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Africa attracted China as early as the T’ang dynasty (A.D. 618–907);
ninth century reports of the meat-eating, ivory-exporting people of
Po-pa-li in the “southwestern sea” may refer to the inhabitants of what is now
modern Kenya or Tanzania. By the eleventh or twelfth centuries, the city-
state dwellers from Pate to Kilwa along the eastern African coast appeared to
have been shipping elephant tusks, rhinoceros horn, tortoise shell, aromatic
woods, incense, and myrrh directly or indirectly to southern China. During
the Sung dynasty (A.D. 1127–1279), Chinese shipping was common
throughout the western reaches of the Indian Ocean. Chinese objects from
this period of all kinds, including specie, have been found from today’s
Somalia to Mozambique. Chinese references to k’un lun—slaves as “black as
ink”—are also common from Sung times. But it is from the fifteenth century
that we can date China’s first certain direct involvement with Africa. Between
1417 and 1431, the Ming emperors dispatched three large expeditions to
eastern Africa to collect walking proof of the celestial approval of their vir-
tuous and harmonious reigns. Only Africa could supply a confirmation of
these blessings; the arrival of unicorns from distant lands would supply the
propitious signs of heaven’s mandate, and only in Africa could unicorns—
giraffe—be found. Hence, from Kenya or Tanzania a number of giraffe (and
other animals) were strapped to the pitching decks of Chinese junks and
transported across the sea to the imperial palace in distant Beijing.

China and Africa have enriched each other intellectually, culturally, and
commercially ever since. But direct contact and interactive influence have
been episodic. During the middle years of the twentieth century, Maoist China
funded and educated sub-Saharan African anticolonial liberation movements

Preface

vii

00-7561-4 fm.qxd  9/16/08  4:04 PM  Page vii



and leaders, some of which and some of whom later emerged victorious in
their national struggles for freedom; others lost out to Soviet-backed move-
ments. China assisted the new nations of sub-Saharan Africa during the
remainder of the twentieth century, especially by providing military hard-
ware and training, but also by providing Chinese labor and capital to con-
struct major railways and roads.

Africa and China are now immersed in their third era of heavy engage-
ment. This one is much more transformative than the earlier iterations.
Indeed, as the contributed chapters in this book make very evident, China’s
current thrust into sub-Saharan Africa promises to do more for economic
growth and poverty alleviation there than anything attempted by Western
colonialism or the massive initiatives of the international lending agencies
and other donors. China’s very rapaciousness—its seeming insatiable demand
for liquid forms of energy, and for the raw materials that feed its widening
industrial maw—responds to sub-Saharan Africa’s relatively abundant sup-
plies of unprocessed metals, diamonds, and gold. China also offers a ready
market for Africa’s timber, cotton, sugar, and other agricultural crops, and may
also purchase light manufactures. This new symbiosis between Africa and
China could—as this book demonstrates—be the making of Africa, the poor-
est and most troubled continent.

There are major cautions, too, which most of the chapters in this book
spell out. China is no altruist. It prides itself on not meddling and on merely
desiring Africa’s resources. Thus it professes to care little about how individ-
ual African nations are being ruled; nor does it seek to change or improve the
societies in which it is becoming a major, if not the dominant, commercial
influence. China is extractive and exploitive, while simultaneously wanting
friends and seeking to remove any remaining African ties to Taiwan. China
also does not yet understand that, as salutary as competition might be for
Africa’s continuing maturation, importing Chinese labor to complete Chinese-
organized infrastructural and mining projects inhibits skill transfers and
reduces indigenous employment growth. Doing so also breeds resentment, as
does the undercutting of local merchants and industrialists by the supply of
cheaper Chinese goods or sharper Chinese entrepreneurial instincts. Africans,
and Westerners certainly, further complain about China’s disdain for human
rights and mayhem in Africa. The fact that China may have been and may still
be morally complicit in the Sudan’s massacring of Darfuri civilians or the
repression of Equatorial Guineans and Zimbabweans, through the supply of
weapons of war to the relevant militaries and through the refusal to employ
its evident economic leverage appropriately on the side of peace, weighs heav-
ily in the balance.

viii Preface
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China is opportunistic. The contributions to this book assess the positive
and negative results of its latest move into Africa, and look at each of the
salient issues in turn. Fortunately, in creating a final, mixed conclusion, the
contributors do so by weighing the available evidence dispassionately and
from a variety of national perspectives. This is as much an African as a Chi-
nese analysis, with European and American inputs as well.

Harvard University’s Kennedy School of Government’s Program on
Intrastate Conflict, the World Peace Foundation, and the Center for Global
Development brought the contributors to this volume, and others, together
at the Kennedy School to discuss China’s impact on Africa in June 2007.
Vanessa Tucker managed that process with uncommon skill. The chapters
that follow mostly grew out of papers presented there; others were commis-
sioned subsequently. Several revisions followed, all shepherded and edited
ably and assiduously by Emily Wood. I am very grateful to both of them, and
for the constructive comments on my first chapter by Deborah Brautigam,
Harry Broadman, David Shinn, and Chandra Lekha Sriram. Along the way,
Laura Rudert added important findings from her research.

This project could not have been turned into a pathbreaking book without
the detailed involvement and encouragement of Todd Moss and his colleagues
at the Center for Global Development, and the backing of Graham Allison,
Director of the Belfer Center for Science and International Affairs at the
Kennedy School, and Chairman Philip Khoury and the other always sup-
portive trustees of the World Peace Foundation. The editor and contributors
to this volume are enduringly grateful for their belief in our enterprise.

Robert I. Rotberg
August 12, 2008
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1

China and Africa desperately need each other. China cannot easily
grow without Africa. Nor can sub-Saharan Africa (a collection of forty-eight
disparate countries) subsist, and now prosper, without China. Africa and
China, in Auden’s terms, have at last met, and their recently forged and con-
tinuously reinvigorated, mutually reinforced, interactive relationship is already
tight and will for decades grow ever stronger, more thoroughly intertwined.1

Both benefit significantly from this remarkably symbiotic relationship.
China hardly wants to colonize, but it does have immense mercantilist

ambitions. It ravenously seeks raw materials—petroleum, timber, fer-
rochrome, cobalt, platinum, copper, diamonds, and so on. Whatever primary
resources are buried beneath the soils of sub-Saharan Africa, China needs
them to feed its massive industrial surge and—ultimately—America’s sub-
stantial consumer demand. When the globe’s largest nation-state is growing
at 10 or 11 percent a year, it sucks up basic commodities from all over, includ-
ing Africa. No world power, not even during the official colonial period, had
an appetite equal to China’s today.

Sub-Saharan Africa, in turn, welcomes such an insatiable appetite. The
Chinese not only purchase Africa’s unprocessed returns of the subsoil, the
land, and offshore drilling, but the Chinese also invest for the long term, thus
expanding Africa’s permanent capacity in the mining and petroleum sectors.
To service these extractive industries and manufacturing capabilities more
generally, China also constructs or refurbishes roads and railways, creates
export processing zones, supplies equipment, and builds up national indus-
trial bases. Where sub-Saharan African nation-states are particularly fragile or

1
China’s Quest for Resources, Opportunities,
and Influence in Africa

robert i. rotberg
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2 robert i. rotberg

questionably ruled, China also supplies arms and military firepower, builds
barracks, provides uniforms, and offers various types of technical assistance,
army to army. Never have the economies of sub-Saharan Africa grown so rap-
idly. Potentially, Chinese purchases and direct expenditures could lift key
African countries out of poverty.

China is not interested in territorial conquest, in exporting its own surplus
nationals (although the presence of Chinese nationals in Africa is growing),
or, necessarily, in gaining converts for a Chinese model of development. Yet,
as Chin-Hao Huang suggests in chapter 14 of this book, Chinese strategists do
believe that their developmental model, and China’s history, provide valu-
able lessons for Africa. Lifting millions of Chinese out of poverty offers a
powerful guiding example, as does China’s rapid achievement of political sta-
bility and international prominence.“Such a national narrative,” writes Chin-
Hao Huang,“resonates powerfully in Africa” (see page 298). By mid-2008, the
Chinese model was looking even better, given the disarray in U.S. financial
markets, the subprime mortgage crisis, and the dollar’s unchecked deprecia-
tion. Moreover, China was growing, the U.S. economy stagnating. China
seemed “galled” by American attitudes.2

China’s goals are ideological as well as material. In addition to gaining sov-
ereign control over stable supplies of primary goods, China wants to mar-
ginalize Taiwan’s engagement with Africa (four African countries still
recognize Taiwan; Malawi switched its allegiance to China early in 2008).

China is not necessarily in competition with the United States or Europe
for Africa. Despite what Washington may believe, China is not using its
engagement with Africa primarily to humble the United States or Europe, or
to score political points in the ongoing battle for global hegemony. However,
China is defensive, fearing that Washington may attempt to contain China’s
ambitious global agenda. Admittedly, China prefers and has always preferred
to acquire loyal friends in Africa— friends who supported its application for
a permanent seat on the Security Council, its entrance into the World Trade
Organization, and its desire to host the 2008 Olympics. China has wanted
friends who would now and in the future back it in international fora every-
where and always. In exchange, asserts Stephanie Rupp, “China has robust
and reciprocal partnerships with African states at the highest levels of dip-
lomacy, in contrast to Euro-American tendencies to treat African states as
second-tier players.”3

China has displaced European, American, and Japanese diplomatic and
capitalistic soft power in many sub-Saharan African countries,“winning influ-
ence in countries where Western governments were conspicuous by their
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absence.”4 (Japan and India are pushing back, both having organized summit
meetings with African leaders. In 2008, at the Tokyo International Conference
on African Development, Japan pledged to double its aid to Africa to $3.4 bil-
lion by 2012, and to offer up to $4 billion in low-interest loans. Japan clearly
seeks to compete on roughly equal terms with China in Africa. India held its
own conference earlier in 2008, and made similar promises.)5

China’s diplomatic offensive has been as thorough as its investment, trade,
and aid advances. Unlike the less engaged West, China has established
embassies in thirty-eight of sub-Saharan Africa’s forty-eight countries. It has
exchanged military attachés with about fourteen African nations. It has cre-
ated Confucius Institutes in several national capitals and partially funds a
serious think tank in South Africa. President Robert Mugabe, in Zimbabwe,
decreed the mandatory teaching of Mandarin in the University of Zimbabwe.
Throughout Africa, scholarships are available for study in China, and student
exchanges are common. The Chinese Communist Party sponsors frequent
people-to-people visits to and from Africa. Indeed, as Joshua Eisenman makes
evident in chapter 11, the party’s initiatives toward Africa naturally parallel
and support those of the state. The party’s International Department has also
worked closely with China’s National People’s Congress to foster a range of
interparliamentary exchanges with a dozen or more African legislatures.
Those interactions have proved more complementary when they have been
with single-party or tightly controlled African parliaments, as have the party-
to-party visits. Winning and keeping friends is important and is effected
through intensive party-to-party contact, vigorous wooing of African party
leaders and personnel, and extensive hospitality—all in conjunction with
China’s developmental and trade objectives. Cementing what has become a
mutually beneficial two-way relationship, President Hu Jintao of China has
visited Africa five times since 2003, twice as vice president. Premier Wen Jiabao
toured seven African countries in 2006. Earlier, senior leaders from the Polit-
buro Standing Committee of the Chinese Communist Party visited most of
the countries of Africa.

China has become the largest new investor, trader, buyer, and aid donor in
a select number of important African countries, and a major new economic
force in sub-Saharan Africa as a whole. Chinese trade with sub-Saharan Africa
is growing at 50 percent a year. Already that trade has jumped in value from
$10 billion in 2000 to about $50 billion in 2007. With Kenya, for example,
China’s trade doubled between 2005 and 2006, putting the $706 million total
just below Kenya’s totals in 2006 with the United States and Britain. Every-
where, China is building roads, railways, harbors, petrochemical installations,

China’s Quest 3
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and military barracks; pumping or purchasing oil; farming; taking timber;
supplying laborers; and offering physicians. A number of sub-Saharan African
nations now depend critically on Chinese cash and Chinese initiatives. Of
China’s roughly $1.5 billion invested in Africa in 2006, about half went to
resource-rich nations. The remainder of China’s investments was in agropro-
cessing, power generation, infrastructural construction, telecommunications,
and tourism in a dozen disparate African countries, such as Madagascar and
Senegal. In 2008, Chinese companies were even being encouraged to pur-
chase farmland overseas, not only in Africa. The goal was to help guarantee
China’s food security, especially for crops like soybeans.6 In chapter 5, Harry
Broadman asks whether Chinese investment in Africa might usefully serve to
reduce Africa’s dependency on the export of natural resource commodities.7

Growing rapidly and bursting out of its long underdeveloped cocoon to
become a major world power and global economic source, China needs
sources of energy and the raw materials—copper, cobalt, cadmium, man-
ganese, platinum, nickel, zinc, tantalum, titanium, uranium, and so on—that
African nations can supply. China rivals the United States for Angola’s oil, con-
trols most of the Sudan’s oil, and is exploring energetically for oil onshore and
up and down the coasts offshore. It is a major purchaser of timber from West
Africa. About 40 percent of Africa’s total exports to Asia are to China; about
30 percent of Asia’s total exports to Africa are from China.

Before the 1990s, China relied for energy on abundant locally produced
coal and on domestic reserves of oil. By 1993, however, it had become a net
importer of petroleum; ten years later, China was the world’s second-largest
consumer of imported oil (now nearly 8 million barrels per day, or bbl/d) after
the United States (now more than 21 million bbl/d), displacing Japan in the
number two position. China now accounts for more than 13 percent of world
demand for petroleum and petroleum products. As domestic demand rises in
China over the next two decades, China’s oil requirements will double to
about 16 million bbl/d according to the International Energy Agency.8 Two-
thirds of that total will have to come from outside China. Today, China is
buying crude oil on the world market, from the Middle East, Latin America,
and East Asia, but because global oil supplies notoriously are volatile, it seeks
secure sources over which it can exercise direct control—equity ownership.
Hence, China’s recent drive into sub-Saharan Africa and its unswerving focus
on the Sudan. China also now explores for oil off Congo (Brazzaville), Equa-
torial Guinea, Gabon, Kenya, Mozambique, and Nigeria.

Angola, the Sudan, and other suppliers in sub-Saharan Africa provide 25
percent of China’s crude oil imports. Almost three-quarters of that total

4 robert i. rotberg
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derives from Angola alone, now Africa’s largest producer, with Nigeria second.
Moreover, Angola’s oil is light, and thus easier to refine and much more valu-
able than heavier supplies from elsewhere. In order to facilitate these trade
arrangements and the imports that China deems so valuable, since 2004 China
has strengthened its relations with Angola, an autocratically ruled nation-
state (ranked forty-two of forty-eight sub-Saharan African states on the 2007
Index of African Governance list), by being its major lender and dominating
the direct construction of roads, railways, and low-income housing, and
employing on those projects imported Chinese labor.9 Large low-interest
loans from China’s Export-Import Bank (Eximbank), as well as other Chinese
sources, are being repaid over many years by escrowed oil and various prof-
itable concessions. In chapter 6, Henry Lee and Dan Shalmon provide many
of the intricate details of this maturing relationship. One of their striking
conclusions is that “by offering credit, China has been able to secure a
[healthy] flow of Angolan oil for at least the next decade.”10

Their chapter also explains China’s deep involvement in the extraction and
marketing of Sudanese crude oil. In the late 1990s, after American and Cana-
dian companies abandoned the Sudan because of southern Sudanese insur-
gent attacks and fear of internal North American consumer and investor
hostility, China saw a welcome opportunity to secure significant supplies of
equity oil on favorable terms. About half of China’s equity oil imports (and
10 percent of its total oil imports) now come from the Sudan. China directly
runs the extractive operations in the oilfields themselves (unlike the case in
Angola and elsewhere) and has constructed the 900-mile pipeline that carries
the Sudan’s oil from the center of the vast country to Port Sudan. China takes
40 percent of the Sudan’s production. It also owns half of the country’s major
oil refinery and has invested heavily in the construction of a massive hydro-
electric facility, in a new airport in the Sudanese capital, and in the textile
industry. The Sudanese military buys its arms from Russia, Belarus, and
China; allegedly, there are close ties between the Chinese military and the
military junta that has ruled the Sudan since 1989. China has assisted the
Sudan in developing a local arms manufacturing industry.11 About 88 percent
of the Sudan’s imported small arms come from China, according to the UN.
Chinese sales of small arms increased 137 times from 2001 to 2006. China also
sells military aircraft to the Sudan and is training military pilots.12

Gathering as much African oil as possible is only a part of China’s suc-
cessful engagement with Africa. As Broadman says in his chapter, “Chinese
businesses are pursuing international commercial strategies in Africa that
increasingly are about far more than just raw natural resources.”13 Sometimes,

China’s Quest 5
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too, these commodities have been beneficiated in country before being
exported for further processing abroad. China imports timber from Gabon,
the Democratic Republic of the Congo (the DRC), Equatorial Guinea,
Cameroon, and Liberia; cotton from Benin, Burkina Faso, Mali, Côte d’Ivoire,
and Cameroon; copper from Zambia and the DRC; ferrochrome and plat-
inum from Zimbabwe; diamonds from South Africa; tin and tantalum from
the DRC; and an increasing variety of light manufactured products, house-
hold consumer goods, and food items from several countries. Tourism is also
growing. Broadman posits that “China’s commercial engagement with sub-
Saharan Africa could enable African businesses to build on the continent’s
endowment of natural resources and develop more sophisticated backward
and forward integration to extract more value from processing.”14 He also
points out that such positive outcomes depend on reforms in China
(improved market access for African imports) and in sub-Saharan Africa
(enhanced local competitiveness, improved governance, flexible labor mar-
kets, and upgraded arteries of commerce).15

To the aforementioned countries and others, China supplies electronic
goods, machinery, motorcycles, t-shirts, other clothing, footwear, and a host
of additional low-value consumer items. China’s share of Africa’s total trade
is rising and will soon eclipse American and European annual totals. Even so,
as much as China’s commodities are everywhere in sub-Saharan Africa, by
value more than three-quarters of China’s total trade with Africa is with but
four countries: the two large oil producers, already discussed, plus South
Africa and Nigeria (which also has oil for sale). Angola, Equatorial Guinea,
Nigeria, Congo (Brazzaville), and the Sudan provide 85 percent of all of
China’s imports from Africa.16 All are oil producers. China’s share of sub-
Saharan Africa’s total trade is about 10 percent.

China is also pioneering the establishment of Special Economic Zones, or
export processing zones, throughout sub-Saharan Africa. This hitherto little
noticed injection of Chinese expertise is discussed at length by Martyn Davies
in chapter 7. The African goal is to attract foreign direct investment to the
zones already established or contemplated in Kenya, Mauritius, Nigeria, and
Zambia. In 2008, the Zambian zone was the furthest along, with construction
underway. These zones, from the African and Chinese mutual view, are
intended to be the new growth nodes—the drivers of the African economic
forward surge that Broadman’s chapter anticipates. Each zone necessarily is to
be linked to transport corridors or to be in or attached to thriving harbors. In
both cases, infrastructural upgrading will be necessary with anticipated Chi-
nese assistance. Indeed, China is already working to refurbish the poorly main-
tained and now dilapidated Tanzam Railway from Dar es Salaam to Kapiri

6 robert i. rotberg

01-7561-4 ch1.qxd  9/16/08  4:06 PM  Page 6



Mposhi and the long-abandoned Benguela rail line from the Congolese Cop-
perbelt to Lobito on the Atlantic Ocean in Angola. The ports of Dar es Salaam
and Lobito will also require upgrading. Davies suggests that the completion of
these new zones, and new railways and harbors, will have a positive impact on
regional economic integration.17 Perhaps even more important, given the neg-
lect of arteries of commerce throughout Africa in recent decades, Chinese
action in these infrastructural areas potentially could prove of enormous ben-
efit to Africans socially, as well as economically. In Kenya, for example, the Chi-
nese are constructing bypasses around Nairobi. Upgrading roads, railways,
and harbors may also strengthen political elites and—just possibly—enrich
those leaders who benefit from granting national construction contracts.

The contemplated zones follow China’s own developmental model for its
now fast-growing southeastern hinterland, especially the Special Economic
Zones in Guangdong and Hainan Provinces. In Africa, the existing and con-
templated zones presume customs duty waivers, preferential tax rates, flexi-
ble management, and access to productive labor, whether local or Chinese (the
latter with work permits). They also imply technology transfer, mostly from
China. Further, they are intended to enable Chinese firms to compete well
with non-Chinese operations and to avoid “Made in China” labels and still
accrue business and profits. Already, mostly outside of these special zones,
more than 800 state-owned Chinese enterprises have set up operations in
Africa. The special zones, in other words, are integral to China’s grand design
for Africa and for the developing world more generally. China is expanding
everywhere in this manner, not only in Africa, but such Chinese initiatives
potentially may uplift Africa’s economic prospects and its GDP per capita
faster and more completely than actions by other trading and investing part-
ners, or by international lending organizations.

The provision of official bilateral economic and technical assistance for
these and other purposes is extended increasingly to African rulers (some-
times individually) and nations so as to support China’s purchasing and
concession-accruing endeavors. Some of the latter include joint manufactur-
ing ventures, but the Chinese also make zero-interest loans, offer low-interest
concessional loans, and provide outright grants for ministerial office buildings,
cultural centers, stadia, schools, hospitals, roads, bridges, and agricultural proj-
ects (especially for rice cultivation and vegetable growing). As Deborah
Brautigam suggests in chapter 9,“China’s aid is supposed to be based on equal-
ity, mutual benefit, and respect for the sovereignty of the host.” Most regular
loans are theoretically unconditional and interest free, with a “frank empha-
sis on mutual benefit” and noninterference.18 The “mutual benefit” notion
refers in large part to the careful tying of loans to the export of commodities

China’s Quest 7
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to China, as in today’s Angola and the DRC. Concessional loans are also linked
but are different since they come from China’s Eximbank and the Ministry of
Commerce, although a few are sponsored by the China Development Bank.
In chapter 10, Paul Hubbard focuses exclusively on such concessional lend-
ing—more than $1 billion worth in at least twenty-two countries.

All of these various assistance flows are managed and coordinated by
China’s Ministry of Commerce, and implemented by the Bureau for Interna-
tional Economic Cooperation within that ministry. The latter additionally
supervises the Chinese firms that are sent out to realize such projects in Africa.
Agricultural and fisheries endeavors (and nearly all Chinese assistance to rural
Africa), however, are organized through the Ministry of Agriculture. Medical
aid, another major part of China’s role in Africa, is managed by the Ministry
of Health. The Ministry of Education supplies scholarships to Africans study-
ing in China and sends volunteer teachers to at least thirty African countries.
In chapter 2, Li Anshan captures the breadth and depth of those far-ranging
educational exchanges, which include university teaching, workshops,
advanced seminars, and much more. There is a limited amount of humani-
tarian aid, too, and it flows through the Ministries of Commerce, Foreign
Affairs, and Defense. In this regard, Chin-Hao Huang notes the recent estab-
lishment of an official International Poverty Alleviation Center in Beijing; it
trains African officials and introduces them to poverty reduction projects in
China’s poorest provinces.19

As Brautigam makes clear, China provides no official figures for the
amounts of its “aid.” As Chin-Hao Huang remarks, “As of 2008 [there is] no
systematic sharing of data by Chinese ministries with international and bilat-
eral donors . . . or with African participants.”20 There is confusion about what
constitutes Chinese official assistance, with some commentators confounding
regular loans (which do not count as official developmental assistance) with
concessional loans and grants (which do). Thus, Brautigam concludes that
only a tiny proportion of the economic transactions between China and the
developing world should qualify as what Americans call “foreign aid.” The
majority of those transactions, especially the larger ones, are for the purpose
of facilitating exports.21 She concludes, therefore, that China’s aid budget in
2007 was about $616 million. Doubling Chinese assistance by 2009, as prom-
ised, would bring China’s aid levels to more than $1 billion. Another $1 bil-
lion would account for the full amount of concessional lending by 2009. A
further $6–8 billion is available as development finance (not aid). But the
combined total, reports Brautigam (affirmed by Li Anshan’s Beijing-based
account), is still considerably lower than grant commitments to Africa from
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the countries of the Organization of European Cooperation and Develop-
ment—which were greater than $30 billion in 2005, and even more in 2007.
Whatever the precise sum of present and future Chinese assistance to Africa,
much of it again puts African countries in the unenviable position of accu-
mulating additional obligations. China’s emergence as a major creditor, warns
Chin-Hao Huang, has created “a wave of new debt” partially offset by the
debts that China has forgiven in some African countries.22

Strengthening trade and aid flows include extensive Chinese activities in
the security arena. Whereas China has long been worried about American
and European projection of military power and security ties to and in all
parts of Asia and the Pacific, its own increasingly powerful military relations
with a host of African nations are propelled by resource acquisition aims. As
David Shinn writes in chapter 8, these aims “translate into a strategy that
encourages a desire to strengthen stability in African countries that sell or
have a potential to sell China significant quantities of raw materials.” That
strategy is two-pronged: China supports the political status quo, whatever it
is, and it supplies military hardware and other assistance to buttress existing
governments, however autocratic or dubious in origin.

In the latter years of the twentieth century, China backed a variety of
African anticolonial liberation movements with arms, training, and funds.
Some of those ventures were successful; many were not, with more powerful
opposing movements taking power despite their Soviet (and not Chinese)
ties. Shinn details the ebb and flow of Chinese arms transfers during the 1960s
through the 1990s. In the final years of the twentieth century, Russia and
China (in that order) provided far more weapons to sub-Saharan Africa than
did the United States. China constructed arms factories in the Sudan and
Uganda. Its equipment fueled both sides of the Ethiopian-Eritrean war,
assisted the air force of Zimbabwe, and helped the armies of another dozen
sub-Saharan African countries.

In this century, China offers military assistance and training, without for-
mal military alliances, to many of the forty-eight nations of sub-Saharan
Africa. As the fifth- or sixth-largest supplier of small arms to the developing
world, it sells arms (especially the Chinese version of the AK-47 assault rifle)
both to cement those alliances and to make a profit from Africa. Since 2000,
Angola, Benin, Botswana, Burkina Faso, Cameroon, Djibouti, Ethiopia,
Ghana, Kenya, Mozambique, Niger, South Africa, the Sudan, Tanzania,
Uganda, Zambia, and Zimbabwe have received such Chinese weapons in rea-
sonable quantities. But the key bilateral military relationships have been
with Angola (training, communications upgrades, and hardware); Ghana
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(communications upgrades, construction of military buildings, vehicles, and
jet aircraft); Nigeria (military facilities, aircraft, patrol boats, and communi-
cations facilities); South Africa (formal security consultations, arms sales to
China as well as from China); the Sudan (a range of military equipment,
allegedly Chinese troops on the ground to protect the pipeline, jet fighters and
trainers, and military trucks); Uganda (trucks, barracks, training, and the
production of ammunition); Zambia (aircraft and medical experts); and Zim-
babwe (jet trainers, arms, barracks, and training). In 2008, China also had
1,457 peacekeepers and observers attached to 7 UN missions in sub-Saharan
Africa. It has even sent about 100 engineers to staff the peacekeeping opera-
tion in Darfur.

As Shinn observes, Chinese military and security cooperation with the
countries of Africa, and China’s desire to keep shipping lanes from Africa free
of interference, is intended primarily to advance China’s economic interests
and its overwhelming concern for unfettered access to Africa’s abundant raw
materials. China will do whatever it can, despite criticism from the West about
propping up despots and strengthening antidemocratic tendencies, in and
for those prospective African partners who want assistance and possess the
resources of value. Beijing will continue to call its military activities in Africa
pragmatic; others, including some Africans, will label these initiatives and
involvements as cynical.

All of this omnivorous activity and interaction is to the good, especially if
Africa’s GDP rises, new jobs are created, its primary commodities find ready
markets, and its people are able to purchase inexpensive consumer items. As
Rupp writes in chapter 4, “That African people are [for the first time] per-
ceived primarily as consumers lends them a degree of economic agency that
was absent previously.” But Africans suspect that China sends second-tier
goods to Africa; even in economically deprived Zimbabwe, hilarious posters
(as Rupp shows) warn prospective purchasers against Chinese market offer-
ings. Zimbabweans are hardly alone in decrying Chinese quality. Elsewhere,
in the infrastructural arena, Africans worry that Chinese firms will cut corners
on quality, ignore labor or environmental concerns, and produce shoddy
results. The DRC and Gabon in 2006 and 2007 closed down several Chinese
companies because of alleged environmental abuses. Even South African Pres-
ident Thabo Mbeki warned China that it could not “just come here and dig
for raw materials and then go away and sell us manufactured goods.”23

There are additional possible negative consequences. China’s commercial
success, and the sourcing of supplies from China, rather than from within
Africa, has already aroused African anger and concern. There were widespread
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protest movements in Zambia and Lesotho in 2007 and 2008, for example.24

A flood of cheap goods, especially textiles and apparel, has undermined and
bankrupted local industries, putting hundreds of thousands of Africans out
of work, especially in South Africa. China was compelled voluntarily to limit
its exports of inexpensive products to South Africa. In Cameroon, market
vendors of inexpensive foods face relentless competition from Chinese petty
entrepreneurs. Indeed, whereas foreign merchants of earlier eras largely
remained aloof from daily encounters at microlocal levels, the Chinese are
there, creating anxiety and taking customers from African rivals.25

Nigeria seems to provide an exception to this generalization regarding hos-
tility to the Chinese role at the market level in sub-Saharan Africa. From a
small sample of traders surveyed in Lagos, Ndubisi Obiorah, Darren Kew,
and Yusuf Tanko learned that the Chinese were not perceived as competitors
even as their commercial acumen was respected.26 Their goods were seen as
substandard, however. Even with regard to the “catastrophic impact” of Chi-
nese imports on the local market for Nigerian textiles, Nigerians have not
demonstrated or mobilized against Chinese incursions or Chinese products.27

The widespread use of imported Chinese labor, rather than the hiring of
local workers on infrastructural and factory projects—a common phenome-
non—deprives Africans of innumerable employment opportunities. In
Angola, China pays for new railways and roads but uses mostly Chinese con-
tractors and workers, thus denying jobs to anxious Angolans. Rupp quotes a
Zambian finance minister’s lament about the flood of low-paid, culturally iso-
lated, job-depriving workers from China. She also sets out the Chinese case for
using their own people on critical projects; China, if the truth be known,
thinks its own workers are more efficient and more trustworthy. Moreover, she
reports, the communities that the Chinese create in Africa—around industries
especially, but also around mines and large construction projects—are “socially
thin” and often separated from contact with surrounding local Africans by
barbed wire or other barriers.28 Indeed, the opinion sampling in two markets
in Lagos could not include Chinese merchants because the traders who were
approached spoke English too poorly to respond.29

In many cases, China as an investor or as a purchaser of primary products
(like oil) also implicitly or explicitly backs the harsh rule of authoritarian gov-
ernments. China supports odious regimes, propping up some of them, sup-
plying corrupt rents to many, and almost always reinforcing a regime’s least
participatory instincts. “China [coddles] dictators, despoil[s] poor countries
and undermin[es] Western efforts to spread democracy and prosperity.”30 In
the Sudan, in Zimbabwe, and elsewhere, China in numerous, specific ways is
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supporting or has supported regimes sanctioned by and otherwise con-
demned by the United Nations (UN) and by leaders of the free and demo-
cratic developed world. “Western-style democratic theory simply isn’t suited
to African conditions,” the Chinese believe, and “carries with it the root of dis-
aster,” as in Kenya.31 There is a profound Chinese disdain for Africa and
Africans, and an underlying contempt for do-gooding Western notions of
how Africa should be nurtured. For this reason, among many others, China
(as Shinn shows) supplies small arms and other weapons—sometimes air-
craft—indiscriminately and in defiance of UN strictures.

Mia Farrow and Steven Spielberg—among other high-profile Hollywood
figures—writers and critics from the media, university activists and students
across dozens of campuses, committed advocates from the nongovernmental
community, and officials and politicians in Europe and the United States have
all tied China tightly to genocide in the Darfur region of the Sudan. They
accuse China of being complicit—of not preventing the government of the
Sudan from marauding in Darfur, of not using its undoubted economic (oil)
and military supply leverage to end the massacres and mayhem in Darfur. The
absence of peace, indeed the original assault of the janjaweed militias in
Darfur and the continued massive loss of life in the region, is attributed to
China’s refusal to put appropriate pressure on the corrupt military junta rul-
ing the Sudan.32

China’s stated refusal to intervene on behalf of peace and human rights in
the Sudan, in Kenya after the disputed election at the end of 2007, and its
opposition in the UN Security Council and other fora to criticism of and
“interference” in the Sudan, in Zimbabwe, and everywhere else in the tyran-
nized nations of Africa is regarded by human rights advocates as perverse
and obstructionist. But that is China’s stated posture. Otherwise world order
might critique China’s actions in Xinjiang or Tibet and its harsh treatment
generally of its non-Han and religious minorities. Or, conceivably, if China
abandoned its willingness to work with repressive and nonrepressive African
and developing world regimes, it might lose access to the raw materials that
it craves. Whatever the proximate cause, China is an authoritarian regime, and
its foreign as well as its domestic policies emanate from that immutable fact.

Farrow, with empirical observations, photographic evidence, and great
eloquence, successfully attempted to embarrass China over its compromised
role in the Sudan by yoking genocide there to the summer 2008 Olympics in
Beijing. “After the Nazi Holocaust,” she told a Washington audience, “we all
know the world vowed ‘never again,’ but how obscenely disingenuous those
fine words sound today.”33 To Farrow, and eventually to Spielberg and many
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others, China’s failure to act decisively for good in the Sudan fatally compro-
mised what she and others labeled the “genocide Olympics.” By late 2007 and
early 2008, Farrow’s actions, Spielberg’s withdrawal as an artistic adviser to the
Chinese Olympics in 2008, and fears regarding the Olympics themselves, plus
earnest diplomatic representations from Washington, London, and Brussels,
weakened China’s assistance to President Robert Mugabe’s Zimbabwe, pushed
the government of the Sudan grudgingly to concede partial peacekeeping
arrangements to the UN, and persuaded the military junta in Burma in 2007
to talk occasionally with opposition leader Aung San Suu Kyi. After Cyclone
Nargis in 2008, China may also have encouraged ruling General Than Shwe
of Burma to receive UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-Moon and to relax restric-
tions against receiving outside assistance. Early in 2008, too, China began
shifting its position on Darfur, quietly pushing the Sudan to accept a large
peacekeeping contingent; in March, Liu Guijin, China’s special envoy to Dar-
fur, expressed to the Sudanese government China’s “grave concern about the
deterioration of conditions in western Darfur.”34 Andrew S. Natsios, Presi-
dent Bush’s former envoy to the Sudan, even called the Chinese “very coop-
erative”—a far cry from the words he and others had used during 2007 to
depict Chinese attitudes and actions.35 Yet, even though no observers expected
China to walk away from its strong economic position in the Sudan, or to con-
demn or chasten the Sudanese junta openly, China seemed to have begun in
2008 to use its unique leverage to shift official Sudanese policy regarding Dar-
fur and other issues at the margin, albeit tentatively and weakly.

By July, however, on the eve of the Olympics, China joined Russia in bar-
ring the UN Security Council from imposing sanctions on Zimbabwe’s Pres-
ident Mugabe and his entourage for abusing the country’s opposition and
preventing a free and fair election in June 2008. Subsequently, in August,
Mugabe publicly thanked China, his “strongest ally,” for continuing to support
his armed forces. He particularly cited China’s procurement of uniforms for
Zimbabwe’s soldiers. Journalists also reported that Zimbabwe’s leading gen-
erals had been flying to China with “illicit goods including ivory, gold, and dia-
monds,” which they were converting into cash in Hong Kong and Shanghai.36

Moreover, Wenran Jiang, in chapter 3, reminds readers that China’s new
role in Africa is subject to continuous debates within Chinese policy and aca-
demic circles in Beijing. There is a growing awareness that balanced policies
must accompany the thrust of Chinese commerce into Africa. By 2007, China
had issued “‘good corporate citizen’ guidelines” to help moderate the con-
duct of Chinese corporations in Africa.37 There was a growing awareness that
one-sided bilateral trade imbalances were not necessarily good for specific
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African countries, even South Africa. The appointment in 2007 of a special
envoy to the Sudan further demonstrated China’s concern for its overall image
in Africa and its standing with the big powers of the world. China is hardly
immune to outside criticism. Even so, despite a new awareness of the fuller
dimensions of its move into Africa, China in 2008 continued to tolerate or
ignore egregious human rights infractions in Angola, Equatorial Guinea,
Nigeria, and a host of other African countries with which it continued to do
business without compunction.

In their examination of China’s culpability for human rights abuses in
Africa, Stephen Brown and Chandra Lekha Sriram take a narrow view of the
question: for which acts is China “legally responsible rather than just morally
culpable?”38 Legal codes, they aver, are more precise than moral codes; moral
responsibility is difficult to judge, particularly when there are many compro-
mised actors across Africa. In Equatorial Guinea, one of Africa’s worst human
rights abusers, for example, American petroleum companies pump oil along-
side Chinese exporters.39 It is the same in Cabinda and the rest of Angola.
China is “only one among many international actors supporting the Angolan
government.”40 For Zambia, they suggest that the possibility that China spon-
sors unsafe and inhumane conditions at the Chambishi mine should be
regarded as a case of the nonapplication of domestic labor laws, not as China
condoning human rights abuses. Anyway, they ask, are conditions in Chi-
nese-run mines any worse than in mines run by others?

The two authors focus on the cases of the Sudan and Zimbabwe, where
large-scale human rights abuses are presumed to exist and are accordingly
measurable under international law. Some forms of support for violations,
and the facilitation of infractions, would count as breaches of international
law. Arms sales to states whose governments target civilians would implicate
China, but general developmental assistance to those same states would not.
Furthermore, Brown and Sriram conclude, when China supplies security or
security services directly to a nation, or even constructs the infrastructure
that permits a repressive regime to act, it also is responsible.

In the Sudan, China’s extensive sales of arms and their use to target villagers
in southern Sudan and in Darfur, plus the displacement of civilians along the
North-South internal border and in Darfur, clearly “facilitated gross abuses”
even if they did not constitute violations of international law. China has also
resisted UN sanctions against supplying weapons to the Sudan. However,
“evidence for the direct commission of human rights abuses by Chinese agents
is limited.”41

In Zimbabwe, China has invested in mining and farming, constructed
roads and military facilities, and supplied equipment to the army and air
force. China’s own nationals are farming vast acreages taken from whites,
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especially in and around Banket, and working mining concessions once
owned by local and foreign corporations.42 China imports large amounts of
tobacco from Zimbabwe and supplies agricultural machinery, cell phones,
televisions, and radios. More than 1,000 Chinese-built buses now ply munic-
ipal streets. Three new Chinese aircraft allowed Air Zimbabwe in 2008 to
operate local and regional routes. Most of all, despite official sanctions and the
almost universal condemnation of Mugabe’s tyranny, China has sold jet fight-
ers, tanks, armored vehicles, artillery, riot-control gear, and radio-jamming
equipment and other critical communications gear to Zimbabwe’s military.

Politically, China has been supportive of Zimbabwe, shielding it from inter-
national opprobrium and binding UN sanctions. It endorsed the flawed 2005
elections and later that year backed Mugabe’s brutal razing of peri-urban
shantytowns because their inhabitants were thought to back the main oppo-
sition party. China has also supplied “humanitarian” food assistance. Through
2005 and perhaps into 2006, China was morally complicit in Mugabe’s
increasingly repressive maneuvers. Until the fatally flawed presidential election
in June 2008, China has backed gingerly away, but without public criticism of
Mugabe for going too far. In Zimbabwe as in the Sudan, until 2008, China
failed to restrain official abuses or to exert a benign influence. China said
nothing after the blatantly rigged 2008 elections. Indeed, it joined Russia in
vetoing a critical UN Security Council resolution. It can be accused more of
tolerating human rights excesses than of being responsible legally for aiding
and abetting repression, at least in Zimbabwe.

Overall, Brown and Sriram accept that Chinese behavior and public stances
legitimize human rights abuses and undemocratic practices “under the guise
of state sovereignty and ‘noninterference.’” Chinese policy and actions under-
mine human rights, good governance, transparency, and accountability as
defined by the African Union, the Extractive Industries Transparency Initia-
tive, and even the New Partnership for Africa’s Development. But legal cul-
pability could only be established in limited instances, they say.43

Is China a malign force—a modern colonial colossus intent on stripping
Africa of its wealth without leaving behind sustainable structures? At present,
there is little technology transfer, little capacity building, and little attention
given to good governance and effective institutions. China’s slapdash
approach to safety issues, especially in mining, has also been exported to
Africa, along with its refusal to take environmental concerns seriously. But is
China’s incursion into Africa neocolonial? Can its activity in Africa be tarred
with the pejorative label “colonial?”

Because China does not regard itself as a new colonial power—it does not
seek to govern subject peoples in Africa or impose a Chinese way of life and
value system on indigenous inhabitants of the continent—it and its leaders
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repeatedly chant a noncolonial mantra. China is not attempting to “civilize”
Africa. Hence, its clean-hands stance regarding the controversies of Africa
and its frequently proclaimed respect for African national sovereignty, no
matter the quality of the regime in question. (Respect for sovereignty, of
course, permits China to deal with despots and enrich favored sovereigns in
exchange for access to resources and other opportunities.) Rupp’s careful and
thoughtful analysis of the colonial question argues that Chinese involvement
in Africa is neither colonial nor neocolonial. Instead, she writes that China “is
strategically leveraging structural characteristics of African political and eco-
nomic systems that advance the interests of the state—both the Chinese state
and African states—often at the expense of ordinary African people. As a
result of the imbalance in economic power between China and individual
African states, these relations echo the dependency typical of colonial rela-
tions. Yet, significant divergences from colonialism as it was experienced in
Africa—such as China’s fundamental respect for the sovereignty of African
states; its active nurturing of relations with African states in international
fora; and its interest in African people as consumers rather than laborers—
suggest that China and Africa are engaging in postcolonial relations of inter-
dependency, however economically imbalanced these relations may be.”44

Beneath the surface of these positive state-to-state and business-to-business
interactions, however, is what Rupp perceives as tension between reciprocated
regard and abhorrence. She reports that the social space between ordinary
Africans and Chinese is taut; “social relations . . . are marked by a tension
between mutual admiration and mutual loathing. Although Africans and Chi-
nese alike admire the quality of strength that they observe in the other, they also
share robustly negative perceptions of one another. African and Chinese peo-
ple do not often or intimately interact. Chinese enterprises tend to be walled
off from the surrounding landscape or neighborhood; Chinese managers tend
to be aloof and hesitant to engage socially with their African counterparts,
employees, or neighbors.”45 Their work ethics often seem to be different and of
mutual concern. Some of these features give rise to shared suspicion, even
racism. Rupp provides a nuanced account from Chinese and African sources
of the underlying wariness with which Africa and China embrace each other.

China is a worthy competitor for resources and for construction projects.
Additionally, its direct and indirect donor aid is now significant, overshad-
owing or competing for influence with the United States and Europe. Africans
welcome this new heightened rivalry for their attention and partnership. They
further welcome China’s lack of conditionality, lack of hectoring, lack of
preaching and instruction, and reduced hypocrisy; Chinese aid—including a
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promised $20 billion credit for worthy projects from China’s Eximbank—
comes without immediately obvious strings (the Taiwanese question aside).

For that reason, and because the Chinese espouse fundamentally different
approaches to governance questions than does the West, the West and Africa
should now encourage China to embrace sets of positive principles, mutually
agreed upon, for Africa’s sustained growth and prosperity. Altruistic actions
now would also be in China’s self-interest and, if crafted carefully, could help to
unlock the potential of Africa for China. They could raise China’s moral stature
within and outside of Africa, and emphasize even more China’s self-professed
break with earlier colonial endeavors. China is a conceivable force for material
and social progress in Africa; the West should help harness that potential.

Whether a new U.S. administration in 2009 and afterward will respond
effectively and constructively to Chinese competition for Africa, and for
Africa’s hearts and minds, depends on the extent of Washington’s post-Bush
strategic and humanitarian interests in Africa and the overall nature of the
U.S.-China détente in 2009 and beyond. Washington wisely may not wish to
joust with Beijing over African influence and African resources providing that
the flow of oil to the United States from Africa continues and grows, and pro-
viding that China remains helpful over North Korea and Iran and over
staunching the spread of terror, remains comparatively open to American
investment and trade, and refrains from attacking Taiwan. The United States
needs Chinese cooperation geostrategically and economically. Therefore,
Washington may be prepared (within limits) to observe and remain untrou-
bled by an Africa more dependent than ever upon ramped up Chinese trade
and aid, major military assistance, and Chinese labor.

Indeed, Chin-Hao Huang suggests that as of 2008, Washington was largely
ill-prepared to assess what the Chinese really want out of Africa, and how
Chinese policies are formulated and executed. Likewise, Washington has lit-
tle knowledge of African opinion regarding China’s new thrust into their con-
tinent. Chin-Hao Huang urges Washington to “be sensitive to the many and
long-standing, positive legacies and images of the Chinese in various parts of
Africa,” particularly in sharp contrast to Western colonial practices.46

Throughout the Bush administration, top officials from Washington and
Beijing talked regularly about their mutual interests in Africa. Darfur was at
the apex of the agenda, but other African issues and their reverberations in
the UN Security Council also tested the Bush administration’s appreciation
of the China-Africa nexus. Little has been done so far, however, to draw China
into a multilateral discussion of positive donor assistance for sustainable
African growth and the avoidance of new cascades of debt. Nor has Chinese
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help been sought for improving African governance generally, and for
stability-building efforts in Somalia and Ethiopia, Zimbabwe, Chad, and the
Niger Delta. If carefully engaged on these issues, and if China cooperates
over Darfur and the Sudan and Zimbabwe after the 2008 Olympic Games,
China could prove a positive partner for U.S. ameliorative initiatives in Africa.

China is transforming Africa, for good and ill. The United States and other
traditional trading and aid partners of Africa need to pay closer attention
than they have been, and with Africans craft bold new policies that welcome
Chinese investment and trade but condemn the taking of African jobs and the
destruction of African industries. Africa and the West also need to persuade
China that supporting Africa’s most reviled dictatorships is bad for Africa
and bad for China as a world power.47

Africans, in turn, need to organize more effectively than they have hith-
erto—to meet the Chinese at least half way. Neither the African Union nor
subregional organizations like the Southern African Development Commu-
nity have an articulated policy regarding China and Chinese influence. Each
of the forty-eight sub-Saharan countries goes its own way, responding to
China and Chinese entreaties (or Taiwanese in four cases) idiosyncratically.
The African petroleum producers, the African hard mineral producers,
the African vulnerable industrial cases, and so on should develop specific
policies toward China in new functional groupings. Africa surely needs well-
articulated policies regarding the importation of Chinese laborers, special
taxation privileges or not for Chinese firms (many are state owned), new tar-
iffs tailored to increase trade, and protection or not for domestically pro-
duced goods. Without concerted African ground rules and improved
governance at home, China will continue to be opportunistic, exploiting
weaker nation-states in its quest for resources and asserting its own over-
weening economic leverage with little consideration for African values and
needs. If Africans are to stand on equal footing with Chinese entrepreneurs,
they need to join forces and channel Chinese energies and capital in directions
that benefit Africa as much as they benefit China. Only by fashioning such a
collective response can Africans throughout the continent turn China’s mas-
sive and multifaceted drive into Africa to their sustainable best advantage.
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As a dynamic part of China’s grand foreign policy, elements of China’s
African policy have remained constant while others have changed. In 1992,
Segal concluded that “there may be grounds for believing that as China grows
strong, it will grow somewhat more important for Africans. But in the Chi-
nese perspective, it seems that while Africa will attract attention from the
writers of official policy statements, the continent will remain the least impor-
tant area for Chinese foreign policy, whether of an expanding or a with-
drawing kind.”1

What is happening today obviously challenges Segal’s prophecy. In recent
years, China’s rapid economic growth and impressive role in the international
arena have sparked concerns about China’s engagement in Africa.2

China and Africa’s mutual dependence on one another is evident in the
Beijing Summit of the Forum on China-Africa Cooperation (FOCAC) held
every third year. In 2006, it included the heads of state, government officials,
and representatives from forty-eight African countries. Former Chinese Pres-
ident Jiang Zemin visited Africa four times, while, as of 2007, President Hu
Jintao had paid five visits to the continent (twice as vice president, three times
as president). The intention of China’s involvement in Africa, though, has

2
China’s New Policy toward Africa

li anshan

This chapter was originally presented as a paper at the International Workshop “China-
Africa Links” held at Hong Kong University of Science and Technology, 11–12 November 2006.
The revised version was presented at an off-the-record meeting, “China in Africa: Geopolitical
and Geoeconomic Considerations,” held at the John F. Kennedy School of Government, Harvard
University, 31 May–2 June 2007. I am grateful to the conference organizers, David Zweig and
Robert Rotberg, respectively, and would like to thank participants for their comments.
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been greatly questioned, especially by Western powers. China’s policy toward
Africa is clearly shown in “China’s African Policy,” a 2006 document.3 But
how has this policy come into being? And how does this policy fit into China’s
grand strategy?

Through the analysis of three transformations in China’s African policy,
this chapter draws a conclusion different from most analysts’ claim that
China’s policy has changed in recent years owing to its thirst for Africa’s oil
and other natural resources.4 It is argued here that changes in China’s African
policy are closely linked to China’s transformation of its grand strategy to
open up Africa. Various misunderstandings and accusations are addressed,
and new challenges related to Chinese-African relations and possibilities for
bilateral and multilateral cooperation are pointed out and discussed.

Ideology: From Emphasis to Neutrality

China’s African policy can be divided into three periods: a period of normal
development (1949–1977), a transitional period (1978–1994), and a period of
rapid development (1995 to present).5 With the end of the Cultural Revolu-
tion and the change of the Chinese leadership, there was a gradual shift in
China’s policy toward economic development. The relation between diplo-
macy and economy was reversed, for example,“economy serving diplomacy”
was changed to “diplomacy serving economy.”6 This shift was followed by a
new foreign policy of independence, peace, and development.

The first change in China’s African policy lies in its move from a posture of
forming an alliance in international politics for the purpose of fighting against
super powers to strengthening exchange and dialogue with Africa on the basis
of seeking common ground while also reserving differences.

After the founding of the People’s Republic of China (PRC), China’s for-
eign policy was greatly circumscribed by international politics. In the 1950s,
China first adopted a pro-U.S.S.R. and anti-U.S. policy, which was termed
“yi-bian-dao” (one-sided policy). In the 1960s, China adopted the policy of
anti-imperialism and antirevisionism. The 1970s witnessed China’s policy of
reconciliation with the United States and opposition to the U.S.S.R.7 The
focus of China’s policy toward Africa was that of anticolonialism, anti-impe-
rialism, and antirevisionism.8 This stance derived from the unfavorable inter-
national situation after the founding of the PRC. The hostile policy of Western
countries and later of the U.S.S.R. forced China to seek more “diplomatic
room” to survive as a sovereign state.

02-7561-4 ch2.qxd  9/16/08  4:07 PM  Page 22



The link between China’s foreign policy and its ideology hindered diplo-
macy between China and Africa. The Communist Party of China (CPC) had
contact with communist parties only in South Africa and Reunion. Later, due
to the conflict between China and the U.S.S.R., the CPC discontinued its
friendly relations with the parties in those two African countries. Early in the
Cultural Revolution, China’s ultraleftist policy had some impact on its foreign
policy, and Chinese diplomats began to “export revolution” to Africa.9

In 1967–1969, the CPC discontinued its contact with the African Party for
the Independence of Guinea-Bissau and Cape Verde. The Parti Congolais du
Travail (the Congolese Labor Party) wanted to establish interparty relations
to promote cooperation with the CPC, yet its offer was refused because it was
not a communist party. The Partido Frelimo had been in contact with the
CPC, yet the proposal to establish formal relations between the two parties
was refused as well. Later, Partido Frelimo invited the CPC to attend its Third
National Congress, without success. The two parties did not establish formal
relations until 1981.

The new radical policy was rectified under the leadership of Premier Zhou
Enlai. Starting in May 1969, China began to send its ambassadors to all coun-
tries with which it had diplomatic relations. However, the real change in
China’s policy did not come until the late 1970s.10

In July 1977, after CPC Chairman Hua Guofeng met with a Mozambique
delegation, he asked the International Department of the CPC and the Min-
istry of Foreign Affairs to study the relations between Chinese and African
parties. In November 1977, two ministries received instructions regarding
nationalist parties in sub-Saharan Africa that wanted to establish relation-
ships with the CPC. On 20 December 1977, the Political Bureau of the CPC
made a positive decision, and, in 1978, the International Department of the
CPC began to receive those African party delegations.11 This was a break-
through in the CPC’s history of foreign affairs and greatly improved the devel-
opment of Chinese-African relations because the move signaled that the CPC
was no longer limited to contact with only communist parties. Since 1978, the
CPC’s relations with African parties have developed rapidly.12

The CPC’s Twelfth Assembly in 1982 defined the new principle of its party
relations—“Independence, Complete Equality, Mutual Respect, Noninterfer-
ence in Others’ Internal Affairs”—and proposed to establish relations with
progressive parties and organizations.13 China’s contacts with parties of devel-
oping countries have greatly increased since the 1982 assembly.14 From 1978 to
1990, more than 230 delegations from parties in sub-Saharan countries visited
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China. At the same time, the CPC sent out fifty-six delegations to visit ruling
parties of thirty-nine sub-Saharan countries.15

As of 2002, the CPC had established relations with more than sixty polit-
ical parties in more than forty sub-Saharan countries. More than thirty were
ruling parties.16 In 2006, twenty-one African parties sent their delegations to
China, while fourteen CPC delegations visited Africa (see table 2-1). During
these visits, both sides discussed a wide range of topics, such as politics, the
economy, culture, and military relations. In addition to the contact between
parties, China and Africa also increased exchanges between their congresses
and parliaments.17

In conclusion, the CPC no longer uses ideology as a standard of practice.
The principle of contact is no longer ideological. The CPC cooperates, not only
with socialist or communist parties but also with other parties that adhere to
different ideologies. Partnership is not confined to ruling parties but includes
also nonruling parties. The content of this contact is not limited to party pol-
itics but extends to economic cooperation and cultural exchange. For exam-
ple, in 2000 Jia Qinglin, then secretary of CPC Beijing, visited Uganda and
promoted cooperation in the coffee trade. Former Secretary of CPC Shandong
Wu Guanzheng, Secretary of CPC Guangdong Zhang Dejiang, and Secretary
of CPC Hubei Yu Zhengsheng visited Africa in 2001, 2004, and 2005, respec-
tively, and their large economic and trade delegations signed cooperation
agreements with African countries.18

Due to China’s transition, the political relationship between China and
Africa has deepened. High-level visits have been frequent, especially since the
1990s. Vice Premier Zhu Rongji paid his first visit to Africa in 1995, which
kicked off the new “African boom” in China. President Jiang visited Africa four
times and in 1996 put forward five suggestions for the strengthening of Chi-
nese-African relations.19 President Hu Jintao visited Africa five times, and in
2004 he noted that China and Africa should help each other economically and
support each other in international and regional affairs.20 The opening up of
political relations with various African parties indicated that there was no
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Table 2-1. CPC and African Parties’ Visits, 2002–2006

Total
2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 for period

African parties’ visits to China 16 13 16 24 21 90

CPC’s visits to Africa 17 8 20 19 14 78

Sources: People’s Daily, Observer, various issues, 2002–2006.
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longer any political criterion attached to relations with Africa. The CPC could
exchange ideas with various African parties or political organizations of dif-
ferent ideologies and discuss various subjects, such as politics, governance,
ethnicity, economy, and education. The change has greatly promoted Chi-
nese-African cooperation and has become an important component in
China’s African policy. China has but one political demand for Africa: no
political relations with Taiwan.21

Bilateral Exchange: From Unilateral Character
to Multiple Channels

The second change in China’s African policy was a switch from an emphasis
on political contact to exchanges through multiple channels.

During 1949–1977, China’s African policy concentrated on three aspects:
supporting African people in their drive for national independence; uniting
African countries in the struggle against colonialism, imperialism, and hege-
mony; and helping African countries with economic development. In the
political arena, China tried its best to assist African independence move-
ments; it also offered military assistance, such as training of military and
political personnel.22 After Africa’s nations achieved independence, China
began to seek Africa as an ally in its fight against imperialism and hege-
monism. Despite internal pressure as China’s economy suffered, its assis-
tance to Africa continued.

Chinese-African economic cooperation comprised bilateral trade and eco-
nomic assistance. The total sum of bilateral trade in 1977 only reached $720
million.23 Between 1956 and 1977, China provided $2.476 billion in economic
assistance to 36 African countries, about 58 percent of China’s total foreign aid
($4.276 billion), according to an external source.24 During the 1970s, although
the U.S.S.R. was the biggest arms trader in Africa, its economic aid to Africa
lagged far behind China’s, which totaled $1.8 billion—double the amount of
Soviet aid.25

The end of the Cultural Revolution witnessed a short period of decline in
Chinese-African relations. First, the assistance to Africa decreased: China’s
assistance to Africa during 1976–1980 was estimated at $94 million.26 The
bulk of this assistance was given between 1976 and 1978.27 Second, trade
between China and Africa declined. Trade volume decreased after 1980 (1982
was an exception) and did not pick up until 1986 (see table 2-2). Third, the
number of Chinese medical teams and doctors sent to Africa also decreased.
China did not send doctors to Africa in 1979 or 1980, and between 1978 and
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1983, the number of doctors and medical teams sent to Africa were at their
lowest (table 2-3).

The decline in Chinese-African relations was due to several factors. First,
during the Cultural Revolution, China’s economy struggled, and even with the
end of the Cultural Revolution, there was little money to be spent on foreign
aid. Second, in order to recover, China’s economy needed funding and tech-
nology. With the cooling of relations with the West, the Chinese government’s
attention naturally turned toward developing countries. Third, relations with
Albania and Vietnam, two major Chinese aid recipients, deteriorated, sug-
gesting the limitations of China’s foreign aid. Of course, the change in China’s
leadership also had some impact on continuity in foreign aid policy.28 A new
thinking was needed to establish better relations between China and Africa.

Three months after the Twelfth CPC Party Assembly in 1982, Premier Zhao
Ziyang first visited Africa. Beforehand, he declared that his visit showed
China’s diplomatic focus on Africa, as well as on other developing countries;
his visit was intended to establish a mutual understanding and friendship, and
to strengthen the two sides’ cooperation. During his visit to eleven African
countries, Zhao announced “Four Principles on Sino-African Economic and
Technical Cooperation”—including equality, bilateralism, effectiveness, and
co-development.29 Zhao’s “Four Principles” were a supplement to Zhou Enlai’s
“Eight Principles of Economic and Technical Aid” put forward during his
visit to Africa during December 1963–January 1964.

Zhou Enlai’s “Eight Principles” were:
—Aid should not be considered as a unilateral grant, but as mutual help.
—Neither conditions nor privileges should be attached to the aid.
—To reduce the burden of the recipient countries, the repayment period

could be extended for no-interest or low-interest loans.
—The purpose of aid is to help recipient countries develop independently.
—To increase the income of recipient countries, Chinese programs should

produce faster results with less investment.

26 li anshan

Table 2-2. China-Africa Trade Statistics, 1980–1987 
Millions of dollars

Year 1980 1981 1982 1983 1984 1985 1986 1987

Export 747 798 978 675 623 418 638 854

Import 384 299 212 244 252 207 216 154

Totala 1,131 1,097 1,190 920 876 626 854 1,008

Source: Almanac of China’s Foreign Economic Relations and Trade, years 1984–1988.
a. Sums may not total due to rounding.
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—China will provide the best equipment and materials for the recipient
countries, and promises to replace them if the quality is not what was stipu-
lated in the agreement.

—Guarantee that technicians in recipient countries will master relevant
technology when technical assistance is provided.

—Experts from China should never enjoy any privileges and should receive
the same treatment as the local experts in recipient countries.30

Those principles were more a declaration of China’s framework and self-
restraint regarding assistance, which provided favorable conditions for the
recipient country.

While the “Eight Principles” were concerned with China’s assistance to
Africa, Zhao’s “Four Principles” focused on mutual economic and techno-
logical cooperation. The former policy guaranteed that China would provide
the most favored assistance to Africa, with additional restraints on Chinese aid
personnel. The latter stressed bilateral cooperation and co-development. The
newer policy was noticed by the international community.31

In more recent years, the international community’s popular perception is
that the recent, rapid developments in the Sino-African relationship have
arisen after a long, dormant period, revealing new and potentially unsettling
Chinese ambitions in Africa. For example, a Center for Strategic and Interna-
tional Studies report stated: “After remaining dormant for thirty years, China’s
contemporary engagement in Africa reflects the emergence of a new and ambi-
tious vision.”32 This view does not hold water. During the transitional period

China’s New Policy toward Africa 27

Table 2-3. China’s Medical Teams and Doctors in Africa, 1963–1983 

Number Number 
Time range Countries with Chinese medical teams of clinics of doctors 

1963–1967 Algeria, Tanzania, Somali, Congo 17 326

1968–1972 Mali, Tanzania, Mauritania, Guinea-Bissau,

the Sudan, Equatorial Guinea 18 197

1973–1977 Sierra Leone, Tunisia, Zaire, Togo, Senegal,

Madagascar, Morocco, Niger, São Tomé 

and Príncipe, Upper Volta, Guinea-Bissau,

Gabon, the Gambia 23 300

1978–1983a Benin, Zambia, Central Africa, Botswana,

Djibouti, Mozambique, Rwanda, Uganda,

Libya 13 173

Total (1963–1983) . . . 71 996

Source: Almanac of China’s Foreign Economic Relations and Trade: 1984, IV–219.
a. During 1979–1980, no new medical teams were sent to Africa.
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(1978–1994), China continued to promote cooperation with Africa in various
fields. African presidents or heads of state paid thirty-three visits to China in
the 1970s and fifty-one visits in the 1980s.33 Chinese leaders such as Chen
Muhua, Geng Biao, Ulanfu, Ji Pengfei, and Li Xianlian visited thirty-three
African countries from 1978 to 1980. Premier Zhao Ziyang visited eleven
African countries after the Twelfth CPC Assembly and visited Tunisia in 1986.
Other high officials—Li Xianlian (1986), Li Peng (1986, 1991), Wu Xueqian
(1987, 1990), and Qian Qichen (1989)—also visited many African countries
to promote bilateral relations.

Studying Chinese projects from the 1980s and 1990s, Brautigam notes that
China continued its aid to Africa after the Cultural Revolution, although the
emphasis differed from earlier periods: “Chinese projects in the 1980s and
[19]90s stress economic results, efficiency, and profits,” and they were deeply
affected by China’s domestic political contexts, values, and ideologies.34

Brautigam drew a different conclusion than most other Western Africanists:
“Although marginalized in the foreign policy calculations of current and for-
mer superpowers, sub-Saharan Africa does still figure in[to] Chinese global
geopolitics.”35

After the Tiananmen Square incident in 1989, Western countries enforced
sanctions against China, while African countries helped China. Foreign Min-
ister Qian visited eight African countries (Lesotho, Botswana, Zimbabwe,
Angola, Zambia, Mozambique, Egypt, and Tunisia) that year. The next year,
he visited Morocco, Algeria, and Egypt. Beginning in 1991, he visited a group
of African countries after 1 January; visiting Africa after the New Year has
become a tradition for Chinese foreign ministers.36 Though Chinese diplo-
macy has increased in Africa, educational exchange and economic coopera-
tion between the two sides have developed even more rapidly.

Educational Exchange

Between 1949 and 1977, China sent volunteer teachers to nine African coun-
tries, including Algeria, Egypt, Togo, Congo (Brazzaville), Guinea-Bissau, Mali,
Somali, Tanzania, and Tunisia, with the first group sent to Egypt in 1954. The
period 1978–1995 witnessed an increase, with teachers sent to twenty-one
countries.37 In 2003, there were 238 teachers in more than 30 African countries.
Until recently, Chinese teachers in Africa have taught at the undergraduate
through Ph.D. levels.38 Since the late 1980s, China has tried through various
means to help African countries build their own educational systems.

In June 2004, the first Confucius Institute in Africa was planned for the
University of Nairobi.39 Since then Confucius Institutes have been founded
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in Kenya, Nigeria, Zimbabwe, and South Africa. As of 2007, fifteen Chinese
volunteers were in Zimbabwe, four of them Chinese language teachers,
and two were at the Confucius Institute at the University of Zimbabwe. In
South Africa, a Confucius Institute has been established at the University of
Stellenbosch.40

Likewise, the number of African students in China has increased greatly
since the 1950s (table 2-4). In 2000, at the time of the first FOCAC in Beijing,
there were 1,388 African students in China; in 2005 the number was 2,757.
Aside from the enrollment of African university students, China has held
seminars, training courses, and symposia that concentrated on fields such as
management capabilities, engineering skills, and school administration. By the
end of 2003, China had established forty-three educational and research pro-
grams in areas such as agriculture, Chinese medicine, long-distance education,
and computer technology, in addition to setting up twenty-one research lab-
oratories.41

China’s Ministry of Education (MOE) has supported courses at local uni-
versities for African teachers, engineers, and professionals. From 2002 to 2006,
Jilin University trained 225 Africans in long-distance education. Northeastern
Normal University also set up a base for training Africans. Since 2002 it has
run 9 seminars for over 200 administrators from more than 30 African coun-
tries. China Agricultural University also managed 10 seminars from 2001 to
2006, training 206 experts, scholars, and officials from Africa.42 Zhejiang Nor-
mal University started cooperation with Cameroon in 1996 by setting up its
Chinese Language Training Center in Cameroon.

With the help of the MOE, in 2003, Zhejiang Normal University set up the
first Center for African Education Studies in China. Since 2002, the Univer-
sity has run thirteen seminars for African teachers and administrators. Al-
though the seminars focus on higher education and include African university
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Table 2-4. African Students with Chinese Scholarships, 1950s–1990s

Decade Number of students

1950s 24

1960s 164

1970s 648

1980s 2,245

1990s 5,569

Source: Center for African Studies of Peking University (ed.), China-Africa Education
Cooperation (Beijing, 2005), 12–22.
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presidents and high-level administrators, they also cover the administration
of middle school and elementary education. The university cooperates with
more than twenty universities in twelve African countries. In October 2006,
Zhejiang Normal University held the first “China-Africa University President
Forum,” with a focus on “capacity building of higher education institutions in
developing countries,” “reform on management system in higher education
institutions,” and “international cooperation and partnership.” Participants
included more than thirty presidents and education officials from fourteen
African countries.43

Tianjin University of Technology and Education was designated in 2003
as another MOE assistance base for vocational education training programs.
As an answer to the call from the “Forum on China-Africa Cooperation—
Addis Ababa Action Plan,” in 2005 the university set up the Center for
African Vocational Education Studies to train midrange engineering pro-
fessionals from Africa. It has trained more than 200 students from Africa,
and sent out 84 teachers in recent years to facilitate vocational education in
African countries.44

In 2005, the MOE entrusted eleven universities to run twelve seminars and
training courses on higher education management, long-distance education,
and vocational technical education. Participants were from forty-one coun-
tries, most of them African.45 In November 2005, the first “China-African
Ministers of Education Forum” was held in Beijing, where State Councilor
Chen promised cooperation regarding educational assistance and exchange.46

Every year the MOE holds a workshop on educational assistance in devel-
oping countries, with an emphasis on Africa. In March 2006, the MOE,
together with the Ministries of Commerce and Foreign Affairs, held the
“Fourth Seminar on the Exchange of Experience on the Training of Educa-
tional Personnel from Developing Countries,” and more than seventy partic-
ipants from different universities exchanged their ideas and experience.47 In
December 2006, the Center for African Studies at Peking University held a
“National Universities’ Workshop on Africa: Teaching, Study and Assistance.”
Officials from the Ministries of Education, Commerce, and Foreign Affairs
attended the workshop along with participants from universities. All con-
tributed their opinions on teaching and research in Africa, assistance to
African education, and how the ministries could make the best use of their
resources in universities. In May 2007, the fifth workshop was held in
Chengdu, with more than fifty participants from the Ministries of Educa-
tion, Commerce, and Foreign Affairs, as well as participants from more than
twenty Chinese universities.
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Economic and Trade Cooperation

New developments in economic cooperation include the engagement of state-
run companies and private companies with various funding (some are funded
by foreign investment). Such private companies are developing quickly. Sta-
tistics for January to October 2005 indicate that the export of state-run, pri-
vate, and funded enterprises (Sino-foreign joint ventures, Sino-foreign
cooperative enterprises, and foreign-invested enterprises) to Africa reached
$559 million, $511 million, and $286 million, respectively, with a correspond-
ing increase of 23, 59.6, and 52.7 percent, respectively.48

Trade commodities also reflect the cooperation between Africa and China.
In 2004, the top four commodities exported from China to Africa were elec-
trical equipment and machinery (41 percent), textiles (18 percent), garments
(11 percent), and new technology (8 percent), such as electronic and infor-
mation facilities, software, and aviation and aerospace equipment.

These numbers demonstrate that production machinery, everyday goods
(instead of luxury goods), and high-tech commodities constituted a large
percentage of China’s exports. The top commodities imported to China from
Africa were crude oil (64 percent), iron ore (5 percent), cotton (4 percent),
iron or steel (3 percent), diamonds (3 percent), and lumber (3 percent).49

Economic cooperation can be seen not only in trade but likewise in areas
such as investments, contract business, labor service, and consultant services,
all of which show rapid progress. By the end of 2004, approximately 715 non-
financial projects in Africa were approved by the PRC’s Ministry of Com-
merce.50 By the end of 2005, the number of Chinese firms reached 813, and
they had invested $1.18 billion in Africa in areas such as infrastructure, nat-
ural resources, transportation, and agriculture.51 Chinese-contracted con-
struction projects have greatly increased as well. In 2005, the contracted
projects of labor service totaled $8.61 billion.52

The Chinese government has tried to provide various services to encour-
age businesses to invest in Africa; they set up eleven centers for the promotion
of investment, regularized bilateral economic trade with African countries,
and announced business opportunities and trade regulations with Africa.53 In
addition, the Ministry of Commerce publishes timely information regarding
the trade policies of African countries, shortages of commodities, and reports
of the market situation.

In summary, there have been changes in Chinese-African economic co-
operation. Unitary state-managed trade has split into two parts (state-owned
and private companies). Trade volumes have greatly increased, and aid-type
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has become cooperative.“Gone are the days when cooperation between China
and Africa concentrated mainly on state-to-state cooperation, political sup-
port in international affairs, and economic assistance.”54

China has signed bilateral agreements regarding promotion and protection
of investments with twenty-six African countries, and trade and cultural
agreements with more than forty African countries. A Chinese-African mul-
tilateral cooperation system is gradually emerging, and the forms of cooper-
ation have become multifactorial.55 China has likewise established a
diplomatic consultative system in twenty-eight African countries. This
exchange covers the economy and trade, culture and education, medicine and
sanitation, military, and civil administration.56

Field of Cooperation: from Unilateral Aid 
to a Win-Win Strategy

After the adjustment of China’s African policy, emphasis was put on cooper-
ation, bilateralism, and a win-win strategy, followed by a change in China’s aid
pattern, from unitary aid to multiple forms of aid, such as government
deducted-interest loans, aid combined with co-investment, and grants. Nat-
urally, China’s African policy has its own strategic aim, yet one of its starting
points was to help African countries eliminate poverty and consolidate their
independence. In other words, co-development was the most important prin-
ciple, and Chinese-African cooperation clearly follows this principle.

From the early 1980s to the mid-1990s, Africa experienced a process of
marginalization, expressed as a decrease in investment and an increase in debts.
From 1980 to 1990, although Africa was undergoing structural adjustments
due to Western pressure, 43 of 139 British companies withdrew from Africa.57

Japan also held a pessimistic view of Africa, and the number of its companies in
Kenya dropped from fifteen to two in the 1980s. The total debt of sub-Saharan
Africa was $6 billion in 1970; that figure grew to $84.3 billion in 1980. After
the Cold War and the dismemberment of the Soviet Union, the importance
of Africa’s strategic position greatly decreased, contributing to its further mar-
ginalization. African debt reached $200.4 billion in 1993 and $210.7 billion in
1994, equal to 82.8 percent of its GNP in 1994, as well as 254.5 percent of its
export earnings. According to a 1995 World Bank report, the debt-export
ratio of 28 African countries was over 200 to 1 at the end of 1994.58

Change in Aid

At the Tokyo International Conference on African Development held in 1993,
African countries suggested that foreign investment based on development
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and production was more effective than traditional aid.59 China’s early grant
assistance accrued a significant return from its African counterparts: China
became a member of the United Nations (UN).60 Grants, however, hardly
changed the reality of poverty. As Hu Yaobang pointed out in 1982, “As for
economic assistance, the method of sheer gift is disadvantageous to both
sides, judging from historical experience.”61 Therefore, during the late 1980s
and early 1990s, China underwent a foreign trade and aid reform.

In 1987, a Togo sugar plant assisted by the Chinese had a shortage of tech-
nicians and experienced managers. Chinese experts took over, and the plant
began to run effectively. The Togolese government praised the remarkable
increase in enterprise.62 This combination of China’s assistance and joint-
investment cooperation gradually spread to other China-aided enterprises. In
1991, the Malian government decided to privatize the Segu Textile Plant, a
Chinese aid project. After negotiation, however, the Malian government trans-
ferred 80 percent of its shares to a Chinese company with the condition that
the company pay its debts. Since then the company has been running
smoothly, valued in 1996 at 7.6 billion African francs.63 In 2003, China can-
celled Mali’s debt of 37 billion African francs.64

In late 1995, after three years of experimentation, the Chinese govern-
ment put into effect its interest-deducted loan scheme.65 Vice Premier Zhu
and Vice Premier Li visited thirteen African countries during that year to
explain China’s new foreign aid policy. A year later, China signed agreements
to give low-interest loans to sixteen African countries.66 The new form of aid
was gradually accepted. In 2000, the FOCAC implemented a new stage of
bilateral relations; in response, China promised to relieve African debt. In
2002, China signed agreements with 31 African countries to relieve 156 debts,
the sum reaching RMB 1.05 billion ($145 million).67 As of the end of 2007,
the figure had increased to RMB 10.9 billion.68 According to the PRC’s Min-
istry of Commerce, as of March 2008 China had forgiven the debt of thirty-
two African countries, honoring pledges made at the FOCAC Beijing summit
in 2006.

Exchange of Development Experience

Providing seminars is another way China helps African countries train their
professionals. For example, the “Seminar on Economic Reform and Devel-
opment Strategies” was held in 2003; participants included twenty-two
administrators from different economic or financial units in sixteen African
countries, together with seven officials from the African Development Bank.
Both sides exchanged ideas on development, and African participants learned
more about China’s ongoing reform.
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Nigerian historian Femi Akomolafe recognizes that “China’s rapid eco-
nomic transformation holds special lessons for those in Africa. Whilst the
Chinese opted for an indigenous solution to their economic backwardness . . .
China’s economic performance is nothing short of a miracle. It shows what a
people with confidence, determination and vision can achieve.”69

The Chinese government has also frequently invited African diplomats to
visit China. The “Understanding China Symposium” was first designed in
1996 specifically for young African diplomats. The China Foreign Affairs Uni-
versity ran the symposium for 9 years (1996–2004) for participants from
more than 130 countries and 9 international organizations. One-hundred
sixty-one diplomats from African countries having diplomatic relations with
China attended nine symposia; ten African regional organizations also par-
ticipated. The symposia included lectures on Chinese history, culture, and
arts, and a tour of both rich and poor regions. From 2001 on, Peking Univer-
sity also ran various seminars and training courses for African diplomats and
economic administrators. The School of Government at Peking University
has run several symposia for African diplomats from English-, French-, and
Arabic-speaking countries; a recent one was held from August to October
2007, with thirty-five participants from fourteen French-speaking countries.
The Chinese government also holds seminars to train African professionals.
In the first half of 2007, the Chinese government held 93 such training sem-
inars, with 2,241 trainees from 49 African countries. According to its action
plan, China will have trained 15,000 Africans between 2007 and 2009.70

This approach has been praised by African governments such as Nigeria,
Mozambique, Uganda, Madagascar, Ethiopia, South Africa, and Zambia. For
example, in 2005, Sudanese officials expressed their thanks for China’s train-
ing program for Sudanese administrators in economic management, which
was attended by senior officials from the Sudanese Ministry of Foreign Affairs
and the Ministry of Finance and International Cooperation. About forty
Sudanese went to China for training in their respective fields.71

Co-development and Bilateralism

The most impressive demonstrations of Chinese-African economic cooper-
ation have been China’s tariff relief for African exports, leading to increased
trade between China and Africa. Vice Minister of Commerce Wei Jianguo
said in November 2007, “From January to September, 2007, Chinese-African
trade volume was 52.3 billion US dollars and the figure for the whole year is
expected to reach 70 billion US dollars. Under the zero-tariff category, by the
first half of 2007, China had imported commodities worth 440 million
US dollars from Africa.”72 These increases indicate the positive impact of the
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Chinese policy of promoting African exports to China. The original 199 zero-
tariff African goods have increased to 454 types of goods from 26 of the least
developed countries in Africa. In 2005, about 12,400 African businessmen
came to the 97th Guangzhou Trade Fair, where the volume of business trans-
actions totaled $1.7 billion. From January to September 2005, thirty African
countries’ trade with China totaled more than $100 million, while nine other
countries’ trade with China reached more than $1 billion.73

In 2000, Chinese-African trade volumes exceeded $10 billion ($10.598 bil-
lion), and China’s imports from Africa surpassed its exports to Africa ($5.5 bil-
lion versus 5.04 billion).74 Chinese-African trade reached about $30 billion in
2004, and China’s imports from Africa were again more than its exports to the
continent ($15.6 billion versus $13.8 billion).75 This trade reached $39.75 bil-
lion in 2005, with imports again exceeding exports.76 In 2006, Chinese-African
trade reached $55.46 billion, an increase of 39.6 percent. Imports from Africa
($28.77 billion) again surpassed Chinese exports to Africa ($26.69 billion).77

According to Ministry of Commerce statistics, it took twenty years for
Chinese-African trade to increase from $100 million to $1 billion, and another
twenty years to reach $10 billion, but only six years to reach $55.5 billion.
From January to September 2007, Chinese-African trade volume was $52.3 bil-
lion, and the figure for the whole year was expected to reach $70 billion.78

With such trade increases, Chinese export goods have become better suited
to Africa. Sales of machines, electronics, and new high-tech goods have grown
rapidly, totaling more than half of the value of China’s exports to Africa.
China’s aid emphasizes the combination of technical and economic support
and the transfer of technology with commodities.79 For example, China has
provided much of the technology necessary for space launches and in-orbit
services and has even trained Nigerian command and control operators.
While Nigeria acquired satellite technology, China also gained from the col-
laboration by burnishing its credentials as a reliable player in the interna-
tional commercial satellite market.80 China also sent oil expert and engineer
Wang Qiming of Daqin to the Sudan to provide African engineers with new
technology that assists with the best pumping practices for seemingly
exhausted oilfields.81 This framework for China’s aid—based on the principles
of sustainability and mutual benefit rather than charity—has proven benefi-
cial to African development.82

Characteristics

Chinese-African relations are characterized by summit diplomacy, equality,
co-development, and cooperation.83 Such summit diplomacy cannot be seen
in Africa’s relations with any other country, or in the relationship between
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China and other continents. Although the principle of equality has been
advocated among individuals in modern times, there is no mention of it in
international relations. The equality in Chinese-African relations is a model
for international relations. Equality means respect for sovereignty, mutual
benefit, discussion, and coordination. A unique feature of China’s foreign
policy is the principle of noninterference in the internal affairs of other coun-
tries. Mutual benefit and co-development are likewise features in Chinese-
African relations, their purpose being to improve Africa’s ability to
self-develop. The most impressive characteristic of the Chinese-African rela-
tionship is the standardized mechanism of cooperation, for example, FOCAC
and its follow-up actions.

Criticism, Suspicion, and Explanation

China’s African policy has become the focus of the international community,
especially the Western powers. Western countries still regard Africa as being
in their “sphere of influence,” and China, with other developing countries, is
usually considered an “external player” in Africa.84 Western powers may fear
that Chinese engagement will harm their interests in Africa, and thus they
voice various criticisms and suspicions. Some of the criticisms are caused by
misunderstanding, some by bias.

“New Colonialism”

There are accusations that China is developing relations with Africa solely to
secure oil and other natural resources and that, in Africa, China is engaging
in “new colonialism” or acting as “new economic imperialists.”85 This view has
become popular in Western media. However, in its dealings with African
states, China views them as equals, respecting their sovereignty.86 In addition,
China’s trade activities in Africa, especially its imports of oil and other natu-
ral resources, have turned Africa’s potential wealth into real wealth. Chinese
involvement has greatly contributed to Africa’s economic development and to
Africa’s 5 percent growth rate for the past twelve years. China’s engagement
has brought hope to Africa, a continent neglected by the outside for decades.
Its positive impact on the continent has been demonstrated in terms of eco-
nomic development and technology transfer. For example, the Sudan has
changed from an oil importer to an oil exporter, with a whole system of explo-
ration, production, refining, and exportation. With China’s help, Nigeria
launched its first communication satellite. As a Nigerian journalist points out,
“The Chinese have effectively ended the Western dominance of one of Africa’s
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most powerful countries, and their presence has resulted in a change in Nige-
ria’s global relations.”87

Chinese-African relations were established long before China’s need for raw
materials in the mid-1990s. At present, while China imports oil from Africa, it
exports electronic, mechanical, and high-tech products that satisfy critical
needs in Africa, creating a rough equilibrium in the economic and trade rela-
tions between the two countries. The oil drilling and exploration rights that
China has obtained have been secured through international bidding mecha-
nisms in accordance with international market practices, posing no “threat” to
any particular country. Rights to oilfields in the Sudan and Nigeria were pur-
chased by Chinese companies after the withdrawal of competitors.88

Human Rights Issue

Linked with the accusation of “neocolonialism” is the criticism that China, in
order to gain raw materials, supports corrupt authoritarian regimes at the
expense of “human rights.”89 The limits and norms of the international sys-
tem only allow China to deal with sovereign states through their governments.
The European Union constantly criticizes China’s human rights record, yet
Britain, France, and Germany are trying to promote trade with China. The
United States and China have issued human rights reports criticizing each
other for several years, yet such criticism by no means hinders the exchange
of goods and ideas, and both sides endeavor to increase their economic trade.
With state behavior based on Western ideals, China does not necessarily accept
the naming and shaming of certain African regimes as corrupt.90

Zimbabwe and Darfur

Zimbabwe and Darfur have been picked out as two important cases among
the accusations leveled against China’s engagement in Africa.91 China’s posi-
tion of noninterference with regard to Zimbabwe is in accord with that of the
African Union (AU). In 2005, when Robert Mugabe demolished urban
dwellings in an attempt to crack down on illegal shantytowns in Harare,
Britain and the United States called on the AU to act. However, the AU felt that
it was not its role to start running the internal affairs of member states and
gave Mugabe its blessing to resist sanctions imposed by the West.92 During
March 2007, Britain and the United States criticized Mugabe for taking strong
measures against Zimbabwe’s political opposition. However, the leaders of
southern African governments held a special meeting on Zimbabwe; all sup-
ported Mugabe unanimously and asked Western countries to give up their
sanctions on Zimbabwe.93
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Darfur is a very complicated case, with historical origins, national inte-
gration, religious conflict, refugee migration, and poverty all playing a role.
First, the crisis in Darfur is mainly caused by environmental degradation, as
pointed out by the UN Environment Program report issued in 2007: “Envi-
ronmental degradation, as well as regional climate instability and change, are
major underlying causes of food insecurity and conflict in Darfur—and
potential catalysts for future conflict throughout central and eastern Sudan
and other countries in the Sahel belt.”94 Second, Darfur is a regional tragedy
that affects many people and disastrously impacts the region. However, except
for the United States, neither the UN, regional organizations, nor other coun-
ties use “genocide” to describe the situation in Darfur.95 Third, the crisis in
Darfur is related to development and can only be solved through develop-
ment. Fourth, the Darfur crisis is expressed as a conflict between different
Sudanese peoples. Nation-building is a difficult process for all countries. Con-
sider the U.S. Civil War: after more than 80 years of independence, the United
States undertook a war to prevent part of the country from seceding, result-
ing in 600,000 deaths. The international community should give the Sudanese
people time to solve this problem.

China has used its ties to the Sudan to persuade the Sudanese government
to cooperate with the UN.96 Since there is mutual respect and trust, China can
work with the Sudanese government to find a solution agreeable to all parties
to alleviate the suffering of the Sudanese people. Recently, the Sudanese gov-
ernment has accepted a “hybrid peacekeeping force” in Darfur.97

There is an accusation from the media that “China takes Sudan under its
wing.”98 Some scholars echo this view.99 In refutation, one could look at China’s
reaction after the Canadian oil firm Talisman decided to sell its interest in a
Sudan consortium that also involved Chinese and Malaysian firms. The China
National Petroleum Corporation wanted to purchase the interest, but Khar-
toum turned down the Chinese offer and awarded the shares to an Indian
firm instead.100 This shows that China and the Sudan are equal partners, and
they each make decisions to guard their national interests independently.

China has constantly supported the Sudanese people with humanitarian
aid. Aside from offering help to the Sudan to build its oil industry and infra-
structure, China recently sent its fourth shipment of humanitarian aid,
including tents, blankets, and medical and agricultural equipment. As of this
writing, the Chinese government has sent humanitarian aid valued at RMB
80 million.101

Observation of the current international situation indicates that foreign
intervention, especially by force, brings no solution but rather more trouble,
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as demonstrated by events in Afghanistan and Iraq, for example. Peaceful set-
tlement is the best solution for all parties.

Transparency in China’s Aid to Africa

There is a suspicion that China hides the amount of its aid to Africa. It is true
that there are no accurate figures available for China’s aid to Africa from offi-
cial sources in Chinese. This lack may be due to China’s sensitivity about the
aid figure, domestic politics, or Chinese culture. First, although China has
been providing support to Africa for more than a half century and there is a
strong belief that China has provided large sums to Africa, the amount of
Chinese aid to Africa is still rather small compared with that of Western coun-
tries.102 Second, China is a developing country, with more than 20 million
people below the poverty line. With a large number of poor people, it is not
wise for the Chinese leadership to publicize the amount of China’s aid to
Africa. Third, according to Chinese tradition, it is improper and even immoral
to reveal one’s assistance to others. A Chinese saying goes,“Do not forget how
others have helped you, and do forget how you have helped others.” It is not
only a matter of saving face, but also a matter of sovereignty.

Opportunity, Challenge, and Cooperation

It is not surprising that China’s engagement in Africa has benefited African
countries and the world as a whole. China’s demand for raw materials and
energy enables the rich resources of Africa to be utilized fully, benefiting both
Chinese purchasers and African suppliers. Chinese demand has stimulated
raw material prices, increasing the income of resource-rich countries in Africa,
and has accelerated African development, turning potential wealth into real
wealth. For example, Nigeria has paid off its outstanding loans, and the Sudan
has gone from being a net oil importer to an oil exporter. In return, China has
greatly increased its oil imports from Africa, which counted for 30 percent of
its annual oil imports in 2005.103 The investment of Chinese enterprises has
promoted African industries and is breaking the longstanding hold that the
West has had over trade in commodities between Africa and the rest of the
world.104 China, together with other new emerging countries, has entered
Africa as an investor, has promoted African industries, and has “fueled the
revival of a global interest in Africa because of high commodity prices.”105

Such investment is also enhancing the autonomy of African countries in pro-
duction, sales, and investment. Chinese-African trade has the potential to
help Africa win greater and truer independence. China’s engagement also
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provides African countries with more choices for business partnerships, for
export markets, and for pricing their commodities.

China’s investment flow is usually accompanied by infrastructural con-
struction, which can enable Africa to attract more investment. South African
scholars have acknowledged China’s role in helping African economies to
achieve long-term growth through the principle of mutual benefit.106 One
particularly poignant analysis explains, “Unlike Belgium, which built roads
solely for the extraction of resources in the Democratic Republic of [the]
Congo, China is constructing or improving roads that are suitable not only for
the transport of resources but which citizens can also use to travel.”107

China’s involvement in Africa faces five major contradictions or challenges.
There are incongruities between China’s interests and Africa’s interests in mar-
ket and labor; conflicts between China’s national interests and Chinese enter-
prises’ interests; disagreements between China’s interests and the Western
powers’ vested interests; challenges regarding China’s need for natural resources
and Africa’s need for sustainable development; and, finally, conflict between
temporary interests and long-term interests, an issue not only for the Chinese
but also for other international businesses and their African partners.108

Vines points out that China’s engagement in Africa “has worried Western
and Japanese governments and businesses.”109 Berger says that “The emer-
gence of external players such as China and India poses a challenge to the
European strategy.”110 Therefore, all countries involved must pursue confi-
dence-building measures. Through mutual confidence, a win-win strategy
can be achieved. To reach bilateralism, countries must consider their partners’
interests, sustain bilateral and multilateral initiatives, and ensure coopera-
tion. All countries involved should coordinate short- and long-term interests
in order to guarantee the vitality of the cooperation and to strengthen African
partners’ capacity for both self-reliance and equal cooperation with the inter-
national community. With mutual confidence, cooperation in Africa can
address areas such as research on the treatment of diseases (such as malaria
and AIDS), research and development of new resources (such as solar and
nuclear energy and biofuels), and assistance (such as humanitarian).

In conclusion, China’s African policy has retained its principles while
adapting to changing domestic and international conditions. This approach
is closely linked with the transformation of China’s grand strategy, as well as
its outlook on world development. China’s engagement in Africa is changing
Africa and the world, providing more opportunities and creating more chal-
lenges. Despite such challenges, Chinese-African cooperation demonstrates
what equality and co-development in international relations can produce.
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Chinese President Hu Jintao wrapped up his eight-country, twelve-
day African tour in February 2007 in the midst of controversy regarding
China’s role on the continent. Government officials from the countries that
received China’s leader expressed gratitude for their guest’s generous offers of
aid, cancellations of debt, and promises of trade and investment. Critics, how-
ever, charge that China’s actions in Africa are no less than neocolonialism, as
China seizes a new sphere of influence, grabs oil and other resources, props up
repressive regimes, and leaves individual African countries on the losing end.
Beijing has refuted such characterizations by identifying itself with the devel-
oping world, stressing the reciprocal nature of its interactions with Africa and
promising a new paradigm of China-Africa partnership based on the tradi-
tional friendship.1

This chapter reviews China’s growing presence in Africa and how its tra-
ditional ties to the continent have been translated into a commercial rela-
tionship. It then examines energy as China’s new focus in Africa and explores
the challenges facing China’s expansion on the African continent. This is fol-
lowed by a comparison of China’s relations with Africa and Latin America,
and a number of questions are raised for developing countries’ engagement
with China. In concluding, the chapter briefly touches upon Africa’s strategic
future in great power politics.

3
China’s Emerging Strategic 
Partnerships in Africa

wenran jiang

The author would like to thank Simin Yu and Nong Hong for their research assistance and
Emily Wood for her editorial assistance.
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Beijing’s Intensive Engagement with Africa

The international attention to China’s relations with Africa is in part a result
of the Chinese leadership’s decision to make the resource-rich continent one
of its foreign policy priorities. Hu’s trip to Africa was his second within a year,
the third as China’s president, and the fifth since he became a member of the
Politburo in the early 1990s.

In the summer of 2006, Chinese Premier Wen Jiabao toured seven African
countries. The seven countries on his itinerary—Angola, Egypt, Congo,
Ghana, South Africa, Tanzania, and Uganda—had a combined trade volume
of over $38 billion with China, or 52.2 percent of total Chinese-African trade
in 2007.2 Since 2004, six senior Chinese leaders from the nine-member Polit-
buro Standing Committee of the Chinese Communist Party have visited
Africa, covering most of the countries on the continent.3 The Chinese foreign
minister’s decision to select an African country as his first foreign trip of each
year since 1991 indicates the extensive focus that Chinese leaders have placed
upon Africa and, in doing so, reveals the importance that Beijing has attached
to that part of the world.4

Such high-profile visits, a recurring practice of the past few years, have
aroused speculation that Beijing’s pursuit of great power status may include
a new strategic plan for Africa. After all, top Chinese leaders have similarly
toured Latin America since President Hu first visited Brazil, Argentina, Chile,
and Cuba in 2004. But China’s ties to African countries can be traced back to
the 1960s when one after another African state was declared independent.
Throughout the 1960s and 1970s, China developed close relations with many
of those states, primarily based on a shared ideological belief and political
identity: anticolonialism, national independence, economic self-reliance, and
developing world cooperation. Beijing provided substantial aid and other
assistance to struggling African states in order to show that China was fully on
the side of the developing world.

But priorities have changed since the 1970s. China’s economic reforms have
gradually moved China away from its radical revolutionary worldview. Beijing’s
open-door policy—mainly designed to attract foreign trade, investment, and
joint-venture opportunities from Western countries—and China’s entry into
the World Trade Organization (WTO) have moved China much closer to a
market economy where profits, not political agendas, drive most of the eco-
nomic and trade activities. In this process, China’s relations with African and
other developing countries have also been restructured from being anticolonial
brothers-in-arms to economic and trade partners based on market principles.

China’s Emerging Partnerships in Africa 51

03-7561-4 ch3.qxd  9/16/08  4:08 PM  Page 51



Many things, though, have remained the same. Beijing continues annually
to pay and train young African diplomats at the prestigious Foreign Affairs
University, which it has been doing for many years. China continues to pre-
sent itself as a member of the developing world. Beijing even named 2006 the
“Year of Africa.”5

Most of China’s foreign aid, totaling RMB 7.5 billion ($950 million) in
2005, goes to more than fifty African countries.6 In fact, Wen claimed that
China has offered Africa more than $44 billion in aid over the past 50 years
to finance 900 infrastructural projects.“There’s more pragmatism, more busi-
ness focus in how China engages in foreign policy. I wouldn’t say China’s
interest in Africa is newfound, but an old set of relationships wearing a new
jacket,” summarized Kobus van der Wath, founder and managing director of
the Beijing Axis.7 Meanwhile, all signs indicate that Chinese-African relations
have entered upon a new phase centered on energy and raw materials.8

The watershed event in Sino-African relations was the elaborate Forum on
China-Africa Cooperation (FOCAC) summit held in Beijing in November
2006. As a part of China’s 2006 “Year of Africa” and in commemoration of the
fiftieth anniversary of China’s diplomatic relationship with Africa, forty-eight
of the fifty-three African countries sent their leaders to Beijing for a gather-
ing that no other country in the world has yet been able to assemble. Beijing’s
streets and subways were filled with celebratory signs; President Hu, standing
at the Great Hall of the People, received all forty-eight African leaders, most
of them presidents or prime ministers, and over the course of the following
days promised a long list of future initiatives of cooperation bundled together
with generous financial incentives:

—A “new type of China-Africa strategic partnership,” characterized by
“political equality and mutual trust, economic win-win cooperation and
cultural exchanges,” was announced as an overall framework of bilateral
relations.

—Additional high-level bilateral visits were proposed in order to maintain
the positive momentum of Sino-African relations. The foreign ministers of
China and the African countries “would hold political consultations in New
York on the sideline of the UN General Assembly to exchange views on major
issues of common interest.”

—China and Africa would work to more than double the current trade vol-
umes by 2010, reaching $100 billion in bilateral trade.

—China would encourage investment in Africa by setting up a China-
Africa development fund amounting to $5 billion and establishing Special
Economic Zones in Africa.
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—Beijing would provide African countries with $3 billion in preferential
loans over three years, while also canceling $1 billion of debt from African
countries.

—Trade deals signed between Chinese and African corporations during the
summit totaled $1.9 billion.

—In addition to providing a $37.5 million grant for antimalarial drugs
over three years, Beijing would assist African countries to build thirty hospitals
and thirty demonstration centers for the prevention and treatment of malaria.

—China would build 100 rural schools in Africa over the next 3 years and
double the number of current scholarships given to African students to study
in China from 2,000 to 4,000 by 2009.9

Energy as the New Focus of Beijing’s African Strategy

China’s relentless pursuit of economic development turned the country from
a petroleum exporter to an importer by 1993. Beijing’s new target is to
quadruple its economy again by 2020, as it did from the late 1970s to the
mid-1990s. To achieve this goal, China must rely more and more on an exter-
nal energy supply. In 2007, the middle kingdom was burning 7.8 million
bbl/d.10 Although still far behind the United States, which consumes 20.7 mil-
lion bbl/d , Chinese consumption is projected to reach a daily level of 16 mil-
lion barrels within the next two decades, according to International Energy
Bureau Agency estimates.11

This quest for energy and other resources has swiftly directed China’s atten-
tion to Africa. From 2001 to 2007, China’s trade with Africa increased 681 per-
cent, only slightly slower than the growth of China’s trade with Latin America
in the same period (687 percent) and faster than China’s trade growth with the
Middle East (546 percent), the Association of South East Asian Nations (487
percent), the European Union (415 percent), and North America (378 per-
cent).12 In 2007, China’s trade with the seven African countries on Premier
Wen’s June 2006 touring list was $38.4 billion, a surge of 130 percent from the
previous year.13

It is not surprising that in such a broad economic context, Africa has
turned into a major energy supplier for China. In 2003, both President Hu and
Premier Wen, along with Chinese energy company executives, visited several
oil-producing African states, and, since then, China has been involved in
increasing the number of energy deals on the continent. By the end of 2006,
Africa supplied nearly 30 percent of China’s total oil imports; the same was
true in 2007.14
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The Chinese-African energy deals share a number of characteristics. First,
Beijing is willing to move into the “troubled zones” with bold investment and
aid packages in exchange for energy. When Angola ended its twenty-seven-
year civil war in 2002, few foreign countries were willing to go there, but
China arranged a $3 billion oil-backed credit line to rebuild the country’s
shattered infrastructure. Angola soon became the second-largest supplier of
crude to the Chinese market after Saudi Arabia, and during the first 10
months of 2006 it became the largest supplier of oil to China, losing out by
just 0.42 million tons to Saudi Arabia by year’s end. Angola replaced Saudi
Arabia as the top supplier of crude oil to China in the first half of 2008, by
0.47 million tons.15 Beijing also made Angola its largest foreign aid destination,
adding another $2 billion in aid to Angola during Premier Wen’s 2007 two-day
visit.16 As of 2007, Angola produced 1.4 million bbl/d, second only to Nigeria
in sub-Saharan Africa—and one-third of that total went to China, making up
13 percent of total Chinese imports. Similar arrangements have been made in
Nigeria and other countries. In April 2008, Angola topped Nigeria for the first
time, producing 1.87 million bbl/d, compared to Nigeria’s 1.81 million.17

Second, Chinese energy companies are committing large amount of funds
and labor for exploration and development rights in resource-rich countries.
A project in the Sudan, for example, is one of the earliest and largest overseas
energy projects conducted by China’s major energy companies. Chinese oper-
ations in the Sudan include investment, development, pipeline building, a
large Chinese labor deployment, and continuous operations. China has a
$4 billion investment in the country. The China National Petroleum Corpo-
ration (CNPC) has a 40 percent controlling stake in Greater Nile Petroleum,
which dominates the Sudan’s oilfields. In 2006, China purchased more than
half of the Sudan’s oil exports. Early in 2007, China National Offshore Oil
Corporation (CNOOC) bought a 45 percent stake in a Nigerian oil and gas
field for $2.27 billion and also purchased 35 percent of an exploration license
in the Niger Delta for $60 million. Chinese companies have made similar
investments in Angola and other countries.18

Third, Chinese energy majors enter into joint ventures with national gov-
ernments, state-controlled energy companies, and individual enterprises to
establish a long-term, local presence. It appears that Chinese companies often
outbid their competitors in major contracts awarded by governments of
African countries because their concerns are not just short term but strategi-
cally oriented so as to position themselves for the future.19 After the U.S. Con-
gress effectively blocked the $18.5 billion bid by CNOOC for the U.S. energy
firm Unocal Corporation in 2005, Chinese energy companies’ investments in
other parts of the world intensified. “If you can’t do it somewhere, then you
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can always do it somewhere else,” Fu Chengyu, chairman of CNOOC, said in
an interview in Beijing.“We’re looking at opportunities in Africa as a whole.”20

Fourth, China’s selection of energy cooperation partners does not mirror
the particular preferences of the United States or other Western countries. The
Sudan is a case long known in the international community.21 As of 2007,
China accounted for 65 percent of Sudanese total exports.22 In addition, in
2004 China and Zimbabwe reached an energy and mining deal worth $1.3 bil-
lion.23 In exchange for building three coal-fired thermal power stations,
among others, Zimbabwe is likely to repay the Chinese investment with rich
deposits of platinum, gold, coal, nickel, and diamonds.24

A New Model of Cooperation or a Return to the Past? 

In the past few years, the demands from China, India, and other developing
economies for more oil, natural gas, and other resources are major factors,
although not the only ones, that have driven up world energy and other com-
modity prices. Chinese energy companies’ extensive search for oil and gas
assets in Africa, Latin America, the Middle East, and Central Asia has created
some anxiety about the world’s future supplies of energy.

Beijing’s extensive engagement and its ascending status in Africa also raise
important questions about the nature of China’s involvement on the continent,
who gets what, and how. Critics charge that China has pursued mercantilist
policies in the region for pure economic benefit without concern for human
or environmental impacts. Due to China’s support, they argue, the Sudanese
government continues its genocide in the Darfur region, and the Mugabe
regime can survive and carry on its human rights abuses in Zimbabwe.25

Officially, Beijing has rejected such criticism, stressing noninterference in
domestic affairs. As Premier Wen put it, “We believe that people in different
regions and countries, including those in Africa, have their right and ability
to handle their own issues.”26 Beijing emphasizes that China’s involvement in
Africa is different from the old or new colonialism of the past, and that an
affluent China is now putting money back into local African economies. As
Chinese leaders like to say, it is a win-win situation. Many African countries
tend to agree that China’s growing presence has helped the continent eco-
nomically; thanks to China many African countries are experiencing good
development outcomes.

Nevertheless, with China’s rapidly expanding activities in Africa, interna-
tional concerns over Chinese behavior are deepening, and calls for Beijing to
be a more responsible world power are strengthening. There are also indica-
tions that Chinese policymakers, academics, nongovernmental organizations,
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and even enterprises are reflecting on China’s role. Indeed, China’s newly
acquired status in Africa is subject to continuous debate within Chinese pol-
icy and academic circles. While some celebrate Beijing’s achievements, others
caution that balanced policies must accompany the rapid expansion of Chi-
nese commerce.

President Hu’s much publicized African trip early in 2007 was clearly a
strategic follow-up to the FOCAC summit. To carry out Beijing’s promise of
enhanced cooperation, Hu delivered offers and initiatives at every stop of his
eight-country tour. Three particular countries on Hu’s itinerary, however, gen-
erated more headlines than the others: the Sudan, Zambia, and South Africa.
Each country represents a specific challenge for Beijing’s African diplomacy.

Of the three countries, China has the most significant energy interests in
the Sudan, and its oil companies have been operating there since the depar-
ture of the Western oil majors in the mid-1990s.27 The state-owned CNPC has
the largest overseas production in the Sudan, and other Chinese firms have
also invested heavily in refineries, pipelines, and other infrastructural projects.
Bilateral trade reached $5.7 billion in the first eleven months of 2007.28 China
is the Sudan’s largest trading partner, while the Sudan is China’s third-largest
trading partner in Africa.29 In recent years, Beijing has been facing increased
international criticism for its unwillingness to use its significant economic
leverage to persuade the Sudanese government to cease its sponsorship of
atrocities in Darfur. In what seemed to be a response to the criticism and pos-
sibly a departure from China’s traditional policy of noninterference, Hu sup-
ported a United Nations peacekeeping mission to Darfur.30

The appointment of a special envoy to the Sudan demonstrates Beijing’s
desire to avoid criticism and craft an image of working actively to end the
Darfur crisis. But it is too early to conclude that Beijing has changed its for-
eign policy approach. Wherever and whenever possible, China avoids getting
involved in domestic politics and rather tends to focus on economics. Deep in
Chinese foreign policy philosophy there is a strong belief that conflict resolu-
tion is primarily realized through domestic dynamics, and that foreign inter-
ventions are less decisive, do not really work, and are often counterproductive.

In Zambia, the rapid influx of Chinese businessmen and investment into the
country’s rich copper and other commodity sectors has brought accusations
that Chinese owners have exploited the local workers. Not long ago, the oppo-
sition leader in Zambia’s presidential election ran on an anti-China platform,
and though he lost the election, accusations of low wages and other mistreat-
ment in Chinese-owned mines linger. Hu’s stop in Zambia was marked by
efforts from both sides to defuse criticisms, with Beijing offering Zambia
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$800 million in special loans and canceling $350 million in debts that Zambia
owed to China. The two governments also announced the establishment of a
Special Economic Zone.31 While Hu emphatically rejected the view that China
was simply interested in extracting Africa’s resources for its own economic
benefit—in effect, replacing the old colonial powers—China’s own record of
labor protection during the past three decades is a troubling one; extraordinary
efforts will be required if fair labor laws are to be enforced abroad.

China’s presence in South Africa is likewise being questioned, though the
debate has centered upon the extent to which the bilateral economic ties
between the two countries are competitive or complementary. South Africa is
China’s largest trading partner on the continent, with bilateral trade totaling
$14 billion in 2007, up 42.4 percent from 2006.32 As the most advanced econ-
omy in Africa, South Africa’s domestic economy has received serious chal-
lenges from the arrival of Chinese products. There are significant concerns
that Chinese imports are resulting in the loss of manufacturing jobs in South
Africa. Facing concerns that South Africa may end up in a neocolonial rela-
tionship, exporting resources to China and receiving more expensive value-
added manufacturing goods in return—a familiar pattern that characterizes
Africa’s past colonial trade relations with Europe—Hu pledged to address the
trade imbalances between China and South Africa, which are heavily in
China’s favor.33

What Determines China’s Behavior in Africa?

Much has been debated about China’s growing influence in Africa and around
the world. To understand better China’s rapidly expanding relations with
Africa, it is useful to compare its presence and policies in Africa with those in
Latin America. China’s rapidly developing ties to these two continents in
recent years are a result of the following combined factors. (Any changes in
these factors may also have a potentially negative impact on China’s engage-
ment with the two continents.)

High Economic Growth Rate 

China’s high economic growth rate of over 9 percent annually has been sus-
tained for nearly three decades. China is the world leader in this regard, out-
performing all other major economies; it is now the fourth-largest economy in
terms of US dollars and the second-largest in terms of purchasing power par-
ity. Its economic development has been accompanied by an even higher growth
rate in its foreign trade, contributing more to a global trade increase than any
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other major economy since the 1990s. China is now the third-largest trading
nation after Germany and the United States in terms of export volumes. Trade
volumes between China and Africa and between China and Latin America are
the fastest growing among China’s regional partners around the world.

Any slowdown or collapse of such a growth regime will have an impact on
China’s trade partners, especially in the developing world. The more interde-
pendence there is between China and other developing countries in terms of
trade and other economic activities, the more serious the impact will be from
a Chinese economy that falters.

Membership in the WTO and Trade Practices 

China’s entry into the WTO in 2002 further opened the door for trade with
and investment in the Chinese market, while making Chinese goods more
available and Chinese investment abroad easier, especially given a phased tar-
iff liberalization process. With the easing of rules, a high savings rate, and
accumulating capital, more Chinese companies, public and private, are invest-
ing abroad. Africa and Latin America, with their huge potential and cheap
labor force, have become major destinations for Chinese overseas expansion,
with about 50 percent of China’s total foreign direct investment going to Latin
America in 2004.

China has also been the subject of the greatest number of antidumping
cases during its short history in the WTO, and most of the cases brought to the
WTO came from developing countries. The greater the number of cases and
complaints against Chinese trade practices, the more likely it is that China will
be seen as copying the West’s historical exploitation of developing countries.

Growing Energy Needs 

China is attempting to quadruple its economy again by 2020, a goal that will
require substantial energy and resources supplied from abroad. In order to
solve its energy shortage problems, Beijing has encouraged its state-owned
and private companies to “go out” in search of energy and other resources.
Latin America is also endowed with resources and energy deposits, and its
share of China’s oil imports is still small but growing fast.

A slowdown in Chinese economic growth or energy demand or a combi-
nation thereof will have a direct impact on the African and Latin American
countries that primarily base their economic interactions with China on
energy and resource exports. The more a developing country depends on
energy export to China, the more vulnerable it will be if China’s demand for
energy falls off.
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Positive Views of China

Many developing countries in both Africa and Latin America are eager to
translate China’s booming prosperity into opportunities for their own devel-
opment, in hopes that their experiences with China will be more positive
than their past experiences with European powers and the United States.
Worldwide surveys have shown that most countries in the world, especially
developing countries, see China’s economic rise as an opportunity rather than
a threat. After many decades of “underdevelopment” and being unable to
benefit from the globalization process, many African countries are looking for
new partners and new economic relations beyond their historic ties to Europe
and the United States. In Latin America, there is growing resentment over
how the United States has handled its relations with its southern neighbors,
and from this perspective, China is viewed as a new market and a potential
alternative to the traditional U.S. dominance in the hemisphere.

Yet, a rapid shift by African and Latin American countries from tradi-
tional economic partners to China may not necessarily serve the particular
developmental goals of a given state on either continent. China may be a
source of opportunity, but it should not be regarded as the new savior for a
developing country’s own problems. The more a developing country diver-
sifies its economic partners, the better leverage it has in serving its own
national interests.

Decreasing Western Influence 

Over time, European influence on the African continent has declined, and the
United States has paid less attention to Latin America due to its preoccupa-
tion with the Middle East and the Iraq war. It is clear that the EU countries
have neither the power nor the will to continue to claim Africa as their back-
yard, and that is an important reason for the rapid rise of Chinese influence
on the continent. The high-profile China-Africa summit indicates that Beijing
sees Africa as available. There are few constraining forces that could stop
China from asserting its influence. In contrast, the United States can and still
will claim Latin America as its traditional sphere of influence, and it has
explicitly warned Beijing that China’s presence in the Western hemisphere
should not harm U.S. interests. This may partially explain the “low-key” style
and nonpolitical nature of China’s involvement in Latin America.

Regardless, the United States and other Western powers are increasingly
worried about China’s presence in Africa and Latin America. The more these
major powers perceive their relations with Africa and Latin America as a zero-
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sum game, the more detrimental it will be to the developing countries on the
two continents.

Caveats

In considering the aforementioned factors, it is important to avoid drawing
overly simplistic conclusions regarding China’s policies in either Africa or
Latin America.

First, China’s economic presence on the two continents, as fast as it has
been growing in recent years, is still relatively new and small in scale. Thus, the
research agenda is wide open, many issues are yet to be explored, and pat-
terned behavior has yet to be established. Beijing is also in search of its own
policy directions and will continue to make changes and adjustments.

Second, it is important to bear in mind that China’s “go out” strategy is
driven primarily by the need to meet energy and resource demands for its own
economic development rather than by a predatory and well-planned agenda
for taking over the world, one step at a time.

Third, just as a pan-African or a pan–Latin American approach to China
is not possible, there also is no single, linear Chinese policy for all of Africa or
Latin America. Beijing may have some overall strategic thinking to do about
its role in Africa and Latin America, but China is not a monolithic polity.
Debates go on inside China’s policymaking circles all the time. The Chinese
leadership may want certain outcomes from China’s engagement in Africa
and Latin America, but it may not be able to control a rapidly expanding net-
work of state and private actors who have entered these markets based on the
logic of globalization and profit maximization.

Domestic Developmental Dynamics

It is not sufficient to study Africa’s or Latin America’s or any individual coun-
try’s relations with China from a narrow bilateral perspective. Nor is it com-
plete to focus on a particular theme, such as energy, human rights, or strategic
ambitions. China’s domestic developmental dynamics will have a decisive
impact on how the Chinese government and Chinese firms behave abroad.
These domestic developmental dynamics have a lot more to do with the ever-
increasing assertive forces of the market in the past two decades than does the
one-party state, upon which many studies of Chinese-African relations are
focused. Strategic thinking and even some good intentions to do well in man-
aging China’s relations with Africa are exhibited at the higher levels of gov-
ernment, but policy formation and implementation have serious constraints
and limitations. These constraints and limitations primarily come from the
current stage in China’s own domestic development, which is characterized by
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—a brutal, cutthroat capitalist market economy (or as some call it, a prim-
itive accumulation process in its classical Marxist sense);

—severe exploitation of labor forces;
—a lack of protection for workers and the collapse of the welfare and

health care system;
—greedy forces of profit maximization;
—widespread corruption in both political and economic areas;
—the worsening of environmental and ecological conditions;
—a lack of corporate responsibility and transparency; and
—no experience or expertise with democratic governance.
All of these market-driven developments will not just stay within Chinese

borders; they will move to the rest of the world as China expands into Africa
and other parts of the globe. Many of China’s operational difficulties, chal-
lenges, and problems in Africa are the externalization of China’s domestic
developmental difficulties, challenges, and problems. The Chinese leadership
may want to promote good will by sending more aid, setting up more hospi-
tals, constructing more schools, giving more scholarships, canceling more
debts, and educating its entrepreneurs to behave better. But there are market-
oriented structural forces driving things in other directions. When the ruth-
less competition for profits is very much the rule of the game in China’s
current development stage, how can one expect Chinese enterprises to oper-
ate differently abroad? Chinese firms pay their labor forces very little and have
them work long hours; how can one expect them to behave differently over-
seas? With 6,700 Chinese coal miners dying from accidents every year (17 a
day) since 2001, how can one expect Chinese ventures to do better in other
parts of the world? When corruption is rampant in China, how can Chinese
firms do better in terms of governance and transparency in Africa? China has
severely damaged its own ecological system during its rapid modernization
process; how can one expect it consciously to implement Western-style envi-
ronmentally friendly measures elsewhere? When China has difficulties
reforming its own political system, how can it possibly require democratic
reforms in other countries? The Chinese central government has difficulties
controlling market-oriented misbehaviors at home; how can one expect it to
effectively moderate Chinese firms operating in other parts of the world?

Unless we pay close attention to China’s domestic developments, we will
not be able to understand China’s external behavior. Answers to Chinese for-
eign policy issues in Africa may lie inside, rather than outside, China. The nar-
row focus on state behavior or foreign policy is inadequate. Unless
fundamental changes occur in China’s own reform process, many of the issues
we encounter in China’s external behavior will not easily be modified.
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Great Powers in Africa: A Zero-Sum Game? 

The prospects of further Chinese-African cooperation and the issues raised
during Hu’s trip to Africa will almost certainly resurface again. Economic inter-
ests in the continent, as well as global aspirations, guarantee that China will not
be disengaging from Africa in the near future. In fact, China’s policymakers and
academics will pay even closer attention to these contentious issues, and Beijing
is likely to continue to adjust its policies toward Africa, both to advance its rela-
tions with the continent and to fend off international criticism.

Such resolve may only be reinforced, rather than weakened, by the decision
of the United States to create an Africa Command.34 That the announcement
of the command coincided with President Hu’s tour of Africa may lead China
to believe that the United States intends to compete with it for both geopo-
litical influence and resources on the African continent. Yet, such a move is
likely to reinforce Beijing’s awareness of the current limitations of its global
reach, and could strengthen the voices inside China’s military and policy-
making circles that call for the development of even greater power projection
capabilities.

The irony is that both China and the United States have similar interests in
gaining access to Africa’s vast energy and raw material resources, and both
require a stable geopolitical environment on the continent in order for them
to achieve their objectives. The two major powers could also work together to
tackle many of the development problems facing African countries. It is there-
fore in Beijing’s interests to forge a truly “win-win” situation in its relations
with Africa, while exploring a cooperative framework with the United States
and the EU countries to ensure that the major powers do not engage in hos-
tile policies that harm not only the people of Africa but China as well.
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The alignment of Africa’s natural resource endowments with China’s
core economic interests has placed Africa at the center of emerging geopolit-
ical tensions. In the first decade of the twenty-first century, China is likely to
succeed in securing economic and political ties to African nations that rival
if not displace relations that Euro-American nations have dominated over
150 years of colonial rule and neocolonial influence.

This chapter analyzes the nature of relations between China and Africa,
unpacking the frequent characterization of China’s recent activities in Africa
as “colonial” or “neocolonial” and asking if there might be an alternative
framework for making sense of Africa’s contemporary position vis-à-vis
China. Supporters of China’s recent surge in activities perceive these efforts as
fundamentally positive engagements, representing these relations as “prag-
matic cooperation for mutual benefit”—cooperation that advances Africa’s
socioeconomic development and secures China’s access to vital resources.
Detractors of Chinese investment in Africa—both within the continent and
in Europe and the United States—perceive and portray Chinese activities as
economically predatory: profiting the Chinese state and its commercial inter-
ests, displacing African industries and markets, and embedding the continent
in relations of dependency that resemble colonialism.

While some analysts dismiss this debate as spurious and exaggerated, the
frequency of this characterization in African public discourse highlights fun-
damental anxieties about the recent surge in Chinese activities in Africa.1

African experiences with colonialism reordered social, political, and eco-
nomic structures and provided foundations—however problematic—for
contemporary African life. Understanding the roots of the comparison
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between contemporary Chinese and colonial European activities illuminates
the fundamental disquiet that shapes African perceptions of and behaviors
toward Chinese engagement in Africa, an unease that influences the successes
and failures of Chinese ventures on the continent. In December 2006, South
African President Thabo Mbeki warned fellow African leaders to “guard
against sinking into a ‘colonial relationship’ with China as Beijing expands its
push for raw materials across the continent.”2 Indeed, the widespread anxieties
about China’s actions in Africa underline several basic congruencies between
current Chinese activities and European colonial relations in Africa. These
congruencies are both contextual and behavioral, and warrant systematic
comparison beyond the common, but often superficial, alarmism of public
discourse. This comparison also reveals divergences between contemporary
Chinese interventions and colonial European activities in Africa that are polit-
ically, economically, and socially significant.

This chapter argues that Chinese involvement in Africa is neither colonial
nor neocolonial. Instead, China is strategically leveraging structural charac-
teristics of African political and economic systems that advance the interests
of the state—both the Chinese state and African states—often at the expense
of ordinary African people. As a result of the imbalance in economic power
between China and individual African states, these relations echo the depen-
dency typical of colonial relations. Yet, significant divergences from colonial-
ism as it was experienced in Africa—such as China’s fundamental respect for
the sovereignty of African states; its active nurturing of relations with African
states in international fora; and its interest in African people as consumers
rather than laborers—suggest that China and Africa are engaging in post-
colonial relations of interdependency, however economically imbalanced
these relations may be.

A Chinese “Scramble for Africa?” Geopolitical
and Macroeconomic Factors 

Referring to China’s investments and involvement in Africa from 1996 to 2006
as China’s “Scramble for Africa,” critical observers draw a clear comparison
between China and European colonial powers of the nineteenth and twenti-
eth centuries.3 Several macroeconomic and geopolitical factors that propelled
the European “scramble” for Africa also appear to be at work in China’s recent
engagement on the continent.

During the European colonial era, as during the past decade of Chinese
activity, the objective of external powers in Africa was to gain economic and
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political advantage for the interventionist power.4 This overriding reality offers
preliminary evidence that China’s current engagement with Africa is
(neo)colonial: in this basic analysis, China uses its power to influence relatively
weaker African economic and political systems in its own interest. More
specifically, however, two central factors that drove the colonial scramble—
surging demand for natural resources and international competition to secure
monopolistic access to these resources—are also evident in the current
dynamics of China’s engagement in Africa. During the colonial and contem-
porary periods alike, rival powers have vied to secure access to resources that
are vital to their domestic economies. European colonial powers competed for
access to Africa’s timber, ivory, rubber, tin, palm oil, and cotton; China, the
United States, and the European Union (EU) now struggle to secure access to
Africa’s mineral wealth, in particular crude oil and natural gas.5 The prevail-
ing climate of booming commodity prices, disposable capital, and swelling
domestic revenues that characterized the late colonial period similarly shape
the dynamics of current Chinese investments in Africa.6 As other chapters in
this volume make clear, China is in a strong economic position to make long-
term investments in premium African resources, given its capital reserves and
the strength of its domestic economy.

In both eras, economic contests to secure access to African resources
involve distinct political dimensions. European colonial powers and contem-
porary states alike have used the African continent as a staging ground for the
expression and expansion of their international political positions. Just as
European powers jockeyed for prominence using Africa as a terrain to delin-
eate their relative positions, China expands its interests in Africa at the expense
of the United States and the EU, eliciting reactions in Washington and in
European capitals that reflect this potential displacement. Just as colonial
powers such as Portugal and Germany redoubled their efforts to secure
African territories and markets in the face of mounting expansion by Britain
and France, today the United States and the EU accelerate their attempts to
secure access to African resources and markets.

Euro-American powers simultaneously seek to promote their visions of
socioeconomic development, through frameworks such as the United States
Africa Command and the decisions of the December 2007 EU-Africa Sum-
mit. While the United States and the EU downplay the degree to which these
intensified initiatives represent concerted responses to China’s robust eco-
nomic and diplomatic engagement on the continent, it is clear that China,
Europe, and the United States are engaged in a triangular competition for
influence in Africa.7
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Yet, in the arena of international politics, China engages with African
nations on a fundamentally different level, and in a substantially distinct man-
ner, from the ways European powers behaved toward their African colonies.
African colonial states remained peripheral players on the international stage,
participating as junior partners at best.8 In contrast, China actively cultivates
and strengthens its diplomatic relationships with African states in bilateral as
well as multilateral relations, taking great care to emphasize that African
nations are political equals. In the contexts of international bodies such as the
United Nations (UN), the World Trade Organization (WTO), and even the
International Olympics Committee, China has emphasized and nurtured its
relations with African member states, recognizing that as a regional voting
bloc, the African continent has the preponderance to affect the outcomes of
significant issues. Building on its legacy of political solidarity with African
nations that dates from the Non-Aligned Movement of the 1950s, China
actively nurtures mutually supportive diplomatic relations with African states.

In an initial display of the continent’s diplomatic support of China, African
nations played a vital role in China’s accession to the UN General Assembly
and the Security Council in 1972. China’s pragmatic recognition of the stead-
fast international support offered by African nations came as the Chinese
leadership was reeling from its international isolation in the wake of its crack-
down in Tiananmen Square in 1989. In contrast to the critical condemnation
of Euro-American nations, African leaders stepped forward publicly to sup-
port Beijing’s strong stance against pro-democracy protestors.9 Support pro-
vided by African nations also played a pivotal role in securing China’s
membership in the WTO (2001) and in China’s successful bid to host the
2008 Olympics. In return, Beijing has sought to counterbalance international
pressure against African states, especially those states in which it has vested
interests, as China’s shielding of the Sudanese government from UN sanctions
has demonstrated. This pattern of international engagement indicates that
China engages in robust and reciprocal partnerships with African states at the
highest levels of diplomacy, in contrast to Euro-American tendencies to treat
African states as second-tier players.

Markets: Goods, Consumers, Industries, and Labor 

In addition to seeking natural resources, China is keen to find outlets for its
manufactured goods in African markets, as were European colonial powers.
Chinese entrepreneurs receive tax benefits and subsidies—provided by both
African and Chinese states—to facilitate the entry of Chinese goods into
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African markets. From luxury items such as chandeliers and vases to elec-
tronic gadgets such as cell phones and DVD players, from durable goods such
as refrigerators and cooking ranges to consumable household items such as
batteries, bed sheets, and buckets, Chinese goods proliferate in marketplaces
throughout the continent. For some consumers, the availability of Chinese
goods gives them access to items that they never before could afford. In a
coastal town of Cameroon, an elderly man expressed this sentiment: “I have
worked as a warder with the government of Cameroon for over forty-three
years, but my meager salary could not allow me to buy a television set. Today,
with my pension allowance, I have bought a cheap Chinese-made television,
which if I handle well will serve me for some time.”10

For others, however, Chinese goods represent an economic malignancy
spreading through African markets, displacing African-made goods and, in
the process, destabilizing African industries. It is in the marketplace that
African anxieties and anger about Chinese “colonialism” are most often and
most vigorously expressed. In Zimbabwean markets, Chinese goods are called
“zhing zhong,” a derogatory, racialized epithet that mimics Chinese speech
and highlights deep dissatisfaction with the quality of Chinese goods and
with their propensity to undercut African-made products. A Zimbabwean
bumper sticker that circulated in 2005 warns (in Ndebele), “The people say
no. Do not buy izhing-zhong” (Figure 4-1). As analyzed by a high-profile civil
society organization in Zimbabwe,“the image of ‘China’ giving two fingers to
Zimbabweans while nonchalantly crushing the Zimbabwean bird says it all:
this is a Zimbabwean protest against Chinese ‘colonisation.’”11 Because of the
relatively limited interaction between ordinary African and Chinese people,
many Africans experience China’s engagement through the cheap Chinese

Engaging Postcolonial Interdependencies 69

Source: “This Is Zimbabwe,” available at www.sokwanele.com/thisiszimbabwe/archives/223.
a. Translation from Ndebele: “The people say no. Do not buy izhing-zhong.”
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products that flood their marketplaces. As a result, much of the racialized
and anxious discourse about China’s involvement in Africa is directed at Chi-
nese “things,” and the escalating sense that Chinese goods are colonizing
African markets.

At the same time that African consumers express frustration and resent-
ment about the commercial success of Chinese products in African markets,
the very existence of such an array of Chinese goods highlights another basic
difference between the colonial European and contemporary Chinese
approaches to doing business in Africa. For the Chinese state as well as private
entrepreneurs, African people are not primarily reservoirs of labor for procur-
ing African natural resources or for producing agricultural commodities for
overseas industries. Instead, Chinese investors view African people as a sub-
stantial, undersupplied market for their manufactured goods. Chinese man-
ufacturers take aggressive advantage of this opportunity to supply the African
market, bringing in massive quantities of low-quality, inexpensive goods.
African consumers note with bitterness the substandard quality of Chinese
goods imported into Africa versus those produced for Euro-American mar-
kets, and intuit their position as second-class consumers.12 While African con-
sumers may resent the quality of Chinese goods, that African people are
perceived primarily as consumers lends them a degree of economic agency
that was absent previously.

While the availability of Chinese goods elevates Africans to the level of
consumers, this supply of goods simultaneously undercuts African industries
that produce competing products. Although many of the items imported to
Africa from China have no African-made equivalents (there are no African
manufacturers that produce DVD players and cell phones, for example), some
industries with important domestic African bases, such as textile and leather
industries, have been severely undermined by competition with Chinese fac-
tories. For example, during the mid-1990s, 80 percent of the t-shirts imported
into South Africa came from China.13 During the same period, employment
in the textile industry declined steadily; by 2002, 75,000 jobs in South Africa’s
apparel industry had been cut, beginning a steep and steady slide in Africa’s
textile and manufacturing industries in South Africa, Lesotho, Swaziland,
Madagascar, Mauritius, Ghana, and Kenya. With the end of the Multi-Fiber
Agreement in 2005, the stringent and long-standing U.S. quota limiting the
import of Chinese textiles and apparel was lifted. African producers that had
established burgeoning industries in textiles and apparel, buoyed by the pref-
erential terms of trade established by the African Growth and Opportunity
Act, were rapidly swamped by Chinese competition. African factories have
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closed and employees have been laid off, affecting tens of thousands of work-
ers and hundreds of thousands of individuals in families and communities
that were supported by workers’ wages. In tiny, landlocked Lesotho, six textile
factories closed in 2005 alone, and over 10,000 workers lost their jobs, affect-
ing tens of thousands of these workers’ dependents.14

When the government of South Africa expressed its concerns about the
imbalances in economic competitiveness and the subsequent displacement of
the South African textile industry, the Chinese state initially reacted with an
air of defensive pride. China’s economic and commercial counselor in South
Africa, Ling Guiru, expressed China’s frustration with cries of foul play by
African states and protectionism for African industries. China’s success in
expanding its textile industries was based on

its positive response and timely readjustment in the face of difficulties,
instead of flinching and resorting to self-protection. . . . This (effort)
entailed the readjustment of the industrial policy, renovation and
restructuring of the textile and clothing sector, as well as the optimiza-
tion of sectoral structure. Thanks to the arduous efforts over the years,
the Chinese textiles and clothing industry managed to sharpen its inter-
national competitive edge and gained the comparative advantages it
now enjoys. . . . [U]nfair and discriminative restrictions will never be
accepted by China.15

After several months of further negotiations, however, China voluntarily
agreed to restrict its apparel exports to the South African market, to give
South African businesses time to reorganize and relaunch after their precip-
itous collapse. This willingness to find middle ground with their African coun-
terparts, indeed making concessions to support African industries that
compete directly with Chinese investments, marks a significant departure
from classic relations of dependency. In an ironic twist, as soon as China sys-
tematically withdrew its imports from the South African textile and apparel
markets, the void was filled not by rejuvenated South African products but by
cheap imports from Bangladesh and Vietnam, suggesting that in the twenty-
first century Africa is being buffeted by the broader challenges of globaliza-
tion, rather than by specific competition from China.16

Utilization of the African labor force marks another significant difference
between China’s contemporary investment and European colonial activities in
Africa. During the colonial period, European states leaned heavily on African
peasant labor for the extraction of colonial wealth. By means of ruthless cam-
paigns of forced and poorly paid labor, colonial states throughout the continent
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coerced able-bodied adults to undertake arduous work to fill the colonial cof-
fers. The cardinal rule of colonial economics was that each colony had to pay
for itself; colonial officials were systematic in collecting taxes from African
producers to underwrite their subjugation. Hut and capitation taxes necessi-
tated the procurement or production of resources that could be sold for hard
(always European) currency. In many regions of Africa, European colonial
officials applied notoriously brutal measures to ensure the collection of taxes.

In contrast to the use of the adult African population to support colonial
economic enterprises, China makes limited use of African labor. Even where
Africans desire opportunities to work, employment is often unavailable.
Because China has an abundant supply of its own inexpensive labor, Africans
watch as even menial labor, much less managerial or technical work, is per-
formed by Chinese. African frustration with China’s lack of engagement of
African workers is expressed by Dipak Patel, Zambia’s minister of commerce,
trade, and industry, who argues that China is “displacing local people and
causing a lot of friction. You have Chinese laborers here moving wheelbar-
rows. That’s not the kind of investment we need. I understand they have 1.2
billion people, but they don’t have to send them to Africa.”17 Indignant over
the opportunities lost, ordinary African workers complain that they should be
the ones to benefit, through employment and wages, from the extraction of
the continent’s resources. Chinese commercial bosses and state officials
counter that the cultural commonalities among Chinese—shared language
and common cultural expectations of work and discipline—mean that Chi-
nese workers are more efficient and effective than their African equivalents,
allowing Chinese investments to be maximally beneficial for Chinese and
African partners alike. By employing Chinese labor, Chinese companies side-
step African regulations of labor conditions and wages even as they maintain
tight reins over their workers with implicit and actual threats of deportation
for poor performance or resistance to company policies.18 Defending China’s
labor policies, Sun Baohong of the Chinese embassy in Washington, D.C.,
explains, “We take advantage of our low cost, cheap materials, technology
and cheap labor to maximize our efficiency of aid (to Africa).”19 Although
some Chinese enterprises have made an effort to employ Africans, African dis-
satisfaction with the limited job opportunities provided by Chinese invest-
ment continues to simmer.

At the same time that African workers resent the lack of employment
offered by Chinese enterprises, African merchants also fear the inroads that
Chinese entrepreneurs have carved into traditional African markets. Chinese
entrepreneurs demonstrate a relentless competitive spirit that African business
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people both fear and admire. In Cameroon, for example, Chinese business-
people have emerged as prominent competitors in many sectors of petty trade.
But what Cameroonians find fundamentally alarming is the success that Chi-
nese vendors have had selling “beignets Chinoises”—round, fried dough-
nuts—on street corners in towns throughout western Cameroon, displacing
Cameroonian makers and sellers of ordinary beignets. Women interviewed in
the market in Bamenda expressed a collective anxiety about the lengths that
Chinese businesspeople will go to in order to make a profit, fearing that Chi-
nese entrepreneurs will soon join them by the roadside, selling roasted plan-
tains to passersby.20 To a greater degree than European colonial business
ventures in Africa, Chinese entrepreneurs have been willing to extend them-
selves into traditional African markets and apply their creative energies to
generate competitive advantages over small-scale African entrepreneurs.

Development Projects: Infrastructural 
and Socioeconomic Programs 

States that invest in Africa typically offer development projects, both infra-
structural and socioeconomic, as inducements for African participation in
bilateral partnerships. These “trade and aid” packages accomplish several
strategic tasks. From the perspective of Africa’s external partners, offering
development initiatives lubricates their economic negotiations with African
political leaders, allowing external partners to claim that their engagement
with African states is mutually beneficial and certainly not predatory, because
ordinary African people stand to benefit by the provision of basic services. Aid
packages that target the refurbishment, reconstruction, or outright develop-
ment of infrastructure such as roads, ports, and airports benefit local African
communities for whom these axes of transportation are often insufficient.
China’s efforts to rebuild African infrastructure is a centrally important con-
tribution to the betterment of the lives of African communities. In contrast,
refurbishment and extension of infrastructure were sorely neglected through-
out the continent during the final decades of the twentieth century, when
trade and aid to Africa were dominated by Euro-American partners.

Investment in projects that (re)construct basic infrastructure is also essen-
tial to transport African resources to ports of exit efficiently. In this respect,
Chinese (re)development of roads, railroads, ports, and airports mirrors the
self-interested construction of these facilities during the European colonial
era. For example, the cartography of colonial railroads along the West African
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coast illustrates that, rather than serving the purpose of connecting African
markets and communities within the continent, the rail lines were constructed
to transport resources from the interior of the continent to coastal port cities,
where European-owned vessels brought them directly to European industries
and markets. To take but one example, the colonial construction and con-
temporary Chinese reconstruction of the Benguela rail line in Angola, which
runs from the Angolan coast directly eastwards toward the rich mining zones
of the Democratic Republic of the Congo and Zambia, illustrate that such
large-scale projects are designed primarily with overseas commercial interests,
rather than domestic African interests, in mind. Yet, it is important to empha-
size that despite the clear necessity of infrastructural networks to the eco-
nomic objectives of external partners, their current revitalization—in large
measure by China—is simultaneously of vital importance to the economies
of African states and their citizens.

The link between trade and aid is unambiguous; packages of aid to African
partners have proven influential in securing trade deals for external partners.
As part of its massive effort to redevelop Angolan infrastructure that was dev-
astated by the decades-long civil war, in 2004 China extended $2 billion in soft
loans to Angola in exchange for Angola’s promise of unrestricted flows of
crude oil to China. This agreement in turn paved the way for China to secure
a monopoly on access to deepwater oil sources, outbidding both European
investors backed by the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and Indian enter-
prises. Bilateral trade between Angola and China reached $5 billion in 2006;
Angola is now China’s second-largest African trading partner, supplying
China with 15 percent of its oil imports and surpassing Saudi Arabia’s oil
flows to China.21 Yet, the details of China’s trade and aid deals with Angola
remain murky, despite—or perhaps because of—their enormity. Estimates
of China’s loans and aid to Angola range from $2 billion to $9 billion; neither
China nor Angola has been forthcoming with even the most general infor-
mation. Similarly, estimates of Chinese laborers in Angola range from 10,000
to 80,000; accurate figures are elusive.22 This obscurity serves the interests of
the Chinese and Angolan states simultaneously, as neither international
observers nor domestic civil society groups are easily able to challenge
Angola’s use of the enormous receipts it has gained from China.

In addition to the clear potential for corrupt arrangements that benefit
African leaders, Chinese efforts to overhaul Africa’s crumbling infrastructure
also serve the political interests of African elites. On the watch of many African
leaders, transportation and communication networks throughout the conti-
nent have fallen into disrepair. African leaders now stand to benefit from the
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Chinese assistance in refurbishing these national necessities; Africa’s political
elite leverage on the improvement of infrastructure, taking political credit for
having negotiated these important deals with the Chinese state and its eco-
nomic subsidiaries. High-profile construction projects, such as building
resplendent stadia to house national football teams, have proven effective in
sweetening popular perceptions of both the Chinese economic presence in
Africa and the African leadership that has midwifed Chinese involvement in
African economies. In this sense, the cementing of relations between Africa
and China may lead to entrenchment of current African political regimes,
which take credit for having negotiated China’s contributions to national
development—the same efforts that some African leaders have been unable or
unwilling to undertake on their own.

That African observers express ambivalence regarding Chinese-built infra-
structure reflects deeper concerns about the long-term trade-offs of Chinese
involvement in the continent’s development. On the one hand, China quickly
builds infrastructure that is desperately needed. African elite note the lack of
planning meetings, environmental impact reports, and other bureaucratic
hurdles that typify projects sponsored by Euro-American nations and inter-
national lending organizations such as the World Bank and the IMF. They
view the Chinese approach as a refreshingly efficient change. Senegalese Pres-
ident Abdoulaye Wade publicly expressed his sense of relief that African
nations have a newfound power to choose not to accept funding from tradi-
tional Euro-American partners, a sense of power so fresh that he—and Sene-
galese elite in attendance at a recent public forum—seemed giddy at the
prospect of embracing Chinese efficiency and snubbing former overbearing
development partners.23 But African civil society organizations and commu-
nities in areas that have seen Chinese developments unfold are keenly aware
of the potential negative repercussions on African social and natural envi-
ronments as a result of this expedited approach. Many African commentators
note with trepidation the environmental degradation of China’s own land-
scapes and resources, and express serious concerns about uncritical acceptance
of Chinese development initiatives in Africa. Africans’ uncertainty about
China’s support for their national leadership reflects deeper ambivalence
toward the current state of political affairs in many nations where China seeks
increased ties. While Africans may appreciate their new national stadia, they
perceive unalloyed Chinese support of their often despotic leaders—through
the building and renovation of presidential palaces and the funding of their
militaries—to be detrimental to serious African efforts to achieve political
reform in their own nations.
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In addition to providing the hardware for national development, China has
stepped forward to establish socioeconomic programs to improve the daily
lives of ordinary Africans. While China trumpets its contributions to the
socioeconomic welfare of Africa, its contributions in this area remain rela-
tively modest: the provision of 100 Chinese agricultural experts to staff 10
agricultural technology demonstration centers; the building of 30 hospitals
and 30 malaria treatment and prevention centers, including a grant to supply
Chinese-made arteminisin to malaria patients; the construction of 100 rural
schools; and the dispatching of 300 Chinese youth volunteers.24

Contributions in the area of education are more significant: China has
pledged to train 15,000 African professionals (although details of this training,
and in what professional areas, are not readily available) and has committed
to sponsor 4,000 African students at Chinese universities.25 These initiatives
have tremendous potential to advance Africa’s class of technicians, profes-
sionals, and managers, enhancing African self-reliance and future stability.

Ironically, China’s efforts to improve the socioeconomic conditions in
African communities remain divorced from China’s direct economic activi-
ties. Communities that are located in regions where China undertakes its
extractive, industrial, or commercial pursuits often do not see direct benefits
from the Chinese presence. Unlike large extractive industries during the late
colonial era, which often included housing for tens of thousands of workers
and their families, as well as dispensaries, schools, training facilities, and other
social amenities, Chinese industrial investments in Africa tend to be “socially
thin.”26 Industries such as mining and petroleum extraction, activities enthu-
siastically undertaken by Chinese state-owned enterprises in many regions of
the continent, require high levels of capital investment but tolerate low levels
of social investment in surrounding communities. Particularly where these
industries employ primarily Chinese labor, the extractive installations may be
barricaded physically from neighboring African communities by means of
razor wire and armed security forces, leading to the isolation of the Chinese
enterprise, its management, and its workers, thus arousing suspicion and
resentment among African neighbors. African workers who do succeed in
landing employment with Chinese extractive firms have found wages, bene-
fits, and basic safety measures to be lacking, igniting vitriolic and even violent
protests against the Chinese industries’ presence, as in Zambia’s Chambishi
mining zone during 2006. Thus, while the Chinese government has made a
concerted effort to extend a degree of socioeconomic assistance as part of its
partnership with African nations, its state-centered approach has resulted in a
fundamental decoupling of these programs from the often rural communities
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that would most benefit from them, and the people whose lives are directly
affected by the presence of Chinese extractive industries.

In the Cultural Arena

China’s cultural approach to engaging Africa diverges from the European
colonial model of cultural paternalism. Fundamentally, China is not driven by
a “civilizing mission” to reform and save African individuals from their per-
ceived primitivity. Unlike attempts by French colonial authorities to create
“Frenchmen” from their African subjects by imparting French language, eti-
quette, and habits, Chinese authorities have no interest in transforming
Africans into “Chinamen.” European colonial attitudes were paradoxical:
paternalistic attempts to bring “civilized” ways of life to African subjects were
debasing, even as this cultural engagement signaled the shared essence of
humanity and fraternité. That the Chinese engagement with Africa is cultur-
ally value free may be liberating for African partners, even as this approach
may underline the cultural assumption that Africans never could become
“Chinamen,” as there is no place for Africans in the Chinese cultural sphere.

Social relations between ordinary Africans and Chinese are marked by a
tension between mutual admiration and mutual loathing. Although Africans
and Chinese alike admire the quality of strength that they observe in the
other, they also share robustly negative perceptions of one another. African
and Chinese people do not often or intimately interact. Chinese enterprises
tend to be walled off from the surrounding landscape or neighborhood; Chi-
nese managers tend to be aloof and hesitant to engage socially with their
African counterparts, employees, or neighbors.

Despite this separation, Chinese and Africans have a shared admiration for
one another. As illustrated in public displays throughout Beijing during the
Forum on China-Africa Cooperation (FOCAC) summit in 2006, Chinese
audiences marvel at the majesty of African animals and landscape and cele-
brate the historical endurance and cultural authenticity of its people. In Africa
youths embrace Chinese martial artists as emblems of individual tenacity and
potential; throughout the continent in urban and rural areas alike, martial arts
clubs have sprung up, as young African men (in particular) memorize and
mimic the moves of their Chinese martial arts heroes.

African commentators have also noted with appreciation the simple
lifestyle and disciplined work ethic of Chinese entrepreneurs and managers in
Africa. Chinese state directives consistently exhort the Chinese in Africa to live
in a manner that reflects the living conditions of Africans. As opposed to the
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luxurious living standards enjoyed by European colonists, even project man-
agers live in simple accommodations, with several men sharing a single room
and facilities. Africans respect this Chinese restraint, even as they recognize
that because of the disciplined austerity of Chinese businesspeople, their dis-
posable income does not enter local African economies through the purchase
of either goods or services. Similarly, Africans observe the disciplined work
ethic of Chinese managers and laborers; the Chinese task-oriented approach
differs from both the European colonial management style, which generally
involved plentiful breaks for tea among the managers, and from the African
approach to work, which is typically relaxed and social. Some Africans strive
to emulate the Chinese ability to focus on practical goals and to complete
tasks efficiently. In the words of Sierra Leone’s information minister, “The
Chinese don’t seem to rest. We could learn from that.”27

Despite these favorable cultural perceptions, both Chinese and Africans
simultaneously view each other with suspicion. Public discourse—both
among African and Chinese observers—often tends toward potently racist
extremes. Many Africans seem suspicious of Chinese intentions, an unease
reinforced by their perceptions of Chinese wealth, stinginess, and social dis-
tance. An online response to a BBC article about Chinese investment in Africa
captures this racialized anxiety: “Asian invasion. They are everywhere. Infil-
trating like a colony of ants. I’m telling you . . . they have the numbers and the
money to be successful. Because they’ve run out of space in their country.
They are everywhere, people . . . and they are deadly. They hate other races and
they are ruthless. Watch out for them.”28

Similarly, Chinese stereotypes of Africans that circulate in public discourse
tend to be negative. Indeed, the Chinese characters for Africa, fei zhou ,
translate literally as “negative continent.”

In recognition and support of its expanding presence in Africa, and in an
attempt to lay foundations for positive social engagements between Africans
and Chinese, China has actively supported the expansion of Chinese-language
education and media throughout the continent. The government-sponsored
Office of Chinese Language Council International organizes Confucius Insti-
tutes throughout the world to offer public courses in Mandarin Chinese. In
2005, the first Confucius Institute in Africa opened at the University of
Nairobi, offering classes in Mandarin Chinese to fifteen students. Since then,
two Confucius Institutes have opened in South Africa (the Universities of
Stellenbosch and Pretoria), and one each in Rwanda (Kigali) and Zimbabwe
(Harare). Enrollments have swelled. Enthusiasm for learning Chinese has
been high, as Africans with knowledge of Mandarin have found steady
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employment as facilitators for Chinese business and tourist ventures. Private
language schools in Nairobi and other African capital cities have also begun
to offer courses in Mandarin. African students enrolled in Mandarin classes
point to the necessity of speaking Chinese to take advantage of the economic
opportunities offered by recent “look East” policies promoted by African gov-
ernments and the resulting surge in Chinese involvement on the continent.29

Yet others in Africa resent the “necessity” of learning another foreign lan-
guage after Africans had mastered the prevailing colonial European languages
of the twentieth century.30

Africa and China: Postcolonial Interdependencies 

Fundamentally, relations between China and Africa are neither colonial nor
neocolonial. China respects the national sovereignty of African states; China
does not seek political or economic hegemony over African nations, nor does
it seek to perpetuate its political and economic advantage in Africa in the
capacity of a former colonial power. China’s current engagement in Africa is
taking place in a postcolonial world order; nations in today’s global context do
not tolerate the naked ambitions of hegemonic domination that characterized
the European colonization of Africa. However, several features of the post-
colonial African state—features that have contributed to the continent’s pre-
cipitous economic decline and political decay—are structurally compatible
with Chinese penetration and partnership. China is not encumbered by the
patronizing (and often hypocritical) moral platitudes of Euro-American
nations that decree democracy and transparency as preconditions to eco-
nomic engagement. As a result, China is uniquely positioned to take advan-
tage of its structural alignment with postcolonial African states whose leaders
have developed and deepened colonial institutions of governance that exploit
African producers, markets, and resources for the benefit of the state, or at
least its “sovereigns.”

Building on colonial administrative architectures, African leaders tended in
the first decades after independence to tighten the state’s hegemonic domi-
nance of extractive industries and to consolidate their control over territorial,
economic, and judicial administration; principles of authoritarian rule
became entrenched.31 In the process, leaders of newly independent African
states positioned themselves as undisputed masters of their nations’ resources,
with unlimited control of the state apparatus. African leaders promoted ambi-
tious development initiatives, leading to bulging ranks of government
employees, swelling needs for revenue, and increasingly onerous taxes on
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African producers. African governments turned to grants from former colo-
nial powers and, particularly during the 1980s, loans from international finan-
cial institutions to meet increasing demands for paychecks and payouts in
the short run, even as massive development initiatives stagnated and foreign
debt escalated. This “integral state” required suppression of civil society
through squelching the liberties of speech, press, and organization, and has
been characterized by autocratic forms of presidential leadership.32 Increas-
ingly, African states seized control of assets deemed vital to national security,
creating parastatal companies to manage energy and mineral resources, com-
munications, and transportation in the interests of the state, often at the
expense of its citizens. The colonial state had suppressed autonomous African
capitalism; the predatory politics of independent African states ensured that
African entrepreneurs remained paralyzed.33

With economies in decline, bloated governments demanding soaring com-
pensation, ineffectual development projects stagnating, and foreign debts spi-
raling, many African states were in utter disrepair and hostage to incompetent
leadership by the late 1980s. Developmental assistance tied to “structural
adjustment programs” was intended to replace the most pernicious of Africa’s
governance structures with reformed, neoliberal institutions, but ultimately
failed to improve economic conditions on the continent.34 Political and social
upheaval, in the midst of economic ruin, characterized many regions of Africa
in the 1990s. Many Africans distrusted their own governments, at the same
time that they were disillusioned by the failure of structural “fixes” imposed by
the United States, former European colonial powers, and lending institutions.

China began its decade of intensifying forays into Africa in the mid-1990s,
entering the African scene with a radical approach that offered partnership to
African states without preconditions. It put lucrative packages of investment
and development on the table in exchange for continuous flows of African
resources. China thus offered welcome relief to beleaguered African govern-
ments, extending much-needed trade and aid while also enabling them to
sidestep the moralistic demands that Euro-American partners and financial
institutions set as preconditions to economic engagement. With its policies of
“no strings attached” aid, “noninterference” in domestic politics, and prom-
ises of “mutual development,” China provided many African leaders with an
unsurpassed opportunity to stabilize their national economies and develop
crucial infrastructure, even as those leaders consolidated their hold on polit-
ical office. With China’s sudden arrival as an enticing alternative, African
states now began to have political and economic leverage to negotiate more
aggressively with former colonial powers. Some African states, such as Angola
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and Zimbabwe, have since used Chinese support as a cover for rebuffing their
former Euro-American partners.

In its efficient and effective courtship of African states, China has suc-
cessfully engaged with many independent African states in ways that Euro-
American (neo)colonial powers never did and perhaps never could. The very
structures of postcolonial African states that Euro-American partners have
sought to redress—illiberal economies and undemocratic governments—
offer opportunities for China to build mutually supportive partnerships.
African countries that control resources that are central to China’s security
concerns, primarily oil and other petroleum products, are also countries that
score the lowest in measurements of democracy, civil liberty, and liberal eco-
nomic structure. But because China neither exemplifies nor promotes these
qualities, China is absolved from considering these factors in negotiating part-
nerships with countries such as Angola, Equatorial Guinea, the Democratic
Republic of the Congo, Gabon, and the Sudan. China, itself a one-party state
since 1949, does not hesitate to negotiate with one-party regimes in Africa to
secure access to resources vital to China’s continuing economic surge. Both
China and African states are familiar and comfortable with tight connections
between state and economic interests. With China’s network of state-owned
enterprises running parallel to the parastatal industries that typify many
African economies, the Chinese state is able to negotiate smoothly for con-
tracts to develop resources and redevelop infrastructure such as roads, ports,
and telecommunications networks, simultaneously paving the way for its own
extractive activities.

What makes African observers anxious about the strengthening of relations
between China and Africa is China’s uniquely successful ability to interface
with the structures of African political realities and economic systems that
bear resemblances to—and have roots in—the most insidious elements of
colonial domination. While China’s activities in Africa are neither colonial nor
neocolonial, China exploits features of postcolonial Africa that provide ben-
efits to the state, often at the expense of ordinary Africans’ basic well-being.
Rather than replicating a colonial model in creating its partnerships with
African nations, however, China is successfully making use of structural sim-
ilarities that it shares with postcolonial, independent African states. The irony
is that the structures of political and economic domination that are most
amenable to China’s exploitation of Africa’s natural resources are the very
same structures that African governments inherited from European colonial
powers and subsequently nurtured and deepened in their quest to maintain
power during the decades after independence.
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The basic principles that guide China’s engagement with Africa—respect
for sovereignty and mutual economic benefit—indicate that China is com-
mitted to engaging political and economic equals. This emerging “Beijing
Consensus” underlines a clear divergence between China’s current activities in
Africa and the political agenda of the colonial era in which European states
overtly pursued policies of territorial, political, and economic dominance.
Nowhere in colonial agendas was there room to acknowledge African sover-
eignty on equal political terms. Furthermore, not until the final decades of the
colonial era did the notion of “economic benefit” to African people enter the
picture.35

In the context of contemporary Africa, however, these principles leave
substantial room for the expansion of economic advantage to African elites,
as well as to Chinese investors and entrepreneurs, at the expense of ordinary
African people. In principle, China’s fundamental pillar—“respect for sover-
eignty”—allows China to proclaim its embrace and maintenance of the high-
est virtue of the international arena: the recognition of political equality
among nations. However, in the reality of African postcolonial politics,
respect for sovereignty allows China to cut deals with leaders of African states,
who may or may not represent the interests of the nation, civil society, or the
vast majority of ordinary citizens. Under the mantle of respect for sover-
eignty, China engages despotic African leaders to secure rights to exploit
African resources. Many of these deals certainly benefit the sovereigns of
Africa and China, in particular rewarding African political elites who control
national patrimony as a personal inheritance while ensuring China’s monop-
olistic access to strategic resources such as oil and petroleum derivatives.
Despite China’s unscrupulous relationship with Africa’s autocratic political
class, if there is to be any interaction with such nations at all, is there any alter-
native to engagement that respects their sovereignty, as unrepresentative of
the citizenry as particular sovereigns may be? While some nations may pre-
fer a policy of economic boycotting to deal with rogue leaders who pursue
interests at variance with Euro-American goals and ideals, that China is will-
ing to engage with such countries—and exert preponderant influence—does
not indicate that China is or seeks to be a colonial power in twenty-first-
century Africa.

Bolstering its principle of respect for sovereignty, China engages African
nations for “mutual economic benefit,” arguing that it brings to Africa invest-
ments in basic infrastructure and in other entities that are necessary for
socioeconomic development such as schools, clinics, and training institutes.
What goes unsaid in China’s policy of mutual benefit is that the benefits that
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accrue to China (state benefits as well as benefits to private Chinese entre-
preneurs) and the benefits that accrue to Africa (benefits to African political
elites as well as benefits to ordinary African people) are not equal, either
between or within states. As Tanzanian President Julius Nyerere famously
noted during an earlier generation of Chinese involvement in Africa, China
and Africa are “most unequal equals.”36 Despite the reality that the mutual
benefits are not equal, Chinese investment in Africa is coupled with the kind
of development in financial, commercial, infrastructural, and socioeconomic
sectors that is urgently needed for Africa’s longer-term growth and eventual
self-sufficiency—development efforts that were neglected during the post-
colonial decades of the twentieth century.

Relations between African states and China can be best characterized as
postcolonial interdependency. Rather than one side seeking coercive political
and economic domination over the other, on both sides of the postcolonial
relationship between Africa and China the basic objective is making economic
progress and securing or developing the resources necessary for future eco-
nomic growth and political stability. Given the constraints that both China
and African nations have encountered in their relations with Euro-American
nations and institutions that require neoliberal political and economic struc-
tures, relations between China and African nations offer a complementary
partnership. While relations between individual African states and China are
not balanced because of China’s sheer demographic and economic weight,
relations are increasingly intertwined and interdependent.

African states can and should do more to ensure that relations with China
work to their advantage. The onus is on African leaders to evaluate critically
their countries’ engagement with China and to use this unprecedented oppor-
tunity of influence to secure real advantages for their citizens. The challenge
in ensuring that relations between China and Africa benefit African citizens
lies in establishing mechanisms that bring Chinese contributions to the
provincial, regional, and local levels. In partnership with China, African lead-
ers should insist on developing the growth of an economic middle class, sti-
fled during the colonial era and first half-century of independent rule, by
providing robust and widespread training opportunities for African entre-
preneurs and managers. At the same time, African leaders could insist on
preferential trading conditions to be extended to the tens of thousands of
African entrepreneurs that currently live and do business in China. Stimulat-
ing the growth of Africa’s atrophied economic bourgeoisie would make essen-
tial and lasting contributions to the economic well-being of Africans
throughout the continent. African leaders would also be wise to examine
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China’s treatment of the environment in its own context and insist on envi-
ronmental measures and controls to safeguard the resources that its citizens—
and its economy—will require for future economic stability and growth. The
burden of envisioning, planning, and implementing partnerships with China
that ensure advantages for Africa lies squarely with African leaders.
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The recent explosion of commerce between China and the countries
of sub-Saharan Africa is a striking hallmark of the new trend in South-South
trade and investment. Indeed, this acceleration in exchange among develop-
ing countries is one of the most significant features of the current global
economy. For decades, world trade has been dominated by commerce both
among developed countries—the North—and between the North and the
developing countries of the South. Today, South-South trade accounts for
about 11 percent of global trade and is growing at about 10 percent a year;
43 percent of the South’s trade is with other developing countries.1

Press accounts give the impression that China’s commercial relations with
Africa are a recent development, beginning in just the last few years. In fact,
they actually date back several decades, with most of China’s early invest-
ments being made in Africa’s infrastructural sectors, such as railways, at the
start of the continent’s postcolonial era. What is true is that the current scale
and pace of China’s trade and investment flows with Africa are unprecedented.
Since 2000 there has been a massive increase in those flows between Africa and
Asia. Asia now receives about the same share of Africa’s exports as do the
United States and the European Union (EU)—Africa’s traditional trading
partners. Asia’s imports from Africa also are growing rapidly. Foreign direct
investment (FDI) between Asia and Africa is much more modest than trade,
but it is likewise increasing. While the United States and the EU, Africa’s

5
Chinese-African Trade and Investment:
The Vanguard of South-South Commerce 
in the Twenty-First Century

harry g. broadman

This chapter draws from the author’s book Africa’s Silk Road: China and India’s New Economic
Frontier, published by the World Bank in 2007. The author wishes to acknowledge the contri-
butions provided by Xiao Ye and Yutaka Yoshino.
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traditional foreign investors, still account for the overwhelming stock of
investment on the continent, the recent growth rate of African-Asian FDI
flows is remarkably high, especially China’s FDI flows into Africa.

News headlines regarding Chinese-African commerce also create the per-
ception that only oil and minerals are at play. But deeper and systemic analy-
sis indicates that Chinese businesses are pursuing international commercial
strategies in Africa that increasingly are about far more than just raw natural
resources.2 China’s emergence as an economic giant in Asia, with rapidly mod-
ernizing industries and an expanding middle class with rising incomes and
purchasing power, is resulting in growing demand not only for Africa’s tradi-
tional exports of extractive and raw agricultural commodities but also for the
continent’s nontraditional exports, such as processed commodities, light man-
ufactured products, household consumer goods, food, and tourism. By virtue
of its low-cost, labor-intensive productive capacity, African firms have the
potential to export these nontraditional goods and services competitively to
the average Chinese consumer and firm. To take advantage of this demand,
African policymakers, businesses, workers, and other stakeholders on the con-
tinent need to be proactive in implementing domestic reforms that both fos-
ter the international competitiveness of African firms and leverage China’s
commercial interest in Africa consistent with achieving the same goal.3

Against this backdrop, policymakers and businesses in both Africa and
Asia, as well as international development partners, have shown intense inter-
est in better understanding the evolution and character of Chinese-African
trade and investment relations. Despite the sizable—and rapidly escalating—
attention devoted to this topic, especially by some of the world’s most senior
officials, there is a paucity of systematic data available on the nature of Chi-
nese-African commerce.

A Heterogeneous, Growing, yet Risky Continent:
How the Chinese See Africa 

How do the Chinese see the African continent? Sub-Saharan Africa is a highly
heterogeneous group of forty-seven countries, each having different-sized
economies, populations, and surface areas (see table 5-1).4 There are also vast
differentials in levels of income—with GDP per capita ranging from less than
$200 to $7,000—and of industrial development. It is also highly fragmented
geographically, with extremely inconvenient and costly transportation links
contributing to its small role in global trade and investment. One-third of the
world’s resource-dependent economies are in Africa. This engenders a high
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degree of dependence on resource rent and, concomitantly, opportunities for
corruption. Partly as a result, the continent is characterized by a high degree
of income inequality and is prone to conflict.

At the aggregate level, after years of growth spurts followed by downturns,
the African continent now appears to have broken that cycle and seems to be
growing at a sustainable rate. Over the past decade, Africa grew at an average
rate of 5.4 percent, on par with the rest of the world (see figure 5-1).

The heterogeneity of the continent is especially evident in its economic
growth. Indeed, the record shows clearly that Africa has become increasingly
diverse over the last decade (see figure 5-2). In this sense, Africa’s development
pattern resembles other regions of the world. While the rise in the world price
of oil is certainly a major factor at play for some African countries, these data
show that non–oil-rich countries also have had sound economic growth.
Indeed, since the mid-1990s, 34 percent of the African population resided in
the non–oil-rich countries, where the average annual GDP grew at least 4.5
percent in the decade beginning in 1996. This portrait of a “growing Africa,”
where there are emerging economic success stories—especially outside of the
oil economies—runs counter to conventional wisdom. Yet it is an Africa that
Chinese businesses increasingly perceive as presenting important commercial
opportunities.

Despite the fact that many countries in Africa have been making significant
progress in economic development over the last decade, the continent’s over-
all trade performance in the global marketplace has been disappointing.
World trade accounted for 16 percent of global output in 1991, and this fig-
ure rose to 20 percent in 2004. The trade flows of African economies on the
whole, however, have yet to be favorably affected. In fact, Africa’s export mar-
ket shares have continuously fallen over the last six decades (see figure 5-3).
Making African firms more competitive and thus increasing the volume of
exports are clear priorities for Africa. It is through this prism that Chinese
investment and trade on the African continent is being viewed by African
policymakers, businesspersons, workers, and the international community. As
such, issues are being raised about the extent to which Chinese commerce is
displacing domestic production capacity or enhancing its competitiveness, as
well as having analogous impacts on job creation, social systems, and the
environment.5

It is not only the volume of Africa’s exports that matters; it is also their
composition. African exports are largely undiversified and heavily oriented
toward raw materials. In fact, only in the Middle East and North Africa do raw
materials constitute a higher share of total exports (see figure 5-4). Although
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Africa made progress in reducing its dependency on raw materials in the late
1980s, it has not made much progress since. This disappointing performance
means that Africa has not taken full advantage of international trade to lever-
age growth. This point will surely take on new importance as China’s busi-
nesses assume a greater commercial presence in Africa. A prominent debate,
receiving increasing amounts of attention, is whether Chinese investments in
Africa will serve to exacerbate or to help reduce the continent’s export
dependency on natural resource commodities.

Africa is, to be sure, a difficult place to do business relative to other regions
of the world. This is a fact appreciated not only by the traditional investors in
Africa but also by (the relative) newcomers such as the Chinese, Indians, and
Russians. (This reality is also understood by African entrepreneurs, as well as
the diaspora, who have voted with their feet in terms of the overseas locations
of their investments.) Underdeveloped market institutions, constraints on
business competition, and weak governance—compounded by the geo-
graphical fragmentation and poorly developed infrastructure—make trade
and investment in Africa costly. Since 1990 FDI flows to all developing coun-
tries have increased rapidly, including to Africa and China.6 Indeed, in recent

Figure 5-1. Per Capita Incomes of Africa Increasing in Tandem 
with Other Developing Countries

Source: World Bank staff.
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Figure 5-2. Economic Growth across Africa, 1996–2005

Source: Broadman, Africa’s Silk Road.
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Figure 5-3. Decline in Africa’s Share of World Exports, 1948–2004

Source: Broadman, Africa’s Silk Road.
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years, the average annual growth rate of FDI flows to Africa was 17 percent,
comparable to the 20 percent growth rates in China. Still, in spite of Africa’s
rapid growth in FDI, the continent accounts for only 1.7 percent of global net
FDI flows. But, once again, there is great variation on the continent. Earnest
reform of various facets of the business environment has been underway,
with notable achievements made by some countries such as Burkina Faso,
Ghana, Madagascar, Mauritius, and Mozambique.7

The Pattern of Africa’s Merchandise Trade with China 

There are several dimensions along which the pattern of Africa’s trade flows
with China can be usefully assessed. It is helpful first to nest the analysis
within the broader context of African-Asian trade, and then to examine how
these flows differ in terms of volume, product composition, and geographi-
cal concentration.

African-Asian Trade Flows

The volume of African exports to Asia is growing at an accelerated rate: while
exports from Africa to Asia grew annually by 14 percent between 1990 and
1994, they grew by 19 percent between 2000 and 2004 (see table 5-2). Asia is
now a major trading partner with African countries. Asia accounts for 27 per-
cent of Africa’s exports, an amount that is almost equivalent to the EU and
U.S. shares of Africa’s exports, 32 and 29 percent, respectively. However,
despite this growth, Africa’s exports still remain relatively small from the Asian
perspective: Africa’s exports to Asia account for only 1.6 percent of Asian
global imports.

African imports from Asia are also increasing (see table 5-3). Over the last
five years, they have grown at an 18 percent annual rate, higher than that of
any other region, including the EU. These imports are largely manufactured
goods, which have surged into African markets. Some of them are interme-
diate inputs for products assembled in Africa and shipped out to third mar-
kets, such as the EU and United States, or capital goods (machinery and
equipment) for African manufacturing sectors themselves. At the same time,
there are also a sizable number of African imports of consumer nondurables
from Asia, which compete against Africa’s domestically produced products.

Volume of African-Chinese Trade 

The recent growth of African countries’ exports to Asia largely reflects a sharp
upturn in Africa’s exports to China (as well as to India, the other emerging
economic giant of the South).8 While Japan and South Korea, in the early
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1990s, were the most important markets for Africa’s exports, China alone
accounts for 40 percent of Africa’s total exports to Asia today.

African exports to China have risen dramatically over the past fifteen years
(see figure 5-5). China doubled its annual growth rate of export purchases
from Africa between 1990 and 1994; during the period from 1999 to 2004,
exports from the continent to China grew by 48 percent annually. It is signif-
icant that while the growth rate of Africa’s exports to China is high, the vol-
ume of sub-Saharan exports going to China accounts for only 10 percent of

96 harry g. broadman

Table 5-2. Composition of African Exports to Asia, 
Ranked by Annual Growth, 1999 and 2004 
Units as indicated

1999 2004

Value Value 
of exports of exports Annual
(millions Share (millions Share growth

Exports of US$)  (percent) of US$) (percent) (percent)

Machinery and transportation 

equipment 435 2.3 1,383 3.7 26

Ores 804 4.2 2,377 6.4 24

Petroleum products 158 0.8 401 1.1 20

Electronics 19 0.1 47 0.1 20

Crude petroleum 7,136 37.2 17,113 46.1 19

Pharmaceuticals 5 0 12 0 19

Electronic machineries 36 0.2 71 0.2 15

Other manufactured goods, such

as paper, pulp, furniture 490 2.6 904 2.4 13

Nonpharmaceutical chemicals 520 2.7 955 2.6 13

Basic manufactured metals 4,880 25.5 8,201 22.1 11

Cotton, textile fibers, and yarns 848 4.4 1,423 3.8 11

Manufacturing of non-oil minerals 2 0 3 0 8

Agricultural raw materials,

nonedibles 1,525 8.0 1,970 5.3 5

Processed food and beverages 271 1.4 342 0.9 5

Agricultural raw food edibles 1,437 7.5 1,777 4.8 4

Apparel and footwear 30 0.2 25 0.1 –4

Manufacturing of nonminerals 11 0.1 4 0 –18

Coal 554 2.9 132 0.4 –25

Total 19,159 100.0 37,141 100.0 14

Source: Broadman, Africa’s Silk Road. 
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the continent’s total exports worldwide. This is a far smaller level of exports
than generally believed.

The leading role of China in African-Asian trade relations is not limited
only to Africa’s exports. On the import side as well, China has become a major
trading partner for African countries (see figure 5-6). Japan used to be the
largest supplier of products that Africa imported from Asia. However, China
has taken over the leading position, accounting for more than one-third of
Asia’s total imports to Africa.

Product Composition of Africa’s Trade with China 

The increase in African exports to China is largely driven by unmet domestic
demand for natural resources, reflecting rising consumption by households
and businesses in China. At present, petroleum is the leading commodity,
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Table 5-3. African Imports from Asia, Commodity Group, 1999 and 2004
Units as indicated

1999 2004

Value Value 
of imports of imports Annual
(millions Share (millions Share growth

Imports of US$)  (percent) of US$) (percent) (percent)

Machinery and transportation 5,241 28.2 12,336 32.3 19

equipment

Agricultural raw food edibles 2,075 11.2 3,947 10.3 14

Processed food and beverages 1,426 7.7 2,997 7.8 16

Pharmaceuticals 1,851 10 3,529 9.2 14

Electronics 1,457 7.8 2,607 6.8 12

Coal 1,220 6.6 2,586 6.8 16

Cotton, textile fibers and yarns 1,228 6.6 2,283 6.0 13

Apparel and footwear 1,165 6.3 2,087 5.5 12

Agricultural raw materials, 1,110 6 2,204 5.8 15

nonedibles

Manufacturing of non-minerals 917 4.9 1,525 4.0 11

Basic manufactured metals 286 1.5 559 1.5 14

Petroleum products 269 1.4 825 2.2 25

Other manufactured goods, 181 1 324 0.8 12

paper, pulp, furniture

Nonpharmaceutical chemicals 102 0.5 210 0.5 16

Ores 35 0.2 78 0.2 17

Source: Broadman, Africa’s Silk Road.
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Figure 5-5. Growth in Africa’s Exports to China versus India 
and the Rest of Asia, 1990–2004 

Source: Broadman, Africa’s Silk Road.
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followed by ores and metals. Indeed, oil and natural gas account for 62 per-
cent of total African exports to China, and ores and metals account for 17 per-
cent (see figure 5-7).

That natural resources currently dominate Africa’s exports to China is part
of the larger profile of Africa’s export pattern to Asia and globally. Coupled
with the 7 percent share of exports comprising agricultural raw materials, it
is clear that the majority of products Africa is currently selling to Chinese mar-
kets are unprocessed. Still, Africa’s rapidly growing exports to China are not
limited to fuels and other mineral and metal products. As discussed below,
labor-intensive, raw, or semiprocessed agricultural commodities for industrial
use (timber, cotton) or consumer use (food products) are also increasingly
being exported to China.

If Africa’s present exports to China tend to be dominated by natural
resources or raw agricultural commodities, its imports from China are typi-
cally value-added products (see figure 5-7). Out of all imports from China, 87
percent are machinery and equipment, textiles and apparel, and other man-
ufactured products. In fact, African imports from China are more broadly
based than African exports to China. Table 5-4 indicates, on a statistical basis,
the dramatic difference in the level of product concentration between Africa’s
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Figure 5-7. Product Distribution of Africa’s Trade with China, 2004 

Source: Broadman, Africa’s Silk Road.
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exports to and imports from China using the conventional Herfindahl-
Hirschman Index.

Geographical Concentration of Africa’s Trade with China 

There are also significant differences in the geographical patterns of Africa’s
exports to and imports from China. Geographically, Africa’s exports are highly
concentrated in a few countries, most of which, except for South Africa, are
oil-producing states (see figure 5-8). This is not surprising, of course, given the
dominance of oil and natural resources in the continent’s exports to China.
By contrast, there is considerably greater diversity among the largest African
importers of Chinese goods, although, again, oil-producing countries play a
pronounced role. This pattern is confirmed statistically by the Herfindahl-
Hirschman Index figures presented in table 5-4.

Coupling Product and Geographical Concentration 

The concentrated trade patterns of the product side and the geographical
side are intensified when the two are combined. Thus, for example, Angola
supplies 50 percent of African oil exports to China, followed by the Sudan (19
percent), Republic of the Congo (Congo [Brazzaville], 16 percent), Equator-
ial Guinea (10 percent), and Nigeria (4 percent). South Africa is almost the
exclusive supplier of ore and diamonds to China. However, logs and cotton, the
two leading agricultural raw materials for industrial use in China, are supplied
by a range of countries concentrated in West Africa: Gabon, Republic of the
Congo (Congo [Brazzaville]), Equatorial Guinea, Cameroon, and Liberia for
logs; Benin, Burkina Faso, Mali, Côte d’Ivoire, and Cameroon for cotton.

On the import side, West African countries such as Niger, Nigeria, Ghana,
Togo, Benin, and the Gambia; and East African countries such as Kenya and
Tanzania are the major buyers of Chinese cotton fabric exports. China also

100 harry g. broadman

Table 5-4. Product and Geographic Concentration of Africa’s Trade
with China, 2002–2004 averaged a

Herfindahl-Hirschman index

Exports to China Imports from China

Product concentration 0.40 (+0.25) 0.02 (+0.01)

Geographic concentration 0.17 (+0.09) 0.09 (+0.05)

Source: Broadman, Africa’s Silk Road.
a. The higher the value of the index, the greater the level of concentration. Figures in parenthe-

ses are the difference in index figures from those based on Africa’s trade with the world.
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exports synthetic fibers to African countries with relatively more developed
light industries, such as South Africa, Mauritius, and Nigeria.

Is Africa’s Trade With China an Opportunity to Diversify?

Although African exports to Asia as a whole do not exhibit a significant pat-
tern of product diversification, intersectoral complementarities between
Africa and Asia do exist, and in particular between Africa and China. This is
true in a general context, where Africa is a large supplier of raw materials to
China, including energy resources, and China is a supplier of manufactured
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Figure 5-8. Leading African Trade Partners with China
Percent of export or import values in importing country

Source: Broadman, Africa’s Silk Road.
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products to African countries. This is largely driven by factor endowments.
The rich resource endowment in Africa provides a natural comparative advan-
tage based on raw materials and resource-based products. China, on the other
hand, has a rich stock of skilled labor compared to Africa and, thus, has a com-
parative advantage in manufactured products.9

The endowment-based theory of comparative advantage provides a sim-
ple, but intuitive, framework to understand the trade patterns of African
countries. In light of Africa’s relative scarcity in highly skilled human capital
but rich natural resource base, the theory would suggest that it is not eco-
nomically efficient for African countries to push for manufactured exports. At
the same time, there is a belief that with greater trade between Africa and an
emerging economic power like China, Africa’s concentration on primary com-
modity exports will increase, undoing any African efforts to promote manu-
factured exports. However, the data show that, if anything, manufactured
exports from Africa to China, like other parts of Asia, are beginning to increase
significantly, as shown in table 5-2.

These data raise the critical issue of the extent to which there are beneficial
complementarities arising in commerce between African countries and China.
New evidence suggests that China’s commercial engagement with sub-Saha-
ran Africa could enable African businesses to build on the continent’s endow-
ment of natural resources and develop more sophisticated backward and
forward integration to extract more value from processing and increase the
participation of local firms in modern global network trade.10 These oppor-
tunities stem from linkages between China’s flows of FDI to Africa and exports
generated from such investments, particularly when the sectors in which they
occur allow for dividing the production chain into its constituent compo-
nents across international markets.

Foreign Direct Investment between Africa and China 

Flows of FDI between sub-Saharan Africa and China are part of the broader
trend of South-South investment that has been expanding significantly in
recent years. While the bulk of these flows runs from China to Africa, there is
an increasing emergence of African investors in China.

Africa’s Inward FDI: The Global Context 

European countries (primarily the UK and France) and North American
countries (primarily the United States and Canada) have long been the dom-
inant foreign investors in sub-Saharan Africa, accounting for 68 percent and
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22 percent of the FDI stock, respectively. But as the volume of FDI to Africa
increases, it is becoming more diversified, with more investors from different
countries. In particular, FDI in Africa from developing countries has increased
substantially, particularly from China, India, Malaysia, and Brazil, as well as
from South Africa (which stands out as the major intraregional FDI source
country on the continent).

Just as the sources of FDI flows to Africa are broadening, so too is the sec-
toral distribution. Although data on global sectoral FDI flows to Africa are
incomplete, by looking at FDI destinations in Africa, one can conclude that a
large proportion of FDI still goes to the oil sector. For the last 15 years, 70 per-
cent of FDI has been invested in 5 out of the 7 African oil-exporting countries,
as well as in South Africa. In fact, South Africa has been able to attract the
most dynamic FDI among African countries, including in the financial sector
after its mid-1990s liberalization reforms.

Indeed, it would be a mistake to conclude that Africa is host to FDI only in
the oil or natural resources sectors. While in most African countries about
50–80 percent of FDI goes to natural resource exploitation, increasingly
African countries are able to attract FDI into the financial, telecom, electric-
ity, retail trade, light manufacturing (apparel, footwear), and transportation
equipment sectors (see figure 5-9).
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Figure 5-9. Comparison of FDI Flows in Three African Countries, 2002–2006

Source: Broadman, Africa’s Silk Road.
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Chinese FDI in Africa 

Like trade, African-Asian flows of FDI are growing rapidly, but the volume of
such flows is more modest than that of trade. While there is some African FDI
in China (see below), Chinese FDI in Africa predominates. As of year-end
2005 (the latest year for which complete data are available), the stock of Chi-
nese FDI in Africa amounted to $1.3 billion, a comparatively small level of
investment. Indeed, as noted above, the overwhelming bulk of FDI on the
African continent today still originates from the EU and the United States.
Thus, as with trade, what is noteworthy about Chinese FDI in Africa is not the
level of investment, but its rate of growth.

As in the broader global setting, the vast majority of FDI inflows from
China to Africa over the past decade have been largely concentrated in the
extractive industries. Historically, Chinese FDI went primarily to other Asian
countries, mostly to Hong Kong. However, Chinese FDI has been targeting
Africa—among several other regions of the world—where natural resources
are abundant. In other words, China’s FDI in Africa’s oil resources needs to
be considered in the broader strategic context of China’s global search for
fuel inputs.

At the same time, while China has been investing largely in oil production
facilities in Africa, Chinese firms have begun to diversify their investment on
the continent into many other sectors, including apparel, agroprocessing,
power generation, road construction, tourism, and telecommunications,
among others. Moreover, Chinese FDI in Africa has also become more diver-
sified geographically; figure 5-10 shows the 2004 country distribution of Chi-
nese FDI flows to Africa.

It is also important to recognize that for China, FDI in Africa represents a
small proportion of its global FDI portfolio (see figure 5-11). Survey work in
China indicates that Africa is perceived by Chinese investors as a risky envi-
ronment and that a major incentive for making investments on the conti-
nent stems from government support.11 China established its economic and
political ties to the African continent during the Cold War-era, but the moti-
vation for Chinese FDI has changed significantly since the end of the Cold
War. During its earlier involvement in Africa, China participated in various
major infrastructural projects throughout Africa and is still very active in this
area. In fact, globally, 75 percent of China’s FDI is in the tertiary sector, includ-
ing construction and business activities. In 2002, the Chinese authorities
approved about 500 Chinese enterprises to invest in Africa; today it is esti-
mated that there are over 800 such firms.12
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Figure 5-10. China’s FDI outflows to Africa, by Country, 2004

Source: Broadman, Africa’s Silk Road.
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Emerging African FDI to China

Based on statistics from the Chinese authorities, African FDI flows to China
reached $776 million in 2004 versus $565 million in 2002, posting a 17 per-
cent annual compounded growth rate over two years. Mauritius accounted for
more than three-quarters of such FDI in 2004.13 Clearly, a large proportion of
that FDI is pass-through, unlikely to have originated solely from Africa. Worth
noting is that South Africa has been actively investing in China. In 2004, FDI
from South Africa to China increased significantly to $109 million from
$26 million in 2002. In 2005, SABMiller, the giant South African food and bev-
erage company, announced plans to invest about $15 million in China. Nige-
ria is another emerging African investor in China, having more than doubled
its FDI to China between 2002 and 2004.

Conclusions and Policy Implications 

Africa’s commerce with China is growing rapidly in both directions. To date,
this has largely been based on high demand for natural resources by China
and its industrial advantage in manufactured products over African countries.
Is this a sign of complementarities between African countries and China
based on factor endowments of natural resources in Africa versus skilled
labor in China?

There may be three aspects that suggest positive shifts in complementarities
between Africa and China. The first concerns the prospects for resource-based,
value-added manufacturing exports. In fact, there is already evidence of Chi-
nese imports of resource-based, manufactured products from Africa. African
countries could increase their manufactured exports to China based on the
existing exports of raw materials. However, there is a limit to growth based on
horizontal diversification. African countries will want to avoid being trapped
as a “resource basket” for a rapidly modernizing economy, such as China, and
to realize their own dynamic efficiency gains by extracting value from their own
endowed resources. Natural resources provide a quick launching base for
African countries to generate value-added activities. Although still limited to
a few countries, such as South Africa and Nigeria, resource-based, manufac-
tured products, such as aluminum, could become a viable export to China.

The second aspect relates to the prospects for broader participation in global
value chains. There are growing vertical complementarities along value chains
between Africa and China. Among the top African exports to and imports
from China, there are clear complementarities in the cotton-textile-garment
value chain. Raw material (cotton) is supplied by West African countries to

106 harry g. broadman

05-7561-4 ch5.qxd  9/16/08  4:13 PM  Page 106



China, and intermediate materials (fabrics) are supplied by China to apparel
producers in South Africa, Mauritius, Nigeria, and other countries in sub-
Saharan Africa. Prospects thus exist for African producers to participate in
global network trade in the apparel sector.

The third aspect concerns the heterogeneity among African countries and
the potential benefits from regional integration. Just as African-Asian trade
relations encompass various dynamics due to rich variability among Asian
countries—from high-income Japan to low-income but dynamically devel-
oping economies such as Vietnam—as emphasized at the outset, Africa is
hardly a homogenous region. Particularly South Africa has evolved into a
regional hub of industrial and commercial development in sub-Saharan
Africa and beyond. The technological complementarities between South
Africa and China exist at a higher level than those between China and other
African countries. This reality provides scope for more intra-industry (that is,
network) trade between South Africa and China. Through regional integra-
tion, the emerging complementarities between such industrial leaders in
Africa and China could lead to wider benefits at the subregional markets
through further forward and backward linkages, and thus create more value-
added production on the continent.

Clearly, increasing exports to China presents both opportunities and chal-
lenges to Africa. Africa could benefit from rapidly growing markets in China
to achieve broader based economic development, or Africa could become
merely a resource base for Asia’s growing economies, with little benefit to its
domestic economic development. While the boom of natural resource exports
to China is providing short-term gains, African countries need long-term
strategies to leverage China’s commercial interest and create opportunities
for enduring economic competitiveness among African firms. This will
require the implementation of reforms that foster scale economies, export
diversification, and climbing the value chain. Going forward, African coun-
tries should focus on engaging the Chinese to work with African firms to
enhance value-added production, both in natural resources to create back-
ward and forward linkages domestically and in other (non–natural resource
related) sectors to enable Africa to participate more effectively in global sup-
ply chains.
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Pressured by skyrocketing demand, Chinese oil companies have
branched out across the globe seeking new oil supplies to feed the country’s
economic growth. By 2006, China had made oil investments in almost every
part of the world, including Africa. These initiatives have not been without
controversy. From the commercial perspective, Western companies complain
that China’s ability to link its oil investments to government-to-government
financial assistance gives its companies an unfair advantage. From the politi-
cal perspective, Western nongovernmental organizations have accused China
of using its investments to support some of the more abusive, corrupt, and
violent governments in the world. The poster child for this argument has
been China’s support for the Sudanese government and its unwillingness to
condemn publicly the genocidal practices of the janjaweed militias operating
in Darfur.

China’s repeated contention that it does not get involved in domestic pol-
itics and that its relationships with African governments is strictly commer-
cial is perceived by many as hollow. Critics argue that without China’s
investments and tacit support, African governments, such as the Sudan’s,
would be forced to amend their behavior.

This chapter looks at the validity of these arguments and how they are
manifested on the African continent. It focuses on China’s activities in the
Sudan and Angola, not only because they are the largest measured, both in
terms of dollar value and scope, but because they incorporate features that
characterize Chinese efforts to secure incremental oil supplies from African
countries.

6
Searching for Oil: 
China’s Oil Strategies in Africa

henry lee and dan shalmon
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China’s Need for Imported Oil 

China is the world’s most populous country, with a population of 1.4 billion
people. Its economy has grown at a pace unprecedented in modern history:
more than 9 percent a year between 1978 and 2005. Energy is critical to serv-
ice this growth. Despite building almost 200,000 megawatts of new electric
generating plants over the last five years, increasing its coal consumption by
21 percent over the same period, and initiating one of the world’s most aggres-
sive campaigns to increase energy productivity, China continues to be plagued
by localized energy shortages.1 A dramatic increase in motor vehicle sales and
modal shifts in the movement of freight from railroads to trucks have
increased oil demand beyond China’s limited domestic supply, forcing China
to rely on an ever-growing volume of imported oil.2 Overall, China’s reliance
on imported oil as a percent of total energy remains low (approximately 8 per-
cent), but as China becomes more urbanized and its demand for transporta-
tion services continues to grow, oil will increase in importance.3 Between 2000
and 2006, China’s oil consumption increased from 4.7 million bbl/d to almost
7.4 million bbl/d, 47 percent of which was derived from imports.4 In 2006,
China’s annual growth in oil demand approached 500,000 bbl/d, accounting
for one-third of the world’s incremental increase and 70 percent of the growth
in the Asia-Pacific region.

Despite its vastness, China has never discovered large oil reserves. Its tra-
ditional fields in and around Daqing and Shengli are old, and their produc-
tion is either flat or declining, while its newer discoveries in the Junggar and
Tarim basins are modest on a global scale and are far from China’s population
centers on the coast. There is no evidence to suggest that China’s domestic oil
reserves will double or triple in the next decade, and thus a significant pro-
portion of its incremental consumption will have to be met by imports. Most
Chinese officials agree that the country has no choice but to venture aggres-
sively into the global oil market. In fact, the International Energy Agency pre-
dicts that China’s oil imports will grow from 1.5 million bbl/d in 2000 to
approximately 10.9 million bbl/d in 2030, at which time China will be import-
ing about 77 percent of its crude oil, with more than half of its imports com-
ing from the Gulf States.5

Recognizing that its demand was outstripping its domestic supply, in 1997
China concluded that it must obtain significant oil supplies from outside its
borders. It understood that doing so would not be easy. The Western multi-
national companies had a fifty-year head start in developing and nurturing
relationships with most of the major producing countries. There were very
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few unexplored regions left in the world. China would have to convince coun-
tries that had historically sold oil to the United States, Europe, and Japan that
they should include China among their major trading partners. More impor-
tant, China was determined to ensure that its interests would not be discarded
if supplies became tight. Shen Dingli captured the dilemma in his oft-quoted
question, “If world oil stocks were exceeded by growth, who will provide
energy to China?”6 If supplies are scarce, are the United States and Japan likely
to share their oil?

Private oil companies in Western countries not only had strong relation-
ships with officials from producing countries, but they also had access to sub-
stantial capital through their own earnings, and through commercial banks
and other sources of private funding. What were China’s comparative advan-
tages, and how could it exploit them?

Moreover, because China’s oil industry consists of state-owned compa-
nies, its strategies for building relationships with oil-producing countries had
to be synchronized with its foreign policies, both economic and diplomatic.
This could be both a benefit and a constraint.

Given these goals, China’s global oil strategy has three basic elements:
—Differentiate Chinese initiatives from those offered by the Western gov-

ernments and their oil companies.
—Leverage China’s comparative advantages while downplaying its dis-

advantages.
—Focus on those countries in which there was a high probability that oil

reserves would grow and where China could negotiate arrangements that
catered to its long-term interests.

Differentiating from the West 

Often oil-producing nations perceive Western governments as solely focused
on oil, ignoring their country’s long-term economic and social interests.
China realized that if it could offer a package of benefits that went beyond oil,
it would be able to develop partnerships as opposed to commercial relation-
ships based on one commodity. Its efforts would be in stark contrast to those
of its Western competitors. The ensuing bonds would grow to the point that
China might receive the type of preferential treatment historically given to
Western companies.

There were two elements to this strategy. First, in addition to purchasing
oil supplies or investing in oil production, China would invest in the
economies of African oil producers and would help the host governments
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meet their immediate infrastructural or commercial needs. For example, in
Africa, China is rebuilding Angola’s transportation network, is constructing
a large hydroelectric dam in the Sudan, and has opened up hundreds of com-
mercial enterprises throughout the continent, doing over $11.7 billion of
business in forty-nine African countries.7

The thrust of China’s strategy is to create a level of interdependence that
will lead to greater trade and build stronger bonds, while securing a flow of
oil to China in an increasingly insecure market.

In an ideal world (from the Chinese perspective), China would be able to
gain equity ownership of oil supplies through concessions. However, this out-
come is difficult to achieve. Most countries have assumed ownership of their
own oil and sell it on the open market through their state oil companies. Often
the private oil companies are limited to managing and operating production
and processing facilities, while ownership of the assets remains with the host
country. China realizes that a majority of its future oil supplies will be pur-
chased in the marketplace and subject to substantial price fluctuations. Hence,
the value of equity oil has increased dramatically. China has been willing to
make significant investments to capture that value. Certainly this ability is
one of the principal reasons that China has been willing to commit billions of
dollars in the form of aid and new investment to the Sudan.

The second element in China’s strategy is its policy of noninvolvement in
the domestic affairs of host governments. China steadfastly refuses to pass
judgment on the behavior of other countries with which it trades. Nor does
it link its commercial relationships to any standards of conduct.

Some argue that this position is an outgrowth of China’s fierce protection
of its own rights and sovereignty, and its resentment of foreign interference
in its domestic affairs. The involvement of Western traders, the Boxer Rebel-
lion, and the general humiliation at the hands of Western interests in the
nineteenth century have not been forgotten. In a revealing moment, Zhou
Enlai told an audience in Khartoum in 1964 that China was grateful to the
Sudanese for killing British General Charles Gordon in 1885. Evidently, Gor-
don had supervised the burning of the old Beijing Summer Palace in 1860,
twenty-five years earlier. More than a century later, Beijing still considered
Gordon’s activities an insult to the Chinese people.8 This resentment of out-
side interference has colored Sino-Russian relations since Nikita Khrushchev
and Mao Zedong split in the mid-1950s, and it certainly characterizes China’s
response to U.S. criticism of alleged human rights violations. Therefore,
China’s respect for a country’s sovereignty leads it to pursue more subtle and
less public forms of persuasion and diplomacy.
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Others argue that China’s unwillingness to criticize domestic behavior
stems from more cynical and commercial goals. By continuing to aid rogue
and repressive states, China obtains a competitive advantage, gaining access to
significant oil supplies that are off-limits to most other oil companies. These
critics point out that China’s policy of domestic neutrality is nothing of the
kind. They argue that without China’s financial aid, repressive governments
would not survive and almost certainly would be unable to pursue their abu-
sive behavior. Their primary example is the Sudan, where China’s support of
the Sudanese government has enabled Khartoum to purchase arms to use
against the rebels in the South and to supply the janjaweed militias in Darfur,
enabling them to slaughter thousands of civilians.

China’s Institutional Advantages and Disadvantages 

By the mid-1990s, China realized that the dream of energy self-sufficiency was
not realistic and that it needed to build a capacity to compete in the interna-
tional marketplace. The country’s “going abroad” strategy was adopted in
1997.9 In response, China restructured its preexisting state oil and gas enter-
prises into two major companies: the China National Petroleum Corporation
(CNPC) and the Chinese National Petrochemical Corporation (Sinopec).
Both companies produce, import, trade, and process oil. While there are
exceptions, CNPC has a stronger presence in the North and the West of China,
and Sinopec is more visible in the South and the East.10 Sinopec owns more
refining capacity and thus is a major buyer of foreign oil, while CNPC is more
likely to enter into exploration and production contracts, both within and
outside of China. The China National Offshore Oil Corporation (CNOOC),
a smaller company, as its name suggests, focuses on offshore investments.

In the 1980s and early 1990s, one could think of Sinopec and CNPC as
arms of the state. But in 1998, as China’s economic policies became more
market oriented, the companies and associated ministries were reorganized to
respond to commercial, more than social, goals. These changes, however, only
went so far. The result is a mixture of decisions, some exclusively driven by
commercial opportunity and others evidencing strong governmental inter-
vention. It is not always clear which of these motives is operational, since
there is little transparency. Furthermore, China’s oil companies are becoming
increasingly competitive with each other as each strives to gain commercial
advantages. Erica Downs, a leading U.S. expert on Chinese oil policy, argues
that investment decisions often have been generated from the bottom up and
have not been highly coordinated with the relevant government agencies. She
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points out that the more high-quality assets a company acquired, the more
likely it was to obtain diplomatic and financial support from the Beijing gov-
ernment for its subsequent investments.11

China’s government may very well leave the management of its state-
owned oil companies and many of its investment decisions to the profes-
sional executives, but clearly it has the legal means to intervene, if it so decides.
Further, the boards of all of its oil companies consist of senior officials, many
of whom hope to be promoted to higher government posts. Their ambition
makes its difficult for them to ignore “requests” made by the central govern-
ment since failure to respond could decrease the probability of future pro-
motions. However, this balance is delicate, and tensions between managers of
the oil companies and their boards are increasingly common. As these com-
panies grow and the complexities of the industry increase, the senior man-
agers of Sinopec, CNPC, and CNOOC will become more focused on
commercial goals.

China’s forays into African countries have been a team effort, involving
Chinese oil companies, the country’s export-import bank, its economic and
trade agencies, and key trading companies, many of which are still state run.
This combination gives China the ability to offer access to significant low-cost
financing and to invest in a variety of complementary economic ventures,
from infrastructural projects to textile plants to department stores.

China’s oil companies are now an unusual agglomeration of modern entre-
preneurial talent striving for earnings growth and ever-greater profitability,
while at the same time remaining arms of a government increasingly focused
on China’s long-term energy needs.

Oil Reserves and China’s Existing Infrastructure 

In assessing its energy needs, China is aware of its existing energy infrastruc-
ture, which has relied on conventional coal-fired electricity facilities, older
refineries, and very little in the way of a natural gas distribution system. China
realizes that it needs to upgrade and modernize its energy infrastructure, but
doing so will not occur overnight. Hence, a premium is placed on those energy
resources that can be utilized by the present system.

Nowhere is this more apparent than with oil. China’s oil refineries tend to
be old and relatively simple. When gasoline demand is low, simplicity is not
a problem since many of the heavier oil products can be produced in local
refineries. However, in recent years, there has been a large increase in the
sale of passenger cars and thus in the consumption of gasoline. To meet this
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growing demand, China has three choices: import gasoline, build new
refineries to maximize gasoline production, or purchase light crudes that
will result in greater gasoline yields from older refineries.

China would rather not import more gasoline. It is pursuing joint ventures
with Middle Eastern state oil companies to build several new refineries in
China; despite this increased capacity, Chinese demand for gasoline may
quickly outstrip these additions. Thus, access to light crude oil becomes
extremely valuable (crudes with lighter viscosities are easier to refine into
products such as gasoline, and aviation and diesel fuel). Unfortunately, the
availability of light crude as compared to heavy crude is declining, and this
trend is forecast to continue. The exceptions are the new discoveries in Africa,
especially in the Gulf of Guinea and off the southern African coast, where
most of the oil has been light. Oil from places such as Angola and Nigeria is
becoming increasingly valuable in today’s market, and China is willing to go
to great lengths to access it.

Furthermore, there are few areas in the world in which there are high prob-
abilities of significant new oil and gas discoveries. Angola, Libya, Nigeria, and
the Sudan are four exceptions. Obtaining a favored status within each of these
countries could prove to be very valuable. Therefore, it is not surprising that
China has aggressively pursued the Sudan and Angola and is attempting to
gain entry into Nigeria. The one exception has been Libya, where China’s
involvement to date has been limited to bidding for one or two production-
sharing agreements. Oil from Libya would have to be taken out through the
Mediterranean Sea, which lies within the European sphere of influence. In
addition, China does not have the same levers in dealing with Libyan strong-
man Muammar el-Qadaffi as it has in countries that are strapped for capital
and investment. In fact, Libya employs a transparent bidding process for new
oil and gas licenses, which does not favor China. Hence, if security of supply
is a national priority, Libyan oil is probably less valuable than supplies from
the Sudan or Angola or even Mauritania or Kenya.12

Nigeria presents a different set of problems. China and Nigeria have signed
multiple trade agreements. Their presidents have exchanged visits, and both
have committed to building close economic ties between the two countries.
Nigeria sits on significant reserves of light crude oil and forecasts a doubling
of production by 2025.13 China would like to capture a portion of this addi-
tional oil, and Nigeria is eager to sell it. However, continued attacks by mili-
tant insurgents have delayed investments and have forced Nigeria to cut back
its existing production. Nigeria had no incremental oil to sell in 2007 and in
fact has had to reduce existing sales to China. In January 2006, CNOOC

China’s Oil Strategies in Africa 115

06-7561-4 ch6.qxd  9/16/08  4:16 PM  Page 115



agreed to pay $2.27 billion for a 45 percent working interest in a portion of the
undeveloped Akpo field. The Nigerian National Petroleum Company would
own 50 percent of this concession.14 In 2008, it was uncertain whether the pro-
jected dates for production start-up would be met.

Why Is China Interested in Africa? 

There is a view in the West that China is an insular country that has tradi-
tionally embraced a posture of isolationism. This view stems largely from
images of China from the nineteenth century and the first half of the twenti-
eth century. However, on a longer time scale, China can be seen as one of the
greatest trading nations in the world. The Mongol Empire stretched halfway
around the globe, and the Silk Road was one of the great trading routes. In the
early fifteenth century, Emperor Zhu Di ordered the construction of what
might have been the most impressive shipping fleet in the world. Commanded
by Zheng He, Chinese ships reached Africa and established trading posts on
the continent, decades before the Portuguese.15 For much of the last millen-
nium China was a major global trader.

Kirby declares that “a defining characteristic of modern China is its incor-
poration into the global system.”16 After the decade of the Cultural Revolution,
during which China turned inward, it aggressively sought to expand its eco-
nomic reach beyond its borders. Western countries have found China’s entry
into the world economy disconcerting, if not threatening. This reaction is mag-
nified when China pursues strategies and arrangements different from those
followed by Western governments and corporations. Nowhere has this been
truer than in China’s efforts to obtain access to raw materials—especially oil.

In the eighteenth century, Africa was part of the huge European colonial
empire in which countries were divided up and exploited for their potential
mineral wealth. Even after the end of colonialism in the 1960s, there was lit-
tle competition from non-European foreign countries. This is no longer the
case. Beginning in the late 1980s, Chinese firms and state-owned enterprises
have spread throughout the African continent. To a lesser degree this is also
true of companies from Malaysia, Japan, and India. Furthermore, the United
States, which did not have a large presence in the nineteenth century, is now
the dominant foreign power on the continent.

African governments now look at foreign investments as a net benefit to
their economies. The image of the exploitive foreign power ravaging their
resources has been tempered. President Festus Mogae of Botswana made the
point that all African countries have benefited from China’s investments,
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which bid up the prices of raw materials, providing African countries with
more revenue to invest in national priorities.17 China has been instrumental
in funding infrastructural development, including 6,000 kilometers of road,
3,000 kilometers of railroad, and 8 electric power plants.18 The Chinese are
welcome not only because they provide up-front capital for needed projects,
but they also serve as a balance to European and United States interests. Host
countries are no longer exclusively reliant on Western interests and are in a
stronger position from which to negotiate the conditions for new investments.

As Downs points out, the value of Chinese oil companies’ investments in
Africa is just 8 percent of the combined commercial value of the private multi-
national investments.19 This figure will increase as oil from the Angolan and
Nigerian fields begins to flow. In fact, over the next two decades, China will
likely purchase more oil from African state oil companies than it produces
from its own concessions. However, under almost any scenario, Chinese com-
panies will be some of several major oil-producing companies operating in
Africa and will not have control over a significant portion of the continent’s
oil production.

To understand what motivates China’s participation in Africa, it is useful to
look at its activities in two countries: Angola and the Sudan. Despite the rhet-
oric in foreign newspapers, there are many subtle and important differences
regarding how those relationships have evolved. However, in both cases, China
has used two instruments to leverage its influence: a promise of greater trade
across a wider range of investments other than oil, and access to cheap capi-
tal through its unregulated and government-controlled financial institutions.

Angola 

The history of Angola is one of intrigue, corruption, and exploitation on a
massive scale. Portugal established two settlements in the sixteenth and early
seventeenth centuries and used them to facilitate one of the largest slave-
trading enterprises in history, transporting over 3 million slaves to work large
farming plantations in Brazil. In the nineteenth century, Angola’s coastal set-
tlements, especially Luanda, were major shipping ports, exporting cotton,
bananas, and coffee, as well as minerals from what is now Angola, Congo
(Brazzaville), and Zambia.

Fighting between non-Portuguese Angolans and the colonial government
in Lisbon broke out in April 1966 and raged for nine years before independ-
ence was granted in 1975. Peace was short lived as civil war broke out between
the Movement for the Liberation of Angola (MPLA) and the National Union
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for the Total Independence of Angola (UNITA). The former was heavily sup-
ported by the Russian and Cuban governments. In the late 1970s, approxi-
mately 37,000 Cuban “technical assistants” were sent to assist the MPLA.
UNITA was supported by the United States, South Africa, and, for a period of
time, China. To complicate matters, UNITA obtained money to buy arms
through both illicit aid from the United States and by transporting diamonds,
while the MLPA bought its arms through the revenue from its Cabinda oil-
fields, operated primarily by U.S. multinationals. To an extent, the United
States, either directly or indirectly, provided both sides with the financial capa-
bility to wage the civil war, resulting in thousands of casualties. It is important
to put this chapter in Angola’s history into perspective as the world expresses
outrage over China’s recent activities in the Sudan.

The civil war waxed and waned over three decades before UNITA leader
Jonas Savimbi died and a final settlement was reached in 2002. The MLPA
agreed to give UNITA followers blanket amnesty and to allow them full rights
to participate in the government.20

Western multinationals have had a presence in Angola for over forty years.
However, until the 1990s, total production remained small, and the oil com-
panies were primarily located in enclaves. The largest of these enclaves was in
Cabinda, which is territorially separated from Angola proper by a small sliver
of the Democratic Republic of the Congo.

In 1986, Angola’s oil production was about 280,000 bbl/d, but by 2005
daily production had risen to 1.25 million barrels; daily production is pre-
dicted to exceed 2 million by the end of 2008 and 2.6 million by the end of
2011.21 Proven oil reserves have tripled in the last seven years. By 2007, Angola
was the second-largest oil producer in sub-Saharan Africa, behind Nigeria,
and in January 2007, it became the twelfth member of OPEC.22

The oil and gas sectors account for 40 percent of Angola’s GDP and have
attracted many of the world’s largest multinational corporations. Exxon
Mobil, BP, Eni, Agip, Total, and Chevron all have major investments in Angola,
and all have historical relationships with the government of Jose Eduardo dos
Santos, president since 1979. Angola’s role in the world’s oil market is signif-
icant since there are few countries in which oil reserve estimates are increas-
ing rapidly and that produce light oil. Most oil companies understand the
value of forging a relationship with the Angolan government and gaining
access to its growing supply of crude. The competition is intense.

China’s task was daunting. It had to create a relationship with a govern-
ment that it had actively opposed, at least through the end of the Cold War.
Between 1990 and 2004, China’s involvement in Angola consisted of little
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more than isolated technical assistance projects, primarily focused on agri-
culture. Yet, two years later, Angola supplied 47 percent of the oil that China
bought from African countries or about 15 percent of China’s total imports.23

In addition, Angola has become China’s second-largest African trading part-
ner. How did this situation turn around so rapidly?

When its civil war ended, Angola’s infrastructure lay in ruins. The govern-
ment’s financial resources had been poured into the war instead of being
directed toward its transportation, power, and economic infrastructure. The
country needed capital, and the only feasible option was to appeal to the
International Monetary Fund (IMF), which agreed to provide a substantial
loan, conditioned on Angola committing to both transparency reforms and
to the IMF stabilization program, aimed at reducing inflation as opposed to
increasing capital expenditures. The IMF was particularly concerned that oil
revenues were being siphoned away and were not being adequately used to
support the country’s social needs. According to the IMF, over $8.5 billion in
public money was unaccounted for between 1997 and 2001.24 It demanded
that Angola open its books so that the financial records of Sonangol, the coun-
try’s national oil company, could be compared with actual oil revenues, treas-
ury transactions, and deposits in the national bank. Since Angola ranked near
the bottom of Transparency International’s Corruption Perceptions Index,
this was not seen as an unreasonable request by most neutral observers.
Angola, though, was reluctant to make such reforms, but it saw no alternative
since it was desperate for capital to renovate its infrastructure. Enter China.

In 2004, Angola suddenly broke off negotiations with the IMF, character-
izing its conditions as “humiliating” and announced that China’s Eximbank
had agreed to give Angola a $2 billion line of credit to be repaid over twelve
years with an interest rate based on the London Inter-Bank Offered Rate
(LIBOR) plus 1.5 percent. Starting in year 5, Angola agreed to repay the loan
by setting aside approximately 15,000 bbl/d. This figure would increase to
40,000 bbl/d until the loan was repaid. The Chinese pay market price for the
oil, the funds go into an escrow account from which the annual debt repay-
ments are made to the China Eximbank, and the remainder goes to the gov-
ernment of Angola. The loan has to be used for infrastructural projects,
including roads, low-income housing, and an upgrade to Angola’s railroad.
Not surprising, all of these infrastructural concessions as of mid-2007 have
been awarded to Chinese companies.25

This arrangement is basically a forward contract with the payments back-
loaded into the later years. China provides money in year one and receives
substantial oil supplies in the future.
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These negotiations occurred simultaneously with the discussions around
the sale of Shell’s oil share (50 percent) of Block 18, a major offshore conces-
sion. Shell proposed that it be allowed to sell its share to ONCC Videsh, one
of India’s state-owned companies. Allegedly, the Indian firm offered $620 mil-
lion for a 50 percent stake in the field that was scheduled to produce 240,000
bbl/d by 2007.26 In addition, India offered $200 million to rebuild Angola’s
railroad. The Angolan government, through Sonangol, exercised its preferen-
tial rights under the operating agreement to match the offer. Sonangol then
sold the concession to a consortium of Sinopec (75 percent) and Sonangol
(25 percent). This new consortium went by the name Sinopec-Sonangol Inter-
national (SSI).

The connection between the $2 billion line of credit and the sale of the
50 percent share of Block 18 is not explicit, but there is a strong suggestion that
they were directly linked. The coincidence is too great.

SSI gained a second concession in October 2004, when the Angolan gov-
ernment decided not to renew Total’s share of the oil concession for Block 
3-80, which, at the time, was producing 80,000 bbl/d. To make the concession
more attractive, the government also included several additional medium-
size fields.

In 2006, Angola put up for sale several deepwater blocks. The response
was unprecedented. Over $3 billion was bid in up-front fees or signature
bonuses. An analyst at Wood Mackenzie in Scotland claimed that these bids
were the “highest ever offered for exploration acreage anywhere in the
world.”27 Sinopec and Sonangol together bid a total of $2.2 billion for three
tracts, in contrast to bids that were twenty times lower from Exxon Mobil and
BP for the same tracts. In the end, SSI was awarded 60 percent of Block 18-06
(operated by the Brazilian national oil company Petrobras), 67.8 percent of
Block 17-06 (operated by the French company Total), and 35 percent of Block
15 (operated by the Italian firm Eni).

During this same period, Angola tried to persuade Sinopec to build a
240,000 bbl/d refinery in Lobito. However, these negotiations collapsed over
differences about the target market. Sinopec wanted most of the oil products
to go to China, and Angola wanted the products to be sold in Africa.28 Sinopec
claimed that under the conditions sought by the Angolan government, the
refinery was not likely to be profitable. Furthermore, China would much
rather import crude and build refineries in China than build them in Angola
and import product.

In June 2006, Chinese Prime Minister Wen Jiabao visited Luanda. While in
Angola, he announced an additional $2 billion line of credit as a supplement

120 henry lee and dan shalmon

06-7561-4 ch6.qxd  9/16/08  4:16 PM  Page 120



to the existing loans. Additional loans have been made by international banks
in partnership with Chinese banks.29 Most of these take the form of traditional
project finance loans and are given to Sonangol for projects related to offshore
oil production. These have been offered at commercial rates, and Unipec—the
trading subsidiary of Sinopec—is designated to receive the oil set aside to pay
back these loans.

Are China’s Efforts in Angola Sustainable? 

Angola’s goal has been to sell its oil in the ground, using the funds for domes-
tic improvements, and, if possible, find financial organizations willing to secu-
ritize a small portion of its future oil revenues. Under this arrangement,
Angola obtains the capital to rebuild its infrastructure, and the lenders obtain
a future flow of high-quality oil, which they can consume or sell. This arrange-
ment is not substantially different from the project finance loans supplied by
European banks to Sonangol.30 To guarantee all of the loans from Chinese
banks, Sonangol has agreed to set aside more than 80,000 bbl/d.31 This figure
will increase to 120,000 bbl/d over the next 10 years. Given that Angola’s
oil production is forecast to exceed 2 million bbl/d, commitments of
80,000–120,000 bbl/d (4–6 percent of total production) do not seem an
unreasonable “amortization” payment schedule from Angola’s perspective,
especially when its present need for capital is so pressing.

While there is enormous uncertainty surrounding the numbers, China is
“buying” about 80,000 bbl/d of light crude oil through loans to the govern-
ment, which was about 10 percent of its total purchases in 2006. Equity oil (oil
to which Sinopec has ownership rights) will increase, if the 2006 offshore
concessions prove to be as productive as forecast, but they will not come on-
line for a few years. Furthermore, as China’s demand for oil continues to grow,
the proportions of oil that China will obtain from forward sales, equity oil,
and direct sales will not appreciably change. The last will continue to account
for a majority of China’s imports from Angola.

Is China gaining competitive advantages through its arrangements with the
Angolan government? This depends on whether the available data are correct.
There is always the chance that the public numbers are not accurate, especially
when one is examining a series of arrangements between a government that
repudiates transparency and several state-owned enterprises that rarely report
the particulars of their financial transactions. But if the public numbers are
correct, Sinopec and China have successfully used their ability to offer signif-
icant amounts of low-interest financial credit to gain access to moderate
amounts of Angolan oil. This is not the first time this has been done, and, in
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fact, British and French interests are doing the same through their large com-
mercial banks. Without providing financial assistance to the government,
China would probably not have been able to receive either the Block 18 con-
cession or a percentage of Total’s concession. Therefore, by offering credit,
China has been able to secure a flow of Angolan oil for at least the next decade.

Unlike in the Sudan, China does not have a dominant position in the
Angolan oil production market, and it is unlikely to seek or be granted such
a position. Western companies continue to be well represented. From Angola’s
perspective, China’s involvement only creates greater competition, increasing
its power to leverage higher prices and gain greater access to cheap credit.

There are, however, several problems that may become more troublesome
in the future. First, Sinopec does not have the significant technical knowledge
required for construction and production operations in deep water. Therefore
it relies on other partners to operate the concessions in which it participates.
BP operates Block 18, and Petrobras, Total, and Eni operate the other off-
shore concessions in which Sinopec has a majority interest. One might argue
that one of the indirect benefits of China’s investment in oil properties is the
opportunity to gain experience in deepwater production technologies.

Second, China is reluctant to hire local workers, both for management and
for unskilled jobs. Therefore most of the people who work in Chinese enter-
prises in Angola, as well as in other parts of Africa, are Chinese nationals.
They live in their own enclaves, do not learn the local language, go to Chinese
schools, and stand apart from the native population. The Chinese defend
these practices by arguing that they allow them to ensure discipline within
their labor force, increase productivity through better communication,
improve morale within the workforce, and ensure quality control. It is not sur-
prising that these practices also lead to resentment in the local populations,
as witnessed by the demonstrations against the Chinese in Zambia and
Namibia.32 It is ironic that China, a country insistent on local content require-
ments and the hiring of local labor in contracts with foreign firms doing busi-
ness in China, ignores this issue outside of its borders.

Bolon contrasts these hiring practices with those of Chevron, which
employs 2,500 Angolans—88 percent of the company’s workforce.33 Chevron
has also aggressively provided assistance to enhance local school systems, reach-
ing more than 8,500 students. Finally, it has worked closely with health author-
ities to reduce the spread of HIV in the country. Total has an equally impressive
record of building local capacity to construct and operate its Angolan facilities.
These agendas are very different from that of the Chinese, and while they may
not significantly change the views of the central government, they certainly are
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enhancing the image of Chevron and Total at the local level. Whether China’s
current hiring practices will be sustainable in Angola and other regions of
Africa is an open question.

Third, many experts believe China is overpaying for its access to oil. Per-
haps such high payments are required to knock down the barriers to entry,
and perhaps they buy security benefits sufficient to make the high prices rea-
sonable. To some extent, Japan pursued a similar strategy after the 1973
embargo, arguing that cost premiums served the role of insurance. This
rationale seemed logical at the time, but eventually the cost of those premi-
ums became a fiscal drain. When Japan entered its prolonged recession in the
1990s, it decided to pay less and avoid redundant or overpriced contracts.

As China moves away from its quest to lock up a flow of imported oil to
fuel its growing demand and trusts the marketplace, it is likely to follow in
Japan’s footsteps. Given China’s continual struggles with its domestic fiscal
policies and its growing confidence in its state oil companies, at some point
its leaders will decide that they can effectively compete in the international
marketplace with Western countries without paying above-market prices for
access to oil supplies.

Fourth, Western governments have accused the Chinese of undercutting
their efforts to force the Angolan government to institute reforms, specifically
those related to transparency. Angola continues to rank among the most cor-
rupt countries in the world. An implication is that this corruption is divert-
ing massive amounts of money from the people to the pockets of a select few
Angolans.34 China’s intervention—and subsequent alternative to the IMF’s
2004 loan—is seen as undercutting the West’s efforts to reform the dos San-
tos government. In addition, U.S. firms must abide by the Foreign Corrupt
Practices Act whereas Chinese firms face no similar constraints. Some believe
that in ignoring transparency concerns, China gains a significant competitive
advantage in a jurisdiction with a perceived high level of corruption.

Finally, there is a fear that Chinese initiatives in countries, such as Angola,
will undermine efforts by multilateral organizations, such as the IMF and
World Bank, to promote collective efforts throughout the region.35 This crit-
icism is probably less valid since there are many other issues inhibiting African
collective initiatives. However, if it had a choice, China would clearly prefer to
continue to pursue deals in the context of bilateral, as opposed to multilateral,
arrangements.

Are Chinese investments and trade arrangements undermining Western
efforts to promote progressive leadership throughout sub-Saharan Africa? For
the answer to be clearly “yes,” one would have to believe that if the Chinese had
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not offered the 2004 loan, the IMF would have been successful in persuading
the dos Santos government to accept Western transparency requirements and
that the Angolan government would have aggressively enforced those require-
ments. One would also have to conclude that despite its enormous growth in
oil production, Angola would have been solely dependent on the IMF, or
other multilateral banks, for debt relief and capital. That Angola has raised
capital from European banks, as well as from Chinese banks (and more
recently Indian institutions), suggests that access to capital might not have
been as restrictive an obstacle going forward. If this is the case, Angola’s
unwillingness to make the reforms sought by the IMF might not have appre-
ciably changed. Furthermore, in 2003 and 2004, the IMF was insisting that
Angola delay the rebuilding of its public infrastructure until its fiscal condi-
tion improved and its currency inflation reduced. It is not self-evident that this
course of action would have been superior to a strategy of investing up front
in its energy, transportation, and communications infrastructure through
obligating a small portion if its future oil revenues.

Have China’s actions in Angola made reform efforts more difficult? At the
margin, they probably have, but placed in the governance context of Angola
in 2008, it is difficult to conclude that Chinese actions determine Angola’s
position on governance reforms. Furthermore, Sinopec’s (and China’s) influ-
ence in Angola is tempered by the reality that it is one of a number of oil com-
panies doing business there. Angola has been very careful to sustain
relationships with many companies, gaining bargaining leverage through
maintaining a portfolio of investors.

The Sudan

While China is criticized in some circles for its activities in Angola, it is its con-
duct in the Sudan that has garnered the most attention and provoked the
greatest controversy. Like Angola, the Sudan’s oil reserve estimates are grow-
ing significantly; many areas remain unexplored. But unlike in Angola, CNPC,
the Chinese oil company in the Sudan, faces very little competition from
Western multinationals, which left the country because of the West’s unwill-
ingness to abide by the conduct of the government in Khartoum. The Sudan
represents a unique opportunity to gain secure access to significant amounts
of oil—particularly equity oil. Yet, those benefits have come with a high price
tag in terms of international opinion and may not prove to be as beneficial in
the long run as the Chinese believed at the time that they made their initial
commitments.
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As much as 52 percent of China’s equity oil came from the Sudan in 2005.36

While the Sudan is clearly of major importance to China, the reverse is also
true. China is of critical importance to the Sudan, since more than half of its
exports go to China.37 The number of Chinese workers in the Sudan has
tripled since the early 1990s and reached 24,000 in 2006.38 Chinese non-oil
investments are significant and include a major hydroelectric facility, a new
airport in Khartoum, and several textile plants. China also operates the vast
bulk of the Sudan’s oil production and has a 50 percent stake in the nation’s
only major refinery in Khartoum.

To understand the factors that induced China to make these commitments,
it is helpful to put them in a historical context. Chevron USA began explor-
ing for oil in 1974 in the Muglad Basin. But when civil war broke out for the
second time in the mid 1980s, Chevron abandoned more than $1 billion of
private investments and sold its interests to a Canadian firm, which formed
the Greater Nile Petroleum Operating Company (GNPOC). In 1997, GNPOC
sold a 40 percent share to China’s largest oil company, CNPC. The goal of the
newly formed company was to develop the Sudan’s oilfields in the south-cen-
tral part of the country and build a 1,500-kilometer (about 930-mile) pipeline
to a coastal port facility at Marsa al-Bashair, near Port Sudan.39

Despite the fact that oil was first discovered in the early 1970s, it was not
until 1999 that the Sudan actually exported a barrel of oil. Thus, when China
initiated its negotiations with the Sudan, its petroleum resources were unde-
veloped and most of its territory was unexplored. It was one of the few areas
in the world that geologists felt might still hold large unexploited resources.
While proven reserves still remain low, some geologists estimate that invest-
ment in exploration and development could allow the Sudan to produce more
than 600,000 bbl/d in the near future.40

Hence from China’s perspective, the Sudan had enormous upside poten-
tial. Furthermore, U.S. and European companies had left the region, ensuring
virtually no competition for access to the country’s oil resources.

By 1997, the Sudan was in desperate financial straits. Its debt was 250 per-
cent of GDP, interest payments were $4.5 million a day, and each day the civil
war was draining another $1 million from its treasury. Rural areas were dev-
astated, undermining the Sudan’s agricultural economy. GDP was in a free fall.
The only escape from this financial death spiral was to increase oil revenues.
Western companies had left, and China was the only country prepared to fill
this vacuum. The Sudan agreed to sell (or arranged to sell) oil concessions to
China on generous terms. For example, there are no restrictions on profit
reparations, and the Sudanese government exempts CNPC from all domestic
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taxes on exported oil (although CNPC does pay royalties). In addition, the
concession acreage is significantly larger than that awarded to other countries.
Thus, from a purely commercial basis, investments in the Sudan were almost
too good to refuse, especially given China’s perception that most other pro-
ducing regions were tied to U.S., European, or Japanese interests, and might
be less receptive to Chinese overtures.

The Sudan has been wracked by civil wars since the 1950s. While there are
multiple factions, the basic split has been between the South, which is pri-
marily Christian with close cultural links to its African heritage, and the
much more populous North, which embraces a traditional Islamic culture.
Northern factions have controlled the government for the last half century.
In 1989, Colonel Omar Hassan al-Bashir, backed by the National Islamist
Front, overthrew the elected government and escalated military actions
against the Sudan People’s Liberation Army/Movement (SPLA/M) in the
South. By the time the civil war ended, more than 2 million people had died
and 4 million were displaced.

Oil and the North-South Civil War 

While a campaign to convert the southern population to Islam was the pub-
lic issue that split the two sides (in the 1970s, the national government initi-
ated an effort to convert all Sudanese to Islam), oil played a significant, if not
dominant, role. The Sudan’s oil reserves are located in the South and central
parts of the country, primarily in Unity and Abyei provinces, which are close
to the border with the northern part of the Sudan. Initially all oil revenues
went to the autonomous southern government, but this was during a period
in which reserve estimates were quite small. When it became clear that the
Sudan might be sitting on major supplies, the North reasserted control. It
created a new province—Benitiu—that primarily consisted of the existing
oilfields. Concerned about security of supply, the Sudanese government
decided to locate the country’s only refinery near Khartoum, over 1,000 kilo-
meters away, and build a pipeline from the oilfields to the refinery. This invest-
ment allowed the North to control the oil revenues, a portion of which was
captured by the government and used to fund the army and various militia
groups. China supplied the technical expertise and helped to make the finan-
cial investments to develop these reserves. It also provided the workers to
expand, construct, and operate the oilfields, pipeline, and refinery. In other
words, China agreed to serve as a total turnkey contractor.

Given that oil revenues were essential to the North’s ability to fight the war,
rebel forces from the South targeted the oil facilities. In turn, the government
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spent considerable resources defending the infrastructure. China was caught
in a difficult position: with thousands of its citizens at risk, it was under pres-
sure to protect its workers and the facilities that they had built. China had
three choices: withdraw from the Sudan and leave its investments behind,
send security personnel to protect its managers and workers, or provide tech-
nical assistance and equipment to the Sudanese army so that it could protect
the Chinese workers. While the details remain sketchy, it is clear that the Chi-
nese chose some combination of the second and third options.41 Although
there is no hard evidence that Chinese troops were ever present in the Sudan,
from the perspective of the rebel forces in the South, the Chinese had clearly
sided with the North and the military government in Khartoum.

After years of bitter fighting, the two sides finally signed the Comprehen-
sive Peace Agreement (CPA) in 2005. Under its terms, the South is well into a
six-year period of autonomous self-rule, which will be followed by a vote
scheduled for 2011 on whether or not to secede from the Sudan.42

In the interim period, the two sides agreed to honor all existing contracts
and share the net revenue from oil resources located in southern Sudan.43 A
National Petroleum Commission (NPC) was established, with its membership
divided between the North and the South. Three nonpermanent members
from oil-producing provinces were added. Thus, control of the NPC board
will depend in part on whether those provinces are determined to be located
in the North or the South. Since the NPC approves all new oil contracts, this
determination is critically important.

To set the stage for the 2011 secession vote, the CPA established several tri-
bunals to demarcate borders between the provinces, especially the disputed
areas separating southern Sudan from the North. A particular source of con-
troversy is the future of Abyei, an area along the North-South border that
also lies near Unity province. Unity and Abyei together contain a substantial
portion of the Sudan’s known oil reserves.

There are several issues bearing on the future of this region that remain out-
standing. First, under the CPA, the citizens of Abyei can vote on whether they
would like to be affiliated with the North or the South. Second, the government
of the Sudan has refused to accept the border delineations promulgated by the
Abyei Boundary Commission (ABC) on the grounds that the commission did
not protect the rights of the Misseriya Arabs, some of whom live in the lands
that would fall within the jurisdiction of the South.44 Finally, the ABC placed
the Heglig oilfields, previously considered to be in Unity, in Abyei. In other
words, not only is the future of Abyei in play, but also its boundaries are chang-
ing in such a way that the economic stakes are much higher.
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Douglas Johnson, chairman of the ABC, stated that the issue surrounding
the future of Abyei is “who will own the oil.”45 In the fall of 2007, both Vice
President Salva Kiir Mayardit and President al-Bashir ratcheted up their rhet-
oric on the future of Abyei, and military forces positioned themselves closer
to the oilfields.46

In October 2007, the South recalled all its ministers, deputies, and advis-
ers because the North had not fulfilled its obligations under the CPA. Specif-
ically, the North continued to allocate only half of the oil monies that the
South claimed was owed to it, refused to withdraw its troops north of the bor-
der, and reshuffled the ministries without consulting the South.47 In Decem-
ber 2007, President al-Bashir negotiated a settlement, giving the South more
representation in the cabinet and, at least temporarily, persuaded the south-
ern officials to return to the government. In May 2008, fighting broke out
between Northern and Southern troops in Abyei. While peace was temporar-
ily restored, the relationship between the Southern and Northern govern-
ments continued to deteriorate.

Whether a new civil war will eventually erupt over the issue of oil is uncer-
tain. Despite South Sudan President Kiir’s efforts to dampen cross-border ten-
sions, unless the two sides are able to negotiate their differences and begin to
develop a greater sense of trust, the potential for renewed civil war will remain,
leaving the Chinese and their investments in an uncomfortable position.48

Darfur 

While the threat of civil war looms on the horizon, it is the conflict in Darfur
that has drawn the attention of the world community. It has also placed
China’s relationship with the Khartoum government in the crosshairs of
human rights groups.

At first glance, one might question how Darfur is linked to China’s oil
investments since no one has discovered significant amounts of oil in Darfur,
nor are Chinese advisors active in the region. However, the janjaweed militias
are heavily funded and supported by the Khartoum government, which in
turn is heavily funded and supported by Chinese state corporations.

In 2006, a series of UN investigators found that a majority of the small
arms used in Darfur were manufactured by the Chinese, despite an interna-
tional ban on arms sales in the region. In addition, Amnesty International
reported that China provided hundreds of military trucks to the Sudan and
that those showed up in the possession of Arab militias.49

China’s response was that many countries sell arms and that most of the
equipment and arms cited in the UN’s report were sold to the Khartoum gov-
ernment during the North-South civil war. How they ended up in the hands
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of the Darfur militia groups was outside China’s control. It further asserted
that the arms embargo did not restrict sales to Khartoum; it banned the trans-
fer of weapons into Darfur itself.

These arguments may be technically correct, but they do little to blunt the
searing images of the massacre of women and children with Chinese weapons.
China emphasizes that it does not get involved in a country’s domestic poli-
tics and that it does not judge the conduct of other governments. Its involve-
ment is always purely commercial. Thus, for several years it refused to support
UN resolutions calling for the deployment of a peacekeeping force in Darfur
because the Sudanese government was “not ready to accept peacekeepers on
its soil.”50 This argument is not convincing to most observers. They point out
that if China left the Sudan, the Sudanese government would lose its princi-
pal source of revenue.

Since at least the fall of 2006, China’s posture has changed significantly.
Using the three-phase plan for deployment outlined by then UN Secretary-
General Kofi Annan and endorsed by both the high-level dialogue in Addis
Ababa and the African Union (AU) Peace and Security Council’s summit in
Abuja, Nigeria, China began to lobby al-Bashir to accept the plan and adopt
measures to relieve the crisis. In February 2007, President Hu Jintao visited the
Sudan and enunciated five principles: respecting the Sudan’s sovereignty,
insisting on dialogue and consultation on an equal basis, allowing the AU
and UN to play a constructive role in peacekeeping, promoting stability in the
region, and improving the living conditions of local people.51

In 2007, China’s ambassador to the Sudan expressed the hope that the
Sudan would “show more flexibility to improve the situation in Darfur.”52 In
April 2007, Khartoum accepted a significant portion of the Annan plan, and,
in May, the Chinese government appointed a special representative for African
affairs, whose near-term mandate is the Darfur issue.

In June 2007, Qiushi, the magazine of the Chinese Communist Party, stated,
“Efforts made by China on the Darfur issue reflect the distinctive features of
China’s diplomacy in advancing with the times. China has always advocated
the proper handling of relevant conflicts by political means through dialogue
and consultation. Only through dialogue and consultation among the parties
and respect for an accommodation of reasonable concerns can differences be
reconciled and the directions of joint efforts be identified. China has prodded
the Sudanese government to adhere to the broad direction of Annan’s plan.”53

The statement ended with the following words, “China’s policy [in the
Sudan] is characterized by its policy of non-interference in each other’s inter-
nal affairs and non-attachment of any conditions.”54 Yet it is clear that China
did modify its prior position and has prodded the Sudanese government to
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amend its position on the Darfur issue. As Andrew Natsios, former U.S. spe-
cial envoy to the Sudan, said in his testimony to the Senate Foreign Relations
Committee: “We have evidence at this point that the Chinese are now taking
a more aggressive role than in the past. . . . I think the Chinese actually may
be the critical factor that led to the Sudanese reversing their position on the
Kofi Annan plan. . . . If every country behaved the way we [the United States]
did, I am not sure we could always get done what we need to get done. Some-
times more subtle approaches need to supplement what we are doing. And my
sense is that the Chinese are taking a more subtle approach and that is really
affecting the behavior of the Sudanese government.”55

Did world criticism of its prior position and the threat of a boycotted
Olympics cause China to change its policies? The answer will probably never
be known since China contends that its policy of noninterference remains. But
clearly China’s willingness aggressively to push the Sudanese government was
far greater in late 2006 and in 2007 than in earlier periods. By the spring of
2007, the differences between China and the West on the Darfur question
were tactical, not strategic or substantive.56

Our conclusion is that China’s interpretation of its noninterference doc-
trine is changing to fit its status as a superpower. A complete “hands-off”
strategy is unsustainable, conceptually and practically. Yet, it would be equally
unrealistic to expect China to substitute public and dogmatic tactics for the
more subtle and private style of diplomacy. The former is often pursued to
appeal to audiences back home. China’s need to appease domestic interests or
opposing political interests on the home front remains weak, and thus its
audience is often governments in other developing countries with whom
China is building diplomatic and trade relations.

Remaining North-South Tensions 

Will China be willing to use its powers of persuasion to influence the actions
of the Sudanese government to reduce the prospect of a renewed North-South
civil war? In this case, China’s energy investments could be directly affected.
Moreover, China has put billions of dollars into the Sudan with the expecta-
tion that over the next two decades it will reap tangible economic benefits: a
continuing flow of imported oil, mineral rights, and commercial returns on
its infrastructural projects. A new civil war would put all of these at risk. Yet,
these same investments limit China’s flexibility to change course without pay-
ing a very high economic penalty.

When asked about this predicament, Ambassador Liu Guijin, China’s spe-
cial representative for Africa, said, “As with any investor, in any country, it is
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logical that the investor hopes to have a more stable and more peaceful situ-
ation.”57 Unfortunately, “hope” by itself is unlikely to be sufficient to head off
a new conflict, and China’s diplomatic skills are sure to be tested.

In the longer term, China’s experience in the Sudan exposes the risk of
overinvesting in states characterized by autocratic rule and civil instability.
Inevitably, such rulers will be challenged, either by external or internal sources.
More often than not, the government will eventually fall since it rests on the
shoulders of a small clique. Partnerships forged with the old regime will no
longer be favored by the new one, and what looked like a beneficial relation-
ship could quickly become unsustainable.

Furthermore, countries that lack stable institutions, predictable processes
of governance, and popular support are subject to more volatile economic
cycles, greater civil unrest, and the continual threat of hostilities, either from
internal or external sources. Such an environment does not augur well for
either sustainable investments or strategic partnerships.

China has used all of its diplomatic skills to persuade the Sudanese gov-
ernment to accept a peacekeeping force in Darfur. Even with this success,
China has not recovered the credibility and trust of much of the world com-
munity, which continues to criticize it for having been slow to pressure the
Sudanese government. Whether this criticism is fair or deserved is another
question. There is no doubt that it exists and that China has paid and will con-
tinue to pay a price in the currency of popular opinion.

The threat of a renewed civil war between the North and South may not
grip the world’s collective attention in the same way as genocide in Darfur, but
it directly threatens the future of China’s oil investments. Furthermore, the
issues that divide the stakeholders are even more complex and intractable
than those in Darfur.

China realizes that it is in a vulnerable position and has begun to mend its
relations with the South Sudanese government. It has aggressively sought to
invest in new businesses and in 2007 and 2008 was constructing buildings
throughout Juba, the capital of southern Sudan. The perception in many cir-
cles within SPLA/M is that the United States may promise assistance and
investments, but the Chinese actually deliver; this is a far different attitude
than would have been found in the South two years ago. But what is more
interesting is that the Chinese are working with the Kenya Pipeline Corpora-
tion to explore the possibility of building a $1.4 billion pipeline connecting the
oilfields in Unity province with the port of Lamu in Kenya, which the Chinese
likewise hope to develop.58 At the moment, the only way to export oil from the
Sudan is through the port of Masra al Bashair in the North. Thus, if the South
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gained control of a portion of the oilfields, it would have to ship the oil to a
northern port, which could prove politically untenable. The Kenyan pipeline
is only in the discussion stage, but if pursued, it would significantly change the
dynamic of future oil negotiations.

While China’s actions with the SPLA/M may cause some consternation in
Khartoum, China is attempting to buy a political hedge to protect its invest-
ments and its future access to oil. Whether it will be successful, only time will
tell, but its ability to adjust its diplomatic and economic strategy and to do so
quickly and effectively is impressive.

China has made a major commitment to reach out to Africa and to develop
a long-term strategy to ensure a flow of oil to meet its growing demand for
energy. What has happened and what will happen over the next five years in
the Sudan will represent the most complex and difficult challenge to China’s
energy initiatives on the African continent. There is a danger that for all its
attractiveness as a source of oil, the Sudan may end up a political and eco-
nomic quagmire that will extract an uncomfortably high strategic price for
years to come.

Conclusion 

When China initially decided to make major investments in African energy
supplies, it did so with the hope of acquiring secure flows of oil. Equity oil (oil
owned by Chinese companies) would be the most secure. The early success in
the Sudan in acquiring such oil may have wetted the appetite of the Chinese
companies, but it has become clear that equity oil in the form of concessional
agreements granted to foreign oil companies are a rarity. In today’s market-
place, most oil is owned by the country in which it is found, and the closest a
nondomestic oil company can come to owning equity oil is either through
amortization payments in the form of oil, such as those arranged in Angola,
or oil from production-sharing agreements. Neither of these are technically
equity oil.

A portion of China’s limited supply of equity oil is sold on the international
market and not shipped to China. This is not surprising since the oil is tech-
nically owned by one of China’s state oil companies, which can either sell the
oil at international prices in the world market or sell it in China at prices that
are regulated by the government.

China’s enormous financial investments in the Sudan have proven to be
riskier and carry with them more negative political spillovers than China real-
ized when it made its initial commitments. Yet, while China’s investments in
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Africa may not have yielded all the benefits that their designers hoped, there
is no question that China has benefited overall. Most African governments see
China as a reliable partner and one that allows them to offset the influence of
the private multinational oil companies. The more players bidding for oil
concessions and other economic investments, the greater the leverage African
countries will have as they develop their resources and attempt to build their
economies.

China is a player in every oil-producing region on the African continent,
save Libya, and as its companies develop more technical expertise and become
more experienced in the nuances of the economic marketplace, their capac-
ity to compete for business will improve. Furthermore, China’s strategy of
aggressively offering economic investment packages and trade opportunities
is working, improving its ability to gain opportunities either to purchase addi-
tional oil supplies or to develop partnerships with state oil companies.

China’s oil industry has demonstrated that it can learn from its mistakes
and adjust rapidly. Unless there are major shifts in political and economic con-
ditions, China’s involvement in Africa’s oil development will be even greater
a decade from now. However, in almost every case it will not be a dominant
player. African governments will ensure that they, themselves, are the domi-
nant players.
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A new developmental model is in the process of being rolled out in
key African countries—Special Economic Zones (SEZs). They provide liber-
alized investment environments focused on strategic industries to attract for-
eign companies. The model of dedicated geographical zones where investing
companies enjoy preferential economic policies is by no means unique.
Numerous African governments have established or are establishing such
zones in their countries in an attempt to attract foreign direct investment
(FDI), especially in labor-intensive manufacturing industries. Kenya, Egypt,
and Mauritius are the most proactive on the continent in establishing
such zones.

What makes this new developmental model unique is that it has been ini-
tiated on the African continent by the government of the People’s Republic
of China (PRC). Rather than being initiators of this process, African govern-
ments are the recipients. China is carving out designated SEZs across the
continent. These zones are positioned to become Africa’s new economic
growth nodes.

Chinese-initiated SEZs in Africa require large amounts of investment in
infrastructure, both within the zones and linking them to ports and the
regional markets. If completed as envisioned, the infrastructural corridors
will provide the essential linkages between fragmented African markets and
will have a positive impact upon regional economic integration.

The Chinese SEZs originated at the Forum on China-Africa Cooperation
(FOCAC) summit held in Beijing in November 2006, which was attended by
over forty African heads of state. At this summit, the Chinese government
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made a number of commitments to the continent, including one to establish
three to five preferential trade and economic zones in Africa. These commit-
ments are to be met before the next FOCAC summit, to be hosted by the
Egyptian government in Cairo in November 2009.

The terms of these zones are being negotiated between Beijing and targeted
African governments that are willing to offer the required policy concessions
in order to receive committed Chinese investment. Decisions made in Beijing
and implemented by Chinese state-aligned firms in Africa will have a signif-
icant impact upon the growth trajectory of specific sub-Saharan African
countries and regions.

The SEZ Developmental Model 

After the political change and resultant dramatic shift in economic policy
that occurred in China in the late 1970s, the leadership of the Communist
Party of China created dedicated geographic zones on the eastern seaboard of
the country that would serve as experiments for market liberalization to
attract Chinese diaspora and foreign capital.

Four SEZs were introduced two years after the party’s Eleventh National
Congress in December 1978. The conference recognized the need for the
country to implement economic reform, promoting a market-led policy to
encourage higher levels of foreign capital, trade, technology, and growth in an
economy that had until then been insular and based on the premise of self-
sufficiency.

The new “open door policy” and the SEZs were mechanisms to open the
country’s economy gradually to the rest of the world. SEZs in Shenzhen, Zhuhai,
and Shantou in Guangdong Province and in Xiamen—including Xiamen
Island and Gulangyu Islet—in Fujian Province were announced in 1980.

A fifth zone in Hainan Province was created in 1988, after the passage of a
resolution to establish Hainan Province and Hainan SEZ. The Hainan SEZ
was the largest of the zones, including 6 cities and 13 counties with a total pop-
ulation of 7.4 million.1

Several other areas were targeted to attract foreign investment and joint
ventures. In 1984, fourteen coastal cities were opened to outside investment,
and in 1985 the same was done for coastal areas extending the economic
zones of the Yangtze River Delta, Pearl River Delta, and South Fujian Trian-
gle Delta.

The designated SEZs had previously contributed less than 1 percent of
China’s GDP, with a labor force engaged primarily in the agricultural sector.
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In 1980, Shenzhen’s GDP was RMB 270 million; Xiamen’s, RMB 375 mil-
lion; and Shantou’s, RMB 889 million. In 1987, the GDP in Xiamen was RMB
640 million, and it was RMB 5.6 billion in Hainan.2 However, these areas
played a limited role in the country’s economic development: the provinces
of Guangdong, Fujian, and Hainan covered 0.35 percent of the country’s
land and had a population of 9.79 million—just 0.8 percent of the country’s
population.3

Above all, the zones were located along China’s east coast, taking advantage
of potential links between Shenzhen and its neighbor Hong Kong, Zhuhai and
nearby Macao, Xiamen, and Taiwan, while also providing easier access to for-
eign markets. Most important, they were positioned to attract capital from the
Chinese diaspora. As manufacturing costs were rising in Hong Kong and
Taiwan, industry shifted to the mainland in search of low-cost labor and pref-
erential tax rates.

Chinese and foreign investment was sought through preferential tax holi-
days, low tariffs, preferential fees on land use, access to a cheap but trained
labor force, and flexible business management.4 Furthermore, encouraging
foreign investment, capital growth, and technology transfer potentially could
help develop not only the SEZs but also the wider domestic Chinese market
beyond the zones.5

Attraction of investment, accumulation of capital, employment creation,
technology transfer, and export success could be used as yardsticks to meas-
ure the success of the SEZs.

Infrastructural development became a priority during the initial imple-
mentation of the SEZs, as it was required to lure potential foreign investors
to an environment conducive to export promotion in areas that until then
lacked even basic facilities. FDI remained limited in the first few years, with
central and provincial governments funding the majority of the construction
in the zones. State funding is estimated to have been 48 percent of fixed cap-
ital investment in Shenzhen alone in 1979, decreasing to 24 percent in 1980.6

The state acted as the primary funding agency of the SEZs in their initial
growth stages.

An estimated 90 percent of FDI to Shenzhen originated from Hong Kong,
while China’s own emerging business sector moved into the SEZs to take
advantage of the incentives offered.7

The SEZs started to appeal to the market in the early 1990s, and the zones
saw an increase in FDI. For example, in Shenzhen FDI increased from $23.4
million in 1980 to more than $672 million in 1993. In addition, joint ventures
between the PRC and foreign firms increased dramatically, from $2.5 million
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in 1980 to more than $670 million in 1993.8 Shantou and Xiamen became
comprehensive zones, as was the case with Shenzhen and Zhuhai, moving
beyond their initial mandate to deal primarily with processing exported
goods. Thus, the SEZs all came to encompass primary, secondary, and terti-
ary sector industries mainly geared toward foreign trade.

Employment levels within the zones increased dramatically by an average
of 30 percent annually between 1980 and 1993. The state-owned businesses
in the SEZ were, however, the greatest source of employment, providing
approximately one-third of the employment in all the zones.9

The SEZs were very successful in fast-tracking China’s commitment to
reform. The attraction of diaspora Chinese capital from Hong Kong and Tai-
wan led to the integration of these economies with the mainland, despite the
political separation and differences between the respective governments in
Beijing, Hong Kong, and Taipei.

SEZs also served as the model for market liberalization across China. This
process of rapid liberalization continues to be introduced across western,
southwestern, and northeastern China. The success of the SEZs gave credibil-
ity to Deng Xiaoping’s reform program and laid the foundation for the com-
mitment to liberal market forces that the PRC continues to pursue to this day.

China’s SEZ Model Moves Offshore 

It is nearly three decades since the inception of SEZs, and China is currently
establishing SEZs in targeted foreign economies. Adapted from China’s own
domestic experience in running preferential economic zones, the PRC’s Min-
istry of Commerce (MOFCOM) is encouraging Chinese enterprises to “go
global” by locating their foreign operations in designated Chinese SEZs in
the global economy. This strategy forms an integral part of the PRC’s Eleventh
Five-Year Plan (2006–2010).

These designated zones are being set up in an array of very diverse coun-
tries that include Cambodia, Egypt, Mauritius, Nigeria, Pakistan, Russia, Tan-
zania, Thailand, and Zambia. China’s MOFCOM is coordinating the planning
of these zones in conjunction with host governments that have already initi-
ated domestic development zones. Thus, the PRC’s strategy is to align the
introduction of Chinese SEZs with similar processes occurring in the global
economy.

The strategic intent behind these SEZs is to
—offset the risk of protectionist trade practices against “Made in China”

products by moving production offshore to foreign economies,
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—assist Chinese enterprises to permeate untouched markets and regions
in the international economy better,

—minimize the extent of risk for Chinese firms when investing abroad by
offering them a degree of state protection through government-to-govern-
ment agreements, and

—promote industrial competitiveness through clustering of enterprises
within common industries.

Combined, these approaches will result in dedicated zones, established in
key strategic international economies, that will act as “safe havens” for Chinese
capital. Chinese firms located in these foreign zones will enjoy tax and invest-
ment incentives, customs duty waivers, work permit approvals for Chinese
expatriate labor, and discounted land and services. Chinese business has a
tendency to cluster in foreign markets; the SEZ model reinforces this socio-
economic trend, giving it state support.

China’s Foreign Commercial Policy in Africa 

African governments have welcomed Chinese investment, with energy-
endowed economies receiving the largest inflows. The nature of Africa’s
economies—commodity rich, heavy on state intervention, and characterized
by weak commercial laws and shaky public sector institutions—lends itself to
rapid market entry, and Chinese firms have been able to gain market traction
quickly.

Chinese firms are acquiring mineral assets across the continent. There are
now over 800 Chinese state-owned enterprises present in Africa, mostly in the
extractive industries. Considering all the merger and acquisition activity
among China’s leading state-owned firms, this number may have peaked. The
same firms that are active on the continent will remain but will begin to inte-
grate their businesses better with their previous Chinese competitors on the
continent. This is evident in the construction sector. For example, in Decem-
ber 2005, two of China’s largest construction firms, namely China Road and
Bridge Corporation and China Harbour Engineering Company, merged to
form China Harbour Engineering Co. Ltd. Over time, this integration is likely
to improve further the competitive positions of Chinese firms on the conti-
nent. However, these firms still face the great challenge of infrastructural
shortcomings.

By establishing close commercial ties to African states, China also dis-
courages them from recognizing Taiwan as an independent country. China’s
assertive commercial drive into Africa signals the end of Taiwan’s relations on
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the continent. Currently, Taiwan only has diplomatic ties to four small African
states, and this number could diminish further in coming years.

FOCAC Commitments 

To cement further the political, commercial, and cultural relationship between
China and Africa, the FOCAC was established in 2000, with the first ministe-
rial meeting taking place in Beijing the same year. Since then there have been
two more FOCAC summits—2003 in Addis Ababa and 2006 in Beijing.
FOCAC was designed as a vehicle to conceptualize, strategize, and project
Chinese foreign policy interests into Africa.

The first head of state conference was held in Beijing in October 2000; it
was attended by four African heads of state, ministers from forty-four African
countries, and representatives from seventeen international and regional
organizations. The conference passed the Beijing Declaration of the Forum on
China-Africa Cooperation and the Programme for China-Africa Cooperation
in Economic and Social Development.10

The 2003 meeting went on to pass the Addis Ababa Action Plan
(2004–2006) and consolidate trade relations, with the PRC announcing the
Special Preferential Tariff Treatment program, which removed import tariffs
on 190 different items from 25 African countries. It was implemented in Jan-
uary 2005 and has resulted in a substantial boost in Chinese-African trade.

The November 2006 Beijing summit adopted the Beijing Action Plan
(BAP), which covered 2007 to the end of 2009. This multibillion-dollar devel-
opment package included a number of commitments from the PRC.11 Chi-
nese President Hu also pledged at the summit that China would forgive all
interest-free loans that matured at the end of 2006 and were owed by the
most heavily indebted and underdeveloped African nations.

China’s pragmatic policy focus on economic concerns is reflected in the
drive behind its diplomatic relations, particularly with African countries.
Increased diplomatic activity has laid the foundation for the market entry of
Chinese state-owned, as well as private, companies into Africa’s economies.12

Under the BAP, the PRC also announced its intention to develop between
three and five SEZs on the African continent to serve as enclaves for Chinese
investment in key African states. There has been no formal announcement as
to where these SEZs would be located. Point 3.2.6 of the FOCAC BAP reads:
“China is ready to encourage, in the next three years, well-established Chi-
nese companies to set up three to five overseas economic and trade cooper-
ation zones in African countries where conditions permit.”13 The SEZs will
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complement the China-Africa Development Fund, established out of the same
action plan, with a value of $5 billion set aside for this purpose.

Ordinarily, the SEZs are initiated by the host governments, but in mid-
2008, the PRC approached various African states to seek investment and labor
concessions for the SEZs. Within these SEZs, it is anticipated that China will
negotiate bilaterally with African host governments for Chinese companies to
operate free from the tax and labor law restrictions that normally apply to
commercial operations in other parts of the country, thus offering an
improved investment climate. In return, such preferential policies are expected
to attract FDI and stimulate regional economic activity. This arrangement
leaves Chinese companies operating inside a SEZ with a decided advantage
over other market competitors.

China’s SEZ Model Transplanted to Africa 

China’s reform program began in the late 1970s with the creation of SEZs.
China embraced globalization almost a generation ahead of most other devel-
oping nations. The SEZs were so successful they were rolled out across the
country. China’s capitalist experiments became the model for the country and
have underwritten China’s phenomenal growth over the last twenty-five years.

Beijing has strategically selected some key African economies in which it
will apply its SEZ model. These designated countries reflect China’s com-
mercial priorities in Africa, are geographically dispersed across the continent,
and have had long-term and close political relations with the PRC.

Zambian Mining Hub 

In February 2007, President Hu paid an official visit to Zambia—the fourth
leg of his eight-nation Africa tour.14 Hu remained in Zambia for three days,
his longest stay in any state during his African visit. This was interpreted by
many observers as a clear indication of the importance China attributed to its
relations with Zambia. During his visit, Hu announced a package of measures
designed to further boost bilateral relations, including debt relief, an expan-
sion of Zambian tariff-free exports to China, and the establishment of China’s
first special economic and trade zone, in the Chambishi mining area.15 Zam-
bia, in turn, promised to continue to back the one-China policy and to oppose
“Taiwanese independence” in any form.16

Behind the usual rhetoric, the most important announcement was the
establishment of the SEZs in Chambishi, the heart of Zambia’s Copperbelt
region. The Copperbelt is a commodity-rich, strategic center of the African
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mining industry. Not only does China seek to secure a supply line of copper
from the SEZ, but other commodities are also plentiful in the region, includ-
ing cobalt, diamonds, tin, and uranium. Increased Chinese investment in the
hard extractive industries is to be expected in the medium term.

An initial amount of $800 million in investment credit was committed
into which Chinese firms could tap. Firms located in the zone enjoy import
duty waivers and tax incentives. According to the terms of the SEZ agree-
ment, the Zambian government has set aside forty-five square kilometers of
land for the zone, with construction being carried out by Chinese companies.

The zone’s anchor investment will be a $250 million copper smelter. It was
forecast by both governments that up to 60,000 jobs—occupied by both local
residents and Chinese—would be created in the SEZ. This figure may be exag-
gerated; the basis upon which it is calculated has not been specified.

There appears to be some policy uncertainty between the PRC and the
Zambian government over which firms are permitted to invest in the zone
and qualify for the investment incentives. According to the Office of the Pres-
ident of Zambia, all firms—local, foreign, and Chinese—can establish oper-
ations in the zone.17 However, the author was told by China’s MOFCOM
that investment in the zone was exclusively for Chinese firms—even Sino-
Zambian joint ventures are excluded.18 This lack of clarity over policy from
both governments is of concern and needs to be addressed in order to max-
imize the local developmental benefits that the SEZ will offer to the African
private sector.

Indian Ocean Rim Trading Hub 

The second official SEZ was announced in July 2007 and will be located in
Mauritius. That country provides a strategic destination for Chinese invest-
ment: it is well situated on the Indian Ocean rim; it is an offshore financial
center with attractive investment laws; Mauritian firms are well integrated
into the economies of South Asia; it is a member of the Southern African
Development Community and of the Common Market for Eastern and
Southern Africa, and thus enjoys preferential market access to the African
region; and the country has a sizable ethnic Chinese community that trades
with China.

All of these factors have led to the PRC deciding to announce a SEZ in
Mauritius. One of the PRC’s leading policy banks, the China Development
Bank (CDB), will be the main financier of the project and is also set to open
an office in Mauritius, its first within Africa.
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The $500 million manufacturing zone will host up to 40 Chinese compa-
nies, with a forecast of 5,000 jobs for locals and 8,000 for Chinese contractors.
Construction on the 210-hectare zone’s infrastructure began in late 2007 and
is slated for completion within 5 years. Key infrastructural projects include the
construction of a fishing port, a dam, a road project from Verdun to Terre
Rouge near Port Louis, as well as a new town development at Highlands.

The majority of Chinese firms will have their financial backing from the
Chinese provincial economy of Shanxi. One of the zone’s main investors,
Shanxi Tianli Enterprises Group, is a diversified, state-influenced industrial
group with its roots in Shanxi Province. A number of its member companies
will set up shop in the SEZ. At present, the first wave of investment in the Chi-
nese SEZs in Africa will come from state-owned firms.

Investment will be in manufacturing, with specific sectors targeted includ-
ing light industrial goods, medicine production, textiles, and electrical prod-
ucts. It is also forecast that exports from the zones will earn the Mauritian fisc
more than $200 million a year. Manufacturing firms in the zone will enjoy
import duty waivers for raw material inputs. The SEZ will constitute the
largest investment in the country.

According to Mauritian Prime Minister Navinchandra Ramgoolam,
through Mauritius, China will gain a “springboard for entry into Africa.” The
increased economic vulnerability of the Mauritian economy due to its general
lack of natural resources and the pending end to the preferential sugar sup-
ply quotas to the EU has shifted the focus of the Mauritian government
toward China to attract value-added manufacturing investments.“This agree-
ment is of major significance to Mauritius as it marks China’s commitment
towards Mauritius in this period of transition” said Ramgoolam.19

Another important outcome from this arrangement is an increase in
China’s strategic presence on the Indian Ocean rim. Since Mauritius tradi-
tionally falls within India’s political and commercial sphere of influence, the
Indian government has paid particular attention to the Chinese SEZ
announcement.

As the SEZs mature—and depending on their operational success—private
Chinese firms will be motivated to enter them. As of 2008, China’s commer-
cial engagement in Africa has been politically led; Chinese investments or
project participation have been carried out either by state-owned firms or
the microenterprises of Chinese migrant entrepreneurs. As the Mauritian SEZ
becomes more entrenched and export oriented, China’s growing body of pri-
vate firms will be attracted to the zone since it will provide a convenient “Chi-
nese managed zone” for manufacturing businesses and its offshore location
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would circumvent acts of trade protectionism against Chinese products. Thus,
the PRC’s strategy of establishing international manufacturing SEZs takes
into consideration the market reality of a hostile trading environment.

Tanzanian SEZ: A Logistics Hub 

Following the commitment made by the PRC to establish three to five SEZs in
Africa before the next FOCAC summit in late 2009, the Chinese government
has formally announced two such zones in countries that are not only strate-
gically and commercially important but also have enjoyed a long relationship
of political trust with the People’s Republic. One is the aforementioned
Zambian SEZ. Beijing continues to hold former Zambian President Kenneth
Kaunda in high regard. During his twenty-seven years in the presidency
(1964–1991), Kaunda cemented a close political relationship with a number
of generations of China’s leadership including Mao Zedong, Zhou Enlai, and
Deng Xiaoping. He visited China four times as president of Zambia.

The same long relationship was built between the PRC and Tanzania. Julius
Nyerere visited China as president of Tanzania five times from 1964 to 1985
and on eight occasions as chairman of the South Commission between 1987
and 1997. Like Kaunda, Nyerere had a special relationship with China, and this
contributed to China constructing the Tanzania-Zambia Railway (Tanzam
Railway) in the 1970s.

Although not yet confirmed, it is most likely that the next formal SEZ will
be established in Dar es Salaam. A senior delegation from the Chinese MOF-
COM visited Dar es Salaam in 2007 to negotiate with the Tanzanian govern-
ment. Negotiations between the two governments were at an advanced stage
in mid-2008. China’s potential establishment of a SEZ in Tanzania is not a
unilateral initiative. The Tanzanian government has initiated its own SEZ in
Dar es Salaam, one of thirty such SEZs to be set up across the country by 2020.
The creation of designated preferential economic zones is designed to help
Tanzania meet developmental objectives as set out under the National Devel-
opment Vision 2025. Ironically, assistance for these forthcoming preferential
zones has been provided by Japan. China’s mining-focused SEZ in Cham-
bishi is linked to Dar es Salaam via the Tanzam Railway. Not only is the rail-
way the most important Chinese project in Zambia and Tanzania, but it is also
one of the most prominent Chinese projects in Africa and is China’s largest
foreign aid project as of 2008. The 1,860-kilometer railroad runs from the
Tanzanian capital of Dar es Salaam to Kapiri Mposhi in Zambia.

The origin of the initial project lay with Kaunda, who approached Nyerere,
and together they first approached Britain and the United States for assistance
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to build the railway in 1970, only to be turned down. Next they approached
the Soviet Union, which also declined to assist. Finally, China agreed to fund
the project.20 Construction began in 1970, and the railway was commissioned
in July 1976. The project was financed through an interest-free loan of
$500 million provided by China. China has continued to provide a series of
interest-free loans and technical assistance to aid in the management and
maintenance of the railway. Contrary to a claim by Zambian President Levy
Mwanawasa on his return from FOCAC—that he had secured a debt cancel-
lation in connection with the railway—a well-informed Zambian govern-
ment official explained that the government must still repay the debt for
Tanzam, which was a commercial loan from China to Zambia and is not
included in the debt cancellation.21

The railway line is of high strategic importance to China, Zambia, and the
East African region, and new investments can be expected to rehabilitate the
railway line, which has fallen into a state of disrepair. In 2006, the Tanzanian
Presidential Parastatal Sector Reform Commission and the Zambia Privati-
zation Agency began discussions on the privatization of the jointly owned
railway, which needs $25 million for locomotive repairs alone. Chinese
investors are expected to receive priority in bids on a turn-around strategy;
however, the process is particularly slow, and the successful contender had, by
mid-2008, not been announced.22

The Chinese have already invested in the difficult Dar es Salaam port and
in the construction of a customs building. Greater investment in the capacity
of the port can be expected. The Dar es Salaam SEZ will be a logistics hub for
commodities mined on the Copperbelt, and some local beneficiation will also
take place. It is also envisioned that the SEZ will serve as a Chinese assembly
and manufacturing hub for eastern Africa.

Moreover, since Beijing’s announcement that it will establish two of its
SEZs in Zambia and Mauritius, there has been rising competition among a
number of African states to attract Chinese investment. Tanzania is facing
competition from Liberia, Nigeria, and Cape Verde, which are courting Bei-
jing to host the remaining SEZs. But taking into consideration the close his-
torical relationship between China and Tanzania, it is unlikely that the Chinese
will choose one of those states over Tanzania.

Nigeria as a Gateway to West Africa 

With the recent strong flow of Chinese capital investment into Nigeria, a
Chinese-initiated SEZ in Nigeria is also likely. Nigeria and South Africa act as
the bookends of the sub-Saharan economy, with a combined population of
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almost 200 million people. Nigeria, the major economy in West Africa, is fore-
cast by Goldman Sachs to become one of the world’s eleven largest economies
by 2050.23

Nigeria is a growing investment destination for Chinese companies. One
of the largest foreign investments in the international arena as of 2008 is in a
Nigerian energy concession, amounting to $2.27 billion. According to China’s
MOFCOM, the turnover of completed engineering contracts by Chinese
companies in Nigeria reached $3.68 billion, and the volume of completed
labor service cooperation contracts was $160 million by the end of 2006.
Chinese firms have also committed over $2 billion to rehabilitate Nigeria’s
infrastructure.

More recently, the CDB indicated its intention to acquire a strategic equity
stake in the United Bank for Africa (UBA), one of Nigeria’s top four banks.
According to Tony Elumelu, UBA’s CEO, the agreement will give UBA access to
“almost unlimited capital to plough into projects in energy and infrastructure.”24

If one compares the CDB acquisition with the recent acquisition by the
Industrial and Commercial Bank of China of a 20 percent stake in South
Africa’s Standard Bank, it is apparent that major Chinese banks are seeking to
acquire minority, but strategic, stakes in African banking assets. However, the
move by the CDB—a policy bank that is more directed by the government—
to buy into UBA is a political decision, quite different from the Industrial
and Commercial Bank’s purchase of a minority stake in Standard Bank, which
was an apolitical investment decision. Nigerian banks are poised for growth
from their own domestic underserviced retail banking sector, as well as from
the rapidly increasing infrastructural spending in the country. The CDB will
buy into this growth.

The Nigerian SEZ will be a manufacturing and assembly operation for
Chinese firms. In 2007, the establishment of a $500 million free trade zone in
Nigeria’s Ogun State was announced. A Memorandum of Understanding was
signed between Chinese state-owned firm Guangdong Xinguang Interna-
tional Group, Guangdong Xinguang International China-Africa Investment
Limited, UBA, First Bank, and the government of Ogun State.

When completed, the zone will house approximately 100 Chinese firms.
Sun Jianxiong, the vice president of Guangdong Xinguang International
Group, stated that Nigeria was chosen to host one of the official SEZs due to
its large domestic market and accessibility to the West African and European
marketplaces.25 The announcement was made at the fifth Sino-Nigeria Busi-
ness and Investment Forum in Guangzhou. The CDB and UBA will cofinance
the SEZ project.
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Manufacturing Hub in Egypt 

In 2007, it was reported by both the Chinese and Egyptian press that a Chi-
nese industrial zone was to be established in Egypt. Liao Xiaoqi, China’s vice
minister for commerce, announced the zone in late October. The twenty-
square-kilometer zone will be located near Suez and will be expanded in
phases over the next ten years.

Egypt’s trade minister, Rachid Mohamed Rachid, has said that the zone
aims to attract up to $2.5 billion in FDI. It will be developed and managed by
the Chinese organization Tianjin Economic-Technological Development
Area.26 The Egyptian agency responsible for managing the zone is the General
Authority of Investment and Free Zones, whose chairman, Assem Ragab, has
stated that the first phase of the investment will attract 100 Chinese firms
with an investment capital of $100 million.27

There are a number of factors that led the PRC to target Egypt as a strate-
gic recipient of a SEZ:

—Egypt is one of Africa’s largest economies and is linked to regional
economies in the Middle East, as well as the EU. Therefore the zone will serve
as a regional export hub.

—China and Egypt have a long-term political relationship, with Egypt
being the first African state to establish diplomatic relations with the PRC in
1955. A bond of long-term trust exists between the two governments.

—Cairo is an influential regional player in Africa, more specifically in the
Maghreb region.

—The Egyptian government is stable, and the investment environment
for Chinese firms is predictable.

—Cairo is set to host and chair the next FOCAC heads of state summit in
November 2009. International attention will then focus on Sino-Egyptian ties.

Setting up shop in the Suez Zone will be manufacturers of textiles, chemi-
cals, gas and oil pipelines, and electronics and automotive components. All
Chinese investment in the SEZ will be in conjunction with a local joint-venture
partner, and all manufactured products will be for the export market only.

There has been some local criticism that the zone will only add to the
competition that Egyptian and African manufacturers are already facing.28

But Rachid, who seeks a “win-win” outcome, disagrees: “These are going to
be Egyptian companies. Fine, they are going to be owned by Chinese com-
panies, but they are going to be Egyptian factories, they are going to have to
play by Egyptian rules. We prefer that than having shipments of goods com-
ing from China.”29
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As of mid-2008, there were approximately 435 Chinese firms in Egypt,
with a total investment of roughly $300 million. China is forecast to become
Egypt’s largest trading partner in the medium term, replacing the United
States. This reflects a trend observed in most African economies, and the SEZ
will accelerate this process.

To offset criticism of having provided too many concessions to Chinese
investors, the Egyptian government has secured over a seven-year period a
$200 million low-interest loan facility (at a maximum 2 percent cost) for
Egyptian manufacturers to utilize when buying capital equipment from
China. Egyptian law also prevents foreign companies from employing foreign
workers beyond 10 percent of their payroll.

The Egyptian SEZ will be the strategic zone for Chinese business in North
Africa. Rolled out under China’s FOCAC commitments, the Suez SEZ will tar-
get the North African, Middle Eastern, and EU markets. In similar fashion to the
Mauritian SEZ, it will concentrate on manufacturing for export. However, con-
sidering the microscale of investments by Chinese firms in the Egyptian SEZ,
averaging $1 million per company, that Zone’s impact may not be significant.

Bisecting the Continent 

While the Tanzam line links Zambia to the east coast, the Benguela line links
the Copperbelt—Zambia and the Democratic Republic of the Congo (the
DRC)—to the west coast. Starting at Luanshya in Zambia and ending at the
Angolan port of Lobito, that rail line is also being reconstructed by Chinese
firms accessing preferential financing from China’s banks. Together, the Tan-
zam and Benguela lines bisect sub-Saharan Africa. The strategic intent of the
construction of these transportation corridors is to reduce supply side risk to
Chinese mining firms engaging in resource extraction. The rail links, under-
going renovation at different stages, are designed to facilitate the movement
of resources from the mining regions in Zambia and the DRC, in particular
from the mining-focused SEZ in Chambishi.

The rehabilitation of these two railway lines will—for the first time—cre-
ate a functioning east-west infrastructural corridor across the subcontinent.
No longer dependent upon South African rail links, the transportation of
commodities will be diverted from southern Africa. This fact could have
repercussions for South African ports such as Richards Bay, which handles the
bulk of commodities exports from the southern African region.

The reconstruction of the Tanzam corridor is thus a strategic component
of China’s SEZ strategy. Depending upon the success of the initial five Chinese
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SEZs on the continent, there may be a proliferation of other Chinese-initiated
SEZs announced at the upcoming FOCAC summit in 2009. This aggrandize-
ment could create a new network of Chinese-funded and -constructed corri-
dors linking resources in the hinterland to the coast, in keeping with the
extractive intent of China’s infrastructural expansion in Africa.

It is expected that the Chinese will also invest in Lobito’s port in Angola,
although it is more convenient to ship commodities out of Dar es Salaam
than via Africa’s west coast, which is far more energy focused. Angola is already
receiving approximately $4.4 billion in funding from China’s Eximbank to
develop its infrastructure.

China’s Grand Plan for Africa 

Even Africa’s numerous former colonial powers did not have the commitment
to invest so substantially in the continent’s infrastructure. China’s rapid eco-
nomic development, growing manufacturing capacity, population size, and
massive resultant demand have led the PRC to craft a grand plan for Africa.

What are the strategic drivers of China’s foray into Africa?
China needs commodity and energy assets. Without securing a predictable

international supply chain of oil and key metals, China’s economic growth will
be undermined. With the possible exception of Iran, China is geostrategically
excluded from the Middle East. The U.S. invasion of Iraq resulted in Beijing
increasing its acquisition of African energy reserves. This is evident in Angola,
the Sudan, and Nigeria, where Chinese national oil corporations have
acquired a foothold in the energy sectors. Africa is thus at the center of China’s
movement into the international extractive industry economies.

The main strategic driver of Chinese ventures into Africa is Beijing’s long-
term strategy to remove its economy from international commodity markets.
By acquiring commodity assets at source, negotiating prices with the recipi-
ent (African) government, and securing long-term supply contracts, China
seeks to establish parallel markets that are removed from international com-
modity markets where prices are set in either London or New York.

The mining majors—Anglo American, BHP Billiton, Rio Tinto, and Com-
panhia Vale do Rio Doce—will ultimately be selling to the traditional markets
but will find new competition from state-owned Chinese trading firms. The
market as we know it—an economic legacy of European colonialism in
Africa—will be disrupted by Chinese state-owned corporate players. Its state-
owned banking sector allows the Chinese state to direct capital and purchase
international resource assets, employing a risk model that is different from
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that of private entities. Leveraging the state’s resources is a key feature of Chi-
nese state-owned enterprises’ market entry into Africa’s extractive industry.
The long-term success of this strategy is dependent upon China building and
maintaining close ties to African countries.

China’s SEZ strategy is lifted from its own economic reform experience.
Indeed, the Chinese learned from the European colonialists, who obtained free
trade concessions in China in the nineteenth century. These capitalist enclaves
became the trading hubs of the region and to this day are still the wealthiest
cities in China—Hong Kong, Guangzhou, Macao, and Shanghai.

As China establishes export processing zones in Africa, it will earn rev-
enue from the zones’ increased exports and generate employment—crucial to
offset criticism from civil society and political opposition groups that may be
opposed to offering concessions to foreign investors. This offset is particularly
relevant where Chinese investments have contended with stereotypes of poor
governance and political motivation in relation to their overseas investments.
Chinese MOFCOM officials may also have to be more willing to seek out
local labor rather than rely on expatriate labor.

It is likely that some degree of criticism may emanate from civil society
groups against the rollout of the SEZs as the terms of the negotiations have
hardly been shared publicly by either the PRC or respective African govern-
ments. Objections persist despite the fact that word of the SEZs has generated
a great deal of private sector interest in the African economies, including
among South African corporations.

The economic stimuli that will be created by the SEZs offer an opportunity
for African companies to partner with Chinese firms. It is imperative, how-
ever, that the government-to-government agreements provide for inclusion of
local African private sectors through Sino-African joint ventures. Such pro-
visions will maximize the developmental impact of the zones and also con-
tribute to a positive public perception of Chinese capital on the ground.

The SEZs—if successful—may also encourage further investment liberal-
ization by the host governments to attract foreign capital. Coupled with bet-
ter infrastructure, the SEZs may improve the overall investment environment
in the host country. Chinese “first mover” capital in the dedicated zones may
well attract other foreign investors. China’s commercial positivism toward
African economies in general has already had the effect of motivating foreign
investment in Africa across an array of sectors, particularly the extractive one.

Chinese investment in the SEZs is mostly in the manufacturing sector. This
arrangement counters accusations that China’s intentions are only extractive
in nature, focusing on the energy and mining sectors. Investment in African
manufacturing industries will be the next wave of Chinese investment on the
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continent. Initially, this approach will be centered on the SEZs, but it will
expand to include the surrounding economy, market conditions allowing.

Beijing envisions that these SEZs, serving as hubs for Chinese economic
activity in Africa, will offer a package of favorable incentives for Chinese busi-
nesses and serve to reduce investment risk on the continent, while at the same
time becoming the new growth nodes of the African economy.
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Chinese military and security relations with Africa have progressed
from support for independence and revolutionary movements in the 1960s
and 1970s to a more pragmatic relationship in the 1990s and the first decade
of the twenty-first century. China’s national security interests focus over-
whelmingly on its periphery: South Asia, Southeast Asia, Central Asia, West
Asia (including the Middle East), Russia, Japan, Mongolia, and the Koreas.
China is also much concerned about the ability of the United States and
Europe to project military and economic power into Asia. Africa and Latin
America, however, are not a critical part of China’s security policy. Africa is a
security issue only in terms of China’s effort to secure the energy, mineral, and
timber resources used to fuel its economy. These needs translate into a strat-
egy that encourages a desire to strengthen stability in African countries that
sell or have the potential to sell China significant quantities of raw materials.
Looking to the future, China may conclude that it needs a blue-water navy
that no longer relies on the United States to protect the sea lanes from Africa
and the Middle East that are used to transport essential imports.

In the case of those African countries where China already has a major
interest in the extraction of raw materials, China supports the political status
quo and existing governments. These countries include Angola (oil), the
Sudan (oil), Congo-Brazzaville (oil, timber, and base metals), Equatorial
Guinea (oil and timber), Libya (oil), Gabon (timber, iron ore, and man-
ganese), Zambia (copper and base metals), Nigeria (oil), South Africa (iron
ore, diamonds, base metals, platinum, manganese, copper, and aluminum),
Ghana (manganese), Namibia (copper), the Democratic Republic of the
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Congo (base metals), and Cameroon (timber).1 Algeria, Chad, and Maurita-
nia, which produce oil, may soon join this group. African countries that export
raw materials to China are often high on Beijing’s list of countries with which
it has close security relationships.

Military Support to African Liberation Movements 

There is a long history of Chinese military transfers to, exchanges with, and
training for countries and organizations in Africa. It began with assistance and
training for African liberation groups dating from the late 1950s. Some of
these regimes, such as Robert Mugabe’s Zimbabwe African National Union
(ZANU), are still in power. China recognized Algeria’s National Liberation
Front (FLN) provisional government in 1958 and immediately began fur-
nishing it with small arms. It provided training for rebels from Guinea-Bissau
in 1960. As the Sino-Soviet split developed and the Soviets supported South
Africa’s African National Congress (ANC), China turned to the Pan-Africanist
Congress. When the ANC prevailed, China managed to normalize relations
with it in the early 1980s and promised military aid beginning in 1984. China
developed considerable goodwill with those governments that remained in
power and more generally in Africa through its early support of liberation
movements.

China obtained agreements from Tanzania, Ghana, and Congo-Brazzaville
to train freedom fighters on their territory. The training in Tanzania focused
on Eduardo Mondlane’s Mozambique Liberation Front (FRELIMO), whose
fighters received free weapons from China and adopted Chinese tactics of
guerrilla warfare. In the early 1960s, FRELIMO began sending delegations to
China. ZANU forces also received Chinese training in Tanzania while China
assisted the Revolutionary Committee of Mozambique in Zambia. In Ghana,
Chinese arms experts trained nationalists from the Portuguese territories; the
first group of five Chinese experts in guerrilla warfare arrived there in 1964.
The Chinese instructors remained until Ghana experienced a coup early in
1966, which ended the program.2 China also coordinated its military training
for liberation groups with the Organization of African Unity, reportedly pro-
viding the organization’s liberation committee with 75 percent of all the mil-
itary aid that it received from countries outside Africa during 1971 and 1972.3

China often provided military assistance to whatever liberation group was
not being aided by the Soviet Union. China even encouraged dissenters to
break away from groups supported by the Soviet Union and to form their own
organizations.4
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Some of China’s early military support for African revolutionary move-
ments backfired. Although largely forgotten, China trained and supplied arms
to a number of losing opposition and revolutionary groups in Africa. China
initially supported the Popular Movement for the Liberation of Angola
(MPLA), which ultimately formed Angola’s government. As the MPLA
strengthened its ties to the Soviet Union, however, China shifted its military
assistance in the late 1960s to the National Union for the Total Independence
of Angola (UNITA). Jonas Savimbi, UNITA’s leader, received training in
China. By 1973 China had focused its support on the National Front for the
Liberation of Angola (FNLA) and its leader, Holden Roberto. In 1974, Beijing
sent its first group of 112 Chinese instructors to Zaire to train the FNLA.
While Moscow increased its support to the MPLA, China resumed modest
assistance to UNITA. South African intervention in the Angolan civil war on
the side of the FNLA-UNITA forces embarrassed China. More embarrass-
ment followed when the Soviet-sponsored MPLA was victorious. The MPLA
declared independence in 1975. Having failed to pick the wining team in
Angola, China established diplomatic ties to the MPLA government in 1982.5

China regarded the Congo (then called Congo-Léopoldville and its capi-
tal, Léopoldville, now known as Kinshasa) as an important revolutionary tar-
get. In 1961, China recognized the radical government led by Antoine Gizenga
based in Stanleyville, now Kisangani.6 At the urging of the Soviets, Gizenga
joined the more moderate government of Cyrille Adoula, leaving the Chi-
nese high and dry. China continued to support armed opposition against the
government in Léopoldville, providing assistance to Pierre Mulele, a former
education minister in the Patrice Lumumba government, and Gaston Soumi-
alot, a former minister of justice for Kivu Province in the Gizenga govern-
ment. China quietly offered guerrilla training, including five months for
Mulele, and weapons to those forces operating in the eastern Congo. Stan-
leyville fell to Congolese government forces late in 1964, and the Chinese-
supported insurgent leaders fled to the Sudan.7 Although China’s agents failed
to seize power, China managed to normalize relations in 1972 with Zaire (now
the Democratic Republic of the Congo) and eventually developed a strong
military relationship with its leaders.

Military Assistance in the 1960s and 1970s 

China regarded Africa as an important part of its bid for international legit-
imacy and as part of the global struggle against Western imperialism and
Soviet hegemony. In the early 1960s, China provided modest quantities of
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arms and some training to Zanzibar, Tanganyika, Congo-Brazzaville, rebels in
the eastern Congo, Tutsis during the Rwanda-Burundi conflict, the FLN in
Algeria, and insurgent nationalists in Niger and Cameroon.8 Disappointed
by the 1964 mutiny of the British-trained army in Tanganyika, President Julius
Nyerere invited China to rebuild the defense forces, which it did from the
ground up, including the provision of weapons.9 Between 1967 and 1971,
China supplied Africa (excluding Egypt) with 245 major weapons systems: 50
tanks and self-propelled guns, 160 artillery pieces, 20 armored personnel car-
riers, and 15 small naval combatants. This was, however, only about 5 percent
of Africa’s major weapons imports.10

According to the U.S. Arms Control and Disarmament Agency, Africa
acquired only $42 million worth of Chinese arms from 1961 to 1971. This
placed China seventh as an arms supplier to Africa (excluding Egypt) after the
Soviet Union, France, the United States, Britain, West Germany, and Czecho-
slovakia. Tanzania received 83 percent of this total, while Algeria, Congo-
Brazzaville, and Guinea received modest amounts. This represented only
about 2.4 percent of Africa’s military acquisitions. Deliveries by Moscow far
exceeded those from Beijing. Only in Tanzania did Chinese arms deliveries
surpass those of all other suppliers. They accounted for 65 percent of total
Chinese deliveries, or more than four times the value of the next most impor-
tant source—Canada. China replaced Canada in 1970 as Tanzania’s major
supplier of military assistance. During the early 1970s, China provided twenty
T-59 medium and fourteen T-62 tanks, ten P6 torpedo boats and Swatow
gunboats, and twelve MiG-17 fighters. It built a naval base at Dar es Salaam
and a military airfield at Ngerengere outside the capital. Chinese instructors
trained the Tanzanian army, navy, and air force.11

With experience, Chinese military cooperation avoided egregious mistakes,
and China’s assistance became a significant positive aspect of its diplomacy.
From 1967 to 1976, China transferred $142 million in arms to Africa. China’s
share of the African arms market was about 2.8 percent. Congo-Brazzaville
($10 million), Tanzania ($75 million), and Zaire ($21 million) were the major
recipients of Chinese arms transfers during this period. Cameroon, Egypt,
Guinea, the Sudan, Tunisia, and Zambia each obtained an estimated $5 million
in arms while Burundi, the Gambia, Malawi, Mali, Mozambique, and Rwanda
each received about $1 million in arms.12 Between 1955 and 1976, an estimated
2,675 African military personnel were trained in China. Tanzania headed the list
with 1,025, followed by Congo-Brazzaville with 425; Guinea, 350; the Sudan,
200; Sierra Leone, 150; Cameroon, 125; Zaire, 75; Mali, Mozambique, Togo, and
Zambia, about 50 each; and Algeria and Somalia, 25 each.13
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Chinese arms transfers to Africa from 1966 to 1977 included patrol boats,
tanks, and MiG-17s, -19s, and -21s to Tanzania; MiG-17s and tanks to the
Sudan; tanks to Zaire; and gunboats to Cameroon, Congo-Brazzaville, Equa-
torial Guinea, Guinea, and Tunisia. In 1977 Beijing delivered small arms,
ammunition, and antiaircraft guns to Botswana after Western states refused
to arm Botswana’s defense force. China airlifted military equipment and field
artillery to Zaire during the 1977 Shaba emergency.14 Beijing also put itself in
a potentially compromising position by arming anti-MPLA forces in Angola
in the 1970s, arming Zaire against anti-Mobutu invaders from Angola in
1977–1978, and arming Somalia against Ethiopia after 1978.15

Military Assistance in the 1980s

By the late 1970s, there was a fundamental shift in China’s approach to arms
transfers. Beijing began to focus its arms sales on new customers such as
Bangladesh, Burma, Iran, Iraq, and Thailand. Sales to African countries, other
than Egypt, dropped significantly. China agreed in 1982 to provide Egypt
with fighter aircraft.16 The first Romeo-class submarines that China sold to
Egypt arrived in 1984 with worn-out engines.17 Most of the weapons China
transferred up to this point were relatively low-tech, consisting primarily of
Chinese copies of Soviet systems from the1950s and 1960s. The T-59 tank was
the Chinese version of the Soviet T-54. F-6 and F-7 fighter jets were Chinese
versions of the MiG-19 and MiG-21. The Silkworm antiship missile was an
improved version of the Soviet 1950s-era P-15 Styx.18

During the 1980s, Egypt received eighty F-7 fighters, ninety-six Hai Ying-
2 surface-to-surface missiles, seven Hainan-class and six Huangfen fast attack
craft, three Jianghu-class frigates, and six Romeo-class submarines. China
transferred twenty T-55 armored personnel carriers to Guinea-Bissau. Zim-
babwe received fifteen F-6 fighters, fifty-two F-7 fighters, thirty-five T-59
tanks, and twenty T-60 light tanks. China also began training Zimbabwean
pilots in the 1980s.19 China maintained Zaire’s Chinese-built T-62 medium
battle tanks and other armored vehicles and maintained the navy’s Chinese-
built patrol craft during the 1980s.20 The first Chinese arms sales to the Sudan
began in the late 1980s and included financing from Iran.21

Military Assistance in the 1990s

Africa was not a major recipient of Chinese arms in the 1990s, although trans-
fers did increase from the 1980s. A great attraction of China’s equipment was
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its low price. Chinese weapons reputedly were simple to operate and maintain;
they were also similar to Soviet-Russian systems, which formed the basis of
many African countries’ arsenals. Furthermore, China was one of the few
available sources of arms for states like the Sudan and Zimbabwe. Yet, China’s
arms’ quality was generally inferior to alternative weapon suppliers. In some
cases, China had a significant stock of old weapons of which it hoped to dis-
pose, and some of this stockpile ended up in Africa.22

The U.S. State Department recorded $1.3 billion in Chinese weapons deliv-
eries and agreements to Africa from 1989 through 1999. Of this total, $200
million went to North Africa, $600 million to Central Africa, and $500 mil-
lion to southern Africa. Deliveries to North Africa included 10 surface naval
combatants and 100 antiship missiles; deliveries to Central Africa consisted of
100 tanks, 1,270 artillery pieces, 40 armored personnel carriers, 13 surface
naval combatants, 20 supersonic combat aircraft, 30 other military aircraft,
and 30 surface-to-air missiles; and deliveries to Southern Africa included 40
tanks, 2 surface naval combatants, and 20 supersonic combat aircraft. China,
though, was far from the most important arms supplier to Africa during the
1990s. From 1989 through 1999, U.S. military transfers to and agreements
with Africa totaled $2 billion (mainly to Egypt); U.S.S.R.-Russia transfers and
agreements totaled $7.6 billion.23

The Congressional Research Service tracks conventional arms transfers to
developing nations. It includes North African nations in its Near East category.
According to the Congressional Research Service, China provided 5.54 percent
($200 million) of total deliveries by value to sub-Saharan Africa from 1992 to
1995. This percentage jumped to 15.56 percent ($500 million) during
1996–1999. The United States provided less than 4 percent of deliveries to sub-
Saharan Africa during both periods. Russia was the most important source of
weapons to sub-Saharan Africa, accounting for almost 14 percent ($500 mil-
lion) in 1992–1995 and 25 percent ($800 million) in 1996–1999.24

It is difficult to allocate these regional arms transfer figures to individual
countries. The following military cooperation is indicative rather than com-
plete. Chinese advisers trained the 41st Commando Brigade, a rapid inter-
vention unit in Kisangani. In the 1990s, China sold 6 F-7M Airguard fighters;
2 Y-8 transport aircraft; 50 Z-6 troop-carrying helicopters, military trucks,
122 mm towed howitzers, T-59 tanks, 37mm anti-aircraft guns; 100 1,000-
pound high-altitude bombs; and 100 antipersonnel and antitank mines to the
Sudan. China also had a role in building three arms factories outside Khar-
toum, and a Chinese company constructed an arms factory in central Uganda
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in 1995. During the Ethiopian-Eritrean war of 1998–2000, China sold large
quantities of military equipment to both sides; Ethiopia received ammunition,
mortars, and vehicles.25

China transferred one Y-12 transport aircraft to Zimbabwe, six to Kenya,
three to Mauritania, two to Namibia, and three to Zambia; it also transferred
four Hainan-class patrol craft to Algeria and one patrol craft to Sierra Leone.
Zimbabwean pilots were trained on the Chinese F-7, and from 1996 through
1998, ninety officers received training in various specialties in China. Beijing
supplied large shipments of small arms to Laurent Kabila in the Congo in the
late 1990s. China delivered $3 million in small arms to Algeria in 1996–1998,
and $14 million to Morocco in 1998. During the 1990s, it supplied a modest
amount of small arms to Cameroon, Côte d’Ivoire, the Democratic Republic
of the Congo, Djibouti, Egypt, Gabon, Guinea, Madagascar, Niger, Nigeria,
Rwanda, South Africa, Tanzania, Tunisia, Uganda, and Zambia. China deliv-
ered $100 million in arms to Algeria during 1996–1999.26

South Africa, which has its own arms export industry, is a special case. It
not only purchased a modest quantity of Chinese arms in the 1990s, but in
1996–1997, South Africa sold almost $2 million in nonsensitive military
equipment to China.27 African countries also expanded their military attaché
presence in Beijing during the 1990s. In 1988, only nine African countries
had military attachés at their embassies in Beijing; by 1998 thirteen African
countries had resident military attachés.28

Military Assistance in the Twenty-first Century 

Chinese military cooperation with Africa in the twenty-first century suggests
a loose correlation with countries that are important suppliers of energy and
raw materials. The leading African exporters of oil to China in 2006 were
Angola, Congo-Brazzaville, Equatorial Guinea, the Sudan, and Libya. South
Africa, Gabon, and Zambia were important exporters of minerals and base
metals. China’s military assistance to Africa is not, however, confined to coun-
tries that provide it with raw materials. China offers at least modest quanti-
ties of military assistance or training to nearly every African country with
which it has diplomatic relations. The country with which it has maintained
one of the longest and strongest military connections—Tanzania—falls into
this category. Dar es Salaam does provide the port and rail terminus for cop-
per exports from Zambia, but Tanzania exports few natural resources to
China. Libya, on the other hand, now a significant oil exporter to China,
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seems to have had no military links to Beijing. This result may be due to a con-
tinuing Libyan-Taiwanese trade connection and reports, denied by Taipei,
that Taiwan was selling military equipment to Libya.29

China’s January 2006 African policy document stated that China would
promote high-level military exchanges and actively carry out military-related
technological exchanges and cooperation. It added that China would help
train African military personnel and support defense and army building in
African countries for their own security. Finally, the document stated that
China would support African Union and UN peacekeeping operations in
Africa.30 After the 2006 Forum on China-Africa Cooperation (FOCAC) sum-
mit in Beijing, forty-eight African countries and China issued a declaration
that called for a new “strategic partnership” between China and Africa. The
signatories agreed to enhance international cooperation to address global
security threats and nontraditional security challenges.31

One recent analysis of global Chinese military diplomacy emphasized that
the conduct of foreign military relations by the People’s Liberation Army
(PLA) is a strategic level activity in support of the larger foreign, diplomatic,
economic, and security agenda set by China’s leadership. The PLA does not
engage in freestanding military initiatives conducted by military profession-
als for military reasons. In other words, the PLA is not an independent actor;
it must coordinate its activities with the party and state bureaucracy. The
PLA maintains an ambitious global program of military exchanges and train-
ing programs that include most African countries. Arms sales are also a way
to make a profit, without concern for the human rights policies of the recip-
ient. China does not, however, enter into formal military alliances with any
country.32

The Congressional Research Service reported that, on a worldwide basis,
China was the number six arms supplier from 1998 through 2001. Although
China is a relatively small-scale arms provider compared to the top five, 83 per-
cent of its transfers went to the developing world. China remained sixth for
the period 2002–2005, but the percentage of its arms going to the developing
world jumped to 94 percent. China was the fifth-largest supplier of arms to the
developing world from 1998 to 2005, well behind the United States, Russia,
France, and the United Kingdom. From 1998 to 2001, Russia provided 25
percent of all arms deliveries to sub-Saharan Africa, while China was in sec-
ond place at 15 percent. From 2002 to 2005, Germany delivered the most
arms ($600 million) to sub-Saharan Africa at 22 percent, while Russia and
China tied at 18 percent or $500 million each. During this period, China
delivered another $100 million in arms to Algeria and $400 million in arms
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to Egypt. By comparison, the United States delivered $5.8 billion in arms to
Egypt from 2002 to 2005.33

China has no problem maintaining important military ties to African
countries that are anathema to the West such as the Sudan and Zimbabwe.
This approach coincides with its policy in other parts of the world. China
has, for example, strong military links to Iran, which Beijing sees as an impor-
tant supplier of oil and a geopolitical instrument to lessen U.S. influence in the
Middle East. In Latin America, two of China’s strongest military connections
are with Cuba and Venezuela, the latter another source of petroleum.34

China is a major supplier of small arms and light weapons to Africa. While
it does not earn a large amount of revenue from such sales, they help to under-
score China’s status as an international power. Chinese AK-47 assault rifles are
common in national armies as well as among armed rebel groups such as
those in the eastern Congo. They have also appeared in Uganda, Rwanda, and
Burundi—and, more recently, in Chad and Darfur in the Sudan. France’s
Minister of Defense Michele Alliot-Marie complained before the upper house
of the French parliament late in 2006 that Chinese arms too often appear in
conflict situations in Africa, in contravention of embargoes.35

According to the Norwegian Initiative on Small Arms Transfers, China
has transferred small quantities of small arms, valued well under $1 million,
to the following African countries since 2000: Benin, Botswana, Burkina Faso,
Cameroon, Djibouti, Egypt, Libya, Mozambique, and Zambia. China trans-
ferred larger amounts of small arms to Ethiopia ($8.2 million worth from
1998 to 2003), Kenya ($1 million from 2001 to 2003), Namibia ($2.3 million
from 2000 to 2002), Niger ($1.2 million from 1998 to 2002), South Africa
($2.6 million from 1995 to 2004), the Sudan ($2.9 million from 1997 to
2004), Tanzania ($1.8 million from 1995 to 2003), Uganda ($2.5 million from
1996 to 2004), and Zimbabwe ($3.6 million from 1995 to 2004).36 The Small
Arms Survey lists Chinese transfers to fewer African countries and some-
what different amounts: $56,000 worth of arms to Kenya in 2003, $4.7 mil-
lion to the Sudan in 2002–2004, $64,000 to Uganda in 2004, and $42,000 to
Zimbabwe in 2004.37

African countries increased their permanent defense attaché offices in Bei-
jing from thirteen in 1998 to eighteen in 2007. In 1985, there were nine Chi-
nese military attaché offices in Africa; by 2006 there were at least fourteen,
located in Algeria, the Democratic Republic of the Congo, Egypt, Ethiopia,
Liberia, Libya, Morocco, Mozambique, Namibia, Nigeria, the Sudan, Tunisia,
Zambia, and Zimbabwe. Although this list includes several important oil-
and mineral-rich countries that export to China, it excludes oil and mineral
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suppliers, such as Angola, Equatorial Guinea, and South Africa. It also excludes
Tanzania, a country with one of the longest and most important military rela-
tionships with China. Between 2001 and 2006, China held 110 bilateral secu-
rity-related meetings with African countries, while Chinese military leaders
visited Africa more than 30 times, often going to more than one country dur-
ing each visit. However, no African states have participated in joint military
exercises with China.38

Key Bilateral Military Relationships since 2000 

A review of publicly available information on military cooperation between
China and ten key African countries since 2000 provides an overview of the
variety of China’s military engagement with the continent. Except for infor-
mation on exchange visits, Chinese sources provide relatively little data on
military cooperation with other countries; most of the information comes
from African sources. There are also significant differences among African
countries in the availability of information on Chinese military cooperation.
Former British colonies seem to be more willing to allow their material to
appear in open sources. The ten African countries selected below tend to have
more expansive military ties to China than do countries that are not men-
tioned. All forty-eight African countries that recognize Beijing probably have
at least some military interaction with China. Military cooperation—especially
high-level military exchanges—is an integral part of China’s African policy.

Algeria

Algeria has a long military relationship with China dating back to its war of
independence with France. Since 2000, China and Algeria have had numerous
high-level military exchanges. The Chinese defense minister held extensive
consultations with the Algerian military in 2000. According to the Stockholm
International Peace Research Institute (SIPRI), Algeria received twenty-five
antiship missiles valued at $35 million from China in 2000–2002. The com-
mander of the Algerian navy visited Beijing in 2005, at which time the Chinese
defense minister said the two armed forces would enhance exchanges and
cooperation. China’s commander of the Second Artillery Force visited Algeria
in 2005 for talks on increasing military cooperation. The vice chairman of
China’s Central Military Commission held talks with his counterpart in Algiers
in 2006, where they pledged to expand military exchanges and cooperation.
In Beijing in 2006, the presidents of China and Algeria signed a strategic
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cooperation agreement that includes military affairs. It is similar to the agree-
ment China has with South Africa.39

Angola

As China’s primary source of oil in Africa, Angola is becoming a more impor-
tant partner for military cooperation. The chief of the PLA’s general staff
received Angola’s deputy minister of defense in Beijing in 2000. The Angolan
defense minister met several months later with China’s then vice chairman of
the Central Military Commission, Hu Jintao, and with the Chinese defense
minister. The deputy chief of the PLA’s general staff visited Angola the fol-
lowing year. Angola’s deputy chief of army for administration led a delegation
to China in 2004, where he acknowledged the value of China’s training of
Angolan armed forces as well as the equipping of various military units. A
high-ranking Chinese officer then visited Luanda, where he held talks on
training Angolan military officers and replacing military equipment.40

Angola announced, in 2004, the creation of an elite tactical and opera-
tional support unit, with $6 million in financing from China for the unit’s
training center. Angola selected a Chinese company, Jiangsu International, to
build the center. The chief of the PLA’s general staff held talks in Beijing in
2005 on training and equipment supply with his Angolan counterpart. The
Angolan chief of staff said the discussions were part of a military cooperation
program outlined several years earlier by the two countries. China signed an
agreement in 2006 for $100 million to upgrade Angola’s military communi-
cation infrastructure. In 2007, a Chinese military delegation visited Angola in
connection with the implementation of technical military cooperation and
the signing of a technical cooperation agreement aimed at providing Chinese-
supplied military equipment to the Angolan armed forces. As many as thirty
Angolan military personnel receive training in China each year.41

Egypt

The first country on the African continent to recognize Beijing, Egypt has a
well-developed, but discreet, military relationship with China. Discussions by
the author with a number of Egyptians in Cairo during July 2007 left the
impression that China is pursuing these military links more vigorously than
Egypt is. Nevertheless, together with Pakistan and Iran, Egypt was one of
the three largest recipients of arms from China in 2001–2005. China was,
however, an insignificant supplier of arms to Egypt when compared to the
United States.42
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Egypt and China signed a contract valued at $347 million at the end of
1999 to export and eventually coproduce K-8E jet aircraft and provide pilot
training for the Egyptian air force. China delivered the first aircraft in 2001:
a two-seat advanced training jet and light air-to-ground attack aircraft. China
delivered the eightieth and final aircraft to Egypt at the end of 2005. China
National Aero-Technology Import and Export Corporation awarded a pro-
duction certificate to Egypt’s A.O.I. Aircraft Factory in 2005 for achieving
production technology, quality control, and production management of the
K-8E aircraft, with parts provided by China. The Egyptian company plans to
build forty of the K-8E aircraft by 2010.43

A Chinese guided missile destroyer and supply ship passed through the
Suez Canal in 2002 and docked in Alexandria during the PLA navy’s first
around-the-world voyage. The PLA navy has also provided training to the
Egyptian navy, which was funded by the China State Shipbuilding Corpora-
tion.44 Egypt received thirty multiple rocket launchers from China in 2004.45

Along with South Africa, Egypt was one of only two African countries to
observe a PLA military exercise in 2005.46 That same year, the PLA’s Institute
of Science invited cadets from Egypt and a number of non-African countries
to participate in activities at the military academy in Nanjing and visit the
homes of PLA officers.47

The chief of the PLA’s general staff received an Egyptian delegation led by
the commander of the navy in 2004, and the Chinese minister of defense wel-
comed a delegation led by the commander in chief of the Egyptian armed
forces and minister of defense the same year. The Chinese defense minister
visited Egypt in 2005 for discussions on enhancing cooperation in training,
armament, and exchange of information. A month later, the deputy chief of
the PLA’s general staff received an Egyptian military training delegation in
Beijing. In Cairo in 2006, the Egyptian defense minister held talks on military
cooperation with his Chinese counterpart. Also in 2006, the assistant chief of
the PLA’s general staff met with a visiting group of Egyptian officers, led by the
commander of the northern military region. Of all African countries, Egypt
has received the highest number of senior Chinese military delegations thus
far during the twenty-first century.48

Ghana

Ghana’s military ties to China are modest in terms of dollar value but are
growing in their impact. China’s defense minister held talks in Beijing in 2000
with his Ghanaian counterpart on developing ties to the Ghanaian armed
forces. The Ghanaian defense minister returned to Beijing in 2003 for talks on
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upgrading military equipment and Chinese assistance for the construction of
a ministry of defense office complex. Ground breaking occurred in 2007 for
the $6.75 million office complex, with Ghana contributing $1.7 million and
China the remainder. A Chinese company is expected to complete the proj-
ect in eighteen months. Ghana signed a $30 million loan agreement with
China’s Eximbank in 2007 to acquire equipment and build a dedicated com-
munications system for the police, armed forces, prison service, and other
security agencies. The loan has an interest rate of 2 percent and is repayable
in twenty years. ZTE Corporation of China is the project contractor.49

During a 2004 visit to Ghana by China’s vice minister of commerce, the two
countries inaugurated a combined military-police barracks at Burma Camp
in Accra, financed by a $3.8 million interest-free loan. China also made avail-
able a modest grant to purchase vehicles for Ghana’s armed forces. In 2005,
China presented forty troop-carrying vehicles and fifteen pick-up trucks to
the Ghanaian ministry of defense. Ghanaian officials said in 2006 that the
armed forces would take possession of four Chinese K-8 jet aircraft and a
flight simulator in exchange for Ghana’s Gulfstream presidential jet and an
undetermined amount of cash from the ministry of defense.50

Nigeria

China does not yet import a large quantity of petroleum from Nigeria, but it
is engaged in a major effort to penetrate the Nigerian oil market. This endeavor
coincides with growing military cooperation between Nigeria and China. The
Chinese defense minister received his Nigerian counterpart in Beijing in 2001
and again in 2002 to discuss military cooperation. Nigeria’s minister of defense
returned in 2004 when his Chinese counterpart announced that military ties
between China and Nigeria had strengthened and that China attached great
importance to the development of military cooperation with Nigeria. Meet-
ing in Beijing in 2007, the Nigerian defense minister told the Chinese defense
minister and vice chairman of the Central Military Commission that Nigeria
wanted to enhance its cooperation with the PLA.51

Poly Technology, a Chinese defense company, announced in 2004 that it
was prepared to partner with the government-owned Defense Industries Cor-
poration of Nigeria (DICON). The Nigerian government had been seeking to
revive DICON, which had resumed production of small arms, grenades, and
ammunition for the Nigerian army. There is no indication, however, that any
Chinese company is currently partnering with DICON.52

China granted Nigeria $1 million in 2001 to upgrade its military facilities.
Nigeria’s chief of defense staff expressed appreciation at the same time for the
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thirty Nigerian officers taking courses at various Chinese military institu-
tions. Nigeria negotiated a $251 million contract in 2005 with the China
National Aero-Technology Import and Export Corporation to purchase
twelve F-7M Airguard multipurpose combat aircraft (the Chinese version of
the upgraded MiG-21) and three FT-7NI dual-seat fighter trainer aircraft.
The deal included twenty PL-9 short-range air-to-air missiles, unguided rock-
ets, bombs for antitank and runway denial missions, and training in China for
twelve Nigerian pilots. A separate deal valued at more than $70 million was
designed to refurbish five of the Nigerian air force’s Alenia G-222 transports.
China also donated to the Nigerian armed forces $3 million worth of military
equipment that included vehicles, emergency runway systems, communica-
tions gear, computers, uniforms; and twenty-one Chinese experts to train
Nigerian soldiers to use the equipment.53 Nigeria ordered Chinese patrol boats
to secure the swamps and creeks of the troubled Niger Delta, where Chinese
technicians have been threatened and kidnapped. Nigeria’s vice president
complained publicly in 2006 that his country first turned to the United States
for patrol boats but concluded that American help would not arrive fast
enough. The United States did provide 4 old craft, but Nigeria argued as many
as 200 may be required. Nigeria also ordered thirty-five smaller, high-speed
patrol boats from a U.S. company, but only about half had arrived by early
2007. As of March 2007, seventeen U.S. defender class response boats had
arrived in Nigeria. Deputy Assistant Secretary of Defense Theresa Whelan
stated that the Nigerian navy, however, is not properly trained to use the boats
and thus they sit idle in the Delta. U.S. concerns over corruption, human
rights violations in Nigeria’s security forces, and a low level of operational
readiness in the Nigerian navy reportedly delayed American deliveries. A sen-
ior Nigerian naval officer commented that Nigeria was let down by the reluc-
tance of the United States to offer more support and described the promise of
Chinese boats as a welcome development.54

Chinese engineers designed, constructed, and launched Nigeria’s geosta-
tionary communications satellite, known as Nigcomsat-1, in 2007. China’s
Eximbank provided $200 million in preferential buyer’s credits for the $300
million project. The state-owned China Great Wall Industry Corporation will
monitor the satellite from a ground station in China and train Nigerian engi-
neers to operate a tracking station in Abuja. When the project was put out for
bidding in 2004, Western companies showed little interest. The launch of the
satellite received heavy media coverage in Nigeria and may encourage other
African countries to follow Nigeria’s lead in turning to China. Although the
Nigerian satellite is a civilian project, China’s space agency is managed by the
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military. The successful launch provides another important link to China’s
military.55

South Africa

China’s second-largest African trading partner in 2006, South Africa, is devel-
oping a “strategic” relationship with China, although the definition seems to
emphasize trade and economic ties more than military relations. South Africa
sells considerable minerals to China, has more investments there than China
has in South Africa, and has even sold some weapons to China. South Africa
is developing a mature relationship with Beijing, which it did not even rec-
ognize until 1998. China’s defense minister laid the foundation for military
cooperation between the two countries in 1998 during a visit to South Africa.
South Africa’s defense minister returned the visit in 2000, during which then
Chinese Vice President Hu Jintao said China was willing to promote cooper-
ation between the two armed forces. Shortly thereafter, during its first-ever
cruise to Africa, the Chinese navy visited the naval base outside Cape Town.56

During a visit to Beijing in 2001, China’s defense minister told the chief of
South Africa’s defense forces that China was ready to strengthen cooperation
between the armed forces of the two countries. In a second visit the same
year by South Africa’s defense minister, his Chinese counterpart commented
that further development of military cooperation and exchanges would ben-
efit both sides. During the first session of the Sino–South African Binational
Commission meeting in Pretoria in 2002, the foreign ministers of China and
South Africa emphasized the need to cooperate in the fight against terrorism.
They said that terrorism should be confronted under the aegis of the United
Nations (UN) or as an international undertaking.57

The first meeting of the Sino–South African Defense Committee convened
in South Africa in 2003 and was followed by a visit from the chief of the PLA’s
general staff. The second meeting of the Defense Committee took place in Bei-
jing in 2005, where the two countries agreed to improve exchanges and coop-
eration between their defense departments and armies. South Africa’s defense
minister said that his country attached importance to the strategic partnership
with China. South Africa is the only African country that conducts regular,
formal security consultations with China. In a subsequent visit to Beijing later
in 2005, South Africa’s deputy minister of defense noted that China and South
Africa enjoyed a wide range of cooperation between their military forces.58

The director of the PLA’s general armament department visited South Africa
in 2006; the chief of South Africa’s defense forces visited Beijing the same year.
China’s defense minister said Beijing was ready to deepen cooperation between
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the two armed forces. South Africa’s National Assembly signed an agreement
in 2006 formalizing a “strategic political partnership” with China that
included military relations. The third session of the Sino–South African
Defense Committee took place in Pretoria at the end of 2006. In 2007, the vice
chairman of China’s Central Military Commission received the South African
air force chief.59

South Africa has a history, albeit poorly understood by outsiders, of sell-
ing arms to China. Although once a South African arms manufacturer and
exporter, Armscor today is the designated acquisition agency for the defense
ministry. In the 1980s, Armscor was caught pirating American missile tech-
nology and selling it to countries like China. In 1992, Denel was created from
the manufacturing operations of Armscor; it is a parastatal organization con-
trolled by the Department of Public Enterprises. Denel is now the major man-
ufacturer of weapons systems for South Africa and acts like a for-profit private
company. South Africa has actively marketed G5 and G6 artillery pieces in
China. China purchased Denel’s 35mm dual purpose gun; several years later
a European source identified the 35mm gun on China’s new self-propelled
antiaircraft gun system as South African in origin. Denel also may have sold
unmanned air vehicles to China.60

The Sudan

The Sudan is an important source of oil and the location of up to $6 billion
of Chinese investment, most of it in the oil industry; however, it also poses
a growing dilemma for China because the international community has put
pressure on Beijing to use its influence with Khartoum to end the conflict in
Darfur. This pressure has had some positive results. Although China contin-
ues to oppose sanctions against the Sudan, it played a key role in convincing
Khartoum to accept a hybrid African Union (AU)–UN peacekeeping force of
26,000 troops in Darfur. China has also contributed two contingents of peace-
keepers to the UN force in southern Sudan and the hybrid force in Darfur.

Liu Guijin, China’s special representative for Darfur, explained that Beijing
has a two-track policy to resolve the Darfur crisis. China attaches equal impor-
tance to the peacekeeping operation and the political process. Although
numerous reports indicated that Chinese weapons had been used by the
Sudanese government in Darfur and by rebel groups in Chad, Liu Guijin
emphasized that China was doing its best to prevent its weapons from find-
ing their way into the wrong hands.61

China has long been an important supplier of military equipment to the
Sudan. Foreign assistance in the 1990s helped the Sudan build three arms
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factories outside Khartoum for ammunition, mortars, and assembling tanks
based on the T-55 model and armored personnel carriers. It has become con-
ventional wisdom that China was behind all three factories. However, the
author’s findings during a visit to Khartoum in July 2007 to verify China’s
assistance suggest a more complex situation. While China certainly played a
role, Arab money and Iranian technical help were also factors. The machine
tools in the assembly plant are from Germany because the Sudan had doubts
about the quality of Chinese equipment. The precise involvement of China in
2007 in these factories remains shrouded in secrecy. The Sudan’s defense min-
ister announced in September 2007 that the Sudan had become self-suffi-
cient in conventional weapons and was in the process of developing missiles.
He added that the Sudan was the third most important producer of weapons
in Africa after Egypt and South Africa.62

Accounts of Chinese activity in the Sudan tend to be exaggerated. Hale, for
example, commented in 2004 that China had deployed 4,000 troops to the
Sudan to protect its investment in a pipeline that transported oil from the pro-
duction area to Port Sudan. Hale said he learned of these troops from South
African government officials. Although widely repeated, this account has not
been confirmed. A non-Sudanese source, who has traveled widely in the coun-
try over many years, suggests that the number was much smaller and consisted
of Chinese military personnel in civilian clothing assigned to security duty in
the oilfields when the government was fighting the Sudan People’s Liberation
Movement. A cease-fire took effect in 2003, and the Chinese troops are no
longer present.63

The Sudan acquired thirty-four Shenyang jet fighters from China in 2000.
Another account indicated that the Sudanese military had installed Chinese-
made radar at the Juba army garrison along the White Nile River. SIPRI
reported the delivery in 2003 of three A-5C Fanton FGA aircraft, noting that
the number might increase to twenty. Amnesty International reported that the
Sudan in 2005 imported from China $24 million in arms and ammunition
and $59 million in parts and aircraft equipment. SIPRI said that the Sudan
also took possession of twelve K-8 jet trainers in 2006. A separate report in
2006 indicated that the Sudan spent $100 million on Shenyang fighter planes,
including twelve F-7 jets; however, this account may be a variation on the
SIPRI data or even a repeat of the deal concluded in 2000. The Sudan also
received a shipment of Dong Feng military trucks, and China reportedly
trained fifty Sudanese pilots on helicopter gunships. While China continues
to be an important supplier of military equipment to the Sudan, SIPRI sta-
tistics for conventional weapons suggest that Russia now provides much more
equipment by dollar value.64
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The Sudan’s defense minister met with his counterpart in Beijing in 2000.
When the Chinese government said it was satisfied with military cooperation
between the two countries, the Sudan’s chief of staff of the armed forces vis-
ited Beijing in 2002. The Sudan’s minister of defense returned to China in
2003 to discuss the equipping and training of Sudanese armed forces. In 2005,
the Sudan’s chief of staff of the armed forces visited China again after a state-
ment by his Chinese counterpart that Beijing was willing to increase exchanges
and cooperation in every field between the two armed forces. China’s vice
chairman of the Central Military Commission and nineteen commanders
visited Khartoum in 2005 and discussed a range of cooperation with the
Sudanese president and defense minister. The deputy chief of the Sudan’s
general staff and the commander of the air force made separate visits to China
the same year.65

The commandant of the Sudanese Higher Military Academy’s Institute for
Defense Affairs visited China in 2006, followed by the arrival of the Sudanese
defense minister. The Chinese minister of defense told the visiting Sudanese
joint chief of staff early in 2007 that China was willing to cooperate militar-
ily in every sphere but urged Khartoum to be more flexible on the UN peace
plan and to improve the security and humanitarian situation in Darfur.
Sudanese officials also announced in 2007 that Khartoum had signed con-
tracts with China and Russia for the modernization of the Sudanese air force.
Both countries agreed to supply planes and train Sudanese personnel.66

Uganda

A minor trade partner with China and not strategically important, except
that it is part of the Great Lakes region where China has long-standing inter-
ests, Uganda nevertheless has benefited from a modest military relationship
with Beijing. China donated fifty-two military trucks valued at $1 million to
the Uganda People’s Defense Forces (UPDF) in 2002. A Chinese company
funded a $4 million renovation of the country’s largest military barracks and
contracted to build the UPDF’s first division headquarters at Kakiri in north-
ern Uganda. China trains Ugandan military personnel, and Chinese experts
manage a North Korean–built plant in Uganda that produces ammunition.67

The Ugandan defense minister visited Beijing in 2003 after his Chinese
counterpart said that China was prepared to promote friendly cooperation
between the armies. China donated twenty-four Jiefang troop carriers, two
fuel trucks, two water tankers, and various spare parts to the UPDF in 2006.
Following criticism in 2006 from Amnesty International that Uganda had
received arms from China, Uganda’s defense minister responded that his

172 david h. shinn

08-7561-4 ch8.qxd  9/16/08  4:18 PM  Page 172



country had been dealing with China for a long time and that it would con-
tinue to accept arms from China until it developed its own capacity to man-
ufacture weapons. A senior Chinese military officer visited Uganda in 2006 to
discuss increasing the supply of arms, training Ugandan officers, and signing
contracts for Chinese companies to construct additional military facilities.
According to a report in the Indian Ocean Newsletter, Chinese military coop-
eration with Uganda could reach $1.5 billion over the next five years.68

Zambia

China and Zambia have had an important relationship dating back to China’s
construction of the Tanzania-Zambia Railway, which began in 1970. Zambia
is China’s major copper supplier. So far this century, the military relationship
has consisted primarily of high-level exchange visits and aircraft sales. A sen-
ior Chinese military delegation, led by the PLA’s commissar of the general
department of military equipment, visited Zambia in 2000. The permanent
secretary of Zambia’s defense ministry reciprocated with a visit to Beijing the
following year, while the chief of the PLA’s general staff visited Lusaka. In
2002, the PLA’s political commissar of the Beijing military area command
went to Zambia, and Zambia’s commander of land forces visited Beijing the
same year. The Zambian minister of defense visited Beijing in 2005 and
returned in 2007, at which time the two countries agreed to expand cooper-
ation between their armed forces.69

In 2000, China delivered eight K-8 trainer-combat aircraft to Zambia. In
2006, the Zambian air force received five Y-12 series, twin-engine transport
aircraft built by Harbin Aviation Industry and one Y-7 transport aircraft.
China reportedly financed the deal with a preferential loan. Zambia planned
to use the aircraft primarily for troop transport, emergency rescue opera-
tions, and the delivery of ballot boxes to remote areas. Zambia is the only for-
eign country to receive Chinese military medical experts. The first group
arrived in 1984 at a Zambian hospital. As of early 2007, 163 PLA medical
experts had worked in Zambia, treating about 10,000 Zambian soldiers and
their family members. The current group consists of ten physicians working
in a variety of specialties.70

Zimbabwe

China’s long association with President Robert Mugabe, dating back to the
liberation period, probably best explains China’s close, continuing military
ties to Zimbabwe. Except for tobacco, Zimbabwe is not an important supplier
of raw materials to China. After the 2002 arms embargo on Zimbabwe by
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Western countries, China became the country of choice for supplying military
equipment, an opportunity that China welcomed. The commander of Zim-
babwe’s air force visited Beijing in 2000 after the PLA’s chief of the Chinese
general staff said it was prepared to raise military cooperation with Zimbabwe.
Zimbabwe’s acting defense minister visited Beijing in 2001and returned in
2002, and the commander of Zimbabwe’s army visited China in 2005.71

In 2004, there was a widely believed report from Harare that Zimbabwe
had plans to purchase US$240 million in arms from China, including 12 Chi-
nese-made FC-1 fighter aircraft and 100 military vehicles. The FC-1 is a light-
weight, multipurpose fighter similar to Russia’s MiG-33. It reportedly would
serve as a credible challenge to the JAS-39 Gripen multipurpose fighters pur-
chased by South Africa from Sweden. This transaction caused considerable
apprehension in South Africa and led to international concerns about a
regional arms race. The Chinese ambassador to South Africa and China’s
embassy in Zimbabwe quickly denied that there was any sale of FC-1 aircraft
to Zimbabwe. The aircraft do not appear to have arrived in Zimbabwe, and it
would be difficult for the local air force to maintain them. However, in 2004
Zimbabwe did order US$1.6 million in arms and riot gear from China, and
in 2005 Beijing provided the Zimbabwean armed forces with thirty-nine
military trucks and educational and medical equipment worth more than
US$3 million.72

Zimbabwe purchased six K-8 advanced jet trainers from China’s Nanchang
Aircraft Manufacturing Company in 2005, at an estimated cost of US$120
million. The K-8s replaced British Aerospace Hawk fighter jets. Upon deliv-
ery, Mugabe described the purchase as part of Zimbabwe’s successful “Look
East” policy.73 Zimbabwe’s Ministry of Defense announced in 2006 that it had
purchased six additional K-8 aircraft from China and had made an initial
payment of US$4.6 million for the estimated US$240 million package of
twelve aircraft. The author has not been able to confirm delivery of the addi-
tional six K-8s. Although Zimbabwe may have intended initially to purchase
the more sophisticated FC-1 aircraft from China, it would appear that it has
substituted K-8s for the FC-1s.74

The commander of the Zimbabwean air force met in Beijing with the Chi-
nese chief of the general staff in 2006. China donated US$1.5 million worth
of machines and construction equipment to Zimbabwe’s armed forces in
2006. Beginning in the 1960s, at least twenty Zimbabwean military officers
were trained annually in China; in 2006–2007 Zimbabwe sent fifty-five offi-
cers to China for training. During a 2006 visit to Zimbabwe’s army head-
quarters by a Chinese military delegation, the chief of the Zimbabwean
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defense forces praised Chinese military training programs and the second-
ment of PLA army instructors to the Zimbabwe Staff College. A few months
later, Mugabe paid tribute to the Chinese PLA team at the Staff College. The
political commissar of China’s air force visited Harare in 2007, at which time
Zimbabwe’s defense minister expressed appreciation for China’s generous
support for Zimbabwe’s military effort.75

Chinese Policy on Arms Deliveries 

China has not declared its arms exports to the UN register of conventional
arms since it withdrew from the register in 1998 to protest U.S. reporting on
exports to Taiwan. Although China gives a lot of lip service to small arms
export controls, its systems leave much to be desired. The 2000 Beijing Dec-
laration stated that China would cooperate in stopping the illegal production,
circulation, and trafficking of small arms and light weapons (SALW) in Africa.
Chinese officials are quick to note that China has intensified cooperation with
Africa against illicit proliferation, transfer, and trafficking of SALW.76

Assistant Foreign Minister Zhai Jun stated in 2006 that China always takes
a cautious and accountable attitude toward the export of military equipment
to Africa. He said that China only exports military hardware to the govern-
ments of sovereign states and never exports weapons to any nonstate entity or
individual. China requires that the recipient government certify the end user
and the ultimate purpose. The recipient must promise not to transfer the
weapons to any third party. Zhai added that China strictly observes UN res-
olutions and does not export military equipment to countries and regions
where the Security Council has imposed arms sanctions.77

During the author’s visit to Beijing in January 2007, Chinese officials
insisted privately that China does not sell arms to countries for use in conflict
zones, although they acknowledged that Chinese weapons have appeared in
those areas. They argued that any Chinese weapons that show up in conflict
zones were purchased on the international arms market. The officials added
that China tries to monitor these movements and insisted that China would
fine violators. They pointed out, for example, that after conflict broke out
between Cameroon and Nigeria, China stopped providing arms to both sides.
China says that it controls all exports of conventional military items, includ-
ing small arms, in accordance with the Regulations on Control of Military
Product Exports. Despite these assertions and the fact that state-run compa-
nies manufacture all Chinese weapons, serious questions remain about the
control of exported military equipment, especially SALW.78
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China issued its first publicly available export control regulations covering
military equipment in 1997. It codified China’s export principles and adopted
some international export control standards. It failed to include, however, a
list of specific military items controlled under the regulations. China revised
these regulations in 2002 but again did not list specific military items. The reg-
ulations remained vague. A Chinese white paper on arms control issued in
2005 stated that international mechanisms for arms control should be main-
tained, further strengthened, and improved. It added that firmly combating
illegal activities in the area of SALW was of great importance to maintaining
regional peace, stability, and development; fighting terrorism; and cracking
down on international organized crime, drug trafficking, and smuggling.79

Chinese officials say that they are not in the arms business to make money.
However, during a 2007 discussion with the author in Beijing, one African
ambassador to China whose country has purchased Chinese weapons begged
to differ with this assertion. In addition, the Middle East offers one of the best
rebuttals to China’s claim. Israel was, at least until recently, China’s second-
largest arms supplier. It transferred Harpy antiradar drones, Python air-to-air
missiles, and advanced technology for China’s new J-10 fighter. At the same
time, China sold to Iran, Israel’s adversary, the HY-2, C-801, and C-802 anti-
ship ballistic and cruise missiles. China is one of the principal facilitators of
Iran’s ballistic missile program. Such actions suggest that despite protesta-
tions to the contrary, China is willing to provide military assistance and equip-
ment to any party whenever it will advance Chinese interests.80

A spokesperson from the Chinese foreign ministry pointed out in 2006 that
statistics from the SIPRI indicate that from 2000 to 2004, global conventional
military exports by the United States were estimated at $25.9 billion. Weapons
exported by China during the same period were valued at $1.4 billion or 5 per-
cent of the U.S. figure.81 These figures may not include all conventional
weapons transfers, nor do they include SALW. They also do not acknowledge
the high percentage of China’s transfers to Africa, nor do they prove that the
transfers followed international guidelines.

Chinese Peacekeeping Operations in Africa 

When China assumed its membership on the UN Security Council in 1971,
it opposed peacekeeping operations. With the end of the Cold War, China
took a more practical approach to this issue. Beginning in the early 1990s,
China provided small numbers of personnel for UN peacekeeping opera-
tions. It has had as many as twenty observers in the Western Sahara since
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1991. In the mid-1990s, China sent small numbers of observers to do peace-
keeping in Mozambique, Liberia, and Sierra Leone. Beginning in 2000, it con-
tributed ten observers to the UN mission along the Ethiopia-Eritrea border.
Then, marking a significant increase in its support for UN peacekeeping oper-
ations, China sent a small number of observers and more than 200 troops to
the Democratic Republic of the Congo in 2001, and contributed about 600
troops and police to the mission in Liberia in 2003. It sent a small number of
observers to Côte d’Ivoire and Burundi in 2004. China tends to provide mil-
itary observers and medical, transportation, engineering, and logistical spe-
cialists for these UN operations, rather than infantry personnel. China is also
providing financial assistance to the AU for its peacekeeping missions in Dar-
fur and elsewhere.82

As of April 2008, China had 1,457 military peacekeepers, observers, and
police participating in 7 UN peacekeeping operations in Africa. Chinese per-
sonnel were assigned to both missions in the Sudan (613), Côte d’Ivoire (13),
Liberia (581), the Democratic Republic of the Congo (234), Ethiopia-Eritrea
(2), and Western Sahara (14). Globally, China was the twelfth-largest con-
tributor to UN peacekeeping operations with 1,981 personnel. The United
States ranked forty-third with 300 personnel.83 China was in the process, in
early 2008, of increasing its numbers by sending a 315-person engineering
unit to the AU-UN hybrid mission in Darfur. A five-person advance team
arrived in October 2007.84 The only 2008 UN peacekeeping operation in
Africa where China remains unrepresented is the UN Mission in the Central
African Republic and Chad; that force had just begun in late 2007. UN Sec-
retary General Ban Ki-moon selected a Chinese general in 2007 as the new
force commander for the UN mission in the Western Sahara. This is the first
time that a Chinese national has commanded a UN peacekeeping operation.85

China’s most significant peacekeeping involvement in Africa is linked to
countries where it has either a major interest in natural resources or there are
special considerations. China has important mining concessions in the Demo-
cratic Republic of the Congo and major oil investments in the Sudan.
Although Liberia once exported significant quantities of hardwood timber to
China, it is a special case. Partly as a reward for terminating its recognition of
Taiwan and restoring relations with Beijing in 2003, China sent nearly 600
engineers, medical personnel, and transportation specialists to the UN peace-
keeping operation in Liberia.86

Beijing made support for peacekeeping operations part of its African pol-
icy statement in 2006 and backed up that rhetoric with tangible assistance.
China has established bases for prospective peacekeepers in Nanjing (Jiangsu
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Province) and Langfang (Hebei Province). The centers offer training in for-
eign languages, emergency treatment, logistical support, conflict prevention,
and cooperation with peacekeepers from other countries.87 This involvement
has been welcomed by African leaders. Liberian President Ellen Johnson-
Sirleaf, for example, told Chinese journalists in February 2007, before the
arrival of Chinese President Hu Jintao, that “Liberia will never forget the
friendship of Chinese peacekeeping soldiers.”88 At the same time, Chinese
arms reached both sides of the Ethiopia-Eritrea dispute, conflicting parties in
the Democratic Republic of the Congo and Sierra Leone, and both the gov-
ernment of the Sudan and rebels in Darfur and Chad. Although no nation can
fully control the movement of small arms sold on the international market,
China has been embarrassed on a number of occasions as its weapons have
appeared in African conflict zones.89

Other Security-Related Issues 

China strongly professes support for the elimination of landmines but, like the
United States, has not signed the Ottawa Landmine Convention. The AU and
most African states strongly back the Landmine Convention. However, China
has been engaged in mine clearance in Eritrea and trained 120 Eritrean mine
clearance specialists. Since 1998, it has also worked with the UN to provide
training in land mine disposal and donated equipment to Mozambique,
Ethiopia, Rwanda, Angola, and Eritrea. It has pledged to remain active in
African demining efforts.90

As China’s interests and presence on the ground expand in Africa, Chinese
nationals have become increasingly threatened by local conflicts. Two rebel
groups attacked a Chinese oil facility located between South Darfur and West
Kordofan in the Sudan late in 2006.91 Ten Chinese sailors were among those
captured by pirates when the latter seized two South Korean fishing vessels off
Somalia in 2007.92 In northern Niger, Tuareg-led rebels in 2007 captured and
released a Chinese uranium executive, forcing his company to suspend activ-
ities in the region.93

Militant groups in the Niger Delta of Nigeria have threatened Chinese
interests and nationals on several occasions. A spokesperson for the militant
Movement for the Emancipation of the Niger Delta criticized China for taking
a $2.2 billion stake in a Niger Delta oilfield and warned the Chinese govern-
ment and its oil companies to stay out of the delta. It added that the Chinese
government, by investing in “stolen” crude, placed its citizens in the line of fire.
Gunmen in the delta kidnapped five Chinese employees of the Sichuan
Telecommunications Company early in 2007. Nigerian militants subsequently
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seized nine Chinese oil workers near Port Harcourt. Two other Chinese
nationals were taken in Anambra State in Nigeria. The militants eventually
released all of the Chinese unharmed.94

The most serious attack against Chinese workers in Africa occurred in the
Ogaden region of Ethiopia in April 2007, at an oil exploration site operated
by Sinopec’s Zhongyuan Petroleum Exploration Bureau and staffed by 37
Chinese and 120 Ethiopians. The Ogaden National Liberation Front, which
had earlier warned all foreign oil companies to stay out of the Ogaden,
attacked the facility, killing nine Chinese and at least sixty-five Ethiopians.
They also kidnapped and then released seven Chinese.95

A Chinese foreign ministry spokesperson said that these attacks would not
deter China from investing in Africa, although it planned to increase security
measures.96 State-owned Sinopec announced that it was not pulling out of
Ethiopia. At the same time, official Chinese sources in Addis Ababa told the
author in July 2007 that Chinese companies have pulled out of the Ogaden
and had no immediate plans to return. While these developments will not
have any significant impact on China’s quest for raw materials in Africa, they
may cause the government to rethink the initiation of commercial operations
in conflict zones and will certainly result in more host-country and Chinese
security in areas where there have been threats against foreign interests or a
history of rebel activity.97 He Wenping, one of China’s leading Africanists and
the head of African studies at the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences, com-
mented that Chinese companies should evaluate the security situation before
starting projects abroad.98

At the November 2007 China-Africa Forum in Beijing, China agreed to
strengthen counterterrorism cooperation with Africa, although it did not
spell out how this would be done.99 He Wenping subsequently reported that
China had begun an exchange of intelligence, as well as joint counterterror-
ism training programs, in many African countries.100 China has also pledged
to engage in a more intensive dialogue with Africans on nontraditional secu-
rity issues such as small arms trafficking, drug trafficking, and transnational
economic crimes. Finally, China supports Africa’s efforts to remain free of
nuclear weapons and has agreed to cooperate in promoting nuclear disarma-
ment and nonproliferation of nuclear weapons.101

Africa and Chinese Naval Interests 

During the Ming Dynasty (1368–1644), Zheng He was the first Chinese
navigator to reach the African coast. He made voyages to some thirty coun-
tries in West Asia and East Africa from 1405 to 1433, predating Christopher
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Columbus, Vasco da Gama, and Ferdinand Magellan. In 2005, on the 600th
anniversary of Zheng’s voyages, Chinese Vice Premier Huang Ju called on the
Chinese people to carry forward Zheng’s spirit of scientific exploration and
the expansion of friendly cooperation with peoples of other countries.102 Two
experts on Chinese naval strategy argued that China’s “Zheng He diplomacy”
was no longer willing to entrust its maritime interests to the U.S. Navy: China
would deploy naval forces to defend its interests. It would focus its attention
not just on the Pacific, but southward, along the sea lanes that convey vital
commodities to China.103

The modern Chinese navy sent its first-ever naval fleet formation to Africa
in 2000, with port calls in Tanzania and South Africa. Rear Admiral Huang
Jiang, chief of the general staff of the South China Sea Fleet, joined the Shen-
zhen 167 guided missile destroyer, the Nancang 953 supply ship, and 480 offi-
cers and sailors during stops at Dar es Salaam and the Simonstown naval
dock near Cape Town.104 The commander of the North China Sea Fleet, Ding
Yiping, accompanied a guided missile destroyer, a supply ship, and 500 crew
members on China’s first world cruise in 2002. After passing through the Suez
Canal, the ships called at Alexandria, Egypt.105

While intended primarily to improve political and military relations with
the host nations, those ship visits suggest that China may be serious about
eventually extending its naval reach into the waters off Africa. At the same
time, China is quick to note that it does not have any bases in Africa and, as a
matter of national policy, does not seek traditional military alliances with
other countries. Perhaps surprisingly, there have been no Chinese naval vis-
its to Africa since the 2002 call at Alexandria.

The Chinese navy has a force of seventy-two principal ships, about fifty-
eight attack submarines, some fifty medium and heavy amphibious lift vessels,
and approximately forty-one coastal missile patrol craft. China is building
and testing second-generation nuclear submarines: the Jin-class nuclear-
powered ballistic missile submarine and the Shang-class nuclear-powered
attack submarine, both of which began sea trials in 2005. The navy also oper-
ates twelve Kilo-class submarines, the newest of which are equipped with the
supersonic, wire-guided, and wake-homing torpedoes. In 2006, China
received the second of two Russian-made guided missile destroyers; the PLA
navy’s newest ship, a guided missile destroyer, is designed for antiaircraft war-
fare. In 2006, China also began producing its first guided missile frigate.106

In addition to long-range submarines, China’s growing interest in devel-
oping an aircraft carrier capacity would seem to signal a naval strategy aimed
at extending China’s power well beyond its coastline. China first began to
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discuss developing an indigenous aircraft carrier in the late 1970s. It pur-
chased two former Soviet carriers in 1998 and 2000. Although China used
both of them for floating military theme parks, PLA navy engineers learned
useful design information. China also purchased from Russia in 1998 a third
carrier that was only 70 percent complete at the time of the collapse of the
Soviet Union. Recent work on the carrier has renewed the debate about
China’s interest in developing a carrier capacity, although it could also be
used for training purposes or even as another floating theme park. A senior
Chinese general commented in 2006 that carriers are indispensable if China
wants to protect its maritime interests. Estimates vary as to when China could
deploy an operational aircraft carrier. Some experts say it could happen by
2015, while others believe it would be 2020 or beyond.107

Beijing published a white paper entitled China’s National Defense in 2006
that said that the navy “aims at gradual extension of the strategic depth for off-
shore defensive operations” and must guard not only coastal areas but also
nearby oceans.108 At least one expert has interpreted this reference as an inten-
tion to develop a blue-water fleet with long-range, all-weather capabilities.109

An increasing number of analysts, including some in the Pentagon, subscribe
to the belief that China is engaged in building a blue-water navy. An internal
memo to former Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld argued that China was
building up military forces and setting up bases along sea lanes to the Middle
East to project its power overseas and protect its oil shipments. China is con-
structing a deepwater Indian Ocean port at Gwadar in Pakistan and building
a container port facility at Chittagong, Bangladesh. Together with Chinese-
developed ports in Cambodia and Burma, these facilities will eventually per-
mit the Chinese navy to extend its sea power into the Indian Ocean.110 Other
experts are not convinced that China is trying to become a global military
power or build a blue-water navy. David Finkelstein, director of the China
Studies Center at the Center for Naval Analysis, argues that the PLA is creat-
ing a “littoral plus” force aimed at guarding the sea lanes in the near region.111

In 2006 testimony before the U.S.-China Economic and Security Review
Commission, Cortez Cooper, director of East Asia Studies at Hicks and Asso-
ciates, suggested that by 2020 Beijing hopes to focus on building Chinese mil-
itary capabilities in its “greater periphery,” particularly the Straits of Malacca,
the Indian Ocean, and the Persian Gulf. Cooper notes this will require the
development of a blue-water fleet and a strategic bomber force to protect trade
in goods and natural resources. He argued that while it is not in China’s inter-
est to build a high-cost carrier navy for at least two decades, China may develop
a hybrid force that has one or two carrier groups designed to provide minimum
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blue-water power projection. In the meantime, China is working hard to obtain
access for its maritime forces in key nations along these sea lanes.

If China has embarked on or plans to build a blue-water navy, the reasons
for it are clear. The Chinese economy has been growing at an extraordinary
rate. To stay in power, the current leadership of the Communist Party must
continue this high annual GDP growth rate. The ability of the Chinese econ-
omy to sustain a high growth rate is dependent on the importation of large
quantities of raw materials, especially oil. In 2003, China became the world’s
second-largest consumer and third-largest (after the United States and Japan)
importer of oil. While oil and gas account for only about 20 percent of China’s
energy requirement (coal, most of it available locally, provides the prepon-
derance of China’s energy needs), the importance of gas and oil to the econ-
omy is growing each year. China currently imports more than 40 percent of
its oil, and this could rise to 80 percent by 2025. About 80 percent of China’s
imported oil—that which comes from the Middle East and Africa—passes
through the Straits of Malacca. These sea lanes are now controlled largely by
the United States. China also relies exclusively on foreign-owned tankers to
transport its oil imports. This situation is not tenable over the long term for
a power that has global aspirations.112

Most analysts connect Chinese interest in expanding security of the sea
lanes to oil coming from the Middle East. While it is true that about 50 per-
cent of China’s oil imports now originate in the Middle East, this argument
overlooks an important point. Because of insecurity in the Middle East, Chi-
nese oil imports from the region have declined in recent years. China now
receives about 33 percent of its oil imports from the African continent, and the
percentage is expected to rise. Africa currently holds more than 9 percent of
the world’s proven petroleum reserves and remains largely unexplored. More
oil finds are anticipated in Africa than in any other part of the world. China
also imports from Africa large quantities of minerals and timber that are
essential to sustaining China’s booming economy.113

Another Chinese concern that has implications for eastern Africa and
African islands in the Indian Ocean is the growing naval strength of India.
China and India have good relations now and have even held joint naval
maneuvers, but there is no guarantee that that situation will remain stable.
Previous Chinese support for Pakistan and continuing close relations with
Islamabad could pose a problem for the future. India’s alignment with the
United States may also give China some pause. How India defines its interests
in the region and configures its military power may put additional pressure on
China to match Indian naval strength. All of China’s imported oil from the
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Middle East and oil and minerals from Africa pass through the Indian Ocean.
It may have been no coincidence that Hu Jintao included the Seychelles on his
2007 Africa tour.114

The Future of the China-Africa Military and Security Relationship 

Chinese military and security cooperation with African countries is a corol-
lary to Beijing’s much greater use of soft power in advancing its interests on
the African continent. China will continue to maximize its military and secu-
rity relationship with African countries, focusing on those that export large
quantities of oil and raw materials to China or have the ability to do so in the
future. Consequently, China will try to expand its military cooperation with
important oil producers such as Angola and Nigeria and initiate programs in
countries such as Equatorial Guinea, Chad, and Libya. China will not be
deterred from its close military relationship with the Sudan, in spite of inter-
national pressure to stop the provision of arms, but it will continue trying to
moderate Khartoum’s policies in Darfur and support the Comprehensive
Peace Agreement with South Sudan.

Although China will take greater care before placing its nationals in harm’s
way while developing or exploiting oil and mineral deposits on the African
continent, it will continue to take higher risks than Western companies or gov-
ernments. When the security situation does not permit an on-the-ground
presence, China will sign licensing agreements that it can draw on in the
future, as it did for an oil concession in Somalia. Maintaining access to African
oil, gas, minerals, and timber is so important to the fueling of China’s econ-
omy both now and in the future that Beijing will make every effort to expand
military-security cooperation with resource-exporting countries.

There will probably be an expansion of Chinese support for UN and AU
peacekeeping operations in Africa. Such involvement provides China military
access in African countries in a manner that is generally welcomed by both the
Africans and the international community. The Chinese military presence
provides useful experience for its forces, first-hand intelligence on particular
conflict situations, and, in the case of UN peacekeeping operations, reim-
bursement to the Chinese government for its troop participation. Chinese
troop contributions to both of the peacekeeping operations in the Sudan also
allow China to deflect some of the criticism leveled against it due to the oil
connection and sale of arms to the government of the Sudan.

While there is not likely to be any significant increase in Chinese military
grant assistance to Africa, one can expect Chinese low-interest loans to be
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used increasingly to fund projects related to military infrastructure. This low-
interest lending has already been used for telecommunications projects in
Ghana and Angola. It has also been used for the construction of military
headquarters and barracks in a number of countries. Chinese companies have
shown that they can quickly complete reasonably good quality projects at low
cost. This keeps the loan money in China while pleasing African governments
at the same time. Chinese state-owned companies manufacture the products;
the loans are transferred from one government account to another. The same
concept applies to military aircraft and equipment sales.

China has a long and generally good record of training African military
personnel. This is another area where there will likely be a sharp increase in
cooperation, in spite of the continuing language problem. To some extent,
growing Chinese involvement in African peacekeeping operations will result
in increased training cooperation, especially when Chinese units serve in mis-
sions with African troops. Training is also a relatively low-cost way to maxi-
mize the military-to-military relationship. China sees a long-term benefit in
these more personal ties between African and Chinese military personnel.

China currently lacks the ability to protect oil shipments on the high seas
and through the Straits of Malacca. In the event of a conflict involving Taiwan,
it probably fears that the United States would use its naval power to disrupt
the flow of oil to China. Consequently, China will probably seek first to extend
its naval capacity into the Straits of Malacca and then to the Persian Gulf and
Indian Ocean, which are more essential to Beijing’s energy security. Because
of the African coast’s greater distance from China, protecting its interests in
the sea lanes around Africa will be a lower priority. For the time being, China
will rely on the projection of soft power in the region. Nevertheless, China is
almost certainly planning a naval force that eventually can protect the sea
lanes around and from Africa. Doing so will inevitably result in closer col-
laboration between the PLA navy and African leaders and port facilities.

Conclusion

In the early 1990s, former Chinese leader Deng Xiaoping suggested guidelines
for China’s foreign and security policy that came to be known as the “24
character” strategy, which included instructions to “observe calmly; secure
our position; cope with affairs calmly; hide our capacities and bide our time;
be good at maintaining a low profile; and never claim leadership.” The phrase
“make some contributions” was added later. Senior Chinese national security
officials often quote these guidelines. There has been some debate within
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China’s security community in recent years over this strategy, especially the
relative emphasis placed upon “never claim leadership” and “make some con-
tributions.” Nevertheless, the strategy continues to guide China’s short-term
desire to downplay its ambitions and long-term strategy to build up China’s
power to maximize options for the future.115 China is prepared to bide its time
as it methodically strengthens its military and security relations with Africa.
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Several years ago, China’s foreign aid program started to emerge from
the shadows where it had been operating for close to five decades. Rumors of
a huge new aid program ran through Western papers and magazines. By late
2006, concern about China’s role as a donor gained a place on the agendas of
the major players in the global aid regime. Bilateral and multilateral agencies
in Washington, Stockholm, Canada, London, and Oslo organized a number
of meetings on China’s aid, where participants expressed worries about debt
sustainability, the lack of conditions favoring governance and human rights,
and environmental impacts.

Other chapters in this volume elaborate on those concerns. This chapter
provides an overview of China’s aid program (context and history), separates
out “aid” from the other economic instruments being used by Beijing, and
explains the changing rationale for aid from the 1950s to the present. It out-
lines what we know about the quantity of China’s aid in Africa and provides
a brief comparison with Taiwan’s aid program. This chapter draws on inter-
views with Chinese officials in Beijing and Washington (during 2007), and in
several African countries, and on the author’s extensive fieldwork in Africa
during the 1980s and 1990s. The interviews and fieldwork are complemented
by a reading of recent newspaper articles and by library research. Information
is offered with caveats: much is known about China’s aid, but there is still
much more that is unclear, difficult to interpret, or deliberately kept hidden.

China’s aid program needs to be seen in relation to China’s economic
engagement with the African continent as a whole, and in comparison to the
size of the aid programs of the West. It is not terribly large. For example, in
2006 alone, two-way trade between China and Africa came to $55 billion,

9
China’s Foreign Aid in Africa:
What Do We Know?

deborah brautigam
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while the cumulative total of aid to Africa from 1957 to mid-2006 amounted
to only $5.7 billion.1 In 2006, China’s budgeted total expenditure for foreign
aid in Africa (grants, zero-interest loans, and the cost of the interest subsidy
on concessional loans) was close to $500 million. Approximately a quarter of
the projects funded by China’s Eximbank in Africa are concessional. Although
Beijing does not regularly release figures on concessional loans, Standard and
Poor’s reported that between 2001 and 2005, the Eximbank had funded a
total of seventy-eight concessional projects worldwide for RMB 10 billion
($1.24 billion).2 Eximbank officials revealed to World Bank officials that it had
funded fifty-five concessional projects in Africa by the end of 2005 for a total
of $800 million.3

China’s Aid Program in Africa: Overview

Chinese sources date the beginning of their aid program to 1950, the year after
the establishment of the People’s Republic.4 Although the initial aid transfers
went to North Korea, North Vietnam, and other socialist countries in China’s
immediate neighborhood, China’s aid program expanded quickly beyond the
socialist bloc into South Asia, the Middle East, and Africa. By 1975, China had
aid programs in more African countries than did the United States, and this
pattern continues today.

Reports in the media on China’s “return” to Africa suggest that the Chinese
left after the Maoist period, turning inward to focus on their own develop-
ment, but that is not the case: they remained, working quietly in all of the
countries where they had wrestled diplomatic recognition away from Taiwan.
In the mid-1980s, China’s aid program reached worldwide an annual level of
some $220 million.5 By the 1990s, China was the largest developing country
donor outside of the Organization for Petroleum Exporting Countries: more
than 500,000 Chinese experts had been dispatched to more than 100 coun-
tries, working on more than 1,426 aid projects.6 In 2006, China had ongoing
aid projects in 86 developing countries and counted more than 114 countries
as current or former recipients of Chinese aid.7 Although Vietnam, North
Korea, and Cambodia were China’s most important early aid partners, after
the 1970s, Africa received the bulk of China’s aid. Table 9-1 illustrates the
cumulative scope of the program, worldwide, as it stood in 1989, the last year
for which the United States Central Intelligence Agency publicly provided
statistics, which themselves must be regarded as rough approximations.

The largest single component of China’s aid has always been infrastructure,
and indeed, China’s aid program is best known through two major projects:
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the massive Tanzania-Zambia (Tanzam) Railway (completed in 1976), which
employed some 25,000 Chinese over more than half a decade, and in Asia, the
mountainous, trans-Himalayan Karakoram Highway linking China and Pak-
istan (completed in 1986). However, these megaprojects are the exceptions to
the rule. Most of China’s aid has come in the form of small and medium-size
projects, such as a loan of $8.6 million to construct two administration build-
ings in Burkina Faso, or the launch of a $3 million irrigation project in Ghana.
In scores of countries, the Chinese have implemented the construction of
public buildings such as ministry office blocks, cultural centers, stadia,
schools, hospitals, and clinics, as well as roads and bridges. Also significant has
been China’s support of light industry (factories producing bricks, textiles,
paper, lumber, or cement) and particularly agro-industry (sugar refineries
and grain mills). Agriculture has also been an important target of aid. In
Africa, for example, more than forty-four countries have each hosted an aver-
age of three separate Chinese agricultural aid projects, many focusing on irri-
gated rice and vegetables. Given the urge to privatize state-owned industries
across Africa, aid for state-owned enterprises is no longer common, but the
Chinese have begun lending to African governments with the idea that con-
cessional funds will be passed on to private sector firms to foster joint man-
ufacturing ventures with Chinese firms.

From the discussion above, it is clear that China is not a new donor in
Africa. The People’s Republic of China extended aid in the 1950s to Algeria
(1958) and Egypt (1959), and, as sub-Saharan African countries became inde-
pendent in the 1960s, China established aid programs in an additional eleven
African countries. In the 1970s, forty-three African countries had Chinese
aid programs, and through the next three decades, China established formal
diplomatic ties to all African countries except Swaziland, and established aid
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Table 9-1. Chinese Aid in Comparative Perspective, 1960–1989
Millions of US$

Cumulative amount
Recipient region (estimate)

East Asia 514

Latin America 314

Middle East and South Asia 4,053

Africa 4,728

Total 9,655

Source: Central Intelligence Agency, Handbook of Economic Statistics (Washington, D.C., 1990).
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programs in all of them. These aid programs continue to operate (often at
modest levels) in all of these countries except where the countries were wooed
successfully by Taiwan.

In its breadth and scope (if not in funding), China’s African aid program,
thus, resembles that of the United States more than any other donor. The
Scandinavians tend to focus their aid on a smaller number of countries: Tan-
zania and Zambia, for example. The French and other European countries fre-
quently target their former colonies. In contrast, China operates an aid
program in nearly every country in Africa, including many with per capita
incomes much higher than China’s: Mauritius, Botswana, and South Africa,
for example. By early 2008, China had carried out more than 840 aid projects
in Africa, constructing health centers, stadia, and hospitals; and teaching rice
cultivation, sugar processing, and textile milling.

The Chinese Aid System, in Brief

Chinese Premier Zhou Enlai’s visit to ten African countries—Egypt, Algeria,
Morocco, Tunisia, Ghana, Mali, Guinea, the Sudan, Ethiopia, and Somalia—
between 13 December 1963 and 5 February 1964 signaled the early impor-
tance that China placed on relations with the African continent. In a speech
in Bamako, Mali, Zhou outlined eight principles that still guide China’s for-
eign aid today.8 China’s aid is supposed to be based on equality, mutual ben-
efit, and respect for the sovereignty of the host. Loans were to be
nonconditional and interest free, with repayment easily rescheduled, and proj-
ects were designed to make the recipient self-reliant rather than dependent on
China. To do so, the Chinese promised to select income-generating projects
that could be constructed rapidly. Finally, China pledged to provide countries
with top quality Chinese equipment and materials at international prices,
accompanied by experts who would transfer fully their technical knowledge
and live at the standards of their local counterparts. While similar types of
commitments could be found among other aid-giving countries, the frank
emphasis on mutual benefit and the pledge of noninterference continue to
distinguish China’s aid program from those programs operated by the West.

China offers aid in three forms: grants (which might include in-kind trans-
fers of rice, material goods, or, rarely, cash); zero-interest loans; and, since
1995, low-interest “concessional” loans with subsidized interest rates. China’s
aid is coordinated by its Ministry of Commerce; within the ministry, the
Department of Aid to Foreign Countries handles foreign aid policy, drafts
and circulates most of the laws and regulations governing foreign aid, and puts
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together the budget for foreign aid from other ministries. The ministry’s
Bureau for International Economic Cooperation (at the same level in the
Chinese hierarchy) manages the direct implementation of aid, organizes
short-term training, and reviews the qualifications of Chinese firms that bid
on tenders for the implementation of turnkey projects, the supply of materi-
als for aid projects or as “in-kind” aid, and some prefeasibility studies. The
Ministry of Commerce’s Tendering Board for Foreign Assistance Projects
holds meetings almost weekly to examine bids and establish the ground rules
for bidding (that is, how many firms will be invited, or whether tendering will
be wide open or limited) on each “complete plant” (turnkey) and material
supply project. The Ministry of Health manages medical teams separately
(although construction of clinics and other health infrastructure is handled
by the Ministry of Commerce). Scholarships for Africans to study at Chinese
universities are handled by the Ministry of Education. The Ministry of Agri-
culture helps advise on the selection of teams to implement fisheries and agri-
cultural projects and provides technical assistance in rural areas. These
projects are now increasingly subject to competitive bidding and are managed
by the Ministry of Commerce.

Concessional loans are managed by the China Eximbank, one of China’s
three policy banks that carry out government directives and whose operations
are subsidized by the government. The Eximbank coordinates with the Ministry
of Commerce on the selection of projects to be financed by concessional loans.
Only larger projects (minimum size of RMB 20 million, or about $2.4 mil-
lion) that involve considerable use of Chinese goods (at least 50 percent) and
services (that is, Chinese construction firms as contractors) can be funded with
concessional loans. China also offers small amounts of multilateral aid through
organizations like the Food and Agriculture Organization and the World Food
Program, and it has a small, but growing, humanitarian aid program of its
own, coordinated by the Ministries of Commerce, Foreign Affairs, and Defense.
Finally, the China Development Bank is involved in Africa through a growing
number of loans and its sponsorship of the China-Africa Development Fund
(discussed below). However, it does not offer concessional loans.

Why Does China Give Aid?

Confident in its historic position as an important player on the world stage,
China has used aid both as a form of exchange that resembles the ancient
imperial practice of tribute, and as a very modern expression of soft power: a
tool of diplomacy and an instrument to meet political, strategic, and economic
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goals.9 China’s aid program enables the country to build business, cement
political ties, and enhance its image at home and abroad as a rising but
“responsible” power. During the 1960s and 1970s, aid served as an important
component of China’s foreign policy, assisting the quest for political recogni-
tion and support from other developing countries for Beijing’s claim to the
United Nations (UN) Security Council seat held by Taiwan from 1949 to
1971. Since China’s market-oriented reforms began in 1978, aid—tied to
trade—has boosted Chinese exports and foreign exchange earnings, and aid
agreements have frequently led to profitable construction and management
contracts for state-owned companies. Several of the state-owned firms that
participated in the construction of the massive Tanzam Railway—for exam-
ple, China Complete Plant Import and Export Corporation (China Com-
plant) and China Civil Engineering and Construction Corporation—are
today ranked among China’s largest companies and have bid successfully on
dozens of profitable infrastructural projects in Africa and elsewhere. The evo-
lution of China’s aid program over half a century shows these shifts clearly.
The shift comprises four clear phases: security and socialism (1950–1963),
third world leadership (1964–1977), cooperation for mutual benefit
(1978–1994), and gearing up for going global (1995–present). Although ele-
ments of each phase are seen in the other periods, they differ by virtue of the
role aid played in Chinese leaders’ political goals.

Security and Socialism, 1950–1963

China’s aid program developed during a long period of tension with both
the Soviet Union and the United States. From 1949 to 1960, China established
diplomatic relations with both emerging and established socialist or radical
nationalist developing countries, and extended aid to many of them, as well
as to most of the countries on or near its borders: North Korea, North Viet-
nam, Mongolia, Nepal, Cambodia, and Burma. At least eleven of the first fif-
teen countries to receive aid from China had socialist or radical nationalist
governments. After the break with the Soviet Union, countering Russian influ-
ence guided some of the odd relationships China developed in Africa: the
corrupt dictator Mobutu Sese Seko (Zaire-Congo) became one of China’s
largest aid recipients due to Mobutu’s opposition to the Soviet-backed regime
in neighboring Angola.

Third World Leadership, 1964–1977

China’s ties with the Soviet Union deteriorated in the late 1950s, and in 1960
President Sergei Khrushchev cut off economic aid to China and withdrew
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Soviet experts and technicians. Pushed into a position of independence, China
accelerated its cultivation of other developing countries in an effort to estab-
lish a counterweight to both Soviet hegemony and capitalist imperialism, and
to solidify its international position through winning the UN seat held at that
time by Taiwan. From 1961 to 1971, when Beijing took its seat as one of the
five permanent members of the UN Security Council, China extended aid to
twenty-three new countries, sixteen of them African.

Developing countries, burdened with high-interest loans, difficult resched-
ulings, and donors who regularly interfered in their internal affairs and
attached conditions to aid, appreciated the symbolic counterpoint provided
through China’s low-profile, highly concessional assistance. Chinese envoys in
secret missions to African states courted African leaders who had chosen to
recognize Taipei’s claim to be the official China. They promised to continue
Taiwan’s existing aid projects and offered loans to underwrite a set of new
projects. Even during the height of the chaotic Cultural Revolution in the late
1960s, China’s aid program expanded: the agreement for the famous Tanzam
Railway was signed in 1967.10 By the end of the 1970s, seventy-four countries
were receiving aid from China, and during that decade (a period that included
overlapping commitments to the Tanzam Railway and the Karakoram High-
way), Beijing appeared to be spending an average of at least $350 million a
year on foreign aid.11

Cooperation for Mutual Benefit: 1978–1994

Between 1979 and 1982, China’s aid program stalled temporarily as Chinese
leaders began to feel their way toward a more market-oriented, “open-door,”
international economic policy. A 1987 study reported that new aid commit-
ments announced in the media fell from $254 million in 1980 to $25 million
in 1981 before recovering to $289 million in 1984.12 The “open door” to the
West; the growing demand for foreign exchange and decentralization within
China; and a new concern with economic results, efficiency, and profits led to
a major reshaping of China’s foreign aid program, blurring the lines between
foreign aid and other forms of economic relations.

Chinese leaders announced that they would undertake no new aid projects
on the scale of the Tanzam Railway or the Karakoram Highway. In the early
1980s, they began to highlight “promoting joint prosperity” as a major foreign
policy goal, and one that would be pursued with the use of foreign aid and
other forms of economic cooperation. China would be “spending less,” but
“doing more.”13 In December 1982, Chinese Premier Zhao Ziyang traveled to
Africa to promote South-South cooperation. During discussions with African
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leaders, Zhao announced that henceforth four principles—equality and
mutual benefit, stress on practical results, diversity in form, and common
progress—would guide China’s economic and technical cooperation. “The
four principles,” commented Beijing Review, “are aimed at gradually switch-
ing the emphasis of China’s cooperative economic and technical relations
with other Third World countries from extending loans to developing coop-
eration which can benefit both partners.”14 By October 1983, the Chinese
media announced that the new policies were working: “Once completed . . .
many projects have been shifted from foreign aid to technical cooperation
programs at the request of the recipient countries.”15 After China’s leaders
made the decision to restructure their aid program, annual aid commitments
rose again over the next several years (this belies the assumption made by
many that China “left” Africa during the 1980s and 1990s and only recently
returned). For example, China’s 1984 aid commitments of $258.9 million to
Africa alone made China Africa’s sixth-largest donor for that year, surpassing
Japan, Norway, Sweden, and the United Kingdom.16

Zhao’s announcement formalized a shift that had been underway for sev-
eral years as Chinese organizations began to plan ways in which they could
earn foreign exchange from the good contacts and relationships that they had
built up through foreign aid. Economic objectives have always been a feature
of China’s aid. Chinese aid is almost entirely tied to the purchase of Chinese
goods and services; in 1987 Beijing announced that 69 percent of China’s aid
funds were spent on (Chinese) equipment, the rest presumably was spent on
local costs (local labor, energy, and materials) and some equipment and
machinery imported from advanced industrial countries.17 Yet economic gain
for China was not originally a primary concern. Chinese officials made little
effort to institutionalize a supplier relationship; to sell spare parts, additional
services, or replacement equipment to earlier projects; or even to press for
payments when the zero-interest loans came due. This changed with the post-
Mao reforms, and those changes accelerated during the 1990s.

The shift to the market was also reflected in the variety of forms that aid
began to take as Chinese aid officials were given leave to implement experi-
ments to stretch aid money and help ensure that the projects completed by
China could sustain their benefits in the difficult economic environment of
the 1980s and 1990s. There were also a growing number of tripartite agree-
ments where China itself supplied little or no funding but instead relied on
funding provided by African governments, private companies, and interna-
tional aid agencies. Debt-equity swaps, joint ventures, assisted sustainability,
and aid-to-profit were also new elements of China’s aid in this period.
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tripartite cooperation. In one of the experimental forms of aid, tri-
partite cooperation, the Chinese stretched their own resources by supplying
the equipment and manpower for a project, while another donor supplied the
bulk of the funding, and the recipient country contributed some local sup-
port. Sometimes China’s contributions to organizations, such as the UN Fam-
ily Planning Association and the UN Capital Development Fund, became the
seed capital for tripartite cooperation. The Chinese have supplied technicians,
equipment, and management to the World Bank and financed projects such
as well drilling and rice cultivation in Somalia and rice cultivation in Rwanda.
Many of these latter efforts do not qualify as aid under Chinese terms (or any
terms) but are simply forms of the economic “cooperation” announced in
the 1983 reforms: labor and management services, contracting for construc-
tion, joint ventures in production or mineral exploration, or “tripartite coop-
eration.”18 Between 1976 and 1988, Chinese firms worldwide had fulfilled
$6.9 billion worth of this type of profit-oriented contract; between 1989 and
2005, the value of completed contracts of this kind rose to $166.7 billion.19

debt-equity swaps. China also undertook country-level experiments to
address the problem that China’s aid loans posed for debt-distressed countries.
In some cases, China encouraged debt-equity swaps, allowing debtor govern-
ments to invest part of their loan debt (in local currency) in joint ventures.
Zairian sources announced that during his visit to Zaire in January 1983, Zhao
promised to write off a tenth of Zaire’s debt in this manner.20 Chinese com-
panies originally established by the Ministry of Agriculture and the Ministry
of Foreign Economic Relations to implement aid projects also became part
owners of a sugar company in Togo and a sisal factory in Tanzania.21

assisted sustainability. During the 1980s, while Western donors were
emphasizing austerity and liberalization in structural adjustment policies that
failed to address the fiscal and balance of payments crises caused in part by
plummeting commodity prices, China emphasized direct action to maintain
crumbling state assets. Countries suffering from rusting and underutilized fac-
tories, pot-holed roads, and semi-abandoned state farms (many, but not all, for-
mer Chinese aid projects) could benefit from “assisted sustainability”: supplying
spare parts, repairing decayed railway tracks, renovating crumbling irrigation
dams, and managing sugar mills fallen into near bankruptcy. This assistance
could be provided as aid or under commercial terms at very reasonable rates.
The state-owned corporation China Complant sent a team to Africa in 1982 to
survey fifty-two projects to determine the need for spare parts and ways to
improve their supply.22 China and Tanzania signed an agreement to renovate
more than sixty former Chinese projects built over the previous two decades.23
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from aid to profits. A final development occurred during this period.
Chinese state-owned corporations with previous experience in Africa under
foreign aid were eager to translate that experience into profit. Chinese con-
tractors had a number of advantages over Bechtel; Louis Berger; and other
well-established, U.S.-based international engineering contractors in Africa.
Their labor was inexpensive, and they were willing to undertake projects for
“friendly prices” to generate future contracts. In many African countries,
Chinese construction teams handed over a completed office building or
health center financed under Chinese foreign aid, and then they remained in
the country, establishing branches of their home office and setting up shop,
either independently or in a joint venture with a local partner. The proof of
their competence was visible: a stadium here, an irrigation system there. More
important, the Chinese practice of retaining bulldozers and heavy equip-
ment brought over for construction, and charging only depreciation against
aid project accounts, worked to give the new companies a tremendous cost
advantage when bidding for commercial construction contracts in their host
countries.

In such ways, China’s aid in the immediate postreform period reflected an
emphasis on markets, efficiency, and profits. China’s shift toward market-
oriented economic cooperation gave the Chinese greater control over projects
that were now seen as opportunities for joint profit, not simply one-way trans-
fers. However, the switch, whereby the same company might be implement-
ing a Chinese aid project one month and bidding on a commercial project the
next, confused observers, some of whom began to assume that every project
featuring Chinese firms was foreign aid. The “diversity of forms” taken by
official economic cooperation (and often by different units under the same
ministry) increased the confusion over what was foreign aid, and what was
not. This issue is revisited below.

Gearing Up for Going Global: 1995–Present

From 1995 to the present, China has accelerated the “win-win” cooperation
of the 1980s in a drive for strategic partnerships, where aid has become one
tool in an array of increasingly robust economic instruments that were first
tried out in the previous decade, often on an experimental basis. Trade and
access to mineral resources have played increasingly central roles in this
period, but they are by no means the only purposes for aid. As with the ear-
lier reforms of the 1980s, the new framework for foreign aid and economic
cooperation particularly focused on Africa, where Chinese leaders continued
to highlight the importance of their ties to the continent. Beginning in 1991,
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for example, Chinese Foreign Minister Qian Qichen began to visit a group of
African countries each January, and this tradition has continued with each
successive foreign minister.24

In mid-1995, after much discussion at high levels, Beijing held a large con-
ference on further reform of China’s foreign assistance programs, bringing
them even more into line with the push toward economic rationality in
China’s domestic decisions. By the new millennium, with trade sharply
expanded and Chinese companies increasing their outward investment in
other developing countries, foreign aid became a smaller component of
China’s economic relations with other developing countries. This shift was
reflected again in yet another name change in China’s economic bureaucra-
cies: the Ministry of Foreign Trade and Economic Cooperation became sim-
ply the Ministry of Commerce in the spring of 2003. At the same time, China
expanded its economic and political engagement with African countries in a
well-planned strategy that culminated in 2000 with the launch of the Forum
on China-Africa Cooperation (FOCAC).

Although observers commonly assume that China gives aid today in Africa
primarily to countries with natural resources that China needs for its rapid
economic growth, there is not much evidence even now that the aid program
itself is skewed in this direction. China continues to send health teams, oper-
ate scholarship programs, and carry out infrastructural and production proj-
ects in nearly all of the developing countries with which it has diplomatic
ties. The confusion over China’s aid can be traced in part to the fact that
China is a socialist developmental state. The bulk of China’s significant eco-
nomic activities in Africa—natural resource imports, bank loans, infrastruc-
tural construction projects, and foreign investment—is carried out by
government-owned banks, companies, and departments that are generally
nontransparent (although this attribute is rapidly changing).

The pledges made in 2006 at the FOCAC summit in Beijing declared that
Chinese leaders over the next three years would

—double the 2006 level of aid to Africa;
—provide $3 billion in preferential loans and $3 billion in preferential

buyer’s credits;
—establish a $5 billion fund to encourage Chinese investment in Africa;
—provide 4,000 university scholarships a year by 2009; build 100 rural

schools, 30 hospitals, and 30 malaria prevention and treatment centers;
—build 10 agricultural technology demonstration centers staffed by 100

senior agricultural experts;
—set up 3 to 5 special economic cooperation zones for Chinese investment;
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—provide some $1.4 billion in additional debt relief to low-income Africa
for all overdue, zero-interest loans owed to China; and

—send 300 youth volunteers to work in Africa.25

Although the Chinese billed the economic cooperation measures as com-
bining aid, trade, investment, and social development, some outsiders inter-
preted this entire list to be foreign aid. “Beijing Pledges Aid Billions to Woo
Africa,” announced the Observer.26 It may indeed have a positive develop-
mental impact, but few would call this initiative “foreign aid.” What, then, is
China’s current foreign aid, and how much are the Chinese giving to Africa?

How Much Aid Does China Give Today?

The media hype about Chinese aid in Africa has been intense. With the Chi-
nese declining to give any official figures for annual aid to Africa, journalists,
scholars, and even researchers at institutions like the World Bank and the
International Monetary Fund (IMF) have grabbed any figures they could find
and published them as hard facts. Some have reported figures as high as $9 bil-
lion in “aid” for just one project in Nigeria.27 A journalist at the Christian Sci-
ence Monitor claimed that China’s aid to Africa in 2006 was “three times the
total development aid given by rich countries” (this would make it about $100
billion annually).28 Others confuse regular loans (not aid) with concessional
loans and grants (aid). For example, on 3 November 2006, two journalists cir-
culated a report on Bloomberg.com, announcing that with an estimated $8.1
billion in “loans” committed to Africa for 2006, the Chinese were nearly
tripling the “loans” offered by the World Bank.29 The figure of $8.1 billion was
subsequently widely circulated as a solid fact on “Chinese aid.”30

What Is Aid?

In the West, over time and through much negotiation, a consensus has grown
about what counts as “official development assistance” (ODA) in North-South
flows, and those same guidelines should also be used for South-South aid like
that offered by China. The Development Assistance Committee (DAC) of the
Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) has
defined ODA as grants or loans that are intended primarily to foster devel-
opment in the recipient country, and that have at least a 25 percent grant ele-
ment.31 Interviews in China confirm that the OECD-DAC guidelines have
been closely studied by the Ministry of Commerce and the China Eximbank,
and it is highly likely that the Chinese now use these same guidelines in their
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own calculations of foreign aid. For example, the China Eximbank reduced its
already low interest rate on concessional loans in part to make them conform
to international standards.

The DAC also tracks official outflows in a second category, which it calls
“other official flows.” These are moneys that come from governments but do
not qualify as aid. It is worth focusing on this definition more closely because
many of the flows that have made the headlines are in this category. Other offi-
cial flows include development loans with less than a 25 percent grant ele-
ment, and “official bilateral transactions, whatever their grant element, that are
primarily export-facilitating in purpose. This category includes by definition
export credits extended directly to an aid recipient by an official agency or insti-
tution [emphasis added].”32

Some areas of confusion and controversy arise. On the one hand, it is clear
that very few of the large economic transactions between China and devel-
oping countries actually qualify as ODA (or what we call “foreign aid”). For
example, few of the large sums mentioned in the November 2006 FOCAC
summit should be viewed as ODA. On the other hand, the $3 billion in con-
cessional loans over three years might qualify as ODA, although it would
depend very much on the terms of the loans and their subsequent grant ele-
ments. Furthermore, the fact that they are offered by the China Eximbank
could be interpreted to mean that they are “primarily export-facilitating in
purpose.” The projected $2 billion to be offered by the China Eximbank in
preferential export credits for Africans to import Chinese equipment do not
appear to be ODA by the DAC rules, even if they are low interest. The $5 bil-
lion fund for Chinese enterprises, or subsidies that allow Chinese banks to
provide low-interest loans to secure business for Chinese firms, should also
clearly not be counted as “aid.” Indeed, as noted below, official Chinese sources
do not appear to include figures like those in the external assistance budget.
What do they count?

Chinese Aid: How Much Goes to Africa?

In June 2006, Chinese Premier Wen Jiabao announced that China’s assistance
to Africa between 1957 and 2006 had totaled RMB 44.4 billion ($5.7 billion).33

This total is in line with the amounts estimated by Western researchers.34

External aid in the Chinese budget includes the face value of the Ministry of
Commerce’s grants and zero-interest loans, and the interest subsidy (but not
the face value) of the concessional loans made by the China Eximbank. The
principal for Eximbank loans comes from funds raised on domestic and inter-
national capital markets. The Ministry of Commerce provides the Eximbank

China’s Foreign Aid in Africa: What Do We Know? 209

09-7561-4 ch9.qxd  9/16/08  4:19 PM  Page 209



with a subsidy that makes up the difference between its cost of funds (say 6
percent) and the concessional interest rate that it charges borrowers (gener-
ally 2 percent). Thus, for an Eximbank concessional loan of $500 million, the
annual “foreign aid” allocation (assuming a difference of 4 percent between
interest rates) would be only $20 million (4 percent of $500 million). Chinese
sources report that Eximbank is given a strict quota of the amount of con-
cessional loans it can offer annually, given that they pose a cost that must be
included in the national budget.

China’s annual budget for foreign aid has expanded over the past ten years
from around $450 million a year to an estimated $1.4 billion for 2007.35 In
2003, Minister of Foreign Affairs Li Zhaoxing reported to the FOCAC that aid
to African countries between 2000 and 2003 absorbed 44 percent of China’s
total aid.36 Assuming that this figure has been a steady percentage, China’s aid
budget for Africa would be approximately $462 million in 2006 and $616
million in 2007. Doubling aid by 2009 as promised would bring the budget for
African aid to around $1 billion a year. As noted above, however, these figures
include only the interest subsidy—not the face value—of China’s conces-
sional loans.

Pushed by the “going global” policy, China’s concessional loan program has
been growing rapidly, at about 35 percent a year between 2001 and 2005. At
the end of 2005, the Eximbank had approved “more than” 200 projects in
Africa, totaling RMB 50 billion (about $6.6 billion). A World Bank study
reported, however, that as of 2005, the Eximbank had funded only $800 mil-
lion worth of concessional loan projects in Africa (a cumulative total of 55
projects).37 These data suggest that much of the China Eximbank activity in
Africa does not qualify as ODA. However, if we take the promise of $1 billion
in concessional loans a year for three years to be ODA-qualified loans, and add
it to the official figure of budgeted aid (author’s estimate) of around $616 mil-
lion in 2007, the figure is $1.6 billion for ODA in 2007; this amount should rise
to around $2 billion in 2009.

Clearly, significant resources are available as “development finance” from
China, even if not all of the figures hyped in the media actually qualify as “aid”
or ODA. It is the rapid increase in these flows that raise concerns. It is here that
China’s official loans provide a significant challenge to Washington-based
institutions such as the IMF and the World Bank, whether or not they con-
stitute aid. Yet, whether it is counted as aid or official flows, the magnitude of
Chinese finance going to Africa is still far lower than that from the OECD. In
2005 alone, OECD members committed $30.7 billion in grants to African
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countries, while total public and private bilateral loan commitments from
OECD members amounted to $11.8 billion.38

China and Taiwan

Competition with Taipei for diplomatic recognition has been a long-standing
battle for Beijing, and one that is extremely important to the mainland polit-
ical leadership. The majority of African countries recognized Taipei as “China”
at independence; some refrained from recognizing either Taipei or Beijing.
Official recognition came with aid, and Taiwanese aid emphasized agricultural
assistance. In 1968, for example, Taiwan’s “Project Vanguard” had 1,239 agri-
cultural experts in 27 countries, many in Africa.39 Although Beijing won back
its UN seat in 1971, the competition did not end. As Taiwan transitioned to
democracy in the mid-1980s, its political leadership decided to take advantage
of the shock caused by Beijing’s 1989 crackdown at Tiananmen Square to
reinvigorate its “dollar diplomacy.”40 Beginning in 1989, five countries reestab-
lished relations with Taiwan (Belize, Central African Republic [CAR],
Grenada, Liberia, and Lesotho). China responded by breaking diplomatic
relations, in accord with its strict “one-China” policy. Within months, these
five countries were enjoying generous new aid projects. Taiwan also promised
to complete any unfinished Chinese projects. African countries that switched
back to Taiwan over the past decade and a half also include Burkina Faso,
Chad, the Gambia, Guinea-Bissau, Niger, São Tomé and Príncipe, and Sene-
gal (CAR switched between Beijing and Taipei four times before January
1998). As of 2008, only four African countries recognized Taipei: Burkina
Faso, Swaziland, São Tomé and Príncipe, and the Gambia.

Taiwan’s foreign aid program was reorganized in 1989 as the International
Economic Cooperation Development Fund (IECDF), and in 1996–1997 Taipei
established an autonomous organization, the International Cooperation and
Development Fund (ICDF). In a manner similar to Beijing, Taipei concen-
trates its aid on public works infrastructure, vocational training and techni-
cal education, and agriculture. The government also supports micro-, small,
and medium enterprises through credits extended to financial intermediaries,
and it offers emergency recovery loans.41 Taiwan has a youth volunteer pro-
gram and, like Beijing, sends medical teams: in 2005, Burkina Faso, Chad,
Malawi, and São Tomé and Príncipe hosted such teams.

Since 1988 Taipei has openly reported aid figures for its foreign loans and
technical assistance programs in the annual reports and bulletins issued by the
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IECDF and, later, the ICDF. Net official development assistance reported by
Taipei to the OECD-DAC totaled $513 million in 2006, $483 million in 2005,
and $421 million in 2004, although there was no breakdown by region.42

According to the official aid agency (ICDF), in 2005, 42 percent of Taiwan’s
overseas mission expenditures went to Africa (including medical missions),
but only 28 percent of technical assistance went to that continent and 12 per-
cent of loans. The ICDF reported in 2005 that technical assistance was con-
centrated in four sectors where Taiwan had particular expertise: agriculture,
private sector development, health, and information and communication
technology.

Taiwan’s overall aid program seems to be based on loans (there is no men-
tion of grants), and the ICDF emphasizes productive projects that are sus-
tainable, with an emphasis on cost recovery and the ability to generate income.
Although it is widely understood that Beijing will break diplomatic relations
with countries that recognize Taipei as “China” (and obviously, aid is only
given to countries with formal diplomatic ties), government-sponsored eco-
nomic cooperation for profit can continue (for both Beijing and Taipei), even
that involving government-owned enterprises. For example, after Liberia
switched official ties to Taipei and China broke off diplomatic relations, a
private hospital managed by China’s Heilongjiang Province International Eco-
nomic and Technical Cooperation Corporation closed its doors. Six months
later, after unspecified “renovations,” the hospital resumed operations with the
return of eight Chinese doctors. Likewise, Chinese firms competed for con-
tracts in Swaziland and Malawi, even when both were staunch allies of Taipei.
In 2005, for example, Chinese engineering, design, and labor supply firms
earned revenues of $5.28 million and $1.09 million from contracts in Malawi
and Swaziland, respectively.43

Conclusion

China’s African aid is clearly not a new phenomenon. It has gradually changed
over the past five decades, and today the program operates as one component
of an array of economic relationships that have been built over time in most
of the countries on the African continent. Like other major powers, China uses
aid to complement other areas of soft power. The country still operates out-
side the global aid regime, but there is some evidence that Chinese officials are
organizing their own aid system (including the aid channeled through the
China Eximbank) in ways that clearly parallel the norms that have been estab-
lished in the OECD.

212 deborah brautigam

09-7561-4 ch9.qxd  9/16/08  4:19 PM  Page 212



Furthermore, China’s mercantilist, state-sponsored engagement with Africa
(including “aid”) reflects modes of engagement that the West (and Japan)
have abandoned only very gradually, and unevenly, and at income levels far
above those prevailing in China today. The large sums that have aroused so
much concern (to the extent they can be confirmed) are likely not ODA but
rather forms of state-backed finance for trade. It is worth remembering that
China’s South-South economic ties to Africa are patterned after extremely
similar North-South relationships. China’s nontransparent, oil-backed loans
in Angola and Nigeria, for example, are patterned after similar loans extended
with much less notice by private Portuguese and London banks. China’s export
subsidies resemble pre–World Trade Organization programs in Japan and
France. Bundling aid into nontransparent packages of finance, as China does,
is a practice that used to be quite common in the “tied” aid programs of today’s
wealthy countries. In fact, China learned how to do so in the late 1970s, when
Japan and the West first began to invest in, and give tied aid to, China.44

This report on China’s African aid leaves many questions unanswered.
Until Beijing decides to release a comprehensive account of aid (and especially
until it can be formulated along the lines of the OECD-DAC), Chinese offi-
cial flows will not be comparable with those from other donors. Only guess-
work is possible at this stage, based on a patchwork of random, semiofficial
announcements. That said, careful research and interviews can enable a robust
portrait of China’s aid system, its changes over time, and its organization and
operation in the field.

China is likely to become more important as a source of development
finance for Africa. Chinese bankers do not impose governance conditions on
their lending, and they are willing to follow the borrowing government’s own
system for evaluating the social and environmental impact of projects. On the
one hand, the Chinese option is allowing infrastructural projects to go for-
ward, creating much-needed electrical, transportation, and telecommunica-
tions capacity. On the other, the lack of social and environmental safeguards
is beginning to create resistance among African civil society groups. We can
expect these pressures to continue, as African societies balance the opportu-
nities and threats created by the sharp growth in Chinese aid.
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China’s recent economic aid to Africa has the more traditional inter-
national aid donors worried. Outsiders fear that the Chinese government is
giving away billions of dollars on the continent to buy political influence,
thus supporting authoritarian regimes while undermining the governance
and anticorruption efforts of traditional donors. But outsiders, and probably
the Chinese themselves, know very little about how the Chinese aid system
actually works.

China’s aid program is designed to promote China’s own foreign policy
goals. In a recent study of China’s growing soft power, Kurlantzick describes
aid as an integral part of the arsenal.1 Not surprisingly, these foreign policy
goals are not aligned with those of the bilateral and multilateral donors of the
developed world.

The absence of conditionality is a feature of China’s soft power diplo-
macy—China differentiates itself from other world powers by refusing to
“make demands upon other nations’ sovereignty, economic models, gover-
nance or political culture.”2 Touring Africa in early 2007, President Hu Jintao
highlighted the fact that China’s preferential loans do not carry political
conditions.3 This difference from established Western donors led the British

10
Chinese Concessional Loans

paul hubbard

The author wishes to thank Dennis De Tray and the Center for Global Development for host-
ing him in Washington, D.C., from May to August 2007, and for making it possible for him to
attend the China in Africa conference at the John F. Kennedy School of Government. The author
also thanks Sarah Rose, Kate Vyborny, Sahar Shah, Luyao Wang, Eugene Martin, Deborah
Brautigam, and Carol Lancaster for providing comments on earlier drafts. For a good overview
of this subject, see Carol Lancaster, The Chinese Aid System (Washington, D.C., 2007).

10-7561-4 ch10.qxd  9/16/08  4:20 PM  Page 217



218 paul hubbard

secretary of state for international development to criticize China for being
willing to finance unsustainable levels of debt in Africa, while ignoring the
issue of governance.4 In congressional testimony, the commissioner of the
U.S.-China Economic and Security Review Commission claimed that China
is offering a wealth of assistance in building African infrastructure without
concern about whether the benefits are accruing to the African people or only
to corrupt leaders, and without conditions to improve governance that West-
ern countries and organizations demand.5

International financial institutions are also concerned. For the Interna-
tional Monetary Fund, Beijing’s policies risk unleashing “a new wave of hid-
den debt” for Africa.6 The World Bank, under former President Paul
Wolfowitz, worried that Chinese loans gave borrowers an opportunity to
avoid governance safeguards.7 Multilateral banks are “losing projects in Asia
and Africa to Chinese banks because [the Chinese] ‘don’t bother about social
or human rights conditions.’”8

Aside from the much publicized lack of conditionality, little is known about
Chinese preferential lending. As Kurlantzick observes, “In its aid, infrastruc-
ture building, and business deals, China also demonstrates little respect for
transparency and other aspects of good governance.”9 In interviews, Chinese
officials have been either unwilling or unable to provide details of loans.
Scholars and policymakers are left to speculate on the details of Chinese aid.10

Recently, a Chinese diplomat claimed to the author that Chinese aid is
transparent and that details are published in Chinese language sources. This
argument suggests that it is a “veil of ignorance” rather than a “lack of trans-
parency” that frustrates Western aid analysts.

This chapter examines this proposition by reviewing China’s concessional
lending program, which is managed by the China Eximbank. It relies on Chi-
nese language sources from the websites of the Ministry of Commerce, the
China Eximbank, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, and official news outlets,
such as the People’s Daily and Xinhua New Agency. Using these sources, rather
than English language sources, makes it possible to find more details on the
recipients, sectors, and amounts of Chinese concessional lending.

How Does the Concessional Loan Program Work? 

Since its founding in 1994, the China Eximbank has provided concessional
loans (also known as preferential or low-interest loans) to developing coun-
tries on behalf of the Chinese government. The concessional lending pro-
gram is separate from the bank’s other activities and is also managed
separately from its sizable commercial lending facilities.
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The China Eximbank website explains, in English, Chinese, and French, the
policy and procedures behind the Chinese Government Concessional Loan.11

Not surprisingly, most information is provided in Chinese. Even the schematic
diagram on the Chinese language site is much more comprehensive than the
English version. The Chinese version illustrates the life-cycle of a concessional
loan, as shown in figure 10-1.

Chinese Concessional Loans 219

Figure 10-1.

Source: China Eximbank, “Project Cycle,” available at www.eximbank.gov.cn/yewu/duiwaiyh.jsp
(accessed 27 October 2007).

Explanation of numbered items is based on the author’s translation:
1. The government of the borrowing country submits an application to the China Eximbank.
2. The China Eximbank reports the evaluation to the Ministry of Commerce.
3. The Chinese government signs a framework agreement with the borrowing country.
4. The borrowing government signs a project agreement with the China Eximbank.
5. According to the contractual terms, the Chinese contractors and exporters invoice the foreign

executing agency requesting payment.
6. The foreign executing agency submits the invoice and progress report to the borrowing coun-

try government.
7. The foreign government submits a drawing application, invoice, and progress report to the

China Eximbank.
8. The China Eximbank then disburses the funds to the exporter.
9. The foreign government pays interest and fees and loan repayments to the China Eximbank.
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As the diagram shows, a concessional loan agreement depends on at least
two acts of state. A bilateral framework agreement is signed between the bor-
rowing country and the People’s Republic of China. Then a loan agreement
is made between the China Eximbank and a representative of the borrowing
country’s government. Those agreements are signed by high-ranking gov-
ernment ministers and a president or vice president of the China Eximbank.
Each agreement, therefore, provides an opportunity for a high-profile official
signing ceremony.

These signing ceremonies are often reported in Chinese and announced on
an official government website. A review of reports on the ceremonies and
recent lists of bilateral treaties with the People’s Republic of China reveals
some information about China’s lending program. These announcements do
not provide details of loan disbursement, interest payments, or when loans are
repaid or forgiven. They do, however, provide an authoritative starting point
from which to track particular projects.

Since the borrower tends to be a developing country with little media
capacity, the most comprehensive reports usually appear only on the Chinese
side. For example, although the newswire Reuters did carry a report of China’s
2006 concessional loan to Eritrea, the story did not provide project details
other than a quote from the Eritrean information minister, Ali Abdu, that the
$23 million loan would be “for the development of infrastructure for both
fixed and mobile telephones.”12

On the Chinese side, the websites of the Ministry of Commerce, the Min-
istry of Foreign Affairs, and China Central Television carried much more
detailed information in Chinese. While the terms of the loan are not reported,
the size of the loan is confirmed (RMB 166 million, [$23 million]), and some
details are given about the eighteen-month fixed and wireless network proj-
ects for which the loan is provided. The project’s aim is to increase telephone
subscription in Eritrea from 1.5 to 6.5 percent.13

Who Is Borrowing from the China Eximbank?

In 1997, China Daily reported that since 1995 the Eximbank had provided
RMB 1 billion ($138 million) in concessional loans to fund fifteen projects in
ten countries. Botswana, Côte d’Ivoire, Equatorial Guinea, Gabon, Kenya, and
the Sudan were identified as six of the ten recipients. In 1998, China Daily
reported that “nearly 30 projects” had been funded by concessional loans, also
indicating that Cameroon, Guyana, and Papua New Guinea had been recipi-
ents.14 People’s Daily in 2001 reported that there were seventy-two concessional
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loan projects in thirty-six states. By the end of 2002, the Chinese claimed
ninety projects in more than forty-one states.15

Lending activity from 2002 to 2006 can be partially identified through the
Ministry of Foreign Affairs’s annual table of bilateral agreements. Many of
these agreements are called “economic cooperation agreements” or “develop-
ment loan agreements,” which may or may not contain terms for concessional
lending. There are twenty-one bilateral agreements within these tables that are
explicitly named “concessional loan framework agreements.”

Taking them at face value, twenty additional recipient countries can be
positively identified from twenty-one bilateral agreements with this title (table
10-1). The caveat is that while a framework agreement makes it possible to
borrow under the concessional scheme, the existence of a framework agree-
ment does not guarantee that a loan is actually disbursed by the Eximbank.
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Table 10-1. Chinese Treaties with the Phrase “Concessional Loan Framework
Agreement” in the Title, 2004–2006 

Treaty number Date signed Country Signing location

24 18 February 2004 Jamaica Beijing

29 24 February 2004 Suriname Beijing

42 18 March 2004 Laos Vientiane

51 28 March 2004 Maldives Male

63 20 April 2004 Cambodia Beijing

111 22 June 2004 Syria Beijing

113 24 June 2004 Togo Kara

7 29 January 2005 Venezuela La Paz

9 31 January 2005 Trinidad and Tobago Port of Spain

30 7 April 2005 Bangladesh Dhaka

54 25 May 2005 Mongolia Ulan Bator

95 18 July 2005 Vietnam Beijing

106 3 August 2005 Togo Lomé

116 17 August 2005 Kenya Beijing

37 3 April 2006 Tajikistan Beijing

44 4 April 2006 Fiji Suva

42 4 April 2006 Philippines Manila

55 6 April 2006 Yemen Beijing

129 10 July 2006 Zambia Lusaka

165 7 September 2006 Congo-Kinshasa Kinshasa

218 30 November 2006 Benin Cotonou

Source: People’s Republic of China, Ministry of Foreign Affairs (www.fmprc.gov.cn/chn/wjb/
zzjg/tyfls/tfsckzlk/zgywgsbtyylb), various years.

10-7561-4 ch10.qxd  9/16/08  4:20 PM  Page 221



The framework agreement sets the broad parameters for the Eximbank to
extend a loan, but the framework agreement expires if the loan is not finalized
within a fixed period.16

How Much Is Being Borrowed? 

By aggregating these data with Chinese government source information
detailing when the China Eximbank loan agreements have been signed, it is
possible to identify at least forty-nine states that have framework agreements
or have already received concessional loans. The list in table 10-2 is incom-
plete, but it gives a good idea of the geographical range of borrowers. It shows
agreements with countries of which traditional donors are wary, such as
Angola, Equatorial Guinea, and Zimbabwe. It also shows concessional loan
agreements with richer countries, such as Botswana and Mauritius.

Using official Chinese reports of concessional loan signing ceremonies
between recipient governments and representatives of the China Eximbank,
it is possible to identify twenty-eight separate concessional lending agree-
ments. Those reports typically contain details of the signing ceremony, iden-
tifying who signed for each party, the size of the loan, and the sector in which
the concessional loan was being provided (table 10-3). Sometimes the Chinese
exporter for the project is also identified.

This process has identified loans worth RMB 5.9 billion ($773 million)
made between 1998 and 2007. The mean loan size is RMB 213 million ($28
million). This suggests that the scale of the China Eximbank concessional lend-
ing has increased significantly since 2000, when the mean loan size per project
(based on the last available figures) was RMB 67.8 million ($8.2 million).17

Although the Chinese like to pledge billions of dollars worth of aid, those
modest loan sizes suggest that the actual volume of loans disbursed is signif-
icantly lower than that. The estimate that annual lending approaches $10 bil-
lion can be safely rejected, given that this amount would require the Chinese
to sign a separate loan agreement almost every day of the year. It is unlikely
that the Chinese aid apparatus has such a capacity. Beijing’s pledges are large
enough to capture headlines, but as with traditional donors, actual disburse-
ments have trouble keeping up with the rhetoric.18

Is This Official Development Assistance?

Kurlantzick argues that when assessing Chinese assistance, we need to look
beyond traditional definitions of aid.19 The Chinese do use the term “conces-
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sional loan” (youhui daikuan), but this does not mean that the lending would
qualify as official development assistance (ODA) and therefore be directly
comparable to other international donor practices.20

Qualification as ODA primarily depends on the specific terms of the loan.
In the Chinese case, these terms are routinely omitted in reports about the
Eximbank loans. The bilateral framework agreement that authorizes the loan
does, however, set the broad parameters for the loan. Although these details
also do not tend to be reported, electronic copies of six of these framework
agreements appear on a provincial open government information website.21
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Table 10-2. Potential Recipients of Chinese Concessional Loans, 
by Geographical Regiona

Africa Asia Western Asia and North Africa

Angola Bangladesh Egypt

Benin Cambodia Morocco

Botswana Indonesia Sudan

Cameroon Laos Tunisia

Congo-Brazzaville Maldives Yemen

Congo-Kinshasa Mongolia

Côte d'Ivoire Pakistan North America and Oceania

Djibouti Philippines Fiji

Equatorial Guinea Vietnam Papua New Guinea

Eritrea Samoa

Ethiopia Tonga

Gabon

Ghana Latin America

Kenya Guyana

Liberia Jamaica

Mali Suriname

Mauritius Trinidad and Tobago

Mozambique Venezuela

Nigeria

Tanzania Europe and Central Asia

Togo Tajikistan

Zambia Turkmenistan

Zimbabwe Uzbekistan

Source: Ministry of Foreign Affairs, People’s Republic of China, available at www.fmprc.gov.
cn/eng.

a. Regional classification according to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs.
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Table 10-3. China Eximbank Concessional Lending Agreements, 1995–2007
Units as indicated

Loan amount a

Millions Millions
Borrower of RMB of dollarsb Year Sector

Equatorial Guinea 48 5.75 1995 Forestry

Morocco 150 18.12 1998 Health

Laos 290 35.04 1999 Cement

Congo-Brazzaville 200 24.16 2000 Cement

Congo-Kinshasa 80 9.66 2000 Telecommunications

Jamaica 100 12.08 2000 Water

Mali 150 18.12 2000 Cement

Mauritius 150 18.12 2000 Sewage

Uzbekistan 100 12.08 2001 Agricultural machinery

Zimbabwe 62 7.45 2001 Local infrastructure

Mauritius 100 12.07 2002 Housing

Morocco 50 6.03 2002 Dam

Pakistan 481 58.09 2002 Port

Djibouti 99 12.00 2003 Telecommunications

Vietnam 336 40.56 2003 Mining

Vietnam 710 85.64 2003 Electricity

Botswana 200 24.13 2004 Housing

Tunisia 140 16.89 2004 Telecommunications

Botswana 150 18.29 2005 Road

Egypt 130 15.85 2005 Textiles

Vietnam 550 67.05 2005 Railway

Vietnam 530 64.61 2005 Railway

Eritrea 166 20.80 2006 Telecommunications

Kenya 161 20.17 2006 Electricity

Kenya 239 29.94 2006 Telecommunications

Tunisia 50 6.26 2006 Telecommunications

Zimbabwe 200 25.06 2006 Agricultural machinery

Eritrea 350 45.28 2007 Cement

Source: Various Chinese-language websites of People’s Republic of China Ministry of Commerce,
Ministry of Foreign Affairs, and People’s Daily.

a. Not adjusted for inflation.
b. Exchange rate is average for loan year. For 2007, US$1 = RMB 7.73.
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These agreements, listed in table 10-4, were signed between 2001 and 2003,
and show a maximum loan term (including any grace period) of between ten
and fifteen years. The per annum interest rate is set between 2 and 3 percent.

While the loans are on concessional terms, whether the grant element is
large enough to qualify technically as ODA remains an open question.22 But
even if the terms are strictly concessional, they would only count as ODA if the
main (though not necessarily the sole) objective is the “promotion of eco-
nomic development and welfare.”23 Here it is interesting to consider an arti-
cle published in Chinese that appeared in Market Daily (a publication of the
People’s Daily). This article was part of a series on trade and investment in
Africa aimed at Chinese enterprises.

The article begins by advising Chinese firms that “in order to support and
assist Chinese firms doing trade and business in Africa to overcome the prob-
lem of insufficient funding, the Chinese government has already signed
reduced interest concessional loan framework agreements with 26 African
countries.” The funds are tied to certain conditions: a Chinese firm should
“purchase and import from China as much equipment, technology and ser-
vices as possible”; the host site should have “plentiful local resources, a vast
market for goods, favorable economic prospects.”24

The advice does note that the project must be “capable of promoting the
host country’s economic development,” and the consent of the host govern-
ment is required before the project can go ahead.25 Nevertheless, the loans
retain a strong commercial flavor, suggesting that China is indeed following
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Table 10-4. Basic Details of Six Chinese Concessional Loan Agreements,
2001–2003 
Units as indicated

Maximum
loan term Interest rate 

Borrowing country Date signed (years) (percent per year)

Tanzania 14 May 2002 15 2.0

Tonga 30 March 2001 15 2.5

Turkmenistan 18 February 2003 10 3.0

Venezuela 17 April 2001 15 3.0

Vietnam 27 February 2002 12 3.0

Zambia 25 June 2001 12 3.0

Source: See note 20.
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the earlier Japanese model of providing development aid to promote its own
domestic export-led growth.26 The requirement that “the government of the
host country will need good credit and be capable of servicing the debt” is a
further indication that the Chinese government is not currently planning to
forgive those debts.27

Conclusion

The apparent lack of transparency in China’s aid program is not driven by a
deliberate policy of secrecy. In the last decade, China has adopted and has been
attempting to implement a policy of open government information. Because
of this approach, most of the source material upon which this chapter has
relied has been readily available on various official websites. The fact that
most of this material is not accessible to non-Chinese readers is not the result
of Chinese obfuscation.

Although Chinese language sources are vital in providing some of these
details that might otherwise be missed, they are incomplete. They do not
report all, or even the majority, of concessional loans that are made. Never-
theless, the information that is available, if not complete and systematic, does
at least allow us to understand better how the Chinese aid system works and
to reject some of the more outlandish estimates of the size of China’s aid
program.

Between 1997 and 2004, the Chinese government sporadically released,
via the press, details of the number of projects, countries, and approximate
size of the concessional lending program. To build confidence internationally
and to provide a clearer picture of China’s development policies, the Chinese
government should begin regular publication of these statistics in the annual
report of the China Eximbank.

Likewise, it would not be difficult for the Ministry of Foreign Affairs to
publish a list of countries with which China has a concessional loan frame-
work agreement, and for the China Eximbank to publish a list of project
agreements signed with recipient governments. Given that the Chinese gov-
ernment already has shown a willingness to publish this kind of information,
there is no barrier to it being released on a regular basis as a complete set.

However, there remains information that the Chinese government has so
far been unwilling to provide publicly. This information includes the precise
terms of loans and information on actual financial flows. These data are
important for the analysis of official aid flows and for other donors to coor-
dinate their own developmental assistance. What is unclear is whether China,
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for political reasons, prefers to maintain strict confidentiality or whether it is
simply unable at this stage effectively to monitor its own lending program.

One plausible reason for the China Eximbank’s reluctance to reveal details
of its concessional loans is a desire to protect the commercial confidentiality
of Chinese exporters. The advice given to exporters on applying for conces-
sional loans suggests that the primary purpose is to provide capital to Chinese
exports. The economic development of a recipient country is a condition of
the loan but not its dominant purpose. In this case, the exporting firm has a
competitive commercial incentive not to reveal the terms of its financing.
Likewise, the Chinese government may give greater weight to the particular
domestic commercial interests of its firms than to the international public
interest in transparency. The problem for China is that this approach bolsters
suspicions that China is only in Africa for commercial exploitation.

An alternative explanation is that the loans would not technically qualify
as ODA when compared against the guidelines of DAC donors. By maintain-
ing some ambiguity, the Chinese government may be attempting to generate
goodwill as an aid donor.

For China to establish its credentials as a responsible donor, it will need to
embrace major donor lending norms relating to the regular and systematic
release of information concerning aid flows. Transparency does not need to
change the character of Chinese lending. Indeed, the Chinese model, by har-
nessing the self-interest of Chinese firms in developing loan projects, appears
to enjoy the virtue of supply-side sustainability. But to create sustainable
demand for Chinese development capital, China will need to reassure the
developing world of its good intentions. Greater transparency will provide
some of this reassurance.
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Over the last three decades the People’s Republic of China (PRC) has
implemented an international outreach campaign designed to build lasting
ties to African political parties and organizations. In the pursuit of improved
official state-to-state relations and in support of Chinese domestic economic
development, the Communist Party of China’s (CPC) International Depart-
ment (CPC-ID) and its affiliated organizations have used their deep pockets
and admirable diplomatic adroitness to engage African political parties.1 Par-
liamentary delegations from the National People’s Congress (NPC) have also
been a part of these efforts, albeit to a lesser degree.

CPC-ID and NPC delegations are valuable teams that work with African
counterparts to lay the foundations for commercial and diplomatic cooper-
ation, provide opportunities for interactions among Chinese and African
political elites, and follow up to ensure that policies are implemented in accor-
dance with the CPC’s strategic objectives. Despite the success of its political
outreach, however, the CPC-ID remains among the “least well understood
organs of China’s foreign policy system.”2

Birth of Political Outreach in Africa:
Revolutionary Ideology to Soviet Hegemony 

CPC ties to African political groups before 1978 were based on anticolonial rev-
olutionary ideology and then gradually adapted to counter the Soviet threat. In
the 1950s and 1960s, Beijing’s primary motivation in Africa was the affirmation
of its own brand of communism and support for various revolutionary and
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anticolonial liberation movements. CPC efforts to develop relations with
African political parties led the Chinese to diversify ties and deal with a range
of factions at the same time. In Angola, for instance, at separate times—and
sometimes at the same time—the CPC supported the ruling Popular Move-
ment for the Liberation of Angola, as well as its rivals, the National Liberation
Front of Angola and the National Union for the Total Independence of Angola
(UNITA).3 Beijing and UNITA leader Jonas Savimbi capitalized on the latter’s
ties to South Africa, even using that racist regime as a transit point for weapons
supplies to UNITA fighters.4 This collaboration did not, however, prevent the
CPC from supporting the Pan Africanist Congress and, to a lesser degree, the
African National Congress in their efforts to topple apartheid in South Africa.

Party-to-party contacts were less formal during this early revolutionary
period than they are today. Many African political parties (and the CPC) were
headed by revolutionary leaderships focused almost entirely on domestic
developments. As a result, between 1950 and 1970, few African political par-
ties visited China and no CPC delegations traveled to Africa.5 Those political
contacts that did occur in Africa were either with the military or with so-
called subordinate CPC groups known as “mass organizations” (qunzhong
zuzhi) and “people’s organizations” (mingjian tuanti).6 The lingering influence
of the colonial powers and the extension of Cold War tensions on the conti-
nent preoccupied Beijing’s engagement and limited it almost entirely to mil-
itant revolutionary ideology and small arms shipments.

Beijing aided any African revolutionary force fighting a guerrilla war—a
hallmark of the Chinese style—by hastening “the development of [African]
political opposition groups and guiding them towards conceptions of action
closely akin to her own.”7 China’s state-run press portrayed the CPC as shep-
herd of a flock of African parties moving toward a new democratic revolution.
Premier Zhou Enlai nurtured the idea that Africa was engulfed in a wave of
revolutionary zeal. At the November 1960 Moscow summit of communist
parties, China’s state-run press reported that African parties were “studying
Mao’s works and using Chinese guerilla methods.”8

The CPC laid claim to the moral high ground by condemning vestiges of
Western colonialism. Chinese speeches, editorials, and publications stressed
the role of “Mao Zedong Thought” and the scope of armed struggles.9 By
asserting that anticolonial conflicts in Africa and elsewhere were proletarian
revolutions, the CPC exaggerated its influence among African revolutionary
groups. Calls for armed struggle did not cost much, so if an indigenous group
chose rebellion, the CPC might support it with subversive rhetoric and mod-
est arms shipments.10 Yet while many African leaders were steeped in Maoist
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revolutionary thought and liberation politics, their direct contacts with the
CPC remained limited.11

The CPC’s ideology of a continuous proletarian revolution was gradually
altered in favor of antihegemony. This change paralleled the party leaders’ shift
from dogmatism to pragmatism, a domestic development that was catalyzed
by widespread cynicism as the Cultural Revolution’s most turbulent days sub-
sided. The largely disillusioned CPC leadership, weary of ideological fervor
and fearful of Soviet aggression, turned to geopolitical realism rooted in self-
preservation to propel policymaking. Beijing began to support only those
revolutionary movements that fought against imperialist forces—a term syn-
onymous with groups supported by Moscow and, to a lesser extent, Wash-
ington. Indeed, the CPC’s willingness to place geopolitical objectives before
ideological consistency grew apace with the Soviet threat. The result was a
strategy designed to preoccupy Soviet resources in far-off conflicts—partic-
ularly in Africa.12

The CPC’s turn from ideology to pragmatism reflected the organization’s
gradual transformation from a revolutionary party to a ruling party. The
resulting changes in institutions and priorities were reflected in the CPC’s
outreach to African political parties. The CPC became willing “to grant ide-
ological autonomy, and when African countries seemed to embark on a pol-
icy closely akin to Chinese thinking, Peking refrained from claiming that the
Africans were following a Maoist path.”13 In this way, the gradual removal of
ideology from China’s foreign policy cleared the way for the CPC to build ties
to African ruling parties across the entire political spectrum. In 1977, the
CPC formally began to work toward this goal and undertook a full recon-
struction of the CPC-ID.14

PRC’s Modern-Era Political Outreach in Africa 

Since the Third Plenary Session of the Eleventh CPC Central Committee held
in 1978, the CPC-ID has emerged as the department primarily “responsible
for the party’s international exchanges and communications with foreign
political parties and organizations.”15 Deng Xiaoping, the exiled four-time
party boss, supported a new CPC-ID strategy to cultivate contacts with vari-
ous parties on the basis of “four principles of party-to-party relations: inde-
pendence, complete equality, mutual respect, and noninterference in each
others internal affairs.”16 The CPC-ID was also given four main responsibili-
ties: implementing the CPC Central Committee’s principles and policies,
researching foreign developments and key global issues, providing briefings
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and policy proposals to the Central Committee, and carrying out CPC
exchanges with foreign political parties and organizations.17

From these four principles and four responsibilities, the CPC-ID derived
seven guidelines to govern its interaction with foreign political parties. These
were laid out in 2001 in a speech by the CPC-ID Vice Minister Cai Wu:

—“Establish a new type of relations between parties—new, sound and
friendly relations.”

—“Every party should decide its own country’s affairs independently.”
—“No party should judge the achievements and mistakes of foreign par-

ties on the basis of its own experience.”
—“All parties should be completely equal; they should respect each other

and not interfere in each other’s internal affairs.”
—“Ideological differences should not be obstacles to establishing a new

type of party-to-party relations. When developing exchanges and cooperation
with foreign parties, parties in the various countries should proceed from the
spirit of seeking common ground while reserving differences.”

—“The purpose of exchanges and cooperation with foreign parties should
be to promote the development of state-to-state relations.”

—“In their relations with foreign parties, all parties should look to the
future and forget old scores.”18 This “complete concept for establishing a new
type of party-to-party relations” served to operationalize CPC strategy and
stands as a useful guide to understanding CPC political outreach in the mod-
ern era.19

This approach to political outreach has been gradually developed to engage
African ruling parties and cultivate long-standing and stable relationships
that underpin and augment official ties, regardless of ideology (in accordance
with the fifth guideline listed above).20 As a result of its success, between 1978
and 1990, the CPC-ID established ties to dozens of African political parties.
The vast majority, over thirty parties, were governing parties (guozhengdang),
while only two were opposition parties (fanduidang). Between 1978 and 1990,
the CPC-ID conducted over 300 exchanges with these political parties, under-
wrote the travel costs for dozens of African delegations, and helped facilitate
meetings with the CPC cadre, administrators of Chinese state-run companies,
and government officials.21 This period was the beginning of the PRC’s polit-
ical outreach, when Sino-African commercial ties were still at low levels.
Throughout the 1980s, Sino-African trade, for instance, averaged only $1 bil-
lion annually according to the Chinese General Administration of Customs.22

Between 1991 and 1996, the growing number of African political parties
(approximately 1,800 by 1997), political power sharing in some countries,

Political Outreach to Africa 233

11-7561-4 ch11.qxd  9/16/08  4:21 PM  Page 233



and turnover in older African parties undermined CPC efforts.23 Meanwhile,
in 1992 Deng Xiaoping went to southern China to inaugurate the country’s
first Special Economic Zones, thereby giving the CPC leadership’s full bless-
ing to market reforms. Development was now unquestionably placed at the
forefront, and Chinese people were told to get rich, leading many to turn to
trade with extensive Chinese communities in the West to make their fortunes.
As a result, attention was drawn away from Africa, and in terms of prestige,
funding, and personnel, African programs at China’s state-run research insti-
tutions played subordinate roles to their counterparts in American, Euro-
pean, and Asian studies.24

In the early 1990s, this contraction of PRC political outreach in Africa and
some well-targeted financial incentives enabled the Republic of China (Tai-
wan) to establish formal relations with several African countries at the PRC’s
expense.25 Senegal, a longtime ally of Beijing and one of West Africa’s most
important states, switched sides. For nearly thirty years, the PRC had coop-
erated with Senegal, helping to build hospitals and even a huge national sta-
dium. Taipei also used its financial resources to woo the Gambia and Niger,
providing the former roughly $35 million in assistance and helping the latter
pay civil service salaries.26 In the years since, however, the PRC’s resurgent
political outreach campaign—led by the CPC-ID—plus economic incentives
and growing international influence have combined to win over all but four
African states that still maintain official relations with Taiwan.27

Lead by CPC Chairman Jiang Zemin, the so-called third generation of
CPC leadership gave international political outreach a strategic and method-
ological makeover in the mid- to late-1990s. The CPC’s increasingly techno-
cratic elite continued Deng’s efforts to address economic challenges. Reforms
were designed to foster economic growth and integrate the country into the
global economy, and this objective required the CPC to develop political rela-
tionships to support such goals. These new international efforts coupled with
a receding Soviet (and later Russian) influence gave the CPC an opportunity
to extend cooperation with African political parties. Meanwhile, the durabil-
ity of ruling parties in key African states, such as Egypt, Ethiopia, South Africa,
the Sudan, Zambia, and Zimbabwe, provided a ready group of potential CPC
partner organizations. Timely developments in both China and Africa com-
bined to push Sino-African political ties toward a new era of cooperation.28

Under current CPC Chairman Hu Jintao and the party’s fourth generation
leadership, China’s surging need for energy and minerals to power its impres-
sive economic growth has increased the value of political capital with
resource-rich Africa states and, in turn, the importance that the CPC attaches
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to its political outreach efforts on the continent. The CPC’s willingness to
share its newly acquired wealth with its African counterparts has also helped
to improve party-to-party ties. In the run-up to Zambia’s 2006 presidential
elections, for instance, the CPC supported the ruling Movement for Multi-
party Democracy (MMD) party.29 Rumors about the amount of CPC finan-
cial support for the MMD abound, but what is known for certain is that then
Chinese Ambassador Li Baodong gave the ruling MMD strong diplomatic
support when he threatened that Beijing would “have nothing to do with
Zambia if Sata wins the elections.”30 Michael Sata, head of the Patriotic Front
and the leading opposition candidate, responded by accusing Li of acting as
a “MMD cadre” and “openly campaigning for the MMD.”31

In the 1990s, China’s grants, loans, and low-cost infrastructural projects
came largely in response to Taiwan’s dollar diplomacy victories, but over the
last decade their expansion and refinement reflects a long-term strategy to
court African political elites. By any calculation these efforts have yielded
impressive results. Between 1997 and 2006, there have been more than 200
exchanges with political parties in 40 sub-Saharan African countries. As of
2006, the CPC had established ties to at least sixty sub-Saharan African polit-
ical parties.32 The CPC continues to expand ties to African ruling parties and
parties included in ruling coalitions, and, when appropriate, the CPC devel-
ops new lines of communication with opposition parties.

Methods of PRC Political Outreach with African Political Parties 

The CPC now cultivates ties to dozens of African political parties. Although
the details of each relationship are unique, there are crosscutting consistencies
in the PRC’s approach. Through an examination of these consistencies, this
section identifies and describes five primary methods: hospitality, party cadre
training, information management, opposition party outreach, and interpar-
liamentary exchanges.

Hospitality 

The CPC’s expanding political outreach activities can be seen in terms of the
frequency of visits and the level of the visitor. Between 1997 and 2006, for
instance, the CPC-ID feted over sixty African party chiefs.33 During these
meetings, African party leaders and their Chinese counterparts looked to
translate party ties into long-term bilateral cooperation on issues of mutual
interest and concern. The meetings themselves provided a forum for the
exchange of views, coordination of policies, provision of economic assistance,
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and voicing of grievances. Leaders of China’s state-controlled firms depend on
the CPC-ID and its related liaison organizations (like the Chinese Association
of International Understanding [CAFIU]) to arrange appropriate meetings
and social activities with African delegations. On the other side, African party
leaders rely on their CPC-ID hosts to ensure access to relevant Chinese polit-
ical and business leaders.34

Visits from African political party delegations give the CPC-ID an oppor-
tunity to practice its intoxicating mix of contemporary and traditional hos-
pitality. CPC-ID hosting techniques are derived from centuries of Chinese
tradition and can be traced back to the teachings of Confucius.35 According
to Solomon, “The most distinctive characteristic of Chinese negotiating
behavior is an effort to develop and manipulate strong interpersonal rela-
tionships with foreign officials [and] feelings of good will, obligation, guilt or
dependence to achieve their negotiating objectives.”36 Hosting, according to
the report, allows the Chinese “to carry out negotiations on their own turf and
by their own rules while maximizing [the visitor’s] sense of gratitude, awe and
helplessness.”37 This may help to explain why the CPC hosts many more del-
egations then it sends to Africa.

The CPC’s rhetoric of equality, mutual respect, and noninterference, cou-
pled with first-class hospitality, has won over African elites from across the
political spectrum. While delegations looking to visit the United States, for
instance, are subject to an endless array of security procedures and red tape,
Beijing has simplified procedures and supported delegations led by African
political leaders. One former African ambassador to China recounted his own
experience: “When I was arriving at my post, I was scheduled for a brief meet-
ing and photo with President and CPC Chairman Jiang Zemin. Instead, we
spoke for nearly an hour. President Jiang not only had a broad continental
view of Africa, but I was also very impressed with his detailed knowledge of
African issues and how close they were to his heart.”38

Anecdotal information suggests that there is also a more nefarious side to
the CPC-ID’s hospitality. It is assumed, although hard evidence is lacking to
substantiate, “that ID attachés work closely with Ministry of State Security
(undercover) personnel abroad for the purpose of intelligence collection and
agent recruitment.”39 Hostesses can be employed to entertain foreign visitors
and solidify relationships and agreements with African elites. In the long term,
however, evidence of such liaisons can be leveraged. The latter scenario, often
called a “honey trap,” is a common method utilized by clandestine Chinese
operatives.40 According to one retired senior African diplomat who served

236 joshua eisenman

11-7561-4 ch11.qxd  9/16/08  4:21 PM  Page 236



extensively in China, these methods are common, although, he said, differing
attitudes toward sexuality within Chinese and some African cultures may
undermine this strategy’s effectiveness.41

Cadre Training 

The Chinese government has sponsored the training of hundreds of African
personnel in areas of diplomacy, economic management, national defense,
agriculture, science, technology, and medical treatment.42 Among these pro-
grams are CPC initiatives to educate African party officials through political
cadre training sessions. Between 1998 and 2006, the CPC brought to China,
for political training, party officials from more than ten African governing
parties. The CPC has also been requested by some African parties to help set
up their own party schools.43 Senior CPC cadre and specialists in areas such
as party development and structure teach roughly two-week-long training
programs and help to encourage African political parties to coordinate inter-
national policies with the CPC.44

According to one CPC-ID official attached to an embassy in Africa, CPC-
ID cadre training programs are based on “equality” and “mutual respect.”45

The increasingly influential CPC uses rhetoric to invoke the relative equality
of the past and to avoid directly confronting growing power asymmetries in
the bilateral relationship. This rhetoric is used in contrast to what CPC and
African party officials perceived as the more heavy-handed and unequal Soviet
political training of the past. For this reason, according to the CPC-ID official,
“CPC-ID cadre training programs are conducted only at the request of
African political parties, who are asked to submit specific requests about their
party’s particular needs. African political parties’ demands for CPC-ID cadre
training programs have enhanced the understanding, friendship, and coop-
eration between these parties and CPC.”46

The CPC naturally seeks to partner with like-minded African parties and
uses cadre training and party management courses to develop interpersonal
ties and influence future generations of African political leaders. CPC cadre
training, however, varies dramatically among African political parties. Where
long-standing CPC relationships exist, like with Tanzania’s ruling Party of
the Revolution (Chama Cha Mapinduzi), Uganda’s National Resistance Move-
ment, and South Africa’s Communist Party, CPC instructors have conducted
training sessions on diverse topics, ranging from internal party governance to
CPC Chairman Jiang Zemin’s theory of the “Three Represents.”47 In Angola,
conversely, the strong party structure and decades of Soviet training of the
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Popular Movement for the Liberation of Angola make CPC cadre training
unnecessary.48 According to Li Chengwen, Chinese ambassador to the Sudan,
CPC cadre training courses can contain about twenty participants from one
African country or several.49

Information Management 

The CPC also transmits information back to China about African host coun-
tries. These efforts range from normal embassy functions and general report-
ing about domestic politics to more covert information collection.50 Even
determining if a particular African embassy has a CPC-ID envoy can be a
difficult task. Foreign attachés “do not openly identify themselves as such,
usually identifying themselves simply as Foreign Ministry personnel.”51 For
instance, one CPC-ID official posted to an African embassy carried three
business cards: one from his CPC-ID bureau, another as PRC embassy staff,
and yet another as a research fellow at CAFIU.52 Another CPC-ID attaché
posted to a different African embassy identified himself as an embassy official
until further enquiries clarified his CPC-ID affiliation. Indeed, informational
obstacles make it uniquely difficult to identify confidently those African coun-
tries that have CPC-ID attachés and those that do not.53 Generally speaking,
the CPC-ID tends to be more active in developing states dominated by one
party; however, it also works to keep relations with opposition parties tem-
perate in case of a switch in political power.

The CPC seeks to improve its image and influence public sentiment
through its relations with African political parties. According to one report,
the United Front Work Department, a CPC international outreach organiza-
tion tasked with “perception management,” was singled out in March 2007 to
receive a portion of the more than $3 billion budget that the party allocated
for “exerting more international influence through diplomacy and national
image-lifting.”54 CPC delegations are part of this public relations offensive,
which entails the provision of “facts” (shishi), “statistics” (xuju), and “materi-
als” (cailiao) designed to “help African parties better understand CPC policies
and China’s national condition.”55 One such publication, China and Africa,
was released in September 2006 for distribution by PRC embassies. It contains
a variety of Chinese government statistics, as well as a chapter called “Coop-
eration and Support between China and Africa in the Political Arena.” China
and Africa promotes the “frequent association between the Chinese National
People’s Congress and its counterparts in African countries, as well as contacts
between political parties.”56
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Opposition Party Outreach 

Information collection has been expanded through the CPC’s increased out-
reach to opposition parties. Shambaugh describes this practice: “By main-
taining ties with nonruling parties, the ID [CPC-ID] has been able to keep
track of domestic politics in various nations and to establish contacts with a
wide range of politicians and experts who subsequently staff governments
after they come to power.”57 Opposition party outreach, however, remains a
secondary priority in Africa and is not appropriate in all cases. Ties to oppo-
sition political figures in one-party dominated African states, in particular,
could open the CPC to accusations of interference in internal affairs.58 In
Angola, Egypt, Ethiopia, Zambia, and Zimbabwe, among China’s most impor-
tant African partners, the CPC maintains ties only to ruling parties.

Political outreach to African opposition parties remains in its infancy and
is regularly subordinated if it jeopardizes CPC relations with the ruling party.59

However, Africa expert Liu Naiya and others see opposition party outreach as
an important growth area for the CPC-ID in Africa.60 Since CPC-ID opposi-
tion outreach is still relatively new and can be politically sensitive, links have
been quite limited and are particularly hard to trace. However, two relations—
with the Sudan and South Africa—reveal the increasingly flexible nature of
the CPC-ID’s political outreach to opposition groups.

Since 2002 the CPC has developed a close party-to-party relationship with
the Sudan’s Islamist National Congress Party (NCP), and until 2005 it had no
contacts with opposition political parties, including the Sudanese Communist
Party.61 After the signing of the Comprehensive Peace Agreement (CPA)
between the NCP and the opposition Sudan People’s Liberation Movement
(SPLM) in 2005, the two have joined to form a tenuous government of
national unity. The CPA legitimized the SPLM and opened the door for the
gradual expansion of SPLM-CPC political relations. The first outreach took
place in March 2005, when then SPLM chief commander Salva Kiir Mayardit
was delegated by then party leader John Garang to head a SPLM delegation
to China to “hold talks on economic cooperation between the two parties.”62

After the untimely death of Garang in July 2005, the CPC and SPLM did
not hold meetings in 2006.63 In 2007, however, CPC and SPLM party-to-party
relations expanded considerably. In February, while visiting Khartoum, Pres-
ident Hu Jintao met again with Kiir, now Sudan’s first vice president, and
invited him to return to China.64 Six months later, on 17 July, Kiir touched
down in Beijing. After meeting again with Chairman Hu, Kiir held a press
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conference where he said that they “discussed the cooperation between the
SPLM and the Chinese Communist Party.”65 Indeed, it is certainly likely that
SPLM-CPC party-to-party ties were also discussed when Kiir held talks with
Wang Jiarui, head of the CPC-ID.66 Notably, the CPC-ID’s website posting
about this meeting reflects the sensitivity of gatherings with African opposi-
tion party leaders. As usual, for instance, the posting mentions China’s sup-
port for the Sudan’s “peace, unification and development,” but unlike in most
official CPC-ID announcements, the name of Kiir’s party, the SPLM, is not
mentioned.67

Before conducting opposition party outreach, the CPC-ID must pay par-
ticular attention to domestic political tensions in each African capital. In the
case of Khartoum, any expansion of SPLM-CPC ties must take place within
the framework of the Sudan’s government of national unity and the CPA. For
this reason, during his July 2007 China trip, Kiir was also obliged to affirm the
“strength of the partnership between the National Congress and the Sudan
Liberation Movement (SPLM).”68

The CPC’s ties to the SPLM, and to opposition parties in general, are part
of a hedging strategy. In the case of the Sudan, the CPC continues to develop
extensive and public ties to the NCP, while taking advantage of opportunities
to ensure its influence in southern Sudan through expanding ties to the SPLM.
To this end, in August 2007, an official Chinese delegation, invited by Kiir,
arrived in Juba, the capital of South Sudan, to gather “more information about
southern Sudan.”69 As the case of the Sudan suggests, the CPC does conduct
exchanges with opposition parties, but those contacts are subjugated to ties to
the ruling party and are conducted in a less public fashion or behind a veil of
state-to-state relations.

This pattern prevails in South Africa, where the CPC has been able to
maintain its relations with the South African Communist Party (SACP) as
part of the ANC’s ruling coalition. In July 2007, for instance, Wang Dongming,
deputy head of the CPC’s Department of Organization and member of the
CPC Central Committee, led a CPC delegation to South Africa to address the
SACP’s Twelfth National Party Congress.70 But the CPC has also reached out
to the opposition Democratic Alliance (DA) party. In April 2005, CAFIU
hosted a week-long visit to Beijing, Shanghai, and the Three Gorges Dam for
a DA delegation headed by then party leader Tony Leon.71

To develop relations with opposition parties like the DA, the CPC-ID and
the NPC work together to conduct Beijing’s political outreach. In September
2006, for instance, the NPC was the first national legislature to sign a Mem-
orandum of Understanding establishing a regular mechanism for exchanges
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with the parliament of South Africa.72 As part of this mechanism, Fu Zhihuan,
chairman of the NPC’s Finance and Economic Committee, led a delegation to
South Africa in March 2007 to strengthen financial cooperation between the
NPC and South African parliament.73 NPC delegations have become increas-
ingly important tools for aiding CPC outreach to nonruling parties.

NPC Interparliamentary Exchanges 

Although the CPC-ID conducts the lion’s share of PRC political outreach in
Africa, interparliamentary exchanges via the NPC are also part of this effort.
The NPC works at “strengthening and improving the mechanism for regular
exchanges with other parliaments and congresses.”74 But because foreign rela-
tions are only one of the NPC’s official responsibilities, it remains an impor-
tant but junior partner in relation to the CPC-ID.

The NPC conducts exchanges with foreign parliaments, including over a
dozen in Africa.75 As is the case with the CPC-ID, the NPC’s current political
outreach strategy was defined in the post-1978 period. In the intervening
years, “the NPC has proactively developed exchanges and cooperation with
foreign parliaments and international parliamentary organizations.”76 In 2006,
the NPC received a total of ninety delegations from fifty-six countries, and
NPC delegations visited thirty countries and regions.77 This political out-
reach, like that of the CPC-ID, is intended to “inject fresh vitality into the
development of state-to-state relations” and “strengthen mutual trust in the
political arena and promote mutually beneficial cooperation.”78

Unlike the CPC-ID, however, which is purely a party organ, the NPC nom-
inally includes a mix of government and political party influence. Nearly all
countries’ top legislative bodies include a mix of government and party influ-
ence, but, unlike in democratic countries, one party—the CPC—dominates the
Chinese legislative body. Thus, while the NPC’s Foreign Affairs Committee
and Bilateral Friendship Groups are officially state organizations, they are dom-
inated by and accountable to the CPC. Wu Bangguo, chairman of the Stand-
ing Committee of the NPC, explained this relationship: “We must uphold the
Party’s leadership. The CPC is the leadership core for the cause of socialism
with Chinese characteristics. Upholding the Party’s leadership is a basic pre-
requisite and fundamental guarantee for success in the work of people’s con-
gresses. All the work of people’s congresses must contribute to improving the
Party’s leadership, consolidating the Party’s position as the governing party
and ensuring implementation of the Party’s line, principles and policies.”79

The NPC’s international outreach efforts serve to complement the work of
the CPC-ID. This cooperation is not surprising since the two organizations
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not only share policy objectives, they also share tactics and sometimes lead-
ers. Wu Bangguo, for instance, is also a member of the Standing Committee
of the Political Bureau of the CPC; CPC-ID Vice Minister Ma Wenpu is also
a vice chairman of the NPC’s Foreign Affairs Committee; and between 1998
and 2002, Jiang Enzhu, the current NPC Foreign Affairs Committee chairman,
served simultaneously as the Foreign Affairs Committee’s vice chairman and
as a member of the CPC Central Committee.80

Tactically, the NPC and CPC-ID work in tandem to balance Beijing’s inter-
national political outreach. While the CPC-ID’s mandate to increase
exchanges with ruling African parties is quite clearly defined, the NPC’s inter-
national exchanges in Africa are fewer in number but can be more diverse in
character. NPC leaders can take on a range of commercial and ceremonial
roles, from leading a delegation of 200 Chinese businessmen to Cairo, to rep-
resenting President Hu Jintao for the inauguration of Senegalese President
Abdoulaye Wade.81

The political outreach efforts of the NPC and CPC-ID can overlap during
visits by African party leaders who are also legislators. In African states where
legislatures (like China’s) are controlled by a single ruling party, the NPC
sometimes assists the CPC-ID in hosting African political party delegations.
In March 2007, for instance, a ZANU-PF party delegation led by Kumbirai
Manyika Kangai—secretary for external relations for the political bureau of
Zimbabwe’s ruling party as well as deputy speaker of Zimbabwe’s house of
assembly—was hosted by the CPC-ID for meetings with NPC interlocutors
led by He Luli, vice chairwoman of the NPC Standing Committee.82

In the Sudan’s case, party-to-party and NPC political outreach efforts also
overlap considerably. In March 2007, for instance, Nafi’a Ali Nafi’a, deputy pres-
ident of the Sudan’s ruling NCP, arrived in Beijing as a CPC-ID guest.83 He met
with Wu Bangguo who, in his NPC capacity as “China’s top legislator,” said that
the “CPC would like to expand exchanges and cooperation with the NCP.”84

This statement underscores the tandem efforts of the CPC-ID and the NPC.

Conclusion 

The CPC-ID and the NPC have collaborated to extend PRC relations with
political parties throughout Africa. In the 1960s and 1970s, these efforts were
intended to spread revolutionary ideology; in the 1980s, they were altered to
oppose hegemony; and as of 2008, they support CPC development objec-
tives. As discussed above, PRC political outreach activities are well funded, tar-
geted at governing elites, and, to a lesser degree, engage opposition parties.
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They include a menu of well-developed techniques including hospitality,
party cadre training, information management, opposition party outreach,
and interparliamentary exchanges. Taken together, these elements constitute
a unique approach to developing relations with African political elites that
remains largely unexplored by Western political parties, which remain almost
entirely focused on winning domestic elections. The PRC’s international polit-
ical outreach strategy in Africa has been largely successful in cultivating the
personal relationships intended to open new opportunities for Chinese for-
eign policymakers and state-run firms.
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As other chapters in this volume demonstrate, China has extensive
and rapidly increasing economic involvement in African countries, including
trade, investment, and aid. How should one assess that involvement?

The authors of this chapter do not share many analysts’ and commentators’
alarm concerning China’s economic relations with Africa. Too much of the lit-
erature tends to enumerate individual Chinese investments in or agreements
with African countries without situating them within a broader comparative
context, assuming, rather than demonstrating, that they are significant. Why
is China’s investment in an oil refinery in Nigeria a concern per se? To meas-
ure the impact of such an investment, one would need to know the capacity
of that particular refinery relative to the total refining capacity of Nigeria.

All too often, the specter of Chinese expansion is invoked, especially by sen-
sationalistic and even sinophobic media, without working out the actual
effects of China’s economic activities. On the other hand, the authors of this
chapter consider the assumption that China acts out of developing world or
anticolonial solidarity to be naïve. China’s activities in Africa, like those of
other non-African countries, are motivated primarily by its own economic
and security, as well as diplomatic, interests.

12
China’s Role in Human 
Rights Abuses in Africa: 
Clarifying Issues of Culpability

stephen brown and chandra lekha sriram
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China permits African countries to circumvent the conditions upon which
assistance from the West and international financial institutions is predicated.
China thus challenges the West’s monopoly of financing and policy agenda
setting. This approach poses no problems per se under international law. The
main legal concern, rather, is the issue of human rights. Many policymakers
and human rights advocates have criticized China’s activities because several
African countries in which China or Chinese-owned companies are involved
have extremely poor human rights records.

This chapter argues that it is important to be clear about the extent to
which China might bear responsibility for abuses in certain African states, and
it does so by clarifying for which acts China may be legally responsible rather
than just morally culpable. Moral arguments are not irrelevant. Certainly the
following discussion should not be taken as an apology for Chinese actions, but
the chapter focuses on legal, not moral, responsibility for two main reasons.
First, legal codes are far more precise than moral codes and have bodies estab-
lished to adjudicate disputes. It is thus much easier to make a culpability argu-
ment that could be concretely supported in court. Second, if this chapter were
to assess China’s moral responsibility, such a focus would exclude other inter-
national actors in Africa, and that would make little sense. Companies from a
wide range of Western and non-Western (mainly Asian) countries have busi-
ness relationships, especially in extractive industries, with numerous African
governments that commit or fail to prevent grave human rights abuses.

This chapter examines the impact of China’s involvement in two countries
subject to significant international scrutiny and criticism: the Sudan and Zim-
babwe. These two case studies were selected because in few African countries
does the occurrence of abuses match the extent of those occurring in the
Sudan and, to a lesser degree, Zimbabwe. Moreover, international sanctions
have been applied to both countries (albeit much stronger in the case of the
Sudan), and nowhere else in Africa has the growing economic role of one
international partner—China—received such attention.1 We considered a few
other African countries, but set them aside. For instance, the United States
government and U.S.-based oil companies are closely involved with the
authoritarian regime of Equatorial Guinea’s Teodoro Obiang Nguema, among
the worst violators of human rights on the continent. One could not justify
focusing solely on China’s involvement there. Similarly, governments and oil
companies from many countries have close ties to the government of Angola,
often condemned for its disregard for human rights, especially in the oil-
producing enclave of Cabinda. It is hard to argue that China bears particular
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responsibility when it is only one among many international actors support-
ing the Angolan government.

Documenting small-scale human rights abuses in African countries, espe-
cially in countries with better human rights records, would overly dilute the
focus of this chapter. For example, the treatment of workers of one Chinese-
run copper mining operation in Zambia, where unsafe and inhumane work-
ing conditions have been reported, is better framed as the nonapplication of
domestic labor laws. Moreover, one would also need to investigate the condi-
tions in other foreign-operated mines and industries to determine if Chinese
practices were any worse than those of other countries. The same logic applies
to the violation of local environmental protection and anticorruption laws.
Instead, the authors’ interest is in China’s collusion with and possible culpa-
bility for large-scale human rights abuses under international law. The Sudan
and Zimbabwe make excellent case studies for this purpose as they constitute
“worst-case scenarios,” where it might actually be possible to assess specific
Chinese legal culpability. If a case is to be made anywhere in Africa regarding
Chinese responsibility, the Sudan and Zimbabwe are the best places to look.

China and Human Rights 

As with its economic activities in Africa, China’s position on human rights, in
particular its foreign policy in relation to human rights, has been the subject
of increased discussion.2 The government of the People’s Republic of China
has maintained for some time that human rights are a Western creation and
are inappropriate for China or indeed Asia—a position also championed by
former Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew of Singapore. The so-called Asian val-
ues argument holds that Asian countries value community and family over
individuality and thus do not require international human rights guarantees
that emphasize individual civil and political rights.3 China further makes the
claim that civil and political rights should not be given primacy over eco-
nomic, social, and cultural rights, and that China was committed to promot-
ing the latter.

China refrained from joining international human rights conventions until
the 1990s. Following the crackdown on dissidents in Tiananmen Square in
1989 and the international criticism that it provoked, China began to engage
with the international human rights architecture.4 In 1991, the Chinese gov-
ernment issued the first of many white papers on China’s human rights policy.5

This paper, like the ones that followed, emphasized China’s commitment to
human rights but carefully circumscribed that commitment by emphasizing
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national conditions and national views. The white papers present a rosy
account of the protection of human rights in China but are notably lacking
in discussions of many civil and political rights, such as freedom of expression
and association, or protection against torture or genocide.6 Instead, discussion
of protection of human rights begins, in the two most recent white papers,
with accounts of improvement in crime prevention.7

A close reading of what the white papers do and do not discuss suggests
that China has a very limited view of what constitutes human rights protec-
tion, far narrower than the language of the international conventions that it
has signed. As Human Rights Watch has pointed out, the papers “whitewash”
China’s human rights record, making no reference to crackdowns on schol-
ars and members of the Falun Gong spiritual group.8 Further, while recog-
nizing “human rights,” China has adamantly insisted that promotion of
human rights must not impede on state sovereignty and be used as a politi-
cal tool to interfere in the internal affairs of states. While this position was
staked out in significant part to prevent criticism of China’s own domestic
human rights record, it also explains China’s wariness of censuring African
governments for their own abuses.

Chinese Responsibility? Legal Accountability 
of States for Violations by Other States 

It is important to be clear about the circumstances under which China (or any
other state) is responsible for abuses committed in another state. To that end,
the authors consider here whether states might be legally (rather than morally)
responsible for abuses in another state—for it is not the case that any state is
legally responsible for all actions taken by another state with which it trades.
There nonetheless might be moral reasons to encourage a state such as China,
which engages extensively with abusive regimes in Africa, to use its leverage over
such regimes to encourage them to change their behavior. Here, the authors
consider a number of ways in which China might be culpable for abuses com-
mitted by or in another state through passive support for abuses, active support
for abuses, commission of abuses by Chinese agents, and shielding of the abu-
sive government. States and other international actors can passively support
the commission of human rights abuses and atrocities and may be held respon-
sible for them. If a first state’s action assists a second state (or nonstate actor)
in committing such abuses, and it could be reasonably expected to have known
that those abuses would take place, then the first state is responsible. This
principle has been clearly established in the International Law Commission’s
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2001 Draft Articles on Responsibility of States for Internationally Wrongful
Acts.9 While the articles are not in themselves binding international law, they are
viewed as reflecting custom. Article 16 states that “A State which aids or assists
another state in the commission of an internationally wrongful act by the lat-
ter is internationally responsible for doing so if: (a) That State does so with
the knowledge of the circumstances of the internationally wrongful act; and
(b) The Act would be internationally wrongful if committed by that State.”10

The principle of complicity liability has been affirmed in a series of civil
suits in the United States filed under the Alien Tort Claims Act (ATCA), where
companies ranging from Unocal to Coca-Cola (discussed below) have faced
charges, not of direct commission of human rights abuses, but of complicity
with state or parastatal actors.11

Of course, such engagement may involve more than passive support; it
may also involve active support to the commission of human rights violations.
Passive support—where a state is not directly promoting the violation of
rights by another state but rather facilitating them, such as through the sale
of arms to an abusive regime—might be a violation by that state as well.12

However, even if passive support to a country with a very poor human rights
record creates responsibility, it must foreseeably generate abuses. In short,
foreign aid, contracts, and direct investment by China in another country do
not automatically mean that China is responsible for that state’s abuses,
although it might morally deserve blame. Thus, arms sales to states whose mil-
itary would foreseeably use them to target civilians would implicate China in
those activities, whereas general development assistance would not. Similarly,
investment in or contracts with an abusive state would only implicate China
if the associated activities were directly related to abuses.

Where the Chinese government or government-owned and -regulated cor-
porations contract with a state for services, such as security, they may be
responsible for the behavior of those state actors. Thus, if security forces
attack civilians or displace people to facilitate Chinese operations, China
would also be responsible. The articles on state responsibility, mentioned
above, make this clear. Case law in the United States under the ATCA rein-
forces this argument. For example, Unocal, a California-based oil company,
was found to be liable for massacres of Burmese villagers by the Burmese
military, with whom it had contracted for security while laying an oil pipeline.
The company was found to be liable because it knew or should have known
that the Burmese military and state-owned corporation with which it worked
would commit violations. Likewise, Coca-Cola faced a lawsuit for its pay-
ments to paramilitaries in Colombia who were hired to protect its factories
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but also engaged in campaigns of terror against civilians and killed several
labor organizers.13 Where China engages the services of the state apparatus, it
bears part of the blame for the latter’s foreseeable abuses. It might also be to
blame for provision of goods (including roads or other infrastructure) that the
host government uses to engage in abuses.

The Chinese government is clearly responsible for acts by its own agents,
whether employees of the government or of state-owned and -run enter-
prises. These might include the direct commission of abuses, such as extraju-
dicial killing, torture, massacres, or use of slave labor, any or all of which
might be undertaken in support of economic enterprises, such as oil explo-
ration and exploitation. However, to date, there are no significant allegations
by human rights advocacy and monitoring groups that such direct abuses
have occurred, with a few exceptions noted in the Sudan case study below.
This is not unusual: in conflict-prone countries, many non-Chinese compa-
nies have hired the host state’s military or private security companies, as illus-
trated by the two examples above, but direct abuses are relatively rare.

China’s position as one of only five states with a permanent seat on the
United Nations (UN) Security Council gives it the power to veto resolutions
that might condemn client states or authorize actions against them, such as
sanctions or intervention. It can and has delayed and narrowed resolutions by
threatening to veto them. Thus, regimes may feel free to engage in massacres,
torture, enforced disappearances, and even genocide, with the promise that
China will shield them from the international community’s response. Where
such vetoes or threats of veto result in a delay, watering down, or halting of a
resolution, many lives may be lost or irreparably harmed. However, though it
may be morally responsible, it is not at all clear that China is legally respon-
sible for the acts of the abusive state—although it may fall foul of obligations
to punish or prevent genocide and torture.14 As discussed below, there are
calls for China to use its considerable power and influence on the Security
Council and in Africa to pressure abusive regimes to change, rather than to
shield them.

The authors have sought thus far to parse responsibility for distinct acts
and omissions, but of course, in many countries the situation is considerably
more complex. Many countries of interest are embroiled in vicious cycles of
conflict and abuse of human rights. Thus, investment, contracting, or opera-
tions in many countries carry a very high risk of aiding human rights abuses
or the commission of war crimes, genocide, or crimes against humanity. In
countries engaged in vicious internal conflict, the sale of arms to any party will
foreseeably result in harm to civilians. Where countries have poor human
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rights records, this is even more likely to be the case.15 That is not to say that
China should cease all external involvement in countries experiencing conflict
or serious human rights abuses; most other states in the international system
do not terminate their activities, save for the implementation of UN or
regional sanctions. However, with involvement comes risk, and it is for this
reason that some Western companies have withdrawn from conflict situa-
tions rife with human rights abuses, in part clearing the way for Chinese cor-
porations. This was the case with Talisman Energy, a Canadian oil company
operating in the Sudan, which withdrew its operations when it became the
subject of an ATCA lawsuit and suffered severe damage to its reputation
because of public pressure campaigns.16

Country Cases 

The African countries where human rights abuses are frequent and Chinese
engagement is significant are the Sudan and Zimbabwe. Angola and Equato-
rial Guinea could constitute other possible cases, but in both instances, West-
ern companies—especially oil companies based in the United States—play a
similar role to Chinese companies, and it is therefore difficult to make any
meaningful distinctions between China’s and other countries’ roles. More-
over, documentation is not as widely available, and in the case of Angola,
state abuse is far less extensive than in the countries examined here. For those
reasons, we focus below on Zimbabwe and the Sudan.

The Sudan 

China’s activities in the Sudan predate the Darfur crisis. China’s rapid growth
relies upon oil, and it extracts a significant amount in the Sudan, with most
operations being conducted by the state-owned and -run Chinese National
Petroleum Company (CNPC).17 However, while CNPC exploration has been
extensive, the Chinese-owned company partnered with the Canadian com-
pany Talisman and Malaysian company Petronas, so much of any responsi-
bility attributable to CNPC and therefore China would also be attributable to
Canada and Malaysia, where those states owned or exercised significant con-
trol over those companies. Nonetheless, Chinese interest in Sudanese oil is
undeniable, and to ensure continued access to that oil, China has been a
staunch supporter of the Sudanese government.18 As a result, China has been
the subject of significant international criticism, with advocates either blam-
ing it for the abuses perpetrated in Darfur by the janjaweed militias, with the
support of the Sudanese armed forces, or demanding that it place pressure
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upon the Sudanese government to refrain from or curtail abuses and permit
a significant international peacekeeping force. However, China—like any
other country investing or carrying out commercial activities abroad—can-
not be held to account for every violation committed by a host state. Rather,
any analysis must be clear about the nature of activities by the Chinese gov-
ernment or state-operated corporations that may directly or indirectly facil-
itate abuses. These include China’s direct supply of arms to the Sudan’s
military—both before and after the imposition of a UN arms embargo on the
sale of weapons to the Sudan destined for Darfur—and direct support to or
facilitation of rights abuses through the construction of roads and the hiring
of the Sudanese military for security. China may be responsible in some
moral, but not legal, sense for its failure to restrain the actions of the Sudanese
government, over which it has or might be presumed to have some influence.

China has engaged in extensive arms sales to the Sudanese government,
selling it some $100 million in arms between 1996 and 2003 alone. These
weapons included jets and helicopter gunships, reportedly used for the repres-
sion of civilians in the South as part of the now terminated North-South con-
flict. The weaponry, which China sold to the Sudan throughout the 1990s,
helped the government target villages in the South during the long-running
conflict with the Sudan People’s Liberation Army.19 In particular, such tar-
geting resulted in massive civilian casualties and forced displacement. The
depopulation of certain areas such as Unity State was not incidental; the gov-
ernment removed populations from areas targeted for oil exploration by the
CNPC. Violence has arisen since the 2005 North-South peace agreement in
parts of the South where Petrodar, a consortium involving Chinese and
Malaysian companies, is conducting exploration. There has been significant
displacement of the civilian population (particularly Dinka) and environ-
mental damage, with tensions leading to civilians killing the Petrodar team
leader in January 2006.20

China’s arms sales clearly facilitated gross abuses by the Sudanese govern-
ment, but the sales themselves did not violate international law. While the
United States imposed sanctions and the European Union (EU) imposed an
arms embargo, China was bound by neither. However, if China knowingly
sold weapons that were used for abuses, then it might be complicit. Given the
record of the Sudanese government, it was certainly foreseeable that weaponry
provided could be used to attack civilians.

China actively resisted the imposition of international sanctions that
would prevent it from selling arms to the Sudan, as did Russia, another sig-
nificant supplier of arms to the Sudan. Until the passage of UN Security
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Council Resolution 1591 in 2005, which bars sales to all parties involved in the
conflict in Darfur (on which China abstained), such sales were not illegal.
However, arms sales made by both Russia and China since the passage of this
resolution do appear to violate the embargo.21 While both governments insist
that they are not selling arms destined for Darfur, Amnesty International has
reported that small arms and aircraft supplied by China and Russia have been
sighted in Darfur and that such aircraft have been used by the Sudanese mil-
itary to support janjaweed attacks on civilians.22 The UN has further found
that the government has painted aircraft white and even stenciled UN or
African Union (AU) logos on them to mislead civilians into believing them to
be aid aircraft.23

Evidence for the direct commission of human rights abuses by Chinese
agents is limited. China has acknowledged bringing some 10,000 Chinese
laborers to work in oilfields before 1999. In southern Sudan, there were
rumors that China used or intended to use its own prisoners as laborers, but
these have not been substantiated.24 The Chinese-owned oil corporation that
engaged in oil exploration in South Sudan during the long-running North-
South conflict did not seek to restrain abuses by Sudanese forces but rather has
benefited from and facilitated them. Using weapons provided by China,
among others, the Sudanese government attacked civilian populations on the
ground and from the air. The Chinese government helped to build a road,
meant to facilitate access to oilfields, which also permitted attacks on civilians
by the government. The Sudanese army provided “security” to the CNPC to
facilitate access to and transport of oil; there are allegations of significant
abuses by these forces.25 Clearly, abuses committed by Chinese agents or by
Sudanese forces in Chinese employ could be attributed to China, much as
abuses by the Burmese military were attributed to Unocal. It is more difficult,
however, to pin responsibility for the facilitation of abuses, such as through the
construction of the road. Nonetheless, if China constructed a road with the
knowledge that it would be used to displace civilians, then it might bear
responsibility for this outcome.26 If past patterns hold, there is good reason for
concern that China could commit or facilitate abuses in Darfur as part of its
oil exploration and exploitation activities. China holds the concession for
vast parts of the Sudan, ranging from West Kordofan to some sections of Dar-
fur. However, other external actors may yet be more significant in Darfur, as
companies such as HiTech (United States) and Qahtani (Saudi Arabia) hold
significant concessions in the region.27

Western oil companies that are based in countries that place human rights
and conflict conditionalities upon investments abroad potentially face civil
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lawsuits for the commissioning of or complicity with human rights abuses.
This risk does not apply, however, in states where no such international or
domestic legal restraints exist. Such was the case with China’s activities in the
Sudan until the expansion of the UN’s arms embargo. Thus, while Western
companies withdrew from the Sudan, Chinese (and to a lesser degree Russian)
companies seized the opportunity and took their place. Both countries
engaged in significant oil exploration and arms sales to the government of the
Sudan, in spite of the North-South conflict and its associated human rights
abuses, and now despite the conflict in Darfur. China has been widely criti-
cized for its failure to restrain the Sudanese government, which has defied
pressure by the UN, the AU, and many powerful states.

While it is argued above that China or any other state is not automatically
legally responsible for the abuses of the Sudanese state, this does not mean
that China should not or could not seek to restrain that state’s excesses. The
prospects for China imposing such constraints on the Sudan are considered
at the conclusion of this chapter. It would appear, however, that prospects are
somewhat limited, given China’s use of its veto power to shield Sudanese
officials from action by the UN Security Council. China resisted for some
time—and threatened to veto—specific sanctions on four named individu-
als, the expansion of the mandate of the UN mission in the Sudan to include
Darfur, and an arms embargo covering imports to the Sudanese government.
While China eventually relented and abstained from the vote in these
instances, its objections delayed action while the situation in Darfur wors-
ened. Again, saying so does not render China legally responsible for the
actions of the Sudanese government, but its behavior may well be regarded
as morally reprehensible.

Chinese activities have clearly facilitated many abuses by the Sudanese gov-
ernment. Still, it is important to distinguish those for which it is clearly
responsible from those that one might merely wish it to constrain or prevent.
China is clearly responsible for the current delivery of weapons that are known
to be used by parties to the conflict in Darfur and are in violation of the UN
embargo. It can also be said to be complicit in abuses by the Sudanese gov-
ernment in oil exploitation in the late 1990s in Unity State, where it also knew
the ends to which its weapons and road construction would be used. China
can further be found responsible where abuses were committed by Sudanese
forces that it hired for security, and if its oil exploration involved harm to the
Chinese laborers (whether prisoners or not) that it used in southern Sudan.
These acts should be clearly distinguished from action or inaction for which
China is frequently criticized, such as investing or engaging in oil exploration
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and exploitation in the Sudan more generally or for failing to restrain that
government more specifically.

Zimbabwe 

China began supporting the Zimbabwe African National Union (ZANU, the
core of the current ruling party) in the 1970s, during the latter’s liberation war
against the white-based Rhodesian government. It did so to counterbalance
the Soviet Union’s support for ZANU’s rival, the Zimbabwe African People’s
Union (ZAPU). After independence, Chinese support “cooled” and the
ZANU-dominated government drew assistance from a broad range of inter-
national actors, including Britain and Sweden.28

President Robert Mugabe’s government committed its first large-scale
human rights abuses soon after independence. By then, Chinese support was
no longer significant. After unrest in Matabeleland, the region from which
ZAPU mainly drew its support, the army targeted presumed ZAPU sup-
porters there. Operation Gukurahundi, as it was designated (a Shona word
that roughly translates as “the early rain that washes away the chaff ”),
resulted in the death of an estimated 20,000 people between 1981 and 1984
and ended when ZANU absorbed ZAPU and formed the ZANU-PF (Patri-
otic Front) in 1987. The Fifth Brigade, used in this operation, had been
trained by North Korea.

The next decade was relatively peaceful, though characterized by “quiet”
repression and coercion, especially during election campaigns. Opposition
movements periodically emerged, but less than free and fair polls ensured
that they could not win. A major shift, however, occurred in 2000, after the
ruling party lost a referendum that, among other things, would have amended
the constitution to concentrate power in the hands of the president. This was
ZANU-PF’s first defeat in two decades in power. Worried about the possible
loss of parliamentary elections to the opposition Movement for Democratic
Change (MDC), in spite of all the advantages of incumbency (including a
slanted playing field and a plethora of irregular practices at its disposal),
ZANU-PF reacted very strongly. After so-called war veterans (of the 1970s lib-
eration war) mobilized to obtain pensions and other benefits from the gov-
ernment, the government quickly co-opted them, encouraging them to seize
farms owned by whites, who were seen as key supporters of the MDC. One by
one, various social and ethnic groups seen as pro-opposition were targeted by
the war veterans (some of whom were visibly too young to have been actual
combatants in the 1970s). The workers on white-owned farms were attacked
and often chased away, while the rural poor were intimidated by the control
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of food rationing during a period of drought and shortages. The 2002 presi-
dential elections, in which fifty opposition supporters were killed, were widely
considered seriously flawed.29

During this period, the government increased its repression. In 2001–2002,
it created ZANU-PF youth militias and used them to intimidate and attack
opposition supporters. Also, not long after the March 2005 parliamentary
elections, the army launched Operation Murambatsvina (“Drive Out the
Trash” or “Restore Order”), which demolished shanty towns—generally con-
sidered pro-MDC—with less than twenty-four hours’ notice given to resi-
dents. According to a UN report, approximately 700,000 people lost their
dwellings or the sources of their livelihood.30 Further repression followed,
and the government took additional steps to gain access to assets that it could
use for patronage purposes, including more farm seizures and the national-
ization of controlling shares in internationally held companies.

Beginning in 2000, and to a greater degree after the 2002 elections, West-
ern countries imposed a series of punitive measures. These included the dras-
tic reduction of nonhumanitarian foreign aid, suspending Zimbabwe from the
Commonwealth, putting in place an arms embargo, and imposing “smart
sanctions,” notably freezing regime elites’ bank accounts and banning their
travel to the EU and the United States. The World Bank and the International
Monetary Fund also ceased assistance. Faced with increased international iso-
lation and an economic crisis reaching epic proportions, President Mugabe in
2005 announced a new “Look East” policy. Henceforth, Zimbabwe would
turn its back on the West and turn to Asia, especially China, for trade, invest-
ment, and loans. This made official a practice that was already in place. With
the Western economic withdrawal, China had already become an economic
partner of growing importance.

In recent years, Chinese companies have invested in mining and farming,
as well as building roads.31 In exchange for mining concessions, China has also
reportedly become the largest importer of Zimbabwean tobacco, as well as an
important supplier of cell phones, televisions, and radios.32 Chinese firms
have provided agricultural equipment and helped with electricity genera-
tion.33 China is farming 1,000 km2 of farmland seized from white commercial
farmers, while China Aviation Industry has provided 3 airplanes to Air Zim-
babwe, and First Automobile Works of China has sold some 1,000 buses.34

China has also sold light arms to Zimbabwe and even built a weapons fac-
tory.35 In 2005, China sold Zimbabwe 6 jets for its air force, soon followed by
12 jet fighters and 100 military vehicles, valued at about US$240 million, at a
time when 1 million Zimbabweans were at risk of starvation.36 Beijing is also
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supplying tanks, artillery, armored vehicles, and antiaircraft batteries.37 China
might also have provided the Zimbabwean government with riot control gear
and radio-jamming equipment.38 In addition, China has reportedly provided
equipment to monitor electronic communications and has planned to provide
assistance in the area of law enforcement and prison management.39

China also has given Zimbabwe political support at the international level.
As a permanent member of the UN Security Council, it can block UN con-
demnations of Mugabe’s government and binding sanctions. Among non-
African countries, only China endorsed the 2005 elections. It also publicly
supported Operation Murambatsvina.40

Still, Chinese support has not been as strong as Mugabe had hoped. In
2005, he traveled to Beijing to request additional assistance and received only
US$6 million for grain imports.41 The Chinese government is reported to be
“suspicious of Mugabe’s tactics—notably his willingness to literally starve his
opposition and destroy the Zimbabwean economy.”42 Attempts to secure a
US$2 billion loan in 2006 were unsuccessful. Faced with insufficiency of Chi-
nese support, Zimbabwe has attempted to obtain financing elsewhere, includ-
ing Libya, which at one time provided most of Zimbabwe’s oil.

In fact, China never seemed as keen about its relationship with Zimbabwe
as Zimbabwe was about China. As early as 2002, even before Mugabe launched
the “Look East” policy, China expressed concern about the possible negative
impact of factory invasions and chaotic land reform policies on Chinese eco-
nomic interests.43 Though Zimbabwe has among the most important plat-
inum deposits in the world, as well as over forty other minerals, many of these
resources are as yet unexploited and require significant investment to do so
(unlike tobacco, which is more easily cultivated).44 The return on such invest-
ments was unknown, especially when there were “arrangements with local
government elites that inhibit profit making.”45 China grew increasingly wor-
ried about whether its loans would ever be repaid, a concern that increased
when the Zimbabwean government failed to meet some of its obligations. As
the government nationalized an increasing number of foreign assets, fears of
eventual expropriation also dampened Chinese interest.46 In fact, many large-
scale projects never made it beyond the announcement stage.47 In 2007, fur-
ther motivated by the Zimbabwean government’s renewed crackdown on the
opposition, China recognized that Zimbabwe was increasingly becoming an
economic and diplomatic liability.48 In August, Chinese officials signaled their
government’s intent to limit future involvement to humanitarian assistance,
such as food aid.
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Though it is reasonably clear that the Zimbabwean government has com-
mitted large-scale violations of its citizens’ human rights, what responsibility
can be attributed to China? There are no allegations of Chinese agents directly
committing abuses or of China actively supporting violations. It is likely that
the Zimbabwean security forces have used Chinese-supplied light arms in
individual acts of repression. However, for China to bear any legal responsi-
bility, one would have to demonstrate either that Zimbabwean forces were act-
ing on behalf of the Chinese, which has never been alleged, or that China
knew or should reasonably have known that the weapons would be used to
violate human rights at the time of the sale, which is difficult to establish.
Unlike its Sudanese counterpart, the Zimbabwean government has not used
Chinese weaponry to bomb villages or forcibly displace their entire popula-
tion. Although the origin of the tractors used in Operation Murambatsvina
is unknown, tractors had not been used previously as weapons in Zimbabwe
(unlike the case of Israel in the Gaza Strip [see note 12]), and it would not be
possible to impute responsibility to the weapons’ or tractors’ supplier or coun-
try of origin. As the Chinese-supplied jets have not been used against Zim-
babwean civilians, it would be even harder to establish that China should
have expected the Zimbabwean government to use them to commit abuses.

Though no strong case can be made for China’s passive support of human
rights abuses, it can be accused of passive support for abusers. Indeed, as men-
tioned above, China has shielded Mugabe’s regime from international oppro-
brium, including potentially binding UN sanctions. However, only a weak
case can be made that China is benefitting from Zimbabwean abuses, based
on Chinese contracts for farmland previously held by white commercial farm-
ers. One could argue that China, through its provision of financial and diplo-
matic support, has facilitated the survival of the Mugabe regime and that it has
failed to restrain the government’s abuses. However, that assumes that China’s
support was key in keeping the regime in power and that China actually had
the power to alter Zimbabwean policy. The fact that China is currently dis-
engaging from Zimbabwean affairs with no discernible effect on the Mugabe
regime suggests that actual Chinese influence was not particularly strong.

Conclusion 

China is a natural “alternative partner of ‘pariah states,’” and the Sudan and
Zimbabwe are viewed by many as pariahs.49 In places where Western countries
and companies refrain from involvement in or withdraw from countries with
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poor human rights records, China can easily position itself profitably. For
instance, when Talisman Energy and other Western oil companies were pres-
sured to divest from the Sudan, the Chinese took their place, as did to a lesser
extent Indian, Malaysian, and Qatari companies.50 Under such circumstances,
Western business opportunities are lost to Asian countries, without any con-
comitant improvement in the behavior of the abusive regime. For some, the
moral high ground is worth the financial sacrifice. The unintended conse-
quence of human rights lobbying that led to the withdrawal of Talisman and
other companies may well have been the engagement of companies with less
concern (and less legal obligation) to respect human rights.

While an ethical analysis of behavior is important, the goal of this chapter
is to focus on legal culpability. The authors agree with Taylor that Chinese
“discourse in Africa effectively legitimizes human rights abuses and unde-
mocratic practices under the guise of state sovereignty and ‘noninterference’”
and that “China is undermining emergent international regimes.”51 In partic-
ular, China’s involvement in Africa is undermining not only human rights but
also principles of good governance, transparency, and accountability to which
African countries themselves have subscribed via the AU, the New Partnership
for Africa’s Development, and the Extractive Industries Transparency Initia-
tive, among others. What this chapter determines is to what degree Chinese
activities are permissible or prohibited under international law.

In the Sudan and Zimbabwe—the two worst-case scenarios in which par-
ticularly abusive regimes are associated with China—some clear legal respon-
sibility can be argued. In the Sudan, China’s supply of weapons used in Darfur
is in apparent violation of the UN embargo. One could maintain that China
is complicit with the government’s abuses in Unity State, where it supplied the
government with weapons and built roads that it should have known would
be used to commit large-scale human rights violations. Some culpability could
also be attributed to China for abuses committed by the Sudanese forces in its
employ. China cannot be held accountable, however, for more general activ-
ities in the oil sector or for failing to pressure the government to refrain from
committing abuses.

In Zimbabwe, there is less evidence of legal culpability. There is very weak
evidence to suggest that the Chinese government should have known that the
weapons it provided would have been used to violate rights. Likewise, the fact
that Chinese companies are using some land seized from white commercial
farmers does not make for a very strong case. As discussed in the context of
the Sudan, China, likewise, cannot be held legally culpable for shielding the
Mugabe regime from international sanctions or for not preventing abuses.
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Thus, even in the two worst cases—that is, where the states have clearly
committed large-scale human rights abuses and also have significant rela-
tions with China—very few and limited instances of Chinese legal culpabil-
ity can be found. One can therefore reasonably conclude that it is even less
likely that a great degree of legal responsibility for significant violations can
be identified elsewhere in Africa. This does not mean that China bears no
moral responsibility in the Sudan and Zimbabwe, where it was an important
international partner, or elsewhere. However, any assessment of moral respon-
sibility in other countries, such as Angola or Equatorial Guinea, should also
consider the involvement of all international actors, not only Chinese ones. In
such cases, moral culpability is likely to be broadly shared.

China’s actions in Africa appear to be based on weighing the trade-off
between political and economic considerations on a country-by-country
basis. On one hand, it has become increasingly embarrassing for China to be
associated with ‘pariah states.’ On the other hand, access to natural resources
is required to sustain China’s exceptional economic growth rate. Are the eco-
nomic benefits that accrue from engaging with an abusive regime worth the
cost on the international political level? At a time when China seeks interna-
tional respectability, an increased emphasis is being placed on the political side
of the equation, but that does not necessarily trump economic interests.

A clear impediment to any Chinese role in limiting human rights abuses
in African countries is China’s firm stand on the nonuniversality of human
rights, in particular its resistance to the imposition of international human
rights standards on its own behavior and on the behavior of countries in
which it is active. Nonetheless, even if China does not adhere to those inter-
national norms, its active opposition to their application in Africa incurs a
political and sometimes economic cost. As long as China has a significant
economic and strategic interest in African countries that are prone to human
rights abuses, it is unlikely to sacrifice that interest to follow standards to
which it does not subscribe, unless the cost of noncompliance increases to the
point where it becomes damaging economically—for instance, as a result of
“naming and shaming.”

In the case of Zimbabwe, the trade-off between political and economic
interests has virtually disappeared. As the Mugabe government’s human
rights record worsens, the political costs of continued Chinese support rise.
As the economy continues in its downward descent, economic benefits for
China have all but evaporated. Indeed, the lack of economic benefits alone
provides a convincing argument for China to pursue its economic interests
elsewhere. The fundamental cause behind China’s growing disenchantment
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with Zimbabwe though remains unclear. If political interests, in fact, outweigh
the financial calculus, China might actually, as a next step, stop using its influ-
ence to protect Zimbabwe from more aggressive international pressure.

In the Sudan, there is some potential for China to play a positive role,
including pressuring the government to stop the fighting and gross violations
of human rights in Darfur. In light of the intransigence of the Sudanese gov-
ernment, it is not surprising that some countries are turning to China to exer-
cise leverage. Even the United States has apparently asked China to pressure
the Sudan.52 While China’s record in the Sudan is appalling, the outlook is not
entirely negative. China’s willingness to pressure the Sudanese government—
and to do so openly rather than through quiet diplomacy—was increasing in
late 2007.

Such policy changes may well be attributed to China’s eagerness to improve
its international reputation, especially prior to hosting the 2008 Olympics.
Human rights advocates have increased pressure on China, with some having
dubbed the Beijing games the “Genocide Olympics” in the hopes of encour-
aging China to use its leverage on Khartoum.53 On the positive side, China
encouraged the Sudan to accept a UN peacekeeping mission and did not veto
UN Security Council Resolution 1706—the expansion of the existing AU
force to a hybrid AU-UN force. It did not veto the UN Security Council res-
olution expanding the arms embargo or the resolution referring the situation
in Darfur to the International Criminal Court. It may well have significant
leverage in the Sudan because of its investments there. It may also enjoy addi-
tional credibility, precisely because of its criticism of so-called Western human
rights. China has claimed that it has raised concerns about Darfur in discus-
sions with the Sudan, including at the presidential level, and China appointed
a special envoy for the crisis in Darfur in 2007.54 However, both China and
Russia have resisted attempts to expand the arms embargo and to place travel
and assets sanctions on four specific individual leaders in the Darfur con-
flict.55 It further seems unlikely, given Chinese economic interests and the
potential for Russian investors to replace the Chinese, that China will be pre-
pared to place significantly more pressure upon the Sudan.

However, China’s efforts to apply pressure on the Sudanese government, in
spite of its strong economic interests there, suggest that China might prove
more willing to uphold international norms than was previously believed
possible. It remains to be seen whether this is the start of a significant new
trend or was merely an attempt at developing positive public relations before
the 2008 Beijing Olympics. It does nonetheless demonstrate that China is not
immune to public pressure and that it may yet be convinced to do more to
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uphold principles of human rights abroad, even if it is reluctant to apply
them at home.
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The rapidly evolving Chinese-African relationship presents opportu-
nities and challenges for Africa. Some African countries are benefiting from
higher commodity prices, arising from China’s immense demand for natural
resources for its manufacturing industries. Chinese trade, investment, and
infrastructural aid are fundamentally reshaping Africa’s economies to the
benefit of local consumers and businesses in some countries but also to the
primary benefit of ruling elites in others, especially those with extraction-
based economies.

Nigeria, as Africa’s sociopolitical giant, should have a leading role in shap-
ing China’s involvement on the continent. In addition, Nigeria’s relative wealth
and complexity should give it greater leverage than smaller African countries
in its relationship with China. So far, however, the pattern is similar to that
throughout the rest of sub-Saharan Africa: the Chinese government is build-
ing extensive relationships with the Nigerian government and elites through
billions of dollars in oil investments and unconditional development aid.
Meanwhile, a growing Chinese diaspora is immigrating to Nigeria and play-
ing a greater role in local markets, and an unregulated flood of cheap Chinese
commodities is driving out the few remaining small Nigerian manufacturers.
So far, this impact has gone largely unmarked by the Nigerian public. If these
trends continue, will Nigerians lash out at the immigrant Chinese presence as
have Zambians and other African host populaces?

13
“Peaceful Rise” and Human Rights:
China’s Expanding Relations with Nigeria
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To prevent this backlash, civil society actors in Nigeria and Africa as a
whole must work to ensure that the public’s economic and political interests,
and not the usual interests of elites, are central to their governments’ engage-
ments with China. The Chinese government’s emergence as a potential com-
petitor with U.S. and European interests also offers African governments an
opportunity to return the continent to center stage in global politics. Africa’s
governments should seek to maximize the benefits of a potential strategic
partnership with China, while actively working to avoid the perpetuation of
an asymmetrical relationship akin to Africa’s current trade and political rela-
tions with the West.

Nigeria over the next five years will pose an important test case in this
regard. What footprint has Chinese trade with and immigration to Nigeria left
so far, and to what direction does this point for the future of the Chinese-
Nigerian relationship and for China’s role on the continent overall?

How Africa Discovered China

The evolution of the Chinese-African relationship has not been based on
one-way traffic, with a passive Africa responding to Chinese overtures; on the
contrary, African individuals and governments have initiated contact and
sought relations with China since before independence. African liberation
movements sought assistance from China, and the international liaison sec-
tion of the Chinese Communist Party has contacts with political parties and
movements in Africa both dating from the 1950s. Postindependence leaders
such as Julius Nyerere of Tanzania and Kenneth Kaunda of Zambia looked to
China for models of political and socioeconomic nation building in the 1960s.
Furthermore, there are long-standing personal and commercial links between
Africa and China, Hong Kong, Taiwan, and the overseas Chinese diaspora. Tai-
wan and Hong Kong were widely known across Africa by the early 1970s as
sources for imports of cheap textiles and consumer goods, with African
traders visiting regularly to place orders and negotiate deals with the Chi-
nese. For instance, traders from southeastern Nigeria established extensive
commercial networks, often based on personal relationships, with Hong Kong
and Taiwanese manufacturers and traders as well as with overseas Chinese
communities in Southeast Asia. Hong Kong and Taiwanese traders began to
establish representative offices and trading outposts in African countries in the
late 1970s and eventually began to invest in manufacturing and other opera-
tions in Africa. By the late 1980s, there was a visible increase in Chinese resi-
dents and Chinese-owned businesses in many sub-Saharan African countries.
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In the late 1990s, the introduction by the U.S. government of preferential tex-
tile quotas for Africa further encouraged Chinese firms to establish operations
in African countries.

The increased popularity of China in the 1970s led to greater awareness of
Chinese history and culture among ordinary Africans. Some Africans who vis-
ited China as students, traders, or employees of Chinese businesses eventually
stayed on and settled in China. In recent years, some Chinese companies, uni-
versities, and schools have recruited employees, including academics and for-
eign language teachers, from the African diaspora in Europe and North
America. The number of African residents in China is growing and may soon
be of political significance.

As China refocused its relations with Africa from ideological to trade in the
1990s, the dominant image of China in Africa also changed from that of an
ideological ally against colonialism, apartheid, and Western domination to a
business partner and emerging economic colossus. The Chinese doctor or
technical aid worker traded places with the Chinese entrepreneur or state
corporation. Trade between China and Africa has expanded rapidly, from an
approximate $12 million in the early 1950s to about $18.55 billion in 2003.
Chinese government figures estimate the number of Chinese companies oper-
ating in Africa in 2004 at 674 (Lyman puts this number at 800), with a total
investment of $1.509 billion.1 Chinese state-owned and private businesses
operating in Africa have invested in diverse sectors of African economies
including mining, agriculture, fisheries, tropical hardwoods, manufacturing,
telecommunications, construction, entertainment, leisure, and hospitality.2

China has canceled billions of dollars of the debt that it is owed by African
states and has offered further debt relief and additional aid to many African
countries.3

China’s Booming Relationship with Nigeria 

China sent its first trade delegation to Nigeria in 1961, one year after the
country gained independence from Britain. In 1960, bilateral trade volume
between the two countries was below $1 million. By 1996, the volume of trade
between Nigeria and China had risen to $178 million. Trade rose sharply
under President Olusegun Obasanjo, reaching $570 million by 1999, $860
million in 2000, and $1.14 billion in 2001. Between 2002 and 2005 alone, the
two-way trade increased by $3 billion. In the first 9 months of 2007, the trade
value was $870 million, a 50 percent increase over the same period in 2006.
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More than thirty Chinese companies and consortia are actively engaged in
construction, oil and gas exploitation, technology, services, and education.4

Obasanjo visited China twice, in 2001 and 2005, and President Umaru
Yar’Adua visited in 2008. Chinese President Hu Jintao reciprocated, visiting
Nigeria in 2006 and 2007. High-level ministerial and parliamentary visits
have also taken place between the two countries. During all of these visits,
many bilateral and trade agreements between the two countries were signed.
During President Obasanjo’s 2001 visit, both leaders signed agreements on
trade and on investment promotion and protection.5 Supporting agreements
on sincere friendship, mutual trust, mutual economic benefit and common
development, and enhanced consultation and mutual support were also
signed. The same year, Obasanjo agreed to sell China 50,000 barrels of crude
oil per day (bbl/d).

In November 2001, the China Trade Exhibition, the largest fair ever held in
Africa by the China Council for the Promotion of International Trade
(CCPIT), was held in Lagos at the invitation of the Nigerian Association of
Chambers of Commerce, Industry, Mines, and Agriculture. The trade exhibi-
tion was organized by CCPIT and the China Chamber of International Com-
merce. Forty-eight Chinese companies attended. Exhibits included
motorcycles and parts, auto parts, bicycle parts, tires, agricultural machines,
weaving machines, cookware, air conditioners, color televisions, refrigera-
tors, small household electrical appliances, electronics, diesel engines, and
power generators.6 In 2003, the China Civil Engineering Construction Cor-
poration constructed the Abuja Sports Complex and the head office of the
Nigerian Communications Commission.7

When Obasanjo visited China in April 2005, the two countries signed four
bilateral agreements to promote economic and trade relations, including

—investment cooperation,
—technical cooperation,
—a Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) for the Nigerian Telephony

Project, and
—cooperation with Huawei Technologies investment in Nigeria.8

The telecom plants owned by Huawei and Zhong Xing Telecommunication
Equipment Company were expected to go into production in Abuja by the
end of 2005. As of mid-2008, however, the project was still incomplete, even
though $5.3 billion for the second phase of the project and 75 percent of the
counterpart funding had been paid.9 The intended areas of close cooperation
between the two countries were in oil and gas exploitation, power generation
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and energy, railway development and modernization, agriculture, communi-
cations, manufacturing, tourism, military and defense, increased trade and
investments, an overseas development assistance program, and improving
financial relationships. On 13 October 2005, Nigeria and China signed a con-
tract agreement for the construction of 598 artesian wells for 18 states and the
Federal Capital Territory, Abuja, at the cost of N695 million ($5.8 million).10

During President Hu’s visit to Nigeria in April 2006, Nigeria and China
signed an additional four agreements and three MOUs on a range of pro-
grams to enhance their economic ties, including

—a financing agreement of N8.36 billion ($500 million) in concession-
ary export grants through the China Eximbank to support infrastructural
development,

—provision of about N670 million ($5.6 million) for the training of fifty
Nigerian officials and medical personnel on comprehensive malaria preven-
tion and control,

—the supply of antimalarial drugs worth N83.6 million ($696,000) in sup-
port of the Roll Back Malaria Partnership,

—establishment of a team of experts for a Nigeria-China cultural friend-
ship project,

—provision by Huawei Technologies of a National Information Commu-
nication Technology Infrastructure Backbone to the Federal Ministry of Sci-
ence and Technology, and

—support for Nigeria’s railway modernization project.
On 28 November 2006, former President Obasanjo laid the foundation

for the project in Kajola, Ogun State. The contract was awarded to the China
Civil Engineering Construction Corporation at a cost of $8.3 billion. Some of
the railway routes it covers are Lagos-Ibadan (181 kilometers), Ibadan-Ilorin
(200 kilometers), Ilorin-Minna (270 kilometers), Minna-Abuja-Kaduna (360
kilometers), and Kaduna-Kano (305 kilometers).11 The Eximbank, at the com-
mencement of the project, offered the Nigerian federal government a loan of
$2.5 billion for the project, of which $500 million was concessional. The
annual interest rate on the loan is only 3 percent.12

China has also increased its volume of agricultural imports from Nigeria.
By mid-2006, 80,000 tons of cassava chips were exported to China, and Nige-
ria had already received an order from China to supply another 102,000 tons
in a period of 10 months. Within the same ten-month period, China had
bought sesame seeds and had indicated a willingness to buy additional agri-
cultural produce. By 2007, there were over 400 Chinese agricultural experts in
Nigeria, constructing small earthen dams.13
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Another major area of trade is textiles and fabrics. Due to both trade con-
cessions and smuggling, Chinese businesses have flooded Nigeria with very
cheap versions of these commodities. Chinese businesses also export phar-
maceuticals in large quantities to Nigeria.

Nigerian military officials have occasionally accused traditional Western sup-
pliers of reluctance to supply them with weapons and are increasingly turning
to China, particularly to fight the insurgency in the Niger Delta. In 2003, Nige-
ria purchased fifteen F-7NI and FT-7NI Chinese multirole combat-trainer air-
craft to boost defense operations, while the Nigerian air force purchased twelve
Chinese-made versions of the upgraded MiG-21 jet fighter. The Nigerian navy
has also bought boats to patrol the swamps and creeks of the Niger Delta.

In 2007, China cooperated with Nigeria to launch NIGERCOMSAT 1,
Nigeria’s and Africa’s first communication satellite. A Chinese consortium
was awarded the contract to design, build, and launch the satellite, and 100
Nigerian engineers are currently receiving advanced technology training to
support the satellite, at a cost to China of about $5.5 million.14

The trade value between the two countries in 2007 accounted for more
than 14 percent of the trade between China and sub-Saharan Africa as a
whole, making Nigeria the second-largest trading partner for China, after
South Africa. China has made enormous direct investments in oil and gas,
iron and steel, machine manufacturing, cement, electronics, motorcycle
assembly, fishing, pharmaceuticals, and telecommunications. The trade bal-
ance between the two countries as of 2008 is estimated at 1.7 percent in favor
of China, and China is among Nigeria’s top ten trading partners in the world.
China supplies 11 percent of Nigerian imports, surpassing the United States,
which provides just over 8 percent. China has committed to investing or offer-
ing billions of dollars in loans in the oil, railway, and road sectors.15

Chinese demand for West African crude oil increased to a record high in
2006 as China’s refiners struggled to replenish declining stockpiles. China
bought 919,000 bbl/d of mainly Nigerian and Angolan crude for loading in
December 2006, an increase of 159,000 bbl/d from the previous month. This
was a match only for China’s record demand of March 2006. China’s buying
power helped boost overall Asian demand for West African crude to 1.23 mil-
lion bbl/d as of November 2006, up 60,000 bbl/d. Due to the oil windfalls
resulting from China’s patronage, Nigeria was able to put $6 billion on the
table to clear interest and past arrears as part of a 2005 deal to eliminate some
$18 billion in Paris Club debt.

In early 2006, the state-owned Chinese energy company China National
Offshore Oil Corporation (CNOOC) bought a 45 percent stake in the Akpo
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offshore oilfield in Nigeria for $2.27 billion. The oilfield is due to start pump-
ing in 2008. Around the same time, CNOOC bought a 35 percent interest in
a license to explore for oil in the OPL 229 block off the Nigerian shore.16

Also in 2006, China signed contracts worth over N4 billion ($32 million)
with Nigeria on a concessionary basis to explore four Nigerian oil blocks in
exchange for a commitment to invest $4 billion in infrastructure in a deal
signed by President Hu. The oil deal was the largest of seven bilateral agree-
ments signed by the two countries. Under the oil deal, Nigeria gave the first
right of refusal to state-run China National Petroleum Corporation for four
oil exploration blocks at auction. Part of the agreement was that China bought
a controlling stake in Nigeria’s 110,000 bbl/d Kaduna oil refinery and engaged
in substantial infrastructural development by promising to build a power-
generating station to support Nigeria’s woefully low electricity output. As of
this writing, CNOOC is also negotiating to buy interests in two Nigerian off-
shore blocks from Shell Petroleum Development Corporation, worth up to
$900 million each.17

In November 2007, Reofield Industries Limited of Hong Kong signed a
$300 million agreement with the Kebbi State government in northwest Nige-
ria for the establishment of a sugar processing facility, hydroelectric power
generating plants, and a solid minerals processing and exploration operation.
The sugar processing project entails development of 10,000 hectares of sugar
cane farms, enabling Nigeria to start exporting sugar in 2010.18

China’s Eximbank is partly funding five thermal power stations in Nigeria
(in Ughelli, Geregu, Papalanto, Alaoji, and Omotosho) through a $500 million
export credit facility, repayable in twelve years. China has also contracted to
develop, through financial and technical support, two new hydropower plants
at Zungeru and Mambilla in northern Nigeria. The Mambilla power project
is planned to generate 2,500 megawatts of electricity upon completion.19

China has offered an array of assistance beyond the loans and grants facil-
itating trade and investment. In 2002, the Chinese government donated anti-
malarial drugs and treated mosquito nets worth about N400 million in support
of Nigeria’s Roll Back Malaria Program. In addition, China trained fifty Niger-
ian officials and medical personnel for comprehensive malaria prevention and
control. Just two months after the outbreak of bird flu in Nigeria in 2006, the
Chinese government donated avian influenza support materials. This gesture
was repeated in November 2007, leading to an agreement between the Chinese
and Nigeria, for the latter’s fight against malaria and bird flu. This new part-
nership also included cooperation in commercial livestock development,
including microcredit financing and technology acquisition.20
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Several Nigerian educational institutions have established pedagogical and
cultural links to China. One federal polytechnic college, for instance, has
organized exhibitions on the Chinese culture and landscape and hosts fre-
quent exchanges of cultural troupes and students. The Chinese government
also funds the teaching of Mandarin Chinese to staff from the Nnamdi
Azikiwe University in Anambra State.21

Signs of Growing Nigerian Resentment 

While the warming intergovernmental relationship between Abuja and Bei-
jing has produced tremendous leaps in trade and investment, local Nigerian
manufacturers have suffered. Years of neglect under rapacious military rule
in the 1990s had already devastated Nigeria’s fragile manufacturing sector—
75 percent of Kano’s manufacturers closed shop in the 1990s—but competi-
tion from Chinese imports dealt them a death blow during the Obasanjo years.

Low-cost imports from China have largely devastated the textile and other
consumer product industries of Kano and Kaduna, resulting in additional
unemployment, particularly among restive youths in those volatile cities. Six
of Kaduna’s seven textile manufacturers closed down by 2006, in part due to
their inability to compete with cheap Chinese textiles and fabrics, which had
benefited from concessionary trade terms or had entered Nigeria through
outright smuggling. In other parts of the country, textile factories, such as
Western Textile Mills, Enpee, Aba Textiles, Gaskiya Textiles, and Atlantic Tex-
tile Mills have also closed. Kaduna’s last textile company, United Nigeria
Textile (UNTL), closed its operations in October 2007, sending its 4,000
employees into the already saturated unemployment pool.22 At a press con-
ference to announce the closure of the company, Senator Walid Jibrin, the vice
president of the Manufacturers Association of Nigeria and trustee of the Nige-
ria Textile Manufacturers Association, said:

The cost of sourcing for black oil continues to soar. The cost of funds
from the banks still remains exorbitant. It is not possible to pass on
these costs to our consumer because of their weak purchasing power. As
a result of all these problems the company has recorded huge losses. The
company has decided to suspend operations until the situation
improves. . . . We have already lost N660 million in the first quarter. By
this third quarter that we are going into, we are certain of losing over
N700 million. We don’t want to reach a situation where shareholders’
fund[s] would be affected. In 2006 we lost N700 million and for the past
three years we have not declared any dividends for our shareholders.23
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In the 1980s, Nigeria had about 175 textile plants with a total of 250,000
employees, second only to the federal civil service as an employer of labor. In
the 1990s, the number of textile plants was reduced to 60, with a work force
of only 30,000. The closure of UNTL left 26 textile mills in operation as of
October 2007, employing 24,000 people. At that point, the Manufacturers
Association of Nigeria estimated that only six textile mills would survive
through April 2008 if measures were not taken by the government to salvage
the situation. As president, Obasanjo had promised to raise N50 billion in
loans for the textile industry and N20 billion for the cotton subsector, but no
such action was taken before he left office in 2007.24

Beyond textiles, Chinese trading practices have begun to spark other pock-
ets of criticism in Nigeria. In February 2006, the Nigerian Customs Depart-
ment decried the “gross violation of Nigeria’s import and export regulations
by Chinese traders in various towns.” The customs department also cited a
case of thirty trailer loads of contraband goods imported into the country
under mysterious circumstances by Chinese businesses and their Nigerian
collaborators. The affected local markets were closed, and the key Chinese
businesspeople involved were detained: a sign that the smuggling of such
large quantities of goods through Nigeria’s borders is increasingly viewed as
a threat to Nigerian security.25 A growing number of illegal Chinese business
activities in pirated video and audio CD production have also been docu-
mented. Within a period of six weeks in 2004, for example, two plants in
Lagos were shut down and their Chinese owners arrested for the illegal pro-
duction of optical musical and video discs; thousands of discs, stamps, and
personal computers were seized by the authorities.

Chinese business practices in Nigeria have also raised questions regarding
labor relations. Chinese companies have been increasingly accused of engag-
ing in poor labor practices, harsh treatment of employees, low wages, and
poor standards of corporate governance.

Resentment has also risen over the use of Chinese laborers in construction
projects, as well as regarding the increasing takeover of Nigerian markets by
Chinese traders. These responses reflect a deeper concern among Nigerians
regarding the growing Chinese immigrant community in Nigeria. In 2001, the
Chinese embassy in Nigeria estimated the number of Chinese immigrants at
20,000, but this figure did not include the many Chinese not registered by the
embassy; if Taiwanese immigrants are included, the estimate reaches more
than 30,000.26 The Chinese ambassador remarked, “We can only provide the
number of those registered and working for well-known companies. There are
so many others who are businessmen and women that are not registered with
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the embassy.”27 The Ohio University database estimated the Chinese popula-
tion in Nigeria to be 50,000 in 2005.28

The burgeoning Chinese interests in Nigerian oil are also attracting increas-
ing scrutiny from Nigerians. Abductions targeting Chinese in the Niger Delta
region are increasing. In early 2007, for instance, militants in the region
abducted five Chinese workers, releasing them later for a hefty ransom. Niger
Delta militants also issued threats against Chinese interests and nationals after
the signing of new oil and gas deals during President Hu’s April 2006 visit to
Nigeria.29 In an e-mail to news organizations, a spokesman for the militant
group, the Movement for the Emancipation of the Niger Delta (which had
previously kidnapped Western oil workers and detonated two car bombs
in the oil cities of Warri and Port Harcourt), criticized China for grabbing a
$2.2 billion stake in a Niger Delta oilfield in 2006 and stated, “We wish to
warn the Chinese government and its oil companies to steer well clear of the
Niger Delta. . . . Chinese citizens found in oil installations will be treated as
thieves. The Chinese government by investing in stolen crude places its citi-
zens in our line of fire.”30

Nigerian Reactions in Lagos 

Given the recent nature of the influx of Chinese investment and immigration
into Nigeria, its overall impact on Nigerian sentiments remains difficult to
gauge. In light of the catastrophic impact that cheap Chinese imports have had
on the textile and other manufacturing sectors, and the growing impact of
Chinese immigrants in local markets, are Nigerians overall growing increas-
ingly frustrated with China? So far, there have been no demonstrations or
public mobilizations for policy change against the Chinese, as have taken
place in other parts of Africa, but anecdotal evidence of public concern and
resentment is growing.

In order to begin to assess this relationship, the Centre for Law and Social
Action in Lagos conducted a series of interviews in the massive Oshodi and
Madillas markets in Lagos with both Chinese businesspeople and Nigerian
traders in December 2007 and January 2008.31 The sample size is small—
twenty-three Nigerian and eight Chinese respondents in all—but the inter-
views raised interesting questions.32

Chinese respondents proved particularly difficult to approach, since many
of the individuals working in or near the Lagos markets in question did not
speak sufficient English to respond to the survey. This demonstrates, however,
an important barrier for communication between the two communities that
could pose a problem as the Chinese role in Nigerian markets grows.
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Most interesting is the finding that both communities have overall positive
impressions of each other. The Chinese sampling, although small, showed six
out of seven respondents had positive relations with the Nigerian community
in Lagos, and positive to neutral relationships with Nigerian businesspeople
(four positive, three neutral) and with their Nigerian customers (three posi-
tive, three neutral). Only one Chinese businessperson reported negative rela-
tions with his Nigerian customers (see figure 13-1), describing his encounters
in mild terms as “problematic at times.”

Not surprisingly, Chinese businesspeople complained about the same infra-
structural and security problems that irritate Nigerians (figure 13-2). Five out
of eight reported difficulties with electrical power supplies, and six out of eight
cited Lagos’s massive transportation woes as a problem, including traffic jams
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Figure 13-1. Chinese Businesspeople: How Are Your Relationships 
with Other Nigerian Businesspeople, with Nigerian Customers, 
and with the Local Community?

Source: Survey performed by the Centre for Law and Social Action, Lagos, December 2007 and 
January 2008.
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and poor transportation modes. Three respondents worried about “insecu-
rity” and the “security problem” in Lagos, referring to the growing criminal-
ity in the megacity as well as to occasional political unrest.

Another important clue toward a fuller understanding of the Chinese com-
munity in Lagos came in response to a question about how and why Chinese
businesspeople decided to come to Nigeria. Personal ties seem to be the dom-
inant link through which the Chinese are coming to work in Lagos: four of the
eight indicated that family members had brought them to Nigeria, while an
additional two said that friends had persuaded them to come. Perhaps indica-
tive of the immigrants overall, one individual remarked that his brother had
convinced him to come to Nigeria “for greener pastures.” Interestingly, three
respondents added that information from the Internet had also influenced
their decision to move to Nigeria.

The Nigerians, for their part, also report positive impressions of the Chi-
nese in Lagos. Out of twenty Nigerian responses to this question, fourteen had
positive impressions of the Chinese, six had neutral feelings, and no one
reported a negative impression of the Chinese in Lagos (see figure 13-3).
Nigerian traders commented that they had “very good,” “good,” “cool” (as in
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Figure 13-2. Chinese Businesspeople: What Sort of Difficulties Have You Had 
in Doing Business in Lagos?

Source: See note to figure 13-1.
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the American slang), and similar impressions of the Chinese doing business
in Lagos, and that they had a “great impact” overall.

Figure 13-4 shows that the Nigerians report that the Chinese are predom-
inantly (seventeen out of twenty-three responses) engaged in clothing and tex-
tiles, selling suits, jeans, shoes, sewing materials, and so on. Four Nigerian
traders said that the Chinese were engaged in the electronics trade, particu-
larly cellular phones. One trader reported that he saw Chinese engaged in
business in “windows, doors, and cotton,” while another one added sewing
machines to his list and another simply said, “They are everywhere.”

The Nigerian traders also agreed overwhelmingly that the Chinese role in
the Lagos economy would expand in years to come. Seventeen respondents
saw an increasing role for the Chinese in the future, only four saw their role
staying the same, and no one felt that the Chinese presence would diminish
(figure 13-5).

In addition, most of the Nigerian characterizations of this future role for
the Chinese included comments that it was “great” or “fair,” such as one
respondent who remarked, “They do well and will continue to grow.” One
trader commented sympathetically,“I think they are great, and we are hoping
that our Nigerian government policy will not affect them.”
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Figure 13-3. Nigerian Traders: What Sort of Impact Do You See the Chinese 
Having on Your Community?

Source: See note to figure 13-1.
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Figure 13-4. Nigerian Traders: What Business Sectors Do You See 
the Chinese Active in?

Source: See note to figure 13-1.
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Source: See note to figure 13-1.
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Two issues stand out from the comments of the Nigerian traders that may
prove problematic for the Chinese immigrant community. The first is that in
listing in what business sectors the Chinese are active, six of the twenty-three
Nigerian traders added that the particular product that the Chinese are sell-
ing is of substandard or poor quality. One Nigerian trader complained to our
researcher that “they bring substandard products. . . . Our government should
insist on standards.”

Second and more worrisome for the Chinese were several responses when
Nigerians were asked how the Chinese could improve their relationships with
local communities. Six of the twenty-three respondents remarked that the
Chinese are “very cunning” and “always suspicious of people” and that they
“need to improve on this.” These comments indicate a perception that the
Chinese community is insular, but they also suggest some growing negative
stereotypes of the Chinese in Lagos. Such stereotypes are often pivotal ele-
ments in mobilizing and targeting minority and immigrant communities
during violent episodes, and as such should be monitored with concern. To
prevent such outcomes, the Nigerian traders in our sample advise the Chinese
businesspeople to “be more friendly,” “to be open,” and perhaps with a note
of self-interest, to “trust their close Nigerian partners.”

Given the small sample, the authors can only say that these interviews sug-
gest larger Nigerian public concerns regarding the growing Chinese presence
in their country. Moreover, the Nigerians questioned for the survey were all
market traders who may have had a stronger economic interest than most
other Nigerians in accessing inexpensive Chinese products. At the same time,
a growing Chinese immigrant community engaged in trade in Nigeria also
poses a rising threat of direct competition for Nigerian traders.

So far, however, the Nigerian traders the authors reached did not perceive
the Chinese as competition—rather, to some, as providers of substandard
goods. Overall, in fact, the Nigerians offered a positive and welcoming view of
the Chinese presence in the Lagos markets, including a sense of respect for
Chinese business acumen. The Chinese also expressed generally positive views
of their Nigerian neighbors, although there were an equal number of neutral
views reported, suggesting Chinese reserve toward their hosts.

The notable presence of negative Chinese stereotypes among over a quar-
ter of our Nigerian respondents, however, raises concerns that the seeds of
future clashes are being sown by a lack of positive social interaction between
the two communities outside the marketplace. Much of this intercultural mis-
understanding may be the outcome of the natural insularity that new immi-
grant communities have when a significant number of their members do not
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speak the local language. Bridging these gaps becomes even more important
in light of the finding that most of the Nigerian traders see the Chinese role
in their markets as expanding. If local competition grows in intensity, these
stereotypes could provide ample fuel for angry public incidents or a backlash.

The strong role of family and friendship ties in bringing the Chinese to
Nigeria to live and do business also raises the potential for exponential growth
in the size of the Chinese immigrant community. Once the initial “bridge-
head” is established, the pioneer generation of immigrants can call on
extended family and friendship networks to respond to growing business
opportunities. With anywhere from 20,000 to 50,000 Chinese now in Nigeria,
that bridgehead is clearly established, and our respondents indicate that a
strong prevalence for family recruiting is already underway.

Making Policy: A China Model for Africa?

This initial evidence from the Lagos survey seems to suggest a fairly calm, pos-
itive relationship between the Chinese community and its Nigerian hosts,
although the negative stereotypes held by some of the Nigerians and the Chi-
nese neutrality present in the responses point to a growing sense that a reeval-
uation is underway. Given that all signs point toward an expanding Chinese
role in Nigeria, what direction can policymakers in Nigeria take to prevent a
souring of and backlash in the Nigerian-Chinese relationship?

Clearly, China’s emergence as a major economic power is of great interest
for Nigeria, and overall for Africa’s rulers and ruled. The vexing picture of
China as an “alternative” political and economic model for Africa, or as some
exemplar of development sans democracy, warrants concern. For some of
Africa’s contemporary rulers, China offers evidence beyond reproach of “suc-
cessful” alternatives to Western political and economic models. Furthermore,
China is perceived as an ally that can help African governments escape the
governance and economic preconditions imposed by Western donors and
international finance institutions.

Since the early 1960s, advocates of the one-party state and “African social-
ism” in postcolonial Africa have contended that Western models of liberal
democracy and capitalism were not viable given the socioeconomic condi-
tions and resource constraints prevailing in Africa.Vigorous debate over appro-
priate development models consumed much intellectual and political energy
in Africa through the 1970s and 1980s. Disillusionment induced by the collapse
of the Soviet Union at the end of the Cold War and the seeming global triumph
of the Washington Consensus led to a cessation of the debate in the 1990s.
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The ensuing period was characterized by structural adjustment, poverty
reduction, and other economic reform programs imposed on African gov-
ernments by Western donors and international finance institutions. Many
Africans, including intellectuals and civil society actors, perceive that their
governments’ adoption of the Washington Consensus has failed to deliver
both bread and freedom. African rulers learned that they could successfully
engage in a sleight of hand by adopting the barest minimum in political and
economic reforms, which would permit bureaucracies to continue aid flows
to their countries, while vigorously resisting substantive change. Furthermore,
many Africans became disillusioned with economic reforms, such as they
were, because their benefits did not trickle down to those at the bottom rung.
In particular, “jobless growth” in Nigeria resulted in widespread popular dis-
illusionment with structural adjustment and half-hearted poverty reduction
policies, thus leading many to question the viability and efficacy of Western
political and economic models in Africa.33

In contrast, China’s spectacular success in lifting over 400 million of its cit-
izens from dire poverty within two decades, while enhancing living conditions
for several hundred millions more, has commanded great interest in Africa.
Many in African intellectual and political circles are impressed by China’s seem-
ing geometric economic progress since Deng Xiaoping initiated economic
reforms in China in the 1980s. This success, often attributed to China’s state-
led development model, has rekindled the debate in Africa over appropriate
paths to development and encouraged many Africans to look to East Asia for
political and economic models. Many in Africa question the wisdom of remain-
ing wedded to the Washington Consensus and ask if indeed bread does not
count more than the vote, and if human rights and democracy are not really of
secondary concern to attaining political stability and economic progress.

The debate in Africa over the China model is not, however, based on a
romantic vision. Admiration among the Nigerian media for China’s economic
success is often balanced with acute recognition of its social costs and the
lack of political freedoms. Consequently, commentators often distinguish
between China as an “economic model” and “political model.” The Daily Trust
newspaper, for instance, calls on Nigeria’s leadership to draw lessons from
China’s experience with economic reform, rejecting Nigeria’s adoption of
World Bank and the International Monetary Fund approaches in favor of
China’s.34 In contrast, an editorial in the Nigerian New Age noted that “the
Chinese people have had to pay a heavy price in political repression and envi-
ronmental degradation.”35
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Among Africa’s political leaders, there are also those who recognize the
trade-off between China’s “peaceful rise” and democratic development. Niger-
ian Senate President Ken Nnamani, in a welcome address for President Hu’s
April 2006 visit to Nigeria, commended China’s “outstanding [economic]
performance exclusive of western democracy” as “the paradox of develop-
ment and democracy.” According to Nnamani,

China [had] become . . . a good model for Nigeria in its quest for an
authentic and stable development ideology. . . . China [was] a lesson to
Nigeria on the enormous good that a focused and patriotic leadership
can do to realise the dreams of prosperity and security for the citizens.
. . . [I]n embracing China . . . it should not only be in the field of eco-
nomic prosperity since . . . [China’s] steady and gradual democratisation
confirms the lesson that no nation can sustain economic development
in the long run without democracy.36

China, Africa, and the Balance of Power 

China’s emergence as a global power is welcomed among many African intel-
lectuals who hope that it may herald a return to a multipolar world in which
Africa will have a greater role on the global stage. Bolaji Akinyemi, the former
Nigerian foreign minister and scholar of Africa’s international relations, wel-
comes “strategic cooperation” between China and Nigeria, noting that
stronger ties between the Asian and African heavyweights were long overdue,
and argues that “China is an emerging world power with a booming economy.
She needs oil. Nigeria needs as much investment as possible, and to diversify
the sources of its investment. In the Middle East, the United States regards
China’s incursion with alarm, but Nigeria is more virgin territory for suitors
and Washington should not be too worried. It insulates Nigeria from influence
by one power.”37

China’s enhanced presence in Africa has generated fears that Chinese trade,
political, and security cooperation may enable repressive regimes in Africa to
avoid even the relatively limited constraints on their conduct imposed by
Western donor conditionalities. Since the late 1980s, African nongovern-
mental organizations (NGOs) have often collaborated with Western NGOs to
pressure Western governments to demand political liberalization from African
governments as a precondition for further developmental assistance. However,
many African civil society actors are deeply conflicted over the external origins
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of donor preconditions, which often reinforce notions of powerlessness and
irrelevance.

China’s renewed engagement in Africa has had the effect of bringing Africa
to the foreground for Western leaders and has also spurred India to intensify
its economic diplomacy in Africa.38 A meeting of experts and diplomats, con-
vened by the African Union (AU) in Addis Ababa in September 2006, warned
against the Chinese-African relationship slipping into and repeating the his-
torical trajectory of Africa’s relations with the West. While the AU experts
appreciated that Chinese investment gave Africa new leverage, they noted crit-
icisms that China was making “no serious effort” to “transfer skills and knowl-
edge to Africa” and urged China to relocate some of its industries to Africa “as
a reflection of a true spirit of partnership.”39 In April 2007, the Nigerian gov-
ernment convened a meeting of African foreign policy scholars and diplo-
mats in Abuja on the theme “The New Scramble for Africa”; speakers at the
conference expressed fears of Africa being caught up in a new Cold War
between China and the West, with African resources as the bone of contention.

There are also critical voices among Africa’s rulers. South African President
Thabo Mbeki and former Nigerian President Obasanjo both criticized Chi-
nese companies for violating labor and safety standards. Mbeki has warned
against a new Chinese colonialism in Africa.

Human Security 

Human rights NGOs in Africa and beyond increasingly perceive China’s rela-
tions with African governments as problematic for governance and human
rights in Africa. This view does not mean that African activists have adopted
a wholly critical attitude toward China’s enhanced role; many in Africa’s civil
society value the significance of the new trade and investment opportunities
as well as the strategic leverage against the West that China offers.

Yet civil society groups in Africa are also concerned about the potential loss
of a major source of leverage in dealing with their own governments. Over the
last two decades, transnational NGO networks and enhanced cooperation
between African and Western NGOs have served to put pressure on Western
governments and businesses in relation to human rights abuses and democ-
ratization in Africa. African human rights activists have relied on colleagues
in Western countries to mobilize pressure on their governments to demand
the release of opposition figures and respect for human rights as preconditions
for further aid flows. Indeed, such Western responses have served as informal
life insurance for many African activists. With many African governments
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turning to China for political and economic cooperation without the “strings”
of human rights and democracy often attached by Western governments,
African activists will lose leverage.

Human rights concerns also extend to the role of the Chinese private sec-
tor in Africa and may acquire even greater significance than concerns arising
from the activities of the Chinese government or its state-owned enterprises
in Africa. In Nigeria,

some Chinese private companies . . . have been accused by NGOs of vio-
lating health and safety standards as well [as] employment and envi-
ronmental rights in the communities where they operate. NGOs in
Nigeria have accused the Chinese logging company WEMPCO of dis-
charging untreated effluents into the Cross River in southeastern Nige-
ria, thereby damaging the health and livelihoods of local fisher folk.
The company is also accused of colluding with local officials and law
enforcement to suppress protests by the local community. The Chinese
metalworking firm, WAHUM operating in Lagos, Nigeria, has also been
accused by NGOs of discharging noxious substances into the air and
systematic violations of occupational safety and health standards.40

In the presence of conflict and instability, which in turn arise from the
lack of democracy and human rights, Chinese business activities in Nigeria
and across Africa face increasing risks. There is significant potential for vio-
lence directed at Chinese businesses and nationals by African insurgent groups
and rebel movements, who regard China as an ally of the local repressive
regime, as has happened in the Niger Delta. Thus, China would do well to
reexamine its security cooperation with some African governments. In the
Beijing Declaration issued at the first Forum on China-Africa Cooperation
(FOCAC) summit in October 2000, the Chinese government committed itself,
along with African governments, to strengthen their cooperation in stopping
the illegal production, circulation, and trafficking of small arms and light
weapons in Africa.

It may be possible that as Chinese capitalism matures and global branding
becomes more important to Chinese companies, they become vulnerable to
brand pressure, including the “naming-and-shaming” tactics adopted by
NGOs in Western consumer markets. African NGOs can also work with their
Western colleagues to invoke threats to mobilize mass boycotts of Chinese-
made consumer goods in Western markets in order to protest China’s arms
exports to repressive governments in Africa. As Chinese investors move
beyond resource extraction to investments of a long-term nature, perhaps
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they will put pressure on their government to avoid actions or policies likely
to exacerbate instability or conflict, or to connect them with human rights
abuses and repressive regimes in Africa.

Initial evidence suggests that Nigerians have a watchful acceptance and
positive impression of China’s growing impact on their country, but public
perceptions of the Chinese presence could turn negative if the Nigerian gov-
ernment, like other African governments, manages the relationship poorly. If
the catastrophic impact that cheap Chinese imports have had on Nigeria’s
weak manufacturing base, particularly in textiles, spreads to other sectors of
the economy, it could provoke a public backlash against the growing Chinese
immigrant community. The negative stereotypes of Chinese immigrants
expressed by some of our Nigerian respondents are a worrisome sign of poor
communication and social integration between the two groups that could
exacerbate any potential conflicts that may develop. China has promised bil-
lions of dollars in loans and assistance for Nigeria’s crumbling infrastructure,
which could spur some job creation and economic development over time,
but the lack of substantial progress on these projects thus far has raised fears
that much of the money has disappeared into Nigeria’s notoriously corrupt
political machines.

Yet China’s disparate impact on different sectors in Nigeria and other
African countries suggests that a coherent Nigerian response is unlikely, much
less a coordinated African one. Commodity, resource, and oil exporters may
gain in the short term, but manufacturing industries, which produce the most
jobs, may lose. African elites may gain from opaque deals for the extraction of
natural resources, but the African poor may suffer as a result of job losses,
greater corruption, and political repression. Similarly, African workers and
small business owners who have lost out due to importation of cheap Chinese
consumer goods may adopt a situational perspective: as consumers, they ben-
efit from imports of cheap consumer goods, but as workers or businesspeo-
ple who have lost jobs or businesses, they may resent Chinese imports. In
addition, unemployed African youths may resent Chinese companies that
import labor from China.

Africa can derive important lessons from China’s success in liberating itself
from absolute poverty. The challenge is for African policymakers and civil
society to identify the appropriate lessons from China’s experience and to
adapt them to the specific circumstances of their respective African coun-
tries. Given the sad trajectory of economic decline and political repression in
much of Africa since 1960, China’s success in economic management has
appeal, especially public-private partnership and a home-grown economic
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reform agenda. African advocates of liberal democracy and human rights,
while encouraging their governments to learn and adapt from China’s eco-
nomic success, must vigorously resist attempts by some African governments
to invoke China’s economic success as a rationalization for avoiding political
liberalization. While African governments, and the Nigerian government in
particular, succumb to the lure of tremendously lucrative Chinese investment,
resource extraction, and development aid, they must still fulfill their com-
mitments to human rights standards and broad-based employment.

More can also be done to build bridges between the Chinese community
in Nigeria and their local neighbors. Responsibility lies locally with both Chi-
nese and Nigerian community associations, and nationally with the Nigerian
and Chinese governments. The Chinese immigrant community is still largely
outside mainstream Nigerian society. The Chinese can do more to invest in
their neighborhoods in terms of social and economic infrastructure and to
foster greater intercultural understanding. Nigerian communities and civil
society groups, for their part, can provide additional incentives for Chinese
immigrants to take part in local social life and can build social relationships
that can open greater channels for communication between Nigerians and the
Chinese. Last, Abuja and Beijing can be proactive about managing trade deci-
sions in a manner that includes the substantive involvement of Nigerian busi-
ness associations, trade unions, rights advocates, and community associations,
as well as leaders from the growing Chinese community in Nigeria.

Nigeria’s great size and the relatively small and recent presence of the Chi-
nese there make projections on the future of their relationship difficult. What
is certain, however, is that China’s role in Africa is growing and that Nigeria
will be a central player in determining the nature and scope of that role. If
China’s rise is to be a peaceful one, careful management on all sides will be
necessary to ensure that China’s growth spurs equitable and rights-respecting
development in Africa, and that it does not come at the expense of Africans.
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China’s expansive political, economic, and military engagement in
Africa reflects an increasingly dynamic and accommodating approach toward
the continent.1 Launched at the November 2006 Forum on China-Africa
Cooperation (FOCAC) summit, China’s renewed partnership with Africa
marks a historic watershed in Chinese-African relations. Chinese activity in
Africa promises future gains that benefit Africa in significant, constructive
ways; at the same time, challenges are fast emerging as Beijing seeks to trans-
late its vision of a strategic partnership with Africa into a sustainable reality.

This chapter illuminates the motivations and decisionmaking processes
driving China’s evolving foreign and security policy in Africa, provides an
overview of China’s expansive engagement in Africa and the key emergent
challenges, and assesses the inherent implications of China’s expansive engage-
ment in Africa for U.S. interests in Africa and around the world, as well as for
U.S.-Chinese relations. The chapter concludes by offering policy recommen-
dations for strategically managing Chinese-African-U.S. relations in the future.

China’s Evolving Approach in Africa 

Beijing’s proactive engagement with Africa is grounded in several key factors
that undergird the new Chinese approach.2 First, China’s quest to build a
strategic partnership with Africa fits squarely within Beijing’s global foreign
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policy strategy and its vision of the evolving international system. Africa is
seen as integral to Beijing’s strategic ambition to advance a “new security con-
cept” that can ensure China’s peaceful rise as a global power and strengthen
relations with key neighbors and regions. More specifically, through its over-
arching global approach, the leadership in Beijing seeks to sustain China’s
internal development and political stability at home; legitimize within the
international community the historic benefits of China’s rise; and achieve its
longer-term goal of a more multipolar, equitable, and “democratic” interna-
tional system.

As such, China’s hard national interests and strategic needs bind it increas-
ingly to the African continent. In earlier decades, expressions of political sol-
idarity and altruism dominated Chinese discussions of Africa. These
expressions are still relevant today but take a back seat to hard national and
economic interests and priorities. In December 2007, the Chinese Ministry of
Commerce announced that two-way trade with Africa had reached $65.9 bil-
lion for the first eleven months and was expected to total $70 billion for 2007.
This puts China on par with the 2006 total trade volume between the United
States and sub-Saharan Africa (based on the latest official figures available).3

While the number pales in comparison to China’s trade figures with the Euro-
pean Union, United States, Japan, and Southeast Asia, the International Mon-
etary Fund (IMF) indicated that China has rapidly emerged as Africa’s
second-largest trading partner. More important, China signed new labor con-
tracts worth $18.4 billion and achieved a business volume of nearly $8 billion
in Africa, representing over a third of the total value of all new Chinese labor
contracts overseas and a quarter of the total business volume in 2007.4 China
is already making steady progress in realizing its goal to expand two-way
trade to $100 billion by 2010. It increasingly turns to Africa for resources to
fuel China’s development goals, for markets to sustain its growing economy,
and for political alliances to support its aspirations to a peaceful rise on the
global stage.

Second, the historical amity and linkages between China and Africa con-
tinue to be important factors. China’s history of friendly, respectful, and help-
ful political ties to Africa appears to provide a durable foundation for a future
strategic partnership. The Chinese leadership is often heard touting the fact
that over the past fifty years Beijing has established a legacy of political soli-
darity and developmental assistance in partnership with Africa, at a time when
China was internationally isolated, impoverished, and beset by major inter-
nal challenges. Reflecting principles dating from the Bandung Conference in
1955, Beijing staunchly supports the inviolability of African state sovereignty,
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noninterference in internal affairs, and the need for postcolonial nations to
stand up to external “bullying” and “hegemonism.” Chinese leaders also rec-
ognize that China’s relationship with Africa has earned it significant diplo-
matic dividends. Beijing has not forgotten that Africa’s support in the early
1970s was vital to China gaining its seat in the United Nations (UN). Today,
in an effort to increase Taiwan’s isolation in the international community,
Beijing assiduously courts those remaining African countries that continue
formally to recognize Taiwan.

Beijing also believes that China’s history compares favorably with the poor
political and security legacy left to Africa by the U.S.-Soviet rivalry of the
Cold War-era. It stoked wars in places like Angola, Mozambique, and Ethiopia
and created alliances with corrupt regimes and leaders.

Third, Chinese leaders and strategists believe that China’s historical expe-
rience and development model resonate powerfully with African counter-
parts. China emerged from colonial encroachment, internal chaos, and
economic destitution to achieve spectacular economic growth and infra-
structural development. In the past two decades, its achievements have lifted
more than 200 million Chinese citizens out of poverty. In the meantime,
China can claim that it has achieved political stability and increasing inter-
national clout. Such a national narrative, it is asserted, resonates powerfully in
Africa. In Beijing’s view, the West’s historical experiences in achieving devel-
opment are too remote from the African experience and offer fewer transfer-
able lessons. China asserts that the Western economic model has generated
few dramatic success stories in Africa. In stark contrast to the West’s moral-
izing and its conditional developmental approaches, Beijing unabashedly
claims to provide aid with little to no “political strings attached” and with
greater emphases on political stability and economic development.

Fourth, Chinese strategists maintain that Africa is on the verge of devel-
opmental takeoff—another idea that is well received on the continent—cre-
ating an opportunity for a more expansive Chinese role. According to this
view, Africa has realized a period of relative stability and calm as compared to
the dark days of the 1990s when protracted conflicts raged in more than a
dozen countries. Chinese interlocutors recognize that while pockets of con-
flict still persist and require close international engagement—such as in Dar-
fur, the Sudan as a whole, Somalia, the Democratic Republic of the Congo, and
Côte d’Ivoire—the broader Chinese view is that Africa, by and large, has
emerged as a continent of relative peace and stability, poised to make major
developmental gains. Given this assessment, Beijing is keen to be an integral
part of Africa’s impending political and economic transformation.
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Fifth, China’s policymakers are also confident that a state-centric approach
to Africa will build strategically on Beijing’s core advantages and align China
with the stated preferences of African countries. China’s African policy is not
complicated by private, domestic constituencies and interest groups, allowing
for quicker and more decisive action. China’s largest economic and business
activities in Africa are dominated by state-owned and state-influenced com-
panies, giving official Beijing another advantage in the political and economic
competition for Africa. China lacks well-developed, independent business
and civil society sectors, which leaves to state leaders and official diplomats the
full responsibility for carrying forward its vision.

Sixth, Beijing has an interest in engaging third parties in Africa, but it will
proceed cautiously, and with serious reservations. Chinese senior officials
have indicated their openness to collaboration with the United States, and
Chinese scholars and experts on Africa further acknowledge the value of
drawing on U.S. and other Western expertise, including engagement with
African civil society, business partners, and regional organizations.

China remains wary of and highly sensitive to U.S. discussion of China’s
approach in Africa, however, reflecting Beijing’s continuing concern with per-
ceived U.S. hegemony and the related fear that Washington’s long-term inten-
tion is to contain China’s ambitions to become a global power and competitor.
Such thinking is rooted in Chinese nationalism that bridles against over-
reaching American power and influence, and U.S. sermonizing in Africa and
elsewhere. The defeat of the China National Offshore Oil Company’s bid for
the U.S.-owned energy firm Unocal in 2005 is a relevant case in point. Chi-
nese analysts have asserted that it was a further indication of U.S. determina-
tion to prevent the rise of a Chinese global energy firm and that the outcome
of that bid directly prompted Chinese authorities to intensify their push for
a strategic partnership in Africa.5

China’s Expansive Engagement and Emergent Challenges in Africa 

China’s emergence as a rising global power, and the activities and intentions
of its expansive foreign policy, has garnered increasing attention. While much
of this attention focuses on China’s growing clout in Asia, China’s increasingly
active economic, political, and diplomatic activities in Africa and other parts
of the world are also coming under greater scrutiny.

China’s engagement in Africa is not new. Beijing supported many libera-
tion movements and other insurgencies in sub-Saharan Africa and was quick
to establish diplomatic ties to, and supportive economic relations with, newly
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independent states as they emerged from the colonial era. Indeed, for more
than half a century, the Chinese systematically cultivated solidarity and work-
ing relations with a range of African states. It was a profitable diplomatic
investment that persisted into the post–Cold War era, even as Western pow-
ers were more inclined to scale back their presence.6

China’s Africa policy is more complex, multidimensional, ambitious, and
ultimately higher risk. China’s increasing economic engagement is tied to
conspicuously strategic goals, centered on access to energy and other scarce
high-value commodities. On the diplomatic front, Beijing has shown a new
determination to eliminate completely any bilateral ties between Taiwan and
a dwindling number of African capitals, and to use its accelerating entry into
Africa to consolidate global allegiances and Beijing’s putative leadership in
the developing world. Beijing has also taken on a more active role in the
security sphere. China’s contributions of soldiers and police to UN peace
operations, especially in Africa, have increased tenfold since 2001, albeit from
a low base. As of early 2008, China provided more than 1,900 troops, mili-
tary observers, and civilian police to current UN peacekeeping operations
worldwide. Nearly three-fourths of Chinese peacekeeping forces are sup-
porting UN missions in Africa (primarily Liberia, the Sudan, and the Demo-
cratic Republic of the Congo).7

Since the November 2006 FOCAC summit, Beijing has taken steps to fol-
low through with these commitments.8 China announced that it has already
canceled $1.42 billion of African debt, and it canceled another $1 billion as of
mid-2007.9 In 2007, China captured international attention when it hosted the
annual African Development Bank conference in Shanghai. China pledged an
additional $20 billion for infrastructural development in Africa over the next
three years. Chinese policy in many instances is tied to ambitious commit-
ments to revitalize depleted critical infrastructures and strengthen human
skills. It is not only official China that provides direct economic and diplo-
matic support. Chinese companies also have become far more active as both
importers of African energy and raw material resources and exporters of Chi-
nese goods and services.

The China International Poverty Alleviation Center, established in mid-
2005 to strengthen international exchanges and collaboration, has hosted two
fifteen-day training courses, bringing in visiting African officials to gain a
firsthand understanding of China’s poverty reduction programs in some of its
poorest provinces. The Ministry of Commerce and the Ministry of Agricul-
ture also jointly sent five working groups to more than a dozen African coun-
tries to plan the establishment of agricultural technology demonstration
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centers to enhance collaboration on seed production, water-saving, and bio-
logical technologies in agriculture; food security; and animal health and plant
protection.10

China has also deepened its commitments to help African nations tackle
public health problems. In May 2007, at the Sixtieth Annual World Health
Organization (WHO) meeting in Geneva, then Minister of Health Gao Qiang
announced that Beijing would donate $8 million to the WHO to build African
countries’ capacity and response mechanisms to respond to public health
emergencies. Gao also called on other member states to increase their aid to
strengthen public health systems in Africa and other developing countries.11

The payoffs to China financially and politically may ultimately be signifi-
cant and alter the understanding of what kinds of interventions can produce
durable results. But multiple risks also attend China’s expansive engagement
in Africa. Business calculations on major investments are murky, and many
will likely turn out badly. The bet that China can transform Africa’s infra-
structures where others have failed awaits proof of success.

The expectation that China can have significant sway politically and dis-
place the influence of others must take into account Africa’s sensitivity to
anything that echoes neocolonialism, and how callous and indifferent
“petropowers” in Africa have become as global energy markets tighten. In
selecting energy-rich Angola and Nigeria as preferred partners, and in choos-
ing to support Zimbabwe closely, China selected three of the most corrupt and
difficult environments. In the Sudan, Beijing finds a partner embedded in
enormous political and moral controversies of its own making. In South
Africa, it has engaged a country acutely sensitive to issues of sovereignty.12 Bei-
jing is beginning to encounter serious challenges, such as criticism by a Zam-
bian presidential candidate during the 2006 elections that China engaged in
unfair mine labor practices, and South African trade union opposition to the
flooding of South African markets with Chinese textiles. Some adjustments in
approach, such as voluntary textile export quotas for South Africa, have since
been set in place.13

As China deepens its economic and corporate engagement in Africa, it is
beginning to experience increasing tensions and competing interests among its
various government agencies, including the Ministry of Commerce, the Min-
istry of Foreign Affairs, the State-owned Assets Supervision and Administra-
tion Commission, and provincial governments.14 Different government actors
bring diverse interests and leverage points to the Africa policy debate, as well
as varying capacities to see those interests served within China and Africa. For
example, increasingly market-oriented Chinese foreign enterprises—and their

Implications for the United States 301

14-7561-4 ch14.qxd  9/16/08  4:23 PM  Page 301



state-related shareholders in China—are primarily interested in making a
profit. While understandable, it is unclear how these enterprises will proceed
if their pursuit of profits complicates or contradicts broader Chinese govern-
ment policy in Africa. In short, the complex web of internal decisionmaking
processes, the stovepiped nature of the Chinese bureaucracy, and the govern-
ment’s limited capabilities to dampen the “reputational risks” posed by the
Chinese diaspora business community all reflect the increasing difficulties
faced by the central government when trying to coordinate and implement
official policies.

In addition, China will need to work assiduously to overcome obstacles tied
to language, culture, religion, and racial bias. Because Chinese is not com-
monly spoken in Africa, Chinese diplomats, businessmen, technicians, doc-
tors, peacekeepers, and other “cultural ambassadors” must learn the languages
of Africa—such as English and French—in order to be effective. Similarly,
future Chinese engagement in Africa will need to take into greater account the
exceptional religiosity of African societies and develop an official approach,
which largely has been absent, of engaging religious leaders. Religious organ-
izations, Muslim and Christian, provide a broad and widening range of social
services, especially in education and health, have extensive linkages with their
counterparts outside Africa, and possess a strong public voice. The Protestant
and Catholic communities in Africa are the fastest growing in membership
and participation. Africa’s 300 million Muslims constitute highly complex,
dynamic, and variegated communities.

There are also increasing pressures on China to embrace greater trans-
parency and do more to harmonize its donor activity in Africa with ongoing
international assistance, especially with respect to debt. The Chinese practice
of tying loans to African commodity exports contradicts existing lending
practices set forth in Organization for Economic Cooperation and Develop-
ment agreements. In late 2006, the European Investment Bank and the IMF
warned that China’s emergence as a major creditor was creating a wave of new
debt for African countries.15 The question of debt sustainability was also raised
in 2006 by then World Bank President Paul Wolfowitz.16 Washington is par-
ticularly concerned with Africa’s borrowing patterns and the impact that they
may have on the long-term effectiveness of the Heavily Indebted Poor Coun-
tries debt relief initiative and the related $31 billion debt relief package
for Nigeria, concluded at the time of the 2005 Group of Eight Summit in
Gleneagles, Scotland. Most dramatic, the U.S. Department of the Treasury,
in 2006, reportedly labeled China as a “rogue creditor” practicing “oppor-
tunistic lending.”17
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A large part of Western concerns over Chinese lending practices stems
from the fact that there is, as of 2008, no systematic sharing of data by Chi-
nese ministries with international and bilateral donors deeply invested in
Africa, or with African participants in the emerging strategic partnership
launched in Beijing. Effective bilateral or multilateral mechanisms have yet to
be established at a broad international level or country level for integrating
assistance and avoiding duplication. China’s approach makes little reference
to how its efforts will relate to those of the Extractive Industries Transparency
Initiative, the IMF, the World Bank, and other international assistance organ-
izations. There is mounting concern that Chinese lending practices under-
mine the debt relief strategies that have reduced dramatically levels of debt in
Africa over the past decade in cooperation with African states and regional
bodies. The fear is that Chinese lending practices may encourage the rapid
recurrence of unsustainable debt in Africa.

Implications for the United States 

Like China, the United States is in the midst of an expansive phase of engage-
ment in Africa, and it is now widely acknowledged that U.S. national interests
in Africa have burgeoned to include substantial global energy stakes; regional
security and counterterrorism concerns; public health; and intensifying com-
petition with China, India, South Korea, and other Asian countries that have
significantly enlarged their involvement in Africa.18

U.S. foreign assistance levels to Africa more than tripled during the Bush
administration. Signature White House initiatives have been launched that
have had a predominant focus on Africa: the five-year, $15 billion President’s
Emergency Plan for AIDS Relief, which could see further expansion with
President Bush’s pledge to double this commitment to $30 billion over ten
years; the $1.2 billion President’s Malaria Initiative; and the Millennium Chal-
lenge Corporation, which seeks to reward states that are well governed and
performing well economically with substantial new aid compacts that will
accelerate economic growth. Private sector engagement is steadily rising, con-
centrated in the energy field, and the latest official data at the end of 2007 indi-
cated that annual two-way trade reached $71.3 billion in 2006, up 17.6 percent
from 2005.19

Since 11 September 2001, U.S. military engagement in Africa has been
expanded substantially through the Trans-Sahara Counterterrorism Initiative,
a Gulf of Guinea maritime security initiative under development in late 2007,
and an ambitious Horn of Africa counterterror program. The Combined Joint
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Task Force–Horn of Africa, based in Djibouti, is in place, and could be
expanded. After the Ethiopian military’s intervention in Somalia in late 2006,
which routed the Union of Islamic Courts government, the United States
became directly involved in early 2007 by attacking fleeing convoys suspected
of transporting “hard target” terrorists tied to the August 1998 al Qaeda
attacks on the U.S. embassies in Kenya and Tanzania, and the subsequent
attacks on Israeli tourists in Mombasa, Kenya, in November 2002. In addition,
it was announced in February 2007 that a dedicated, new U.S. Africa Com-
mand (AFRICOM) would be established to oversee and coordinate U.S.
military-related activities on the continent. Such activities had previously
been divided among three commands: the Europe Command, the Central
Command, and the Pacific Command.

This shift has called into question whether the United States has adequate
personnel, resources, and internal coordinating mechanisms to manage its ris-
ing interests. It has also called into question whether these relatively “harder”
interests will conflict with existing, long-standing commitments to the pro-
motion of democracy and human rights, poverty alleviation, and conflict res-
olution. In the Bush years, a significant, sustained, high-level commitment had
been made to ending the Sudan’s North-South war and, more recently, to
ending the genocide in the Sudan’s western region, Darfur. The events lead-
ing up to the toppling of the Union of Islamic Courts in Somalia and the
postconflict reconstruction since then have also demanded high-level U.S.
foreign policy attention.

While these developments advanced, the clock on the Bush administration
was ticking ever louder. In particular, the hangover effects of Iraq on U.S.
credibility and legitimacy at times constrained U.S. engagement in areas like
the Sudan. The American response to China’s engagement in Africa will also
be shaped by the overall U.S.-Chinese relationship. Broadly speaking, while
U.S.-Chinese relations are generally stable, the American public, members of
Congress, and executive branch officials are uncertain at best about the future
with China, and at worst see China as an economic and security threat. This
view may inevitably limit the ability of forward-looking policymakers to build
more productive relationships for American interests together with the Chi-
nese in Africa.

The U.S. understanding of how Chinese policies toward Africa are moti-
vated, formulated, and executed is scant at best.20 Likewise, U.S. understand-
ing of evolving African sentiments toward China’s expansive engagement is
limited. There is a tendency on the part of the United States and China to
mirror one another. U.S. critics often narrowly focus on China’s pursuit of
energy as the best explanation for China’s policies in Africa. Yet, in the Sudan,
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for example, oil is important but no longer the sole strategic factor in China’s
foreign policy calculus.21 Progressives in the Chinese policymaking elite argue
that the Sudan’s oil assets are not worth pursuing in the long run, and they
have suggested scaling back relations with Khartoum in an attempt to burnish
China’s image and international reputation. Inversely, there is a tendency
among Chinese conservatives to argue that the United States and other West-
ern countries are merely trying to force China out of the Sudan to get its oil.22

The Chinese critics are also quick to point out that the United States—by
closely dealing with such countries as Equatorial Guinea—is just as likely to
embrace autocratic, corrupt, and unstable regimes.23

U.S. insistence on bringing a new peacekeeping force into Darfur under a
sweeping UN mandate without Khartoum’s consent is seen by Beijing as a vio-
lation of the Sudan’s sovereignty that raises the risk that a UN force might be
used to apprehend high-ranking Sudanese officials indicted by the Interna-
tional Criminal Court. Those actions run counter to the long-held Chinese
principle of “noninterference” and thus partially explain China’s cautious
approach toward the Sudan.24 To relieve this impasse, the looming humani-
tarian crisis in Darfur should be given priority on the U.S.-Chinese agenda.
Washington should work harder with Beijing to test Khartoum’s willingness
to honor a ceasefire, oversee disarmament, protect humanitarian corridors,
and develop an internal Darfur dialogue. It should also explore concrete ways
for China to contribute to the hybrid UN-African Union (AU) operation
more significantly.25

U.S. knowledge of African opinion on China’s expansive presence is lack-
ing. At a minimum, American approaches need to be sensitive to the many
and long-standing, positive legacies and images of the Chinese in various
parts of Africa—particularly in comparison to past practices of colonial and
Western powers. There is a dearth of informed analysis on China’s multiple
impacts in those places in Africa where China has made its greatest incursions,
and American writings often lack an estimation of how U.S. influence can
effectively shape Chinese approaches.

In the long list of priorities in the U.S.-Chinese relationship, engagement
in Africa has second-tier status. Other pressing issues for Washington—from
Iran to North Korea, from East Asian stability to fending off China’s eco-
nomic challenge at home (especially during the 2008 election year)—will
consume more time and energy in the formulation of China policy. Unfor-
tunately, this reality also means that in return for Chinese cooperation on
such issues, Washington may be less willing or able to expend the necessary
political capital to gain greater cooperation from China in places such as
the Sudan.
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In the absence of a better formed and informed American official response
to China generally, and to Chinese-African relations in particular, more
provocative voices fill the void. Some Americans argue that Chinese engage-
ment in Africa is predominantly a form of crude mercantilism and political
interventionism that directly threatens U.S. interests and hence calls for con-
frontation, condemnation, and containment.

An array of human rights advocacy groups and nongovernmental organ-
izations, for example, maintain intense pressure on the U.S. government to
take decisive, punitive measures in response to the situation in Darfur, includ-
ing calls for forced humanitarian intervention. Although the Sudanese
accepted the 16 November 2006 Addis Ababa agreement (the “Annan plan”)
committing Khartoum to a ceasefire and three-phase expansion of a hybrid
UN-AU force in Darfur, the Sudan’s President Omar al-Bashir has obstructed
its implementation. With the humanitarian situation worsening in Darfur,
American activist groups have intensified their efforts, which include harsh
criticism of China as a partner of the Sudan. Since 2006, there have been sub-
tle, symbolic shifts in Beijing’s approach toward Darfur.26 Diplomatically, Bei-
jing has perceived a political need to increase its commitment to work with the
international community in moving the Annan plan forward. At this early
stage, however, there is no guarantee for success with Beijing’s approach.
While Khartoum has expressed compliance, its commitment to follow
through is uncertain, and thus Beijing remains vulnerable to continued crit-
icisms for enabling Khartoum’s intransigence.

Looking Ahead 

At the official level, the United States and China in 2005 began to take steps
to discuss their increasingly complex and interdependent relationship. This
effort, known as the Senior Dialogue, was led on the U.S. side by then Deputy
Secretary of State Robert Zoellick, who called for China to join the United
States in becoming a “responsible stakeholder” in the international system.27

Both sides agreed to hold bilateral subdialogues on key regional issues. The
door was thus opened in Washington to begin an effective U.S. strategy for
engaging China on Africa.

Several rounds of bilateral dialogue on Africa between U.S. and Chinese
policymakers have been held since then. In early March 2007, for example,
U.S. Assistant Secretary of State for African Affairs Jendayi Frazer and her
Chinese counterpart, Assistant Minister Zhai Jun, focused on the specific
issues of debt sustainability, peacekeeping operations, Chinese companies’
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reputational risks in Africa, and transparency in the extractive industries. On
the Sudan, the Chinese reportedly acknowledged the need for the interna-
tional community to step up efforts and become more active in leveraging
their respective influences in Darfur.28

At the fourth round of the U.S.-China Senior Dialogue, in June 2007, U.S.
Deputy Secretary of State John Negroponte and Chinese Vice Foreign Minis-
ter Dai Bingguo covered a range of key bilateral and global issues, including
Darfur. Constructive developments resulted from this meeting. First, the State
Department’s official statement at the end of the dialogue acknowledged the
Chinese characterization of Darfur as a “humanitarian crisis” (as opposed to
genocide). Second, the two sides agreed that the various subdialogues, includ-
ing that on Africa, should continue in order to deepen mutual understanding
and enhance collaboration in areas of common concern.29

Greater consensus has been achieved in the last few rounds of bilateral
dialogue on Africa, in part because the United States is beginning to under-
stand that China has real interests in Africa and will be engaged on the con-
tinent for the foreseeable future. Continuing to see China’s economic,
political, or diplomatic activities in Africa as a zero-sum game is therefore
counterproductive. This emerging viewpoint is an encouraging sign; the chal-
lenge is for Washington to make a strong commitment, at a high diplomatic
level, toward understanding the Chinese perspective and then to continue to
test China’s intentions systematically.

There will continue to be critical voices and distractions in Washington that
may impede the near-term official formulation of an integrated, coherent
U.S. strategy that might leverage areas of common U.S.-Chinese interests,
while mitigating those areas where U.S. national interests and values are in
conflict with Chinese approaches. Regardless, the trend line for China’s
expanding presence in Africa—and the challenges and opportunities it pres-
ents to American interests—demands greater U.S. attention and action. Crit-
ical work needs to be done to generate new, longer-range thinking and greater
intellectual content to help create effective U.S. policies to engage China pro-
ductively in Africa.

On the multilateral level, there remain ample opportunities for further col-
laboration among China, Africa, and the United States. The principles of sov-
ereignty and nonintervention form the bedrock of Chinese foreign policy, but
if an international consensus emerges, legitimated by the UN or the AU, Bei-
jing will be more supportive of potential interventions, while still keeping a rel-
atively low profile. On issues such as good governance, human rights, poverty
alleviation, and building health care capacities, a concerted international effort
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seeking Chinese endorsement of principles already adopted by the AU (more
specifically, the African Charter on Human and People’s Rights, which was
implemented in 1986) would be an important step forward. Washington
should also solicit Beijing’s participation in multilateral donor discussions on
Africa in such venues and institutions as the Group of Eight, the Organiza-
tion for Economic Cooperation and Development, and the World Bank.
China’s involvement would help harmonize ongoing donor activity and pro-
mote responsible lending to ensure that African countries reap the benefits of
coordinated aid and debt relief while avoiding a new buildup of unsustain-
able debt.

On the bilateral level between Washington and Beijing, there should also
be an increase in ongoing consultations to address the immediate and emer-
gent challenges in Africa. Immediate attention is needed on the destabilizing
situation in the Horn of Africa, especially regarding developments in the arc
stretching from the coastal part of the Horn inland: Somalia, Ethiopia, the
Sudan, and Chad. Consultations and joint solutions also should be fostered to
address security and political challenges emerging in the Niger Delta, Angola,
and Zimbabwe, and regarding the maritime security of energy and raw mate-
rial shipments along the east coast of Africa.

Moreover, military-to-military consultations regarding Africa should be
explored further. Such consultations could expand to include other key play-
ers, such as the AU and European countries. China and other crucial players
are looking to augment the role of their militaries to assist in addressing secu-
rity challenges in many parts of Africa. China has dramatically increased its
peacekeeping forces since 2000 and is now one of the largest contributors of
peacekeepers to the UN. China has peacekeepers operating in seven of the
eight current UN missions in Africa.30 As the international community con-
templates increasing its presence in such locations as the Darfur region of the
Sudan, and with the possibility that additional UN peacekeepers will be
needed elsewhere, the United States, China, the AU, and other interested par-
ties will need to intensify their consultations in response. The reasoning
behind the forthcoming establishment of the new U.S. AFRICOM, reflective
of increasing U.S concerns about stability, failed states, and terrorism in Africa,
is one point of departure for U.S. and Chinese discussions about security on
the continent.

In addition, civil society and nongovernmental organizations can become
important facilitators for future China-Africa-U.S. collaboration. China’s
expansive engagement in Africa thus far has not tapped into Africa’s bur-
geoning civil society organizations. Working with civil society organizations
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operating in Africa, both domestic and international, will prove an effective
means to gain a better understanding of local developments and accurately
gauge local reactions to China’s expanding role. Governments, corporations,
foundations, and philanthropies should consider ways to bring China’s nas-
cent civil society organizations into contact with their counterparts in Africa.
Such interactions would include delegations of scholars and policy analysts to
meet on issues of common research interest, observation of grassroots elec-
tions, cooperative activities to support environmental protection or worker
safety, and other civil society activities related to good governance, religious
practices, community health, and rights of women and girls.

Much more can also be done to deepen the level of Chinese scholarly
understanding of contemporary Africa. Philanthropies concerned with inter-
national relations should consider support for Chinese academics and policy
analysts to take up studies, fellowships, and other research and training oppor-
tunities in the United States, as well as in Europe and in Africa. This could
emulate the Ford Foundation programs of the 1990s, which helped ground
Chinese scholars in serious graduate-level African studies at leading Ameri-
can universities. Another option is to provide modest support to facilitate the
participation of Chinese scholars in major academic meetings, such as
university-based conferences or the annual meeting of the African Studies
Association, or to support joint research projects involving U.S., Chinese, and
African scholars.

In sum, any future U.S. strategy or policy option regarding Africa will
require both a far greater understanding of evolving African opinions and
approaches toward China’s growing presence in Africa and the world, as well
as a far more sophisticated understanding of the complexities of Chinese
motivations and decisionmaking vis-à-vis Africa.
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