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The EU SME Centre is an initiative funded by the European Union to assist small and medium-
sized enterprises (SMEs) from EU Member States and countries participating in the Single Market
Programme, getting them ready to do business in China.

Our core mission is to facilitate market access and provide a comprehensive range of free first-line
services to inform, advise, train, and connect SMEs. The Centre forms partnerships with business
support organisations and trade promotion organisations to bring our services and expertise to
European SMEs of all sectors.

This initiative created in 2010 is now in Phase IV (2022-2025) and is implemented by four consortium
partners with two associated partners, with networks throughout Europe and China.
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OUR SERVICES
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• Operating in the CN market: peculiarities and tips
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• China in 2024:

• System – Mixed economy (planning plays a key role), local governments 

are the key drivers

• Direction – Self-reliance, stronger control → High compliance cost

• Economy – Slow growth and sales; unemployment; but not catastrophic

• Charm offensive for foreign investment:

• Big and “high-quality” foreign investment in first-tier cities

• Foreign investment in lower-tier cities

• FDI in Europe

• Reality – Strong business cases required; local presence

• Meanwhile... Changing context in both China and the EU

Current 

situation

(1/3)
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Current 

situation

(2/3)

• Many EU SMEs continue to face many challenges once on the ground:

• Lack of adequate knowledge, preparation, commitment

• Working with the wrong partner(s)

• Cultural factors, language barriers

• Different role of government in business

• High costs of logistics, operations, compliance

• Unprecedented local competition, “China speed”

• Unwritten barriers

• …

• Very challenging for foreign entrepreneurs
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Current 

situation

(3/3)

Imports mainly via :

• Guangdong (17%)

• Beijing (16%)

• Shanghai (13%)

• Jiangsu (11%)

• Zhejiang (7%)

• Shandong (7%)
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Current 

situation

(3/3)

Exports mainly via :

• Guangdong (24%)

• Zhejiang (16%)

• Jiangsu (14%)

• Shandong (8%)

• Shanghai (7%)

• Fujian (5%)
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• Plan carefully about the if, what, where, when, who and how:

• There are different market entry ways and structures:

• Traditional export via agents, distributors

• Establishment of entity in China (production, R&D, sales, etc)

• Project-based R&D cooperation (Horizon Europe)

• Licensing of technology / outsourcing production

• Chinese investor in EU

• Work with existing international clients / other foreign 

companies in China!

• Product adjustments to comply with local standards

• Substantial financial resources to sustain operations initially

Market entry ways (1/4)  

What market 

entry options? 
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General trade 

vs CBEC

• General trade | Market entry requirements:

• Country eligibility (for some F&B categories only) → Not eligible? 

No way to export (only CBEC may be possible)

• Product registration (only health food, infant formula)

• Manufacturer registration (GACC/CIFER registration)

• Compliance with safety, labelling and packaging standards 

• Cross-Border E-Commerce | Market entry requirements:

• Product is listed on CBEC Positive List (1,476 items, most F&B 

products are on the list)

• Bonded import or direct shipping mode

• Opening a CBEC store / placing product on existing CBEC store

Market entry ways (2/4)
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General trade 

vs CBEC

Market entry ways (3/4)

General trade CBEC

Sales channelsOffline and 

online

Online (CBEC 

platforms only)

Time and resources 

needed
Longer, higher Shorter, lower

Chinese standards
Original 

labelling and 

packaging

CN labelling 

and packaging 

standards

LogisticsB2B, B2C, B2B2C 
Stored anywhere

B2C. Direct 
shipping or 

bonded zones
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Market entry ways (4/4)  

Pre-market product approval                                 
(not for all products)

Open CBEC store

Ideal for:

Health food;

Infant formula;

B2C sales of  
high-risk 
products
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• Since 1 January 2022, required for all establishments producing, 

processing or storing F&B products exported to China (excluding 

additives): https://cifer.singlewindow.cn/

• Two procedures:

• So-called “High-risk products”: 19 categories. Through competent 

authority in home country → Long, difficult procedure (several 

months, even more; could be politicised)

• So-called “Low-risk products”: any other F&B product. The 

producer applies alone → Short, easy procedure (up to a few weeks)

• 46 Cyprus-based establishment successfully registered (dairy, soft 

drinks, alcoholic beverages)

Required for 

general trade

F&B focus - GACC/CIFER registration

https://cifer.singlewindow.cn/
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• Soil remediation SME with innovative solution:
• Analysis of national-level Five-year Plan and other policy docs

• Analysis of local-level Five-year Plans

• Shortlist of 3 provinces where the issue was most severe

• One senior resource hired

• Participation to local events, outreach to government actors

• Demonstration project launched in one city

• Collaboration continued after successful demonstration

The right 

mindset: 

example

Case study
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New report!

The ultimate guide to China’s 
CIFER registration

Required for 

general trade

F&B focus - GACC/CIFER registration
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• IP registration in China (actually: before even entering the market)

• Social media presence (livestreaming sessions, KOLs and KOCs…)

• Event marketing (retail promotions, online shopping festivals…)

• Don’t take things for granted: Different taste, knowledge gaps →

Education (training to importers, tasting, video tutorials…)

• Leverage on the EU-China Agreement on Geographical Indications !

• Customer service and after-sale service

• Logistics management

• Networking (sponsorship, technical seminars, trade fairs…)

The real 

challenge 

begins once in 

the market

Once in the market… (1/2)  
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Tips before 

participating in 

Chinese trade 

fairs

• PL dairy company spent a lot of $ to participate in a CN trade fair
• Company had not completed GACC/CIFER registration: No CN importers 

would seriously consider the company

• NL honey producer spent a lot of € to participate in a CN trade fair 

• Before knowing that NL-made honey cannot be exported to CN

• IT pet food company spent a lot of € to participate in a CN trade fair 
• One ingriedient of the product not authorised to be imported : No CN 

importers would consider the company without changes to the product 

formula

Once in the market… (2/2)  
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• Succeeding in the CN market is difficult and requires longer 

time than other markets (x3 rule):
• When you enter China, you are basically a start-up

• Focus initially on one city/approach. Scale up later

• Mistakes and failures are frequent

• Don’t think you are special! Different taste, knowledge gaps

• Branding and marketing are extremely important for SMEs

• Have dedicated resources for government affairs

• ‘European’ is associated to ‘high quality’ and ‘safety’, but 

these alone are not enough 

The right 

mindset: act 

gradually, think 

long-term

Peculiarities and tips (1/5)  
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Meeting Chinese 

partners – ways

• Different ways to meet CN partners:

• Get in contact with local embassy/chamber of commerce 

• Participating to CN trade fairs:

• Require careful selection of the fair: not all are relevant 

• Require full preparation (e.g. Familiarity with market access 

requirements), communication and follow up

Peculiarities and tips (2/5)  
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• Different business culture:

• Start from general principles, broad objectives; narrow down

• Indirect communication!

• Long-term approach to build trust, personal relations essential

• Be familiar with Chinese business etiquette

• Expect the interlocutor to know a lot about you

Meeting Chinese 

partners –

culture

Peculiarities and tips (3/5)  
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• ALWAYS conduct due diligence on your partners, new ones 

as well as existing ones. Weekly cases of disputes

• Have a solid contract in place, covering (among others):
• Avoid advance payments, use safe payment methods (e.g. l/c)

• Quality inspection and management, liabilities and penalties

• Choice of law, dispute settlement (arbitration?)

• Confidentiality and IP rights → EU project: China IP SME 

Helpdesk

• Protecting yourself does not mean distrusting your partner

Due diligence 

and contracts 

are your best 

friends

Peculiarities and tips (4/5)  
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Due diligence 

and contracts 

are your best 

friends –

company chops

Peculiarities and tips (4/5)  
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Due diligence 

and contracts 

are your best 

friends –

company chops

🗸

✓

Peculiarities and tips (4/5)  
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• IP registration in China (actually: before even entering the market)

• Social media presence (livestreaming sessions, KOLs and KOCs…)

• Event marketing (retail promotions, online shopping festivals…)

• Education and training (training to importers, video tutorials…)

• Customer service and after-sale service

• Logistics management

• Networking (sponsorship, technical seminars, trade fairs…)

• Government affairs person

• Cybersecurity / ICT / data transfer challenges

... Don’t take things for granted: Different taste, knowledge gaps

The real 

challenge begins 

once in the 

market…

Peculiarities and tips (5/5)  
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• Current situation, challenges

• Operating in the CN market: peculiarities and tips

• Conclusions, how to engage with the EU SME 

Centre

GET TO KNOW 
CHINA
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• China and the EU are changing significantly

• China is an important market:
• Opportunities exist in China, but it is not easy to grasp them
• Learning new industry trends and innovations
• Base for accessing other markets (e.g. Southeast Asia)

• Key: be well informed and fully prepared

• Plan carefully about the if, what, where, when, who and how:

• Value proposition: Why Chinese clients need your product?

• Act gradually, think long-term. ‘Quality’ alone not enough

• Built on trust, secured by safeguards:
• Due diligence and solid contracts

Conclusions
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• Complete the Self-Diagnosis Tool, discuss results/questions 

via one-to-one call

• Forward us technical questions received from members

• Participate in our surveys / calls for speakers or comments

• Propose topics for training sessions and reports

• Share/contribute to case studies!

How to 

engage with 

us
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Thank 
you!

Davide.orlandi@eusmecentre.org.cn

mailto:alessio.petino@eusmecentre.org.cn
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