial importance for
Chinese investment. One need look no further than the Hinkley Point C nuclear power
station in the UK for an example of politics upsetting Chinese investment plans in Europe.14
The seemingly steady and predictable state of Sino-Portuguese political relations, by
contrast, makes such a scenario less likely in Portugal.

America’s Shale Gas Gateway
Alarmed at the increasingly rapid pace of Chinese investment in key sectors of the Portuguese
economy, the US belatedly entered the fray on the question of Sines. (It should be recalled
that Portugal, a founding member of NATO, is a US military ally that provides crucial air
bridges between North America and Europe via its island territories in the Atlantic.15) In
February 2020, US Energy Secretary, Dan Brouillette, accompanied by the US ambassador to
Portugal, George Glass, went on a highly publicised visit to the port of Sines to draw attention
to the US’ economic vision for the port focused on liquified natural gas (LNG) imports.16
The shale gas boom of the last decade has presented the US with a geopolitical opportunity to
increase gas exports to its allies and reduce their dependency on other energy sources, such
as those from North Africa and Russia. As the closest European port to American shale, Sines
acts as a natural gateway for American LNG into the European market. Despite this
geographical proximity, only a third of American LNG exports to Europe currently pass
through Sines, implying a large growth potential for Sines if capacity is increased.17 Overall,
the EU has already become one of the main importers of American shale since it received its
first shipment of LNG imports from the US in April 2016.18
Under the Trump administration, US officials pressured the Portuguese to implement their
infrastructure vision for the port. Several months after the official US visit to Sines, the US
ambassador drew further attention to the port by issuing a warning to Portugal in an
interview with Expresso, one of the country’s main newspapers: “Portugal”, he said, “must
now choose between its allies or the Chinese”. On the topic of the “incredibly strategic” port
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of Sines, he expressed his hope that it would not “go to the Chinese”. But if it did, LNG
distribution to Europe via Sines would inevitably be “compromised”.19 Needless to say, his
heavy-handed and threatening comments were not well received in Portugal.20
Despite the strong political push from US authorities to invest in Sines as an LNG terminal,
American companies have struggled to compete in practical terms with China's economic
ambitions for the port. The US ambassador himself pointed out in the same interview that
the US lacks companies to manage overseas ports, unlike China and its array of shipping
conglomerates, such as the China Ocean Shipping Company (COSCO) and the China
Merchants Group, with vast experience in this area. This implies that US companies would
have to rely on international partnerships to develop Sines into a bigger LNG hub.

European Policymaking Implications
Despite the heightened interest in Sines from the world's two most important powers, port
authorities have yet to receive concrete investment pledges for its expansion project.
Somewhat unexpectedly, no bidders emerged for the new container terminal after the
bidding deadline expired on 6th April 2021. Port authorities at Sines cited the unfavourable
economic context caused by the coronavirus pandemic as the reason behind the lack of
offers.21
It is thus only a matter of time before the dampening effect of the pandemic subsides and the
port of Sines returns to the bargaining table. This interval presents European policymakers
with a unique opportunity to act pre-emptively and shape an outcome in their favour. The
alternative is to passively await a result that may not be best for Europe.
Portuguese and EU officials should be wary about a further increase in China-led
development projects in a country already so dependent on Chinese investment. The Greek
port of Piraeus is a cautionary tale in this regard. Piraeus became a central part of the BRI
after China’s largest state-backed shipping conglomerate, COSCO, became its main investor
in 2008 with the awarding of a concession to manage two of the port’s terminals.22 Five years
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later, COSCO won a contract to build a third terminal.23 It eventually purchased a majority
stake in the port.24
Around the same time, Greece’s voting record on China-related issues began to change tack.
In 2016, Greece helped weaken an EU statement regarding the International Arbitration
Court’s ruling on the South China Sea (the statement ended up being watered down such that
direct references to Beijing were all but removed).25 The following year, Athens blocked an
EU statement on China at the UN Human Rights Council in Geneva.26 Greece also later
opposed an EU investment screening plan targeted toward China.27 The example of Piraeus
may be exceptional because of the unique set of crises besetting Greece at the time.
Nevertheless, this Greek case study still raises valid concerns about overexposure to Chinese
investment in individual member states and the undermining of EU-wide decisions on
China-related matters.
Aside from the political consequences of Piraeus’ integration into the BRI, there are also
criticisms regarding the actual economic benefits of Chinese investment in the port. Most of
the construction materials for the port’s expansion, for example, came from China—not
Greece or the rest of Europe. And although many jobs have been created in Piraeus because
of Chinese investment, COSCO primarily hired local workers using short-term contracts with
wages far lower than the regular rate for unionised Greek dock workers. In other words,
Chinese investment in port infrastructure may not be as rosy as it seems.28
Nor is the American vision for Sines wholly desirable for the EU. At a time when the EU is
seeking to become climate neutral by 2050 via the European Green Deal, investing in a largescale LNG import terminal may expose the Portuguese economy to the risk of stranded
assets. Even if the plan to increase US shale imports and diversify Europe’s energy
dependence is a welcome initiative, there are concerns that LNG is not a suitable bridge fuel
to transition away from coal.29 American LNG facilities in particular are extremely polluting
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when compared internationally.30 In the EU, the French government has already set a
precedent for blocking a US natural gas import contract over environmental concerns.31
Instead, a joint European approach should be pursued, at both the EU and member state
level, in line with the following three proposals:
First, EU policymakers should recall that one reason for the BRI’s rapid spread relates to the
politically directed nature of many Chinese economic investments, which are often carried
out through state-owned enterprises. As such, they can carry out investments that fully
privatised companies would not normally undertake. To compete successfully with BRI
schemes on European territory, EU policymakers should likewise adopt a public investment
approach. As Josep Borrell, High Representative of the Union for Foreign Affairs and
Security Policy, argues, “to be able to continue taking political decisions autonomously as
Europeans, we need to invest in strategic sovereignty”.32 The EU has already carried out such
strategic investments, for example, with the EUR 1.8 billion expansion of the Polish port of
Gdynia.33
Furthermore, private investment from European firms in critical ports, such as Sines, should
also be encouraged so as not to rely entirely on public investment. If the EU wants critical
infrastructure projects not to fall under Chinese management, then it should incentivise
private European firms to compete with China's subsidised state-backed companies. One
solution is to increase the underlying economic attractiveness of such investment projects.
In the case of Sines, this solution implies the strengthening of transport links between the
Portuguese Atlantic coast and the rest of Europe via Spain. It is dismaying that, 35 years
since the accession of both Portugal and Spain to the EU, there still lacks large-scale rail links
between the two countries’ capital regions, as well as with the rest of Europe via France.34 The
lack of hinterland connectivity surrounding Sines holds the port back from attracting further
investment. Indeed, it may offer a further explanation for the recent lack of bids for the port
(in addition to the covid-related factors cited by local authorities). The EU should therefore
step up its efforts within the Trans-European Transport Network (TEN-T) policy initiative to
strengthen the Atlantic Corridor linking Portugal to the EU’s industrial centre. Given the
cross-border nature of developing trans-European networks, the EU has a clear opportunity
to act in line with its shared competences.
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Finally, a greater alignment should be pursued between European industrial policy and
foreign policy. Investing in critical infrastructure, such as the port of Sines, should not only
be seen through the lens of domestic economic development, but also viewed as a means to
achieve foreign policy objectives, especially vis-à-vis China and its BRI strategies. Much is
made these days about the so-called Sinatra Doctrine of finding a middle path for the EU
amid an emerging US-China superpower rivalry. Too often, however, attention is paid to bigpicture concepts of ‘equidistance’ and ‘triangularity’ at the expense of practical on-theground developments. The battle for influence in Europe between the US and China will not
be won in academic theories, but rather in “the patient, discreet accumulation of advantages
on the ground”, as observed by Josep Borrell in reference to the “Chinese realpolitik based on
creating faits accomplis”.35
If the EU and its member states truly want to gain European strategic independence, turning
their attention to critical infrastructure, such as the port of Sines, and articulating their own
industrial development vision would be a good start. After all, being forced to choose between
Chinese and American economic schemes is far from the EU’s conception of strategic
autonomy.
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