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During May 22-25, 2014, elections to the European Parliament were held in the European Union’s twenty-eight members, the 8th parliamentary election since the first direct elections in 1979. The election results were almost identical with what the media and analysts predicted before the voting: Whereas the mainstream parties performed badly, the anti-establishment parties won many new seats. For instance, Europe of Freedom and Direct Democracy, a Eurosceptic political group in the European Parliament, mainly composed of UK’s Independence Party, Italy’s Five Star Movement, Lithuania’s Order and Justice, Czech’s Party of Free Citizens and the Sweden Democrats, increased from thirty-three to forty-eight seats. In contrast, the European People’s Party (EPP), the most influential and largest European-level political party of the center-right, witnessed a decrease from 274 to 221 seats.
Apparently, these changes reflected the political preference of the voters as well as the bargaining skills of the different political parties. Furthermore, the election results were closely related to negative repercussions of the debt crisis and worsening social problems.
Before the election the EU Parliament made great efforts to promote voters to cast their ballots.
  However, the voter turnout rate was as low as 42.61%, lower than the 2009 rate (42.97%), although it increased in some member countries.

Another important political development in 2014 was the leadership change for the major EU institutions. After strenuous bargaining and consultation, Jean-Claude Juncker, former Prime Minister of Luxembourg and candidate for the EPP, was elected President of European Commission; Polish Prime Minister Donald Tusk and Italian Minister for Foreign Affairs and International Cooperation Federica Mogherini were chosen for the posts as European Council President and High Representative of the European Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy, respectively. Martin Schulz was re-elected President of the European Parliament.
Given the fact that party politics in the EU is quite mature and policy continuity can be maintained, the new leadership of the EU institutions would neither result in abrupt changes to its internal and external policies, nor to the future direction of the China-EU relations.
The European debt crisis is almost resolved, but economic recovery is sluggish. To some extent, the EU economy is caught in a “Japanization trap”, characterized with weak growth, heavy debt burden and deflation. According to Eurostat, GDP growth rate in 2014 was only 0.9% for the Eurozone, and 1.3% for the EU; debt ratios were 92.1% for the Eurozone and 86.6% for the EU, and the three highest were 176% for Greece, 131.8% for Italy and 131.4% for Portugal.
The more worrisome phenomena seems to be deflation, recording -0.2% in December 2014 for the Eurozone and -0.1% for the EU. Sixteen member states had negative inflation rates.
To stimulate economic recovery, the European Central Bank (ECB) adopted negative interest rate policy in June and September, 2014. On January 22, 2015, ECB accounted that it would implement an expanded asset purchase program known as QE starting from March 2015. By the end of the program in September 2016, total purchase would reach €1.1 trillion. 
Feeble recovery has worsened labor market situation. In December 2014, unemployment rate was 11.3% for the Eurozone and 9.9% for the EU, thus making the social problems more conspicuous.
 

In order to promote social development, the EU and its member states have been trying to make more investments in the social areas. During 2014-2020, for instance, European Social Fund will allocate €80 billion to social inclusion, 20% of which for the most vulnerable group.

In recent years ethnic relations in Europe has been less and less harmonious. In October 2014 a German far right anti-Islam political organization called Patriotic Europeans Against the Islamization of the West (Patriotische Europäer gegen die Islamisierung des Abendlandes, PEGIDA) was founded in Dresden, Germany. By organizing protests, it seeks to change German immigration legislation. German politicians, clergy and industry leaders have called PEGIDA xenophobic and Islamophobic. They acknowledged that immigrants have made contributions to the German economy.
In 2014 European integration continued to move forward steadily. On January 1, 2014, Latvia joined the Eurozone, and one year later, Lithuania followed suit, become the 19th member of the Euro family. By now, all the three Baltic States had adopted Euro as their national currencies.
EU expansion also made progress in 2014. On January 21, Serbia officially started its European Union accession negotiations in Brussels. At this meeting the EU put forward a framework of negotiation agreed at Council of the European Union on December 17, 2013. The framework was tailor-made for Serbia, fully taking into account of its own condition and realities. Serbian Prime Minister Ivica Dacic said the EU “is not only the goal, but also the means by which we will modernize our system”.
 
On June 24, 2014, at the General Affairs Council meeting in Luxembourg, Ministers from the EU Member States have agreed to grant EU candidate status to Albania. This decision was based on the recommendation by the European Commission. But Albania was also urged to meet key priorities, with particular focus on administration and judiciary reform, fight against corruption and organized crime and fundamental rights.
 Albanian Prime Minister Edi Rama said, “Achieving the status of candidate country has been a priority for our government and the people of Albania for a long time.”
 
On December 16, four chapters were opened for the accession negotiations between Montenegro and the EU. Apparently, this is a clear signal that its accession negotiation is preceding forward and the EU enlargement process is progressing steadily.
Establishing a banking union is one of the strategic objectives of the EU to deal with the international financial crisis and the European debt crisis as well as strengthening banking soundness and improving the single market. The Single Supervisory Mechanism (SSM) came into being on November 4, 2014. It grants the ECB a supervisory role to monitor the financial stability of the 123 major banks based in the Eurozone states. EU member states outside the Eurozone can voluntarily participate.
 
The EU has been playing an important role in global governance, particularly in dealing with climate change.  On October 23, 2014, the EU leaders adopted a policy framework for the year 2030, aiming to reducing greenhouse gas emissions by at least 40%, increasing the share of renewable energy to at least 27%, increasing energy efficiency by at least 27%, reforming the EU emissions trading system, and improving the governance system. It is believed that the 2030 framework will make the EU economy and energy system more competitive, secure and sustainable.

Although the 2014 China-EU summit was postponed, China-EU relations continued to develop steadily. More than ten European countries’ heads of state or government leaders, including German Chancellor Angela Merkel, Italian Prime Minister Matteo Renzi, and Spainish Prime Minister Mariano Rajoy, came to China.
From March 22 to April 1, President Xi Jinping attended the Third Nuclear Security Summit held in The Hague, the Netherlands, paid state visits to the Netherlands, France, Germany, Belgium, and the headquarters of the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) and the EU. This was his first trip to Europe. He attended 84 activities, held in-depth talks with leaders of these four countries and the EU, and met with many people from all walks of life. According to Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi, the international media had continuous and intensive coverage of the visit, launching a “China fever” in Europe and setting the international clock to the “China-Europe relations time”.

Premier Li Keqiang visited the UK and Greece in June, Germany and Italy in October, and Serbia in December. During these trips, he also attended the Annual China-UK Prime Ministers’ Meeting in London, the 10th ASEM Summit in Milan, and the 3rd China-Central and Eastern European Countries Summit in Belgrade.
Another important development of China-EU relations in 2014 was the kick-off of the negotiation of the China-EU investment treaty. By March 2015, five rounds of negotiation had been held. Both sides acknowledged that this treaty would promote two-way investment flow and facilitate the development of China-EU relations. From the fourth round onward, negotiations will focus on more concrete issues and the text.
Strengthening mutual understanding can facilitate the development of China-EU relations.  On November 27, 2014, the EU-China High-Level Cultural Forum was held in Beijing. It was organized by the Chinese Association of World Politics Studies, the EU’s DG Development and Cooperation, and the Institute of European Studies at the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences. More than one hundred Chinese and European scholars, diplomats, businessmen and government officials discussed a wide range of topics on economic, social and environmental issues related to the theme of sustainable development and a post-2015 world,.
How to deal with the Ukrainian crisis was the priority of the EU’s foreign policy in 2014. This crisis resulted from many factors. Apparently, in dealing with its relations with Ukraine, the EU failed to expect Russia’s reaction, thus worsening confrontation between Russia and the EU/US. Undoubtedly, the EU cannot escape the blame for the on-going Ukrainian crisis. Although the EU expressed its willingness to deal with the crisis through political dialogues among the concerned parties, it still joined hands with the US to sanction against Russia. 
 However, economic punishment is a two-edge sword that has also caused back-fire against the EU economy. 
The keynote report of this year’s Blue Book of Europe is about the on-going Ukrainian crisis and its impact on the EU economy, security and foreign diplomacy. The authors believe that, with the development of the Ukrainian crisis, the EU has adopted different policies and tactics, including playing the advantage of its soft power, guiding the media coverage of the crisis, offering more aid to Ukraine, maintaining both cooperation with and sanction against Russia, and seeking a solution to the crisis within a multilateral framework. According to the authors, the important repercussions of the Ukrainian crisis will force the EU to adjust its Eastern Partnership policies.  As a result, both the EU security and the EU-US and EU-Russia relations are faced with uncertainty and challenges.
This year’s Blue Book has four special reports on the election of the European Parliament, the 2030 Climate and Energy Policy Framework, labor market reforms, and trade dispute over China’s rare earth exports. 
In the report about the European Parliament election in 2014, the author believes that the this election was still characterized with the so-called “second-order election”, which was coined by Karlheinz Reif and Hermann Schmitts in 1980 to analyze the first European Parliament elections, held in 1979 in the nine member states of the European Economic Community.
 The election was viewed as less important by voters, parties and the media than the first-order election, i.e., national elections.
In recent years unemployment has turned into a very serious problem in the EU. This problem is caused by many factors and one of them is closely related to the so-called rigidity of the labor market. In the report about the EU’s labor market reform, the author summarizes the policies taken by the EU as well as its member states. These policies include strengthening internal flexibility of the enterprises, streamlining the relationship between the employers and employees, keeping a balance between “decent” and “sustainable” wages, establishing a wage system for “job transforming” so as to reduce the economic pressure on workers caused by “reorientation” or on “waiting list”, reducing market fragmentation between the “stable” and “instable” employment, emphasizing lifelong learning, generating jobs for the youth, facilitating social dialogues, and providing more public service for the unemployed.
As early as in March 2007, the EU adopted a set of binding legislation which aims to ensure that the EU meets its ambitious climate and energy targets for 2020. These targets, known as the "20-20-20", set three key objectives for 2020: A 20% reduction in EU greenhouse gas emissions from 1990 levels; raising the share of EU energy consumption produced from renewable resources to 20%; and a 20% improvement in energy efficiency.
 In the report about the 2030 framework for climate and energy policies, the author analyzes the background, objectives and impact of the 2030 framework, and concludes that it will upgrade the EU’s position in guiding the negotiation of a Post-2020 Climate Agreement, speed up the process of the EU’s energy union, and facilitate the building of a low-carbon economy.
China exports large amount of rare earth. To protect the environment, the Chinese government has closed down the small mines that failed to meet the environmental standards, thus leading to a drop of production and exportation of rare earth. On March 13, 2012, the EU, together with the US and Japan, filed a WTO trade complaint against China’s exportation of rare earths, tungsten and molybdenum. In the report about this trade dispute, the author offers an overview of the case and analyzes why the WTO judged that China’s export restrictions on rare earth minerals are incompatible with its rules. The author also comments on China’s reaction to its defeat and suggests that China has the full right to regulate production and exportation of rare earth, tungsten and molybdenum.
As the previous years, this year still covers the EU in the following six dimensions: politics, economy, foreign policies, social development, legal development and science and technology policies. It also includes thirty-six “country profiles”, reviewing each country’s major developments in the fields of politics, economy, foreign policies, etc.
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