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About This Report 

This report presents a brief historical overview of the relationship between African countries and 
the People’s Republic of China since its inception in the middle of the 20th century. In this overview, 
we cover the economic, humanitarian, and political aspects; highlight trade and investment flows; and 
summarize Chinese medical and military aid to Africa. We also cover Chinese interests in Africa and 
African concerns about Chinese engagement on the continent. In addition, three country case studies 
are presented to highlight how Chinese engagement differs from country to country on the continent. 
We conclude with recommendations for policymakers and propose areas for further research. 
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Summary 

China’s modern-day relations with Africa can be traced back to the middle of the 20th century. In 
this report, we summarize the economic, humanitarian, and political aspects of the relationships 
between African countries and China, highlighting trade and investment flows and Chinese medical 
and military aid to Africa. In addition, three country case studies are presented to highlight how 
Chinese engagement differs from country to country on the continent. We highlight the following key 
findings: 

• The People’s Republic of China’s engagement with African countries has gained widespread
attention in the past decade because of increased Chinese engagement and influence.

• Historically, Chinese interests in Africa have been mainly economic and political but now
include security interests. Chinese economic interests center on China’s need to secure access
to critical minerals and markets for its finished products. China’s political interests focus on
garnering support for its core territorial and sovereignty interests and enhancing its leadership
on the global stage. Chinese security interests center on the need to protect Chinese nationals
and investments in Africa and are expanding to include support for forward-based military
infrastructure and forces.

• The People’s Liberation Army established its first overseas base in Djibouti and has additional
infrastructure, such as ground-based satellite tracking facilities, that can provide dual-use
capabilities. China will likely establish more military bases in Africa. Before doing so, it can
access dual-use facilities at commercial ports for military purposes. China has a stake in one or
more terminals in ports in 30 African countries.

• African leaders generally welcome Chinese engagement because China is not perceived as
interfering with African countries’ internal affairs or sovereignty and does not condition its
engagement on the strengthening of democratic institutions or the protection of human rights.
However, Chinese engagement with Africa affects African countries’ policy decisions and
preferences. For instance, several countries have severed ties with Taiwan at Beijing’s behest.

• Chinese imports compete with locally produced alternatives and sometimes drive local
manufacturers out of business, leaving African countries with a growing trade deficit with
China. Nevertheless, China-Africa trade continues to grow while other aspects of Chinese
economic engagement are mixed. Chinese loans, construction contracts, and foreign direct
investment have fluctuated below peak levels but show signs of revitalization.

• Africans are sensitive to Chinese engagement, and concerns about this engagement are often
raised in presidential campaigns. China is also sensitive to how its image is perceived on the
continent and effects policy changes to maintain the goodwill of African leaders and their
electorates.
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• African leaders leverage their relationships with China to demand better treatment and
concessions from the West with varying degrees of success. China provides an alternative to a
Western-led rules-based order, and some African leaders have explicitly stated a policy of
looking eastward toward China and away from the West.

• China engages with the continent as a bloc through the Forum on China-Africa Cooperation
(FOCAC). However, Beijing negotiates agreements bilaterally, and substantive engagement
varies from country to country. Institutional capacity, a good understanding of China, and
leadership quality affect the concessions that any given country can gain from Beijing. African
leaders should increase their understanding of Beijing’s priorities to improve their ability to
negotiate favorable terms with China. Western partners can assist them in this endeavor to
potentially influence outcomes.

• China does not have a policy to lead borrowing countries into debt traps. However, a lack of
coordination among the Chinese lending entities and the imprudence of politicians in the
borrowing countries have often resulted in debt defaults. China has also shown a willingness to
work with African countries that are in debt distress to restructure their loans.

• Since 2012, China has continued to commit tens of billions of dollars to Africa at the triennial
FOCAC meetings. Although most of this commitment is in credit facilities, it signals China's
intent to strengthen its relationship with the continent. China relies on African countries for
support for Beijing’s long-term strategic objectives in international forums. At the FOCAC
meeting in September 2024, China elevated its bilateral relations with all African countries
represented to at least a strategic level.

• Africa is indispensable in Beijing’s geopolitical calculus, and China has invested significantly in
media and people-to-people exchanges to ensure that it maintains an adequate level of
goodwill. With continuing Chinese engagement on the continent in mind, the United States
should consider crafting an Africa policy to signal prioritization of African countries’
development and security, promote U.S.-Africa cooperation, and facilitate U.S. access and
regional freedom of movement.

• A study or studies along three main lines of effort could improve the research picture
regarding China-Africa relations and enhance support to policymakers in the United States
and partner states. The first line of effort would assess Beijing’s future priorities and modus
operandi in Africa to assist African countries to better negotiate with and extract favorable
concessions from Beijing, while also exploring options for the United States to respond
effectively to or, as needed, counter the spread of Beijing’s influence in Africa. The second line
of effort would assess trends in African priorities to help the United States formulate Africa-
related policies that increase Washington’s influence, including exploring options for Western
countries to engage with undemocratic African regimes without compromising core values and
without consigning such countries to Beijing’s orbit. Finally, the third line of effort would
examine the implications of Chinese engagement priorities for the security environment in
African countries, especially as Beijing potentially moves to fill the arms supply gap left by
Russia and expands basing and infrastructure for various military operations and intelligence
collection functions.
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Chinese Engagement with Africa 

History of China-Africa Relations 
China’s modern-day relations with Africa can be traced back to the middle of the 20th century. At 

the time, Chinese foreign policy was based on Mao Zedong’s Three Worlds Theory, which sought to 
counter imperialism, promote national independence, and facilitate cooperation among countries in 
the Global South.1 In addition, Beijing sought diplomatic recognition to minimize the effect of hostile 
policies from what it perceived as imperial Western and Soviet powers.2 For instance, following the 
declaration of mainland China as the People’s Republic of China (PRC) and the island of Taiwan as 
the Republic of China (ROC), the United States continued to recognize the government of the ROC.3 
Political necessity drove the government of the PRC to seek diplomatic recognition from other states.  

The first official exchange between Africa and the PRC was at the Bandung Conference in 1955.4 
Leaders from Egypt, Ethiopia, Ghana, Liberia, Libya, and Sudan met with China’s Premier Zhou 
Enlai.5 The aims of the Bandung Conference were aligned with China’s foreign policy goals, and all 29 
countries represented at the conference adopted the Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence, which 
China and India had adopted in 1954.6 The Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence are mutual respect 
for territorial integrity and sovereignty, mutual nonaggression, mutual noninterference in each other’s 
internal affairs, equality and cooperation for mutual benefit, and peaceful coexistence.7  

The desire of African leaders at the time was to obtain political independence from the colonial 
powers. At the same time, the PRC aimed to achieve extensive diplomatic recognition to counter 
imperialist powers and gain recognition as the legitimate government of China. Beijing believed Africa 
could provide the needed diplomatic support and actively supported the liberation movements of 
several African countries.8 Beijing provided training and resources for liberation groups, such the 
Zimbabwe African National Union, Algeria’s National Liberation Front, South Africa’s African 
National Congress (ANC), South Africa’s Pan-Africanist Congress, Liberation Front of 
Mozambique, Popular Movement for the Liberation of Angola, National Union for the Total 
Independence of Angola, and National Front for the Liberation of Angola (FNLA).9 China sent 25 

1 Jiang, “China’s Emerging Strategic Partnerships in Africa”; Rolland, China’s Southern Strategy. 
2 Rolland, A New Great Game?  
3 Office of the Historian, U.S. Department of State, “The Chinese Revolution of 1949.” 
4 Rolland, A New Great Game?  
5 Sun, Africa in China’s Foreign Policy.  
6 Muekalia, “Africa and China’s Strategic Partnership.” 
7 Panda, “Reflecting on China’s Five Principles, 60 Years Later.” 
8 Rolland, China’s Southern Strategy.  
9 Shinn, “Military and Security Relations.” 
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Type-59 tanks and 112 instructors to Zaire (now the Democratic Republic of the Congo [DRC]) to 
train FNLA in 1974.10 This history with Africa laid the foundation for much of the China-Africa 
engagement we see today.11  

From the 1950s through the mid-1970s, China’s relationship with Africa was motivated primarily 
by ideological and political objectives.12 China sought to lead countries in the Global South in a 
coalition balancing against the imperial powers, mainly the United States and the Soviet Union. In 
this early period, however, economic and development issues played a supporting role in aligning 
Chinese and African interests. Then-Premier Zhou visited ten African states (Algeria, Egypt, 
Ethiopia, Ghana, Guinea, Mali, Morocco, Somalia, Sudan, and Tunisia) between December 1963 and 
February 1964. He outlined the Eight Principles of Foreign Economic and Technological Assistance 
to guide Chinese foreign aid:13  

• Aid should not be considered a unilateral grant but mutual help.
• Neither conditions nor privileges should be attached to the aid.
• The repayment period for no-interest or low-interest loans could be extended to reduce the

recipient countries’ burdens.
• 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.
• China will provide the recipient countries with the best equipment and materials and promises

to replace them if the quality is not to the level stipulated in the agreement.
• China will guarantee that technicians in recipient countries will master relevant technology

when providing technical assistance.
• Experts from China should never enjoy any privileges and should receive the same treatment

as the local experts in the recipient countries.14

Thus, Chinese assistance took the form of interest-free or low-interest loans with generous 
repayment terms.15 Although China was also a developing country, China’s officials realized the 
importance of foreign aid as a foreign policy tool.16 China’s first medical aid to Africa was also sent to 
Algeria during this period.17 Algeria gained independence in 1962 and received 100 Chinese health 

10 Shinn, “Military and Security Relations”; Stockholm International Peace Research Institute (SIPRI) Arms Transfers, “Trade 
Register for FNLA (Angola) for All Arms Sales from 1950 to 1980.” 
11 “White Paper on China’s African Policy, January 2006; Devermont, “China’s Strategic Aims in Africa”; Meservey, “China’s 
Strategic Aims in Africa”; U.S.-China Economic and Security Review Commission, 2020 Report to Congress of the U.S.-China 
Economic and Security Review Commission.  
12 Thrall, China's Expanding African Relations.  
13 Brautigam, “China’s Foreign Aid in Africa.” 
14 Li, “China’s New Policy Toward Africa,” pp. 21–49. 
15 Brautigam, “Doing Well by Doing Good.”  
16 Brautigam, The Dragon’s Gift; Hubbard, Chinese Concessional Loans; Sun, Africa in China’s Foreign Policy. 
17 Wang and Bateman, “China’s Medical Aid in Africa.”  
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care workers in 1963. However, in this early period of China-Africa relations, China did not prioritize 
economic interests. China-Africa trade was $25.4 million in 1950 and only increased to $127.7 million 
by 1960 (in 2010 dollars).18 At this stage of the relationship, Chinese engagement was to strengthen 
diplomatic relations and position Beijing for third-world leadership rather than promote the exchange 
of economic resources.19 However, this shifted at the end of the Cultural Revolution when diplomatic 
relations began to serve domestic PRC economic goals.20  

Western aid was usually set at a high interest rate, difficult to reschedule, and often used as 
leverage to influence the domestic affairs of the recipient country.21 However, in line with the eight 
principles outlined for foreign assistance, African leaders viewed the terms of Chinese aid more 
favorably. China was strategic in giving foreign aid and used aid diplomacy to woo African countries 
away from diplomatic relations with Taiwan.  

Despite claims of engagement without conditionality, China does not engage with countries that 
have diplomatic relations with Taiwan.22 The Kingdom of Eswatini, formerly Swaziland, is the only 
African country without Chinese aid because it refuses to sever political relations with Taiwan.23 In 
addition to interfering with its partners’ diplomatic relations with Taiwan, China also engages in 
economic conditionality. The loans it provides for infrastructure in Africa are not open to competitive 
bidding, and Chinese companies must carry out the construction.24 Furthermore, the Chinese 
government is averse to criticism and uses its economic power to deter it. After Michael Sata, one of 
the presidential aspirants in the 2006 Zambian elections, made anti-Chinese remarks, Chinese 
investments were put on hold pending the outcome of the election, and China threatened to exit its 
Zambian investments in the event of a Sata victory.25 Criticism of China’s interests and activities, 
including those involving Hong Kong, human rights, South China Sea disputes, Taiwan, Tibet, and 
Xinjiang, will elicit a strong response from China, and this factor serves as a deterrent that influences 
the policy choices of African countries.26 Thus, China’s engagement with Africa, ostensibly without 
conditionality, has affected policy decisions and preferences over the years. 

China’s foreign aid program expanded in the 1960s, with China undertaking long-term capital-
intensive projects such as the Karakoram Highway and the Tanzania-Zambia (TANZAM) 
Railway.27 The TANZAM railway was the longest in sub-Saharan Africa at the time, and Western 
countries, which financed many more projects than Beijing during this period, had refused to 
undertake it on the grounds of “cost and logistical impracticality.”28 This apparent willingness to assist 

18 Shinn and Eisenman, China and Africa: A Century of Engagement. 
19 Brautigam, “China’s Foreign Aid in Africa.” 
20 Li, “China’s New Policy Toward Africa.” 
21 Brautigam, “China’s Foreign Aid in Africa.” 
22 Rotberg, “China’s Quest for Resources, Opportunities, and Influence in Africa.” 
23 Brautigam, The Dragon’s Gift. 
24 Landry, The Risks and Rewards of Resource-for-Infrastructure Deals. 
25 Shinn and Eisenman, China and Africa: A Century of Engagement. 
26 Shinn and Eisenman, China's Relations with Africa. 
27 Brautigam, “China’s Foreign Aid in Africa.” 
28 Li et al., FOCAC Twelve Years Later, p. 11. 
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African countries when Western countries were unwilling is one factor that has made China appear as 
an all-weather friend and reliable partner for Africa.29 By 1977, China had provided $2.476 billion in 
economic assistance (or 58 percent of its total foreign aid) to Africa, and China-Africa trade had also 
grown to $720 million.30 

In addition to providing economic assistance, China also supplied military aid. For instance, 
following the mutiny of then-Tanganyika’s (now Tanzania’s) British-trained army, President Julius 
Nyerere requested assistance from China to rebuild the army and supply weapons. China built a naval 
base and military airfield in the country and trained service members in all branches of the Tanzanian 
armed forces while continuing to supply weapons to the country.31 Although Chinese military 
transfers to African countries were small, they proved significant for Tanzania, where Chinese arms 
deliveries surpassed those from all other suppliers, including the Soviet Union.32 Between 1950 and 
1979, China provided Tanzania military equipment, which included 12 MiG-17 fighter jets, 16 F-6 
fighter jets, 2 MiG-15UTI trainer aircraft, 1 An-2 light transport aircraft, 45 armored personnel 
carriers, 60 Type-62 and Type-63 light tanks, 30 Type-59 tanks, 4 torpedo boats, 6 gunboats, and 30 
towed guns.33 Unlike during the Maoist period, when China gifted arms to African governments, 
Chinese arms were now sent to Africa on a commercial basis. 

In exchange for economic and other assistance, recipient countries provided political support for 
Beijing. This was highlighted in 1971, when the PRC claimed its seat in the United Nations (UN).34 
Of the 23 countries that tabled the resolution to reinstate China in the UN, 22 received foreign aid 
from China.35 In the vote for the resolution, 26 of the 76 countries that voted in favor of the PRC to 
replace the ROC in the UN were African countries.36 As a result of the support from Africa, Mao 
Zedong is reported to have said, “It was black African friends who carried us back in.”37  

After the Chinese Cultural Revolution ended in the late 1970s, China’s domestic policy prioritized 
economic development.38 The Chinese economy underwent a reform and opening-up process designed 
to make it socialist and market-oriented.39 During the early 1980s, China’s aid, trade, and medical 
assistance to Africa declined. Some reasons cited for this decline in engagement include economic 
hardship in China that the Cultural Revolution induced, China’s need for resources to achieve 
domestic economic goals, and the deterioration of relations with Albania and Vietnam, which were 
major recipients of Chinese aid.40  

29 Nantulya, “China’s Strategic Aims in Africa.”  
30 Li, “China’s New Policy Toward Africa.” 
31 Shinn, “Military and Security Relations.” 
32 Shinn, “Military and Security Relations.” 
33 SIPRI Arms Transfers, “Trade Register for Tanzania for All Arms Sales from 1950 to 1979.” 
34 Li et al., FOCAC Twelve Years Later. 
35 Yuan, Su, and Ouyang, China’s Evolving Approach to Foreign Aid. 
36 Sun, Africa in China’s Foreign Policy. 
37 Li et al., FOCAC Twelve Years Later. 
38 Li, “China’s New Policy Toward Africa.” 
39 Thrall, China’s Expanding African Relations.  
40 Li, “China’s New Policy Toward Africa.” 
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Key officials within the Chinese government were divided on the utility of foreign aid programs. 
Some officials were concerned about the cost to China, while aid proponents believed that aid served 
China’s political needs and should be continued.41 Shortly before the end of the Cultural Revolution, 
foreign aid had constituted a major expense in the Chinese government budget, accounting for as 
much as 6.9 percent in 1973.42 On the other hand, countries that had received Chinese aid helped the 
PRC reclaim its seat in the UN. In the end, Chinese leadership decided that aid was important for 
achieving China’s foreign policy goals; however, large aid projects would no longer be undertaken in 
the future, and aid would be more closely tied to achieving Chinese economic goals.43 This influenced 
foreign policy, which shifted from prioritizing political favors to mutual benefit.44 Consequently, the 
government reduced expenditure on foreign aid by “promoting service contracts, investments and 
trade.”45 In the period from 1970 to 1975, Chinese aid to Africa averaged $319 million annually, but 
that amount fell to an annual average of $94 million in the period from 1976 to 1980.46  

In the early 1980s, Premier Zhao Ziyang visited 11 African countries and announced the four 
principles that would guide China’s economic and technical assistance in the future:47  

• equality and mutual benefit
• stress on practical results
• diversity in form
• common progress.

In his address, Premier Zhao did not mention “aid” but rather “cooperation.”48 Chinese aid to 
Africa fell to $89.5 million in 1980.49 However, as Chinese leaders continued to stress the importance 
of aid in foreign relations, aid to Africa increased to $289 million by 1984.50 But in this new era, aid 
was primarily used to support Chinese industries and promote Chinese exports.51 

In the 1980s, China was forced to reevaluate its noninterference policy in other countries’ 
domestic affairs. After handing over aid projects to recipient countries, many projects required 
rehabilitation by China.52 Thus, China was torn between managing the projects, which it considered 
interference, and simply handing over the project on completion. Zhao explained that providing 
management and technical assistance for completed projects did not constitute interference in the 

41 Brautigam, The Dragon’s Gift. 
42 Yuan, Su, and Ouyang, China’s Evolving Approach to Foreign Aid. 
43 Brautigam, The Dragon’s Gift. 
44 Brautigam, “China’s Foreign Aid in Africa.” 
45 Sun, Africa in China’s Foreign Policy. 
46 Yuan, Su, and Ouyang, China’s Evolving Approach to Foreign Aid. 
47 Brautigam, The Dragon’s Gift. 
48 Brautigam, The Dragon’s Gift. 
49 Copper, “China’s Foreign Aid in 1979–80.” 
50 Brautigam, “China’s Foreign Aid in Africa.” 
51 Brautigam, The Dragon’s Gift. 
52 Brautigam, The Dragon’s Gift. 
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country’s domestic affairs; rather, this was “helping them to build self-reliance.”53 China experimented 
with this new model and obtained mixed results. In such countries as Sierra Leone and Tanzania, 
China had trouble with government corruption and was unable to transfer management to locals even 
up to ten years after project completion, while in Mali and Togo, the model met with success.54 These 
experiences led China to adopt innovative practices, such as mixing aid with co-investment, mixing aid 
with grants, and mixing aid with trade.55  

In the 1980s, arms transfers between China and Africa continued, but on a smaller scale as China 
began to sell more arms to countries within its geopolitical region.56 China’s weapons deliveries to 
Africa during this period included more than 200 fighter and trainer jets, 3 radars, over 400 towed 
guns and multiple rocket launchers, 45 anti-ship missiles, 2 frigates, 4 submarines, 6 missile boats, 8 
corvettes, 10 gunboats, 100 armored personnel carriers, and 66 tanks.57 During this period, China also 
enjoyed political benefits from its relations with Africa. In the aftermath of the Tiananmen Square 
incident in 1989, Western countries imposed sanctions on China to pressure and isolate Beijing.58 
However, several African leaders visited China in a show of support, undermining the effect of the 
sanctions.59 Thus began a tradition in 1991, when the Chinese foreign minister made his first overseas 
visit every year to a country in Africa.60 

In the 1990s, Chinese engagement with Africa was more pragmatic than political. For instance, 
Beijing maintained economic relations with Liberia and, for a time, Eswatini, countries that had 
diplomatic relations with Taiwan.61 During this period, China fully adopted a Two Markets, Two 
Resources policy.62 The Two Markets, Two Resources policy encouraged the penetration of foreign 
markets while protecting the Chinese domestic market and taking advantage of foreign resources while 
protecting domestic Chinese resources.63 As a result, China adopted the Going Out strategy at the end 
of the 1990s, and China’s international trade profile has continued to expand ever since.64 The end of 
the Cold War, which diminished interest in Africa from the West and the Soviet Union, also 
coincided with this period.65 China took advantage of this lack of interest to strengthen its relations 
with Africa based on economic engagement.66 Chinese trade with Africa grew almost sixfold between 
1980 and 1999. 

53 Brautigam, The Dragon’s Gift, p. 57. 
54 Brautigam, The Dragon’s Gift; Li, “China’s New Policy Toward Africa.” 
55 Brautigam, The Dragon’s Gift. 
56 Shinn, “Military and Security Relations.” 
57 SIPRI Arms Transfers, “Trade Register for Africa for All Arms Sales from 1980 to 1989.” 
58 Li, “China’s New Policy Toward Africa.” 
59 Li et al., FOCAC Twelve Years Later. 
60 Rolland, A New Great Game?  
61 Brautigam, The Dragon’s Gift. 
62 Li et al., FOCAC Twelve Years Later; Sun, Africa in China’s Foreign Policy. 
63 de La Bruyère and Picarsic, Two Markets, Two Resources. 
64 Sun, Africa in China’s Foreign Policy. 
65 Shinn and Eisenman, China and Africa: A Century of Engagement. 
66 Shinn and Eisenman, China and Africa: A Century of Engagement. 
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Table 1. China-Africa Trade in the 1980s and 1990s (U.S. dollars, billions) 

Yeara Total Trade Chinese Imports African Imports 

1980 1.13 0.38 0.75 

1981 1.10 0.30 0.80 

1982 1.19 0.21 0.98 

1983 0.92 0.24 0.68 

1984 0.88 0.25 0.62 

1985 0.63 0.21 0.42 

1986 0.85 0.22 0.64 

1987 1.01 0.15 0.85 

1990 0.94 0.28 0.66 

1994 2.64 0.89 1.75 

1995 3.92 1.43 2.49 

1996 4.03 1.46 2.57 

1997 5.67 2.46 3.21 

1998 5.54 1.48 4.06 

1999 6.48 2.38 4.11 

SOURCES: Features information from Li, “China’s New Policy Toward Africa,” pp. 21–49; Li et al., FOCAC Twelve Years 
Later. 
a The table does not present data for every year between 1980 and 1999. 

In the 1990s, the value of Chinese arms transfers to African countries increased compared with 
the 1980s. However, Chinese arms sales lagged Soviet-Russian and U.S. arms sales to Africa.67 
Between 1989 and 1999, China’s weapons deliveries to Africa included 25 surface naval combatants, 
100 antiship missiles, 140 tanks, 1,270 artillery pieces, 40 armored personnel carriers, 40 supersonic 
combat aircraft, 30 other military aircraft, and 30 surface-to-air missiles. Chinese weapon systems 
were appealing because of their low price and similarity to Soviet-Russian weapon systems.68 During 
this period, China also sold arms to countries in conflict and rogue regimes (e.g., Congo, Eritrea, 
Ethiopia, Sierra Leone, Sudan).69 In addition to arms sales, China continued to train service members 
in African countries and became involved in the defense industrial base of some African countries. For 

67 Shinn, “Military and Security Relations.” 
68 Shinn, “Military and Security Relations.” 
69 Muekalia, “Africa and China’s Strategic Partnership.” 
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instance, China assisted in building three arms factories in Sudan and one in Uganda.70 Although 
China mostly sold arms to African countries, China also bought arms from South Africa, which had 
an established arms export industry.71 

Chinese engagement with Africa continued to grow and entered a new phase at the turn of the 
century when the Forum on China-Africa Cooperation (FOCAC) was established. Toward the end of 
the 20th century, a few African leaders expressed a desire for greater cooperation between China and 
Africa.72 In October 1999, President Jiang Zemin wrote to the president of the Organization of 
African Unity (now African Union; AU) and African heads of state to propose the creation of a 
“China-Africa Co-operation Forum.”73 With agreement from both sides, China established FOCAC 
to formalize China-Africa relations.74 When FOCAC was established in 2000, only 44 African 
countries participated. However, by the ninth FOCAC meeting in September 2024, this number had 
increased to 53, leaving only one African country out.75 Eswatini (formerly Swaziland) does not have 
diplomatic relations with China and is not a part of FOCAC because it recognizes Taipei over Beijing. 
The Chinese government agreed to establish FOCAC because of “sensitivity over Western 
competition in Africa and the urgency of building a permanent cooperation mechanism” with Africa.76 
In addition to facilitating bilateral relations with African countries, FOCAC helps the Chinese 
government coordinate policy on Africa.  

Following the establishment of FOCAC, Africa’s importance in Chinese foreign policy became 
more evident. At the time, China’s approach to diplomacy—“Great powers are the key, China’s 
periphery is the priority, developing countries are the foundation, multilateralism is the stage”—
prioritized Africa as the core of the foundation provided by the developing countries.77 Africa 
continued to support China in multilateral forums, and African support made it possible for China to 
host the 2008 Beijing Olympics despite the controversies surrounding China’s Tibet policy and 
China’s protection of the regime of President Omar al-Bashir of Sudan from UN Security Council 
sanctions for the genocide in Darfur.78 China subsequently pressured al-Bashir to accept a UN 
peacekeeping mission in Darfur.79 

In the 1980s, China's economy began to experience high growth after the country’s “opening up” 
of reforms, and China’s gross domestic product (GDP) exceeded that of Africa by 1987. With the 
launch of the Going Out policy in 1999, Chinese GDP began to grow at an even faster rate.  

70 Shinn, “Military and Security Relations.” 
71 Shinn, “Military and Security Relations.” 
72 Li et al., FOCAC Twelve Years Later; Yu, “What Is FOCAC?”  
73 Muekalia, “Africa and China’s Strategic Partnership.” 
74 Li et al., FOCAC Twelve Years Later.  
75 Yuan, Su, and Ouyang, China’s Evolving Approach to Foreign Aid. 
76 Li et al., FOCAC Twelve Years Later, p. 17. 
77 Rolland, A New Great Game? p. 8.  
78 Sun, Africa in China’s Foreign Policy; Brautigam, The Dragon’s Gift; Rotberg, “China’s Quest for Resources, Opportunities, and 
Influence in Africa.” 
79 Cooper, “Darfur Collides with Olympics, and China Yields.” 
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Figure 1. GDP of China and Africa Between 1960 and 2023 

SOURCE: Features information from World Bank, “GDP (constant 2015 US$)” (CC BY-4.0). 

In 2000, when FOCAC was established, China-Africa trade was $10 billion, which grew to over 
$260 billion in 2023. China surpassed the United States as Africa’s biggest trading partner in 2009.80 
One of the reasons that China-Africa trade grew significantly during this period is the credit facilities 
that China made available to African countries. In 2000, Chinese loans to Africa were $140 million, 
but, by 2010, this had grown to $6.8 billion.81 African countries continued to borrow from China 
because of the generous loan terms and because China implemented a debt relief program.82 In 
addition, contracting with Chinese firms also significantly increased. From an annual contracting 
revenue of $1.09 billion in 2000, Chinese firms increased their contracting revenue in Africa to $35 
billion by 2010.83 

80 Sun, Africa in China’s Foreign Policy. 
81 Boston University Global Development Policy Center, Chinese Loans to Africa Database. 
82 Yuan, Su, and Ouyang, China’s Evolving Approach to Foreign Aid; Rotberg, “China’s Quest for Resources, Opportunities, and 
Influence in Africa.” 
83 China Africa Research Initiative, School of Advanced International Studies, Johns Hopkins University, “Gross Annual 
Revenues of Chinese Companies’ Construction Projects in Africa.” 
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Table 2. China-Africa Trade in the 2000s (U.S. dollars, billions) 

Year Total Trade Chinese Imports African Imports 

2002 12 5 7 

2003 18 7 10 

2004 27 14 14 

2005 38 19 19 

2006 53 27 27 

2007 71 34 37 

2008 102 51 51 

2009 88 40 48 

2010 120 60 60 

SOURCE: Features information from China Africa Research Initiative, School of Advanced International Studies, Johns 
Hopkins University, “China's Exports to African Countries.” 

Similarly, Chinese nationals began migrating to Africa to start businesses and work with Chinese 
companies. The number of Chinese nationals working in Africa in 2001 was 46,800, peaked at 
263,659 in 2015, and dropped to 93,526 in 2021.84 These are Chinese contract workers sent by the 
Chinese government to work in Africa. However, there are reports that the number of Chinese 
nationals living in Africa, including contract workers, embassy personnel, private entrepreneurs, and 
students, is as high as 1 million.85 

Table 3. Chinese Trade, Loans, Investments, and Contract Revenue from Africa in the 
2000s (U.S. dollars, billions) 

Year Total Trade Chinese Loans Chinese Investment Stock Chinese Contract Revenue 

2002 12 0.72 — 1.81 

2003 18 1.73 0.49 2.60 

2004 27 0.91 0.90 3.81 

2005 38 2.28 1.60 6.09 

2006 53 5.72 2.56 9.32 

2007 71 5.14 4.46 12.38 

84 China Africa Research Initiative, School of Advanced International Studies, Johns Hopkins University, “Number of Chinese 
Workers in Africa by the End of Year (Includes Both Contracted Projects and Labor Services).” 
85 Sun, Africa in China’s Foreign Policy; Okeowo, “The Settlers”; Park, “One Million Chinese in Africa.” 
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Year Total Trade Chinese Loans Chinese Investment Stock Chinese Contract Revenue 

2008 102 3.76 7.80 19.75 

2009 88 7.28 9.33 28.10 

2010 120 7.27 13.04 35.83 

SOURCES: Features information from Boston University Global Development Policy Center, Chinese Loans to Africa 
Database; China Africa Research Initiative, School of Advanced International Studies, Johns Hopkins University, 
“China's Exports to African Countries”; China Africa Research Initiative, School of Advanced International Studies, 
Johns Hopkins University, “China-African Bilateral Trade Data Overview”; China Africa Research Initiative, School of 
Advanced International Studies, Johns Hopkins University, “Chinese FDI Stock in African Countries”; China Africa 
Research Initiative, School of Advanced International Studies, Johns Hopkins University, “Gross Annual Revenues of 
Chinese Companies’ Construction Projects in Africa.”  
NOTE: — = Data not available. Source did not include data for that year. 

Chinese military engagement has continued in the new millennium, and nearly every African 
country that has diplomatic relations with China has benefited.86 However, this engagement shifted 
from gifts and donations to sales. China continues to be one of the major arms suppliers to African 
countries, especially countries that cannot obtain advanced weapon systems from the West because of 
UN sanctions and embargoes.87 China’s arms deliveries between 2000 and 2023 included more than 
1,000 armored personnel carriers, more than 200 infantry fighting vehicles, more than 100 armored 
fire support vehicles, more than 600 surface-to-air missiles, more than 300 aircraft and helicopters, 75 
unmanned aerial vehicles, about 1,000 anti-tank missiles, 85 anti-ship missiles, 50 guided bombs, over 
ten surface-to-air missile systems, over 20 naval vessels, 55 diesel engines for armored personnel 
carriers, over 200 tanks, and several artillery pieces.88 Chinese arms transfers to Africa include such 
high-tech modern weapon systems as radars, guided bombs, and unmanned aerial systems. In 
addition, China is involved in arms production with African countries, including in Nigeria and 
Uganda, and China helped Sudan develop its arms manufacturing industry.89 

In China’s African Policy document released in 2006, China formally pledged to promote military 
exchanges, continue capacity-building of African security forces, and support the AU and UN 
peacekeeping operations.90 Similarly, Chinese medical aid continued to flow to Africa and became part 
of the FOCAC agenda. In 2006, China pledged to provide Africa with anti-malarial drugs worth $40 
million.91 Between 2000 and 2012, Chinese medical aid to Africa averaged $233 million annually.92 
China also supported Africa in its response to the West African Ebola virus disease outbreak, 

86 Shinn, “Military and Security Relations.” 
87 Lynch, “China’s Arms Exports Flooding Sub-Saharan Africa”; Shinn, “Military and Security Relations.” 
88 SIPRI Arms Transfers, “SIPRI Trade Register for China for All Arms Sales to Africa from 2000 to 2020.” 
89 “UPDF to Establish Drone Manufacturing Workshop in Nakasongola”; Odeniyi, “Updated: China to Establish Military 
Equipment Firm in Nigeria”; Large, “Arms, Oil, and Darfur.” 
90 “White Paper on China’s African Policy, January 2006”; Shinn, “Military and Security Relations.” 
91 Eom et al., Looking Back and Moving Forward. 
92 Grépin et al., “China’s Role as a Global Health Donor in Africa.” 
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providing Africa with $120 million and more than 1,000 medical personnel.93 In contrast, the United 
States provided over $1 billion in medical aid to help African countries address the outbreak.94 In 
addition, China and the United States pledged to help Africa set up and operationalize the Africa 
Centres for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC).95 The United States threatened to stop providing 
financial support to the Africa CDC if China were allowed to build its new headquarters.96 However, 
despite China going ahead with the construction of the headquarters, the United States continues (as 
of January 2025) to provide financial support for the Africa CDC.97  

At the 2015 FOCAC meeting, Xi Jinping’s first such meeting as PRC president, the commitments 
made by China increased significantly. China pledged to provide loans and export credit worth 
$35 billion, provide grants and zero-interest loans worth $5 billion, increase loans to support Chinese 
small and medium enterprises  in Africa from $1 billion to $6 billion, increase the China-Africa 
Development Fund from $5 billion to $10 billion, provide $60 million to the AU to support the 
establishment of the African Standby Force, and expand training and capacity-building exercises to 
reach hundreds of thousands of Africans.98 Chinese financial pledges tripled between 2012 and 2015, 
from $20 billion to $60 billion.99 The financial pledges made at the next three FOCAC summits in 
2018, 2021, and 2024 were $60 billion, $40 billion, and $50.7 billion, respectively.100 

Within the FOCAC framework, China has incorporated security cooperation and people-to-
people exchanges, further consolidating the relationship between China and Africa. In addition to the 
FOCAC pledges, President Xi also launched the One Belt, One Road Initiative (now the Belt and 
Road Initiative [BRI]) in 2013 and has sought to include Africa in the initiative. Although Africa was 
hardly mentioned in the original BRI framework, China has now designated many of its projects in 
Africa as BRI projects.101 With the launch of the BRI, the Global Civilization Initiative (GCI), Global 
Development Initiative (GDI), and the Global Security Initiative (GSI), China has increased its 
international profile and overseas markets. As a result, it has continued to experience high growth and 
high trade volumes. China-Africa trade has also grown as a result.  

93 Wang and Bateman, “China’s Medical Aid in Africa.” 
94 Bouey, From SARS to 2019-Coronavirus (nCoV). 
95 Aboaf, U.S.-China Collaboration in Creating and Supporting the Africa Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. 
96 Manson and Pilling, “U.S. Warns over Chinese ‘Spying’ on African Disease Control Centre.”  
97 White House, “Fact Sheet: U.S-Africa Partnership in Health Cooperation.” 
98 Eom et al., Looking Back and Moving Forward. 
99 Yuan, Su, and Ouyang, China’s Evolving Approach to Foreign Aid. 
100 “China’s Relationship with Africa Is Growing Murkier.”  
101 Shinn, “China’s Strategic Aims in Africa”; Rolland, “Introduction.”  
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Figure 2. U.S.-Africa Trade Versus China-Africa Trade Between 2002 and 2023 

SOURCES: Features information from China Africa Research Initiative, School of Advanced International Studies, Johns 
Hopkins University, “China’s Exports to African Countries”; China Africa Research Initiative, School of Advanced 
International Studies, Johns Hopkins University, “China-African Bilateral Trade Data Overview”; China Africa Research 
Initiative, School of Advanced International Studies, Johns Hopkins University, “U.S.-Africa Trade.”  

Chinese economic engagement declined between 2015 and 2020 but is now experiencing a 
revitalization. China-Africa trade fell from $203 billion in 2015 to $133 billion in 2016 but has been 
over $230 billion per year since 2021. Loans fell from a peak of $28.8 billion in 2016 to $1 billion in 
2021 and 2022 before recovering to over $4.5 billion in 2023. Following the new loan commitments at 
the 2024 FOCAC summit, Chinese loans to Africa are expected to show a new upward trend. 
Chinese investment stock in Africa declined but was still above $40 billion in 2022. Arms sales to 
Africa also decreased between 2018 and 2022, and, although China remained one of the top three 
arms suppliers on the continent, the share of arms supplied by China also decreased.102 However, 
Chinese political and security interests continued to increase throughout this period. 

102 Wezeman, Gadon, and Wezeman, “Trends in International Arms Transfers, 2022.” 
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Table 4. Chinese Trade, Loans, Investments, and Contract Revenue from Africa Since 2011 (U.S. 
dollars, billions) 

Year Total Trade Chinese Loans Chinese Investment Stock Chinese Contract Revenue 

2011 147 9.17 16.24 36.12 

2012 164 12.86 21.73 40.76 

2013 174 18.82 26.19 47.89 

2014 186 12.56 32.35 52.97 

2015 203 13.49 34.69 54.74 

2016 133 28.82 39.88 51.45 

2017 155 16.30 43.30 51.19 

2018 185 16.23 46.10 48.84 

2019 192 8.76 44.39 46.01 

2020 176 2.88 43.40 38.15 

2021 232 1.56 44.19 37.12 

2022 261 1.02 40.90 37.84 

2023 262 4.61 N/Aa N/Aa 

SOURCES: Features information from Boston University Global Development Policy Center, Chinese Loans to Africa 
Database; China Africa Research Initiative, School of Advanced International Studies, Johns Hopkins University, 
“China's Exports to African Countries”; China Africa Research Initiative, School of Advanced International Studies, 
Johns Hopkins University, “China-African Bilateral Trade Data Overview”; China Africa Research Initiative, School of 
Advanced International Studies, Johns Hopkins University, “Chinese FDI Stock in African Countries”; China Africa 
Research Initiative, School of Advanced International Studies, Johns Hopkins University, “Gross Annual Revenues of 
Chinese Companies’ Construction Projects in Africa.”  
a 2023 data for Chinese investment stock and Chinese contract revenue were not available in the dataset. N/A = not 
applicable. 
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Chinese Interests in Africa 
Economic, political, and security considerations have shaped Chinese foreign policy in Africa. In 

the early stages of engagement, ideological and political interests dominated; however, following 
China’s market-oriented reforms, economic interests became the primary interest driving Chinese 
engagement. At the time of this writing, political and security interests are becoming increasingly 
important, and Beijing is using its economic statecraft to advance them. Nevertheless, economic 
interests remain central, and China-Africa relations have endured mainly because of continuing supply 
and demand forces.103 For instance, Africa needs infrastructure that China is willing to provide, and 
China needs mineral resources that Africa has in significant quantities. China’s strong diplomatic 
relationships with Africa underpin Beijing’s broader political interest in leadership of the Global 
South.  

Economic Interests 
China seeks access to natural resources and other inputs for the domestic manufacturing industry. 

China seeks these natural resources in Africa, bypassing the pricing regime on international 
markets.104 Consequently, Chinese development assistance is largely designed to facilitate exports.105 
Infrastructure projects undertaken in Africa by China enhance its ability to efficiently extract and 
transport natural resources back to China, which is in line with the Two Markets, Two Resources 
policy.106 

Also in line with the Two Markets, Two Resources policy is China’s desire to penetrate the 
African market with Chinese goods. Africa presents China with a viable and growing market where 
Chinese goods have a competitive advantage. In addition, China seeks to diversify its foreign markets 
to ensure resilience and continuing market access in the face of adverse trade policies from Western 
countries. This has benefited both China and Africa, because studies have shown that China-Africa 
trade has contributed to economic growth and poverty alleviation in Africa.107 

In the past two decades, Africa has been a destination for Chinese investment, while Western 
companies have been reducing their investments in Africa, creating a gap that China has been happy to 
fill.108 Analysts speculate that Beijing seeks to relocate its labor-intensive industries to Africa while 
maintaining capital and technology-intensive industries in China.109 However, proximity, lower costs, 
and better infrastructure make South and Southeast Asia a more viable option for China. 

103 Kardon, “China’s Ports in Africa”; Kovrig, “China Expands Its Peace and Security Footprint in Africa.” 
104 Mwanawina, China-Africa Economic Relations.  
105 Rotberg, “China’s Quest for Resources, Opportunities, and Influence in Africa.” 
106 Rupp, “Africa and China: Engaging Postcolonial Interdependencies.” 
107 Shelton, “China and South Africa: Common Interests and Global Objectives.”  
108 Li, “China’s New Policy Toward Africa.” 
109 Sun, Africa in China’s Foreign Policy; Rolland, China’s Southern Strategy. 
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Africa also presents an opportunity for Chinese firms to increase revenue, experience, and 
employment.110 Chinese contracting revenue in Africa was $1.81 billion in 2000 and peaked at $54.74 
billion in 2015, but it has steadily declined, falling to $37.84 billion in 2022.111 

Political Interests 
China engages with Africa to gain political support in the international community.112 Africa is 

important in these settings because of the number of votes that Africa has in international forums. For 
instance, more than one-quarter of UN General Assembly votes are from African countries, and the 
votes of African countries in the UN are more supportive of China’s positions than those of the 
United States.113 

China also engages with Africa to improve its image as a responsible global power.114 In early 
2020, the Chinese media in Africa portrayed China as a responsible global power committed to 
supporting Africa through the uncertainties presented by the coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) 
pandemic, while at the same time portraying the United States as irresponsible and incompetent in 
dealing with the pandemic.115 Chinese media propaganda appears to be effective in bolstering China’s 
image; however, Africans still seem to hold a more positive view of the United States.116 

In addition, China leverages its African partnerships to garner support for its core sovereignty 
interests, including policies on Hong Kong, human rights, the South China Sea, Taiwan, Tibet, and 
Xinjiang. For instance, China aims to isolate Taiwan diplomatically, and diplomatic recognition for 
the PRC across Africa helps it achieve this goal.117 Furthermore, China views Africa as a theater for 
geostrategic competition.118 The Chinese Communist Party seeks to accomplish the “rejuvenation of 
the Chinese nation” by 2049 and sees African support for Beijing’s efforts to lead global change as a 
component of that rejuvenation.119 For this reason, China has begun taking steps in Africa associated 
with its broader global objectives. 

110 Thrall, China’s Expanding African Relations. 
111 China Africa Research Initiative, School of Advanced International Studies, Johns Hopkins University, “Gross Annual 
Revenues of Chinese Companies’ Construction Projects in Africa.”  
112 Sun, “China’s Strategic Aims in Africa.” 
113 Shinn, “China’s Strategic Aims in Africa.” 
114 Brautigam, “China’s Foreign Aid in Africa.” 
115 Nantulya, “China’s Strategic Aims in Africa.” 
116 Eisenmann, China’s Media Propaganda in Africa. 
117 Sun, “China’s Strategic Aims in Africa.” 
118 Rolland, A New Great Game?  
119 Rolland, A New Great Game? p. 8. 
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Security Interests 
China is interested in the security and stability of its African partners to safeguard Chinese 

investments and Chinese nationals in those countries.120 Consequently, China has forged closer 
bilateral relationships with many military and security forces in Africa, and China has institutionalized 
multilateral security cooperation with Africa and the African Union through FOCAC.121 In addition, 
China engages in UN peacekeeping operations in Africa, usually in countries where China has an 
economic interest, but this is also on the decline.122 Chinese firms in Africa usually engage Chinese 
private security contractors to protect their assets and nationals.123 

Concerns About Chinese Interests 
Increased trade with China has exposed African industries to competition, killing off some African 

industries. African textile and leather industries have become economically unviable because of 
competition from China.124 African trade with China is unequal—as one source noted, “African 
imports from China are more broadly based than African exports to China.”125 China imports crude 
oil, natural resources, and raw materials from Africa and exports manufactures to Africa.126 If present 
trends continue and Africa’s exports are dominated by unprocessed commodities, the manufacturing 
capacity already built in Africa could be lost.127 Increased trade with China has also created persistent 
trade deficits for many of its non–resource-exporting African partners. China portrays its relationship 
with Africa as a relationship between equals for mutual benefit, but evidence in many cases belies this 
portrait.128  

Africans have also raised concerns about the number of Chinese workers in Africa because the 
proliferation of Chinese workers is affecting the livelihood of African workers.129 Given the number of 
Chinese nationals living in Africa and the fact that some Chinese companies bring workers from 
China to execute their contracts in Africa, Chinese nationals compete with Africans for jobs in their 
country. Chinese contracting revenue in Africa has steadily declined, and this situation is less severe 
than it was once. However, local politicians continue to raise concerns about Chinese workers working 
at local jobs that their citizens can do. Chinese firms reportedly employ Chinese nationals instead of 
Africans to circumvent local labor laws.130 On the other hand, Chinese firms that hire locally have 
been accused of exploiting local African labor by offering low wages and maltreating workers. Unsafe 

120 Hanauer and Morris, Chinese Engagement in Africa; Yu, “China’s Expanding Security Involvement in Africa.” 
121 “White Paper on China’s African Policy, January 2006.”  
122 Shinn, “Military and Security Relations.” 
123 Nantulya, “Chinese Security Firms Spread Along the African Belt and Road.”  
124 Rupp, “Africa and China: Engaging Postcolonial Interdependencies.” 
125 Broadman, “Chinese-African Trade and Investment.” 
126 Sun, Africa in China’s Foreign Policy. 
127 Broadman, “Chinese-African Trade and Investment.” 
128 Rupp, “Africa and China: Engaging Postcolonial Interdependencies.” 
129 Thrall, China’s Expanding African Relations; Rotberg, China’s Quest for Resources, Opportunities, and Influence in Africa. 
130 Rupp, “Africa and China: Engaging Postcolonial Interdependencies.” 
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working conditions have also been reported in some Chinese firms.131 These have been attributed to 
the poor labor laws extant in China and the complacency of African countries in enforcing their local 
labor laws.132 

China’s security interest in Africa is growing as Chinese investments and citizens continue to 
increase in Africa, prompting concerns from the West that Beijing will open military bases in Africa to 
protect its investments and promote stability.133 However, before establishing another military base in 
Africa, China can access dual-use ports constructed by Chinese firms for naval operations.134 China 
has “built, financed, invested in, or operated one or more terminals at sixty-one port facilities in thirty 
African countries.”135 In addition, considering that Chinese private security contractors are state-
owned enterprises, there is a concern that they can be used to serve Beijing’s interests beyond 
immediate security needs.136 The activities of Russian private military and security companies in 
Africa are a case in point. 

Chinese arms have been found to increase political violence and have also been found in conflict 
regions in Africa, including countries that have active UN arms embargoes.137 China does not consider 
the human rights record of countries before engaging with them, making China a partner of choice for 
many African countries. Although China pledges to control the proliferation of Chinese small arms 
and light weapons in Africa, China is reportedly doing little to help Africa achieve this objective.138 

There is also a concern about the lack of transparency surrounding Chinese activities in Africa. 
China encourages its aid agencies to “closely combine foreign aid, direct investment, service contracts, 
labor cooperation, foreign trade, and export,” thus making it difficult to estimate the actual value of aid 
China provides to Africa.139 This lack of transparency is a major reason why the China-Africa 
relationship attracts international attention. Chinese contracts signed for projects in Africa are usually 
shrouded in secrecy and kept from both the country’s citizens and the international community. A 
recent case is the controversy surrounding the Standard Gauge Railway (SGR) project in Kenya. 
Kenyan citizens sued the government in a bid to uncover the deal that was signed with China for this 
project. However, the Kenyan government refused to make known the details of the contract, citing 
national security as the reason for the nondisclosure.140 This is despite the fact that, years earlier, a 
Kenyan appeals court had ruled that the SGR contract was illegal.141 China reportedly does not 
disclose its aid to Africa for political and cultural reasons; however, transparency suffers as a result.142  

131 Thrall, China’s Expanding African Relations. 
132 Jiang, “China’s Emerging Strategic Partnerships in Africa.” 
133 Nyabiage, “Do China’s Africa Ambitions Include a Second Military Base?”; van Staden, “Fears of a Chinese Naval Base in 
West Africa Are Overblown”; Thrall, China’s Expanding African Relations. 
134 Shinn and Eisenman, China's Relations with Africa. 
135 Shinn and Eisenman, China's Relations with Africa, p. 274. 
136 Nantulya, Chinese Security Firms Spread Along the African Belt and Road. 
137 Thrall, China's Expanding African Relations; Rotberg, China’s Quest for Resources, Opportunities, and Influence in Africa. 
138 Shinn, “Military and Security Relations.” 
139 Sun, Africa in China’s Foreign Policy, p. 8. 
140 Olander, “Citing National Security, Kenya (Again) Refuses to Release SGR Contracts with China.” 
141 Gakweli, “SGR Contract Is Illegal–Court of Appeal.”  
142 Li, “China’s New Policy Toward Africa.” 



19 

China’s support for authoritarian governments undermines the efforts of Western countries to 
promote democracy, anti-corruption practices, and accountability in Africa. Beijing provides 
authoritarian governments with an all-weather friend willing to engage with these governments and 
shield these governments from international sanctions.143 Such countries as Sudan and Zimbabwe 
have benefited from this type of relationship with China. For example, a contract signed with the 
DRC government of Joseph Kabila in 2007 has come under scrutiny. A report, based on leaked 
documents from a Gabonese bank, reveals high-level corruption by Congolese and Chinese actors 
involved in the contract.144  

Western countries have also raised concerns about China’s resource-backed loans, which are seen 
as exploitative and accounted for about a quarter of Chinese lending to Africa between 2000 and 
2019.145 Although resource-backed loans and resource for infrastructure (RFI) deals are not unique to 
China, projects constructed under China’s RFI deals have been found to be overpriced because they 
are not subject to a competitive bidding process.146 Chinese loan contracts also contain a waiver of 
sovereign immunity clause that increases fears that China will burden countries with debt and then 
seize their national assets when they fail to repay the loans.147 The Sri Lankan Hambantota port is 
often cited in our review of our sources as an example of a national asset that China has seized. 
Contrary to commonly held belief, the Sri Lankan government could not meet its debt obligations and 
decided to offer up its majority stake in the port through a bidding process. The winning bid was 
made by a Chinese company that now manages the port’s operations.148 However, concerns remain 
about China’s potential use of the port for military purposes.149 

Concerns have also been raised about China’s engagement in neocolonialism in Africa.150 To dispel 
the concerns about neocolonialism, the PRC stated the following five lines that it will not cross in 
Africa: 

[N]o interference in African countries’ choice of a development path that fits their
national conditions; no interference in African countries’ internal affairs; no
imposition of its will on African countries; no attachment of political strings to
assistance to Africa; and no pursuit of selfish political gains through investment and
financing cooperation with Africa.151

China presents the “promise of opportunity and respect” to African countries as equals, which 
Western countries often fail to convey.152 Regardless of the concerns raised by the West, as long as 

143 Rotberg, “China’s Quest for Resources, Opportunities, and Influence in Africa.” 
144 The Sentry, The Backchannel; Fessy, “Congo Investigation a Chance to Fight Corruption”; Olander, “Chinese Involvement in 
the ‘Congo Hold-Up’ Corruption Scandal.” 
145 Acker and Brautigam, Twenty Years of Data on China’s Africa Lending. 
146 Landry, The Risks and Rewards of Resource-for-Infrastructure Deals. Japan carried out projects in China after the Chinese 
Revolution using this financing method because of China’s poor credit (see Sun, Africa in China’s Foreign Policy). 
147 Brautigam et al., How Africa Borrows From China. 
148 Brautigam, “A Critical Look at Chinese ‘Debt-Trap Diplomacy.’” 
149 Kardon, “China’s Ports in Africa.” 
150 Li, “China’s New Policy Toward Africa.” 
151 Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People’s Republic of China, China and Africa in the New Era. 
152 Rolland, China’s Southern Strategy; Li, “China’s New Policy Toward Africa.” 
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Western countries fail to prioritize Africa engagement or provide a credible alternative to the 
resources that China provides, Africa will continue to turn to China.153 

China-Africa Relations Case Studies 
Although it is beyond the scope of this overview to examine in detail an extensive array of country 

case studies in Africa to assess the interplay of Chinese and local African engagement, a brief 
examination of three case studies (Kenya, South Africa, and Zambia) provides a cross-sectional look 
at the various historical factors and issues currently at play. 

Kenya 
In the 1950s and 1960s, before Kenya obtained independence, China and Kenya already had 

economic relations.154 Kenya exported raw materials to China, while China exported semiprocessed 
and finished goods to Kenya.155 In 1963, the year Kenya obtained independence from the United 
Kingdom, trade between the two countries was $1.2 million, and Kenya’s exports to China were 
valued at three times the value of Chinese exports to Kenya.156 Following Kenya’s independence, trade 
between the two countries continued to grow.  

China-Kenya diplomatic relations began on December 14, 1963, two days after Kenya gained 
independence.157 China was the fourth country, after Germany, the Soviet Union, and Ethiopia, to 
recognize Kenya’s independence.158 However, because of ideological differences within the Kenyan 
government and suspicion over China’s actions and motives during the Chinese Cultural Revolution, 
diplomatic relations became severely strained in 1967.159 Left-wing politicians in the ruling party, 
Kenya African National Union, favored closer relations with China, while right-wing politicians 
favored relations with the West. The right-wing politicians won government control and strengthened 
relations with the West and made a diplomatic break from China.160 After the deaths of Mao Zedong 
of China and President Jomo Kenyatta of Kenya, President Daniel arap Moi of Kenya began 
improving diplomatic relations with China in 1978.161 In the previous decade, Moi was one of the 
right-wing politicians accused by China of “slander, vilification, and grave provocation” in the incident 
that led to the expulsion of the charge d’affaires from the two countries.162 In improving relations with 

153 Moore, “The G7 Struggles to Present a Credible Alternative to China's Belt and Road”; Moore, African Countries Should Stay 
Loyal to China’s Troubled Huawei—Regardless of Trump.  
154 Chege, Economic Relations Between Kenya and China, 1963–2007. 
155 Chege, Economic Relations Between Kenya and China, 1963–2007. 
156 Chege, Economic Relations Between Kenya and China, 1963–2007. 
157 Mulati, “China-Kenya Relations.” 
158 Mulati, “China-Kenya Relations.” 
159 Chege, Economic Relations Between Kenya and China, 1963–2007. 
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China, President Moi sought to diversify Kenya’s development funding sources.163 However, 
President Moi’s antidemocratic and corrupt practices are believed to have strained his relationship 
with the West, causing him to seek a closer alliance with China.164 

In 1980, Moi visited China and signed an economic and technological cooperation agreement and 
a trade agreement.165 Some of the projects China undertook following these agreements are the Moi 
International Sport Center, a teaching hospital at Moi University, the Gambogi-Serem Highway, 
scholarships, and military exchanges.166 China provided Kenya an interest-free loan to finance 
construction, while Kenya provided China with training in tourism management and agriculture.167 
China-Kenya trade grew, and the trade balance shifted in China’s favor.168  

In 2002, Mwai Kibaki became the president of Kenya. Although Kenya’s traditional donors were 
happy to work with the Kibaki government, it stated that moralizing from the West would cause it to 
“go East.”169 Under Kibaki’s presidency, China-Kenya relations were further deepened as a result of 
bilateral agreements signed, and multilateral agreements brought about through FOCAC. The China-
Kenya Investment Forum was established during this period.170 In 2005, President Kibaki visited 
China with 11 trade and investment delegations, which secured a five-part agreement that included 
development assistance, direct air service to China for Kenya Airways, technical assistance with 
industrial production standards, and equipment modernization at the state-owned Kenya 
Broadcasting Corporation.171 On the other hand, Chinese firms won contracts for major projects and 
concessions that would previously have been awarded to Western companies.172 Following this visit, 
which unofficially confirmed Kenya’s Look East Policy, bilateral relations between the two countries 
improved, and there was a Chinese trade exhibition in Kenya in 2006.173 By 2006, Chinese companies 
had invested about $55 million in Kenya, and Chinese goods, previously considered inferior, were 
widely accepted.174 Chinese aid also increased from 0.08 percent of Kenya’s total foreign aid in 2002 to 
13 percent in 2005.175 Under Kibaki, Kenya preferred to receive development assistance from China 
rather than the West because China raised no issues concerning human rights or democracy.176 

From 2013 to 2022, Uhuru Kenyatta was the president of Kenya. The China-Africa 
Development Bank and the China-Africa Research Center were established in Kenya during his 
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tenure.177 China-Kenya trade also continued to grow (see Figure 3). China-Kenya trade was 
$8.5 billion in 2022, and Chinese exports to Kenya accounted for 97 percent of this amount. China-
Kenya trade has been skewed in China’s favor since 1964, and Kenyan textiles are among its 
casualties.178 China has continued to grant development, finance, and military aid to Kenya.179 
Between 2001 and 2022, Kenya received more than $9 billion in loans from China, making Kenya one 
of the top recipients of Chinese loans in Africa.180 Kenya has also benefited from China’s debt relief 
program.181 As of 2022, Chinese foreign direct investment (FDI) in Kenya was about $1.8 billion.182 

Figure 3. China-Kenya Trade Between 2000 and 2023 

SOURCES: Features information from China Africa Research Initiative, School of Advanced International Studies, Johns 
Hopkins University, “China’s Exports to African Countries”; China Africa Research Initiative, School of Advanced 
International Studies, Johns Hopkins University, “China-African Bilateral Trade Data Overview.” 

Chinese contractors have won major contracts in Kenya, fostering resentment among local Kenyan 
contractors who have now been consigned to smaller, rural jobs. Although the government attributes 
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the success of Chinese companies in winning the contracts to the competitiveness of their bids, local 
contractors believe the Chinese firms win the contracts because of “political influence and 
kickbacks.”183 However, this could also be because China requires a Chinese company to implement 
any project it finances.  

Kenya receives military aid from China and acquires Chinese weapon systems. Between 2000 and 
2017, Kenya received $7.9 million worth of military aid from China as donations.184 Between 2000 
and 2023, Kenya bought 92 armored personnel carriers, nine helicopters, and six light transport 
aircraft from China.185 In addition, the People’s Liberation Army Navy (PLAN) hospital ship, Peace 
Ark, has visited Kenya as part of Chinese military aid.186 The PLAN visited the Mombasa port in 
2010, 2014, and 2019.187  

In 2017, China-Kenya relations were elevated to the level of a comprehensive strategic cooperative 
partnership.188 However, China-Kenya relations have not been without challenges. Following Kenya’s 
request to China for an extension of a debt repayment holiday, China stopped disbursing funds for 
active loans to Kenya.189 The Kenyan government eventually had to continue servicing its Chinese 
debts before China made further loan disbursements.190 The SGR project connecting the Mombasa 
port to the capital, Nairobi, has also been a source of controversy.191 The project has often been 
compared with the Lunatic Express, a British railway project that occurred over a century ago, and 
concerns have been raised about the waiver of sovereign immunity clause in the SGR loan contract.192 
The Export-Import Bank of China has also withdrawn funding for a project to extend the Kenya 
SGR because of concerns about its financial viability and Kenya’s political stability.193 Chinese 
nationals in Kenya have been accused of racism against Kenyans, and the Kenyan government has also 
faced domestic and international criticism because it has occasionally acted in ways detrimental to its 
economy in a bid to satisfy Beijing.194 Examples are the deportation of Taiwanese citizens to 
Guangzhou, China, and the ordering of Kenyan government agencies and local businesses to transport 
cargo via the Chinese-built SGR rather than the less expensive trucking alternative.195  
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As part of his campaign promises, Kenyan President William Ruto promised to publish contracts 
the Kenyan government has signed with China.196 This highlights how important China-Kenya 
relations are in the domestic political landscape. President Ruto’s government subsequently published 
some contract-related documents on SGR revealing that Kenya is bearing all the risk and China is 
guaranteed its return even if Kenya defaults, China wants goods bought with the proceeds from the 
railway to be sourced from China, and Kenya secured the loan at a higher rate than is typical for 
government-to-government loans.197 Unlike former President John Magufuli in Tanzania, former 
President Uhuru Kenyatta of Kenya, who negotiated the terms for the SGR contract, was said to be 
weak and unable to negotiate favorable terms with Beijing.198 

South Africa 
Chinese interaction with South Africa dates to the period of liberation struggles in Africa. During 

this period, China’s ideology influenced its foreign policy, and the Chinese Communist Party focused 
on developing relations with communist parties in South Africa.199 China actively supported the ANC 
in South Africa until the ANC aligned itself with the Soviet Union during the era of the Sino-Soviet 
split, causing China to shift support to the Pan Africanist Congress.200 This possibly contributed to 
the continuation of diplomatic relations with Taiwan under the new ANC-led government of 
President Nelson Mandela.201 Taiwan’s relations with the apartheid regime and the PRC’s trade 
relations with the regime added complexity to the decision of the ANC government on which Chinese 
entity to recognize.202 The ANC-led government continued diplomatic relations with Taiwan until 
1998, when it eventually switched recognition to Beijing. Some reasons South Africa withdrew its 
recognition of Taiwan included the need to acknowledge China’s support for South Africa’s liberation 
struggle, the desire to expand trade and investment with the PRC, and the fact that the recognition of 
Beijing over Taiwan was nearly universal.203 In addition, China allowed South Africa to maintain 
economic ties with Taiwan; however, this relationship suffered from interference from Beijing.204 
Since then, China–South African relations have grown to the level of an “All-Round Strategic 
Cooperative Partnership in a New Era.”205  
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Since the establishment of relations, trade between both countries has grown from $1.3 billion in 
2000 to $36 billion in 2023, making South Africa China’s top trading partner in Africa. Chinese 
exports to South Africa accounted for 65 percent of 2023 total trade (see Figure 4). South Africa’s 
major exports to China are heavy chemicals, diamonds, and nonferrous metals, while China’s major 
exports to South Africa are clothing, electronic equipment, and machinery.206  

Figure 4. China–South Africa Trade Between 2000 and 2023 

SOURCES: Features information from China Africa Research Initiative, School of Advanced International Studies, Johns 
Hopkins University, “China’s Exports to African Countries”; China Africa Research Initiative, School of Advanced 
International Studies, Johns Hopkins University, “China-African Bilateral Trade Data Overview.” 

As trade increased, cheap Chinese goods disrupted industries, leaving thousands of workers 
unemployed in South Africa.207 However, when South African President Thabo Mbeki raised this 
issue in 2006 with Chinese Premier Wen Jiabao, China agreed to protect South Africa’s textile and 
clothing industry from lower-cost Chinese products.208 In 2006, President Mbeki also stated the risk 
of African countries getting stuck in an unequal relationship with China and challenged China to 
participate in Africa’s development rather than repeat the mistakes of the colonial powers in Africa.209 
Other organizations in South Africa, such as labor unions and the ANC Youth League, have also 
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raised concerns about Chinese economic engagement with the country, but this action has not led to 
significant changes in the relationship.210 

Among African countries, South Africa is unique in that it buys and sells arms to China.211 South 
Africa sold nonsensitive military equipment worth about $2 million to China between 1996 and 
1997.212 South Africa is believed to have sold unmanned aerial vehicles to China, and South Africa’s 
Denel, a state-owned defense company, is also believed to have sold its 35 mm dual-purpose gun to 
China.213 However, there have been no arms transfers between the two countries since 2010, 
according to the SIPRI.214 FDI also flows from China to South Africa and from South Africa to 
China.215 As of 2022, Chinese FDI in South Africa had fallen to $5.7 billion from a peak of $7.4 
billion in 2017.216 Chinese investments in South Africa include a minority stake in a strategic bank, 
investments in automobiles, mining and metallurgy, telecommunications, light manufacturing, and a 
special economic zone. South African investments in China include ventures in breweries, financial 
services, and energy.217 

South Africa also has military relations with China. In 2006, the South African National 
Assembly signed an agreement with China formalizing a strategic political partnership that included 
military relations.218 South Africa is the “only African country that conducts regular, formal security 
consultations with China.”219 The PLAN had a port call in South Africa when it sent its “first-ever 
naval fleet formation to Africa in 2000.”220 There have been ten PLAN port calls in South Africa, 
including a joint exercise with South Africa and Russia in early 2023.221 South Africa was also the first 
African country to make a port call in China.222 China promotes cultural and people-to-people 
exchanges with South Africa and has opened Confucius Institutes in South African universities.223 
South Africa also introduced the Chinese language into its school curriculum in 2015.224 In addition, 
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South Africa has a considerable number of Chinese students and is one of the top destinations in 
Africa for Chinese tourists.225  

However, there have been some drawbacks in the China–South Africa relationship. For instance, 
Chinese developer Zendai had to abandon plans to develop a smart city in Modderfontein because it 
was unwilling to include affordable housing in the project, despite the city’s willingness to provide 
funding for affordable housing.226 In addition, a growing number of South Africans view China–
South Africa relations unfavorably because of the belief that China interferes in South Africa’s 
internal affairs and the belief that China’s model of governance is negatively influencing South 
Africa.227 Nevertheless, South Africa continues to have cultural, scientific, and technological 
cooperation with China, including cooperation in the field of information technology.228 Through its 
relations with China, South Africa aims to secure China’s support to achieve its objectives, including 
membership on the UN Security Council.229  

Zambia 
Relations between China and Zambia can be traced back to the preindependence period.230 The 

day after Zambia obtained its independence, October 25, 1964, Zambia established diplomatic 
relations with China, becoming the first country in southern Africa to do so.231 At the time of 
independence, Zambia was dependent on South Africa for access to sea routes.232 As an alternative, 
Zambia sought access to the sea through Tanzania but unsuccessfully sought funding from the Soviet 
Union and the West to build a railway connecting Zambia to Tanzania. Out of options, Zambia and 
Tanzania turned to China for support and got a commitment from China to construct the railway. 
President Kenneth Kaunda had initially been wary of Chinese communism, but he had developed 
close relations with China after persuasion from President Julius Nyerere of Tanzania about the 
potential benefits of closer relations with Beijing.233  

Despite the economic challenges China faced at the time, China agreed to build the railway in 
1967, commenced construction in 1970, and completed construction in 1976.234 In 1971, the year 
after construction began on the TANZAM railway, Zambia and other countries sponsored a 
resolution at the UN for the PRC to be admitted into the UN.235 The resolution passed, and China 
was admitted into the UN. The relationship between China and Zambia continued to grow 
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throughout the tenure of President Kaunda from 1964 to 1991.236 Although there have been 
occasional issues, China-Zambia relations have remained stable under the tenure of subsequent 
Chinese and Zambian leaders; presidents after Kaunda have visited China and Chinese presidents and 
premiers have reciprocated the visits.237 

Zambia’s main export commodity is copper, making it vulnerable to price fluctuations in the 
international commodity market.238 China-Zambia trade has grown from a 1992 value of $22 million 
to $6.73 billion in 2022 and $5.30 billion in 2023. Zambia is one of 15 countries in Africa that 
enjoyed a trade surplus with China in 2023. In 2023, Chinese exports to Zambia accounted for 19 
percent of Zambia’s total trade with China (see Figure 5). Chinese loans, aid, and investments in 
Zambia have also increased over the years. Zambia is one of the top recipients of Chinese loans in 
Africa, having received more than $9 billion in loans from China between 2001 and 2023.239 A former 
Zambian foreign minister lauded China for its loans, stating that “its loans are soft with no serious or 
difficult conditions attached.”240 Zambia is also one of Africa's top Chinese investment destinations, 
attracting over $3 billion and more than 500 Chinese firms that have created over 50,000 jobs for 
Zambians.241 However, as of 2022, Chinese FDI in Zambia had fallen from a peak of $3.5 billion in 
2018 to $1.9 billion.242 The Bank of China opened its first branch in sub-Saharan Africa in Zambia in 
1997 to minimize the banking challenges of Chinese investors.243 China has two special economic 
zones in Zambia, the first of which was constructed in the Chambishi mining area.244 In addition to 
investments in mining, Chinese companies also have farms on about 25,000 acres where they produce 
food for the Zambian market.245 
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Figure 5. China-Zambia Trade Between 2000 and 2023 

SOURCES: Features information from China Africa Research Initiative, School of Advanced International Studies, Johns 
Hopkins University, “China’s Exports to African Countries”; China Africa Research Initiative, School of Advanced 
International Studies, Johns Hopkins University, “China-African Bilateral Trade Data Overview.”  

Although China-Zambia relations have been cordial, relations between the immigrant Chinese 
and local Zambians have been tense.246 There are concerns among Zambians about economic 
domination, exploitation, and illegal activities by Chinese immigrants.247 In 2010, Chinese nationals 
shot miners at the Collum coal mine after they protested poor working conditions.248 In 2012, 
Zambian workers killed their Chinese manager during a riot over wages, and three Chinese nationals 
were murdered in 2020 inside a Lusaka textile warehouse that was subsequently burned down.249 This 
has been politicized in the past when a presidential aspirant, Michael Sata, seized on the anti-Chinese 
sentiments among the citizens to leverage his chances at the polls in 2006.250 Although he lost, China 
was moved to act and canceled $350 million worth of loans made to Zambia while extending a special 
loan for $800 million to the country.251 Michael Sata eventually won the presidential election in 2011, 
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and, within days of his election victory, Chinese firms began improving the pay and working 
conditions of their Zambian workers.252 

There have also been concerns about China leading Zambia into a debt trap, especially after 
Zambia defaulted on its debt in 2020 because of the COVID-19 pandemic and low copper prices.253 
Analysts have argued that China did not intentionally burden Zambia with unsustainable debt; 
rather, the uncoordinated lending effort from Chinese entities and banks and the imprudence of 
Zambian politicians put Zambia in a precarious debt situation.254 However, this did not prevent the 
elevation of China-Zambia relations to the level of a comprehensive strategic and cooperative 
partnership in September 2023 following the Zambian president’s visit to China.255 Although China-
Zambia relations were not an issue in the previous election (but Zambia’s unsustainable debt level 
was), Chinese engagement with Zambia has historically been a political issue.256 President Hakainde 
Hichilema promised to address Zambia’s debt situation and not treat Chinese creditors 
preferentially.257 In light of Zambia’s debt situation, China co-led a committee to restructure Zambia’s 
debt and enable Zambia to access a $1.4 billion bailout from the International Monetary Fund.258 As 
part of the restructuring, $2 billion of yet-to-be-disbursed loans were canceled, $1.6 billion of which 
was to come from China.259 The restructuring is considered a landmark deal because China canceled 
concessional and commercial loans instead of the traditional zero-interest loans.260 The deal finally 
went through in 2024 after more than three and a half years.261 
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Conclusion 
The engagement of the PRC with Africa is not a new development. It has been ongoing since the 

middle of the past century but only gained prominence in the early 2000s because of its large scale. 
Africa became increasingly intertwined economically and politically with China as the West retreated 
from the continent. A decline in relations between the West and Africa at the end of the Cold War 
and the drop in Western approval because of undemocratic practices and human rights abuses in 
African countries have created an avenue for China to expand its relationships with African countries. 
Although the West attached conditions to loans and assistance offered to African countries, China 
presented a no-strings-attached alternative, which only required African nations to respect China’s 
core sovereignty interests. China has also taken advantage of disinvestment by Western companies in 
Africa to increase its investments. Chinese economic engagement declined in the second half of the 
2010s but is now enjoying a revitalization. This economic engagement has paved the way for greater 
political and security engagements with African countries. 

Another reason China has been very successful in its engagements with Africa countries is that it 
has capitalized on African needs to create a dynamic demand and supply relationship, giving Africa 
more agency and responsibility than the West has afforded most African nations. In this demand and 
supply relationship, China often nudges Africa as to what it needs or should do to achieve its 
developmental goals.262 An article by analysts at Development Reimagined also found that African 
leaders’ visits to China positively correlated with Chinese finance, investment, and trade outcomes for 
those countries.263 

Regardless of how much criticism and negative press China gets in Africa, China will not leave 
Africa any time soon. China has invested significantly in the media in Africa, and perceptions of China 
in Africa are generally positive. Although this positive perception is more prevalent among politicians 
and the elites, some members of the middle class also have a positive attitude because Chinese 
engagement has provided consumers with more (and less expensive) options. In addition, China’s 
desire to increase global influence and reach as part of Xi’s “rejuvenation of the Chinese nation” by the 
middle of this century requires China to achieve success in leading developments in the Global South 
generally and a continuing relationship with Africa specifically.264 China needs African support in 
international forums, and a break from Africa would see countries on the continent shifting allegiance 
to any foreign power willing to support their development, just as China increased in importance in 
Africa after the end of the Cold War.  

Analysis of Future Trends 
FOCAC has been a successful coordination mechanism between China and Africa. Although the 

nature of the commitments made at FOCAC may change, the institution of FOCAC is expected to 
continue as a mechanism for China-Africa cooperation. FOCAC is also expected to grow and 
incorporate other forums for China-Africa dialogue and cooperation on issues of mutual interest. For 
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instance, the China-Africa Development Fund was established in 2007 to increase Chinese FDI in 
Africa.265 Similarly, China introduced a security element into FOCAC by launching the Initiative on 
China-Africa Cooperative Partnership for Peace and Security in 2012, pledging support to the 
African Union for peacekeeping operations and the maintenance of an African Standby Force, and 
establishing a China-Africa Peace and Security Forum in 2018.266 

At the 2021 FOCAC meeting, China’s funding pledge reduced by 33.33 percent to $40 billion 
over the following three years, $30 billion of which comes in investments from Chinese companies and 
$10 billion in loans given to African financial institutions to support African companies.267 The debt 
distress experienced by some African countries, including Kenya and Zambia, may have contributed 
to the reduction of loan commitments by China. The disbursement of these loans through African 
financial institutions signals that China wants to increase African countries’ agency in determining 
which projects are feasible and profitable. 

Despite China’s economic slowdown and geopolitical challenges, China increased its commitments 
to $50.7 billion at the 2024 FOCAC Summit, allocating $10 billion for investment, $10.7 billion for 
aid, and $30 billion for credit lines.268 This signals China’s enduring commitment to the continent. As 
China’s engagement with Africa progresses, FOCAC will remain an important platform for China-
Africa engagement and policy announcements. At the previous FOCAC meeting in September 2024, 
China announced the elevation of its bilateral relations with all African countries except Eswatini to at 
least a strategic level.269 However, bilateral relations will remain preeminent. China prefers to make 
bilateral agreements with its partners and even holds bilateral meetings at the FOCAC Summits.  

The Chinese economy continues to grow, albeit at a lower rate, and so will China-Africa trade and 
investment. Some analysts believe that China aims to retain capital and technology-intensive 
production in China while transferring labor-intensive production to Africa. This is doubtful because 
of higher labor costs, poor infrastructure, and the geographical distance between China and Africa. 
South and Southeast Asia are better options if China seeks to relocate its labor-intensive industries 
abroad. However, Chinese investments and companies could further increase as infrastructure 
increases across Africa. China-Africa security engagements will also increase commensurate with these 
economic and development interests. Beijing’s global ambitions will likely see it seek to establish more 
overseas bases within the next two decades. However, it will likely focus on dual-use facilities at 
commercial ports in the near term to support any overseas military operations. China has a stake in 
one or more terminals in more than 60 ports in 30 African countries. 

China sees Africa as a fulcrum to help propel China to the center of the world stage and as a line of 
defense in its strategic competition with the United States.270 As a result, China will continue to court 
African governments and encourage them to adopt its definition of human rights, emulate its model of 
development, and demand an alternative to the Western-led rules-based order. This could breed more 
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antidemocratic governments, estrange African governments from the West, and spur African 
governments to emulate China’s model of governance. 

Implications and Recommendations 
China presents African states with an opportunity to achieve lasting economic development. Japan 

used an RFI model in China, and China leveraged this to build critical infrastructure. When Western 
companies observed the abundant labor, critical infrastructure, and market-oriented reforms in China, 
they started to invest in China. Many U.S. companies still have manufacturing plants or contractors in 
China despite significant turbulence in the bilateral relationship. China was able to capitalize on these 
foreign investments to propel itself to become the second-largest economy in the world as of 2025. 
African countries have this opportunity to achieve development and improve the welfare of their 
citizens. However, African countries need to develop and follow a strategic plan to achieve this. 

African countries need to chart their own course to development and ensure that infrastructure 
projects fit together and move the country closer to its developmental goals. Projects should be 
prioritized based on developmental goals, investment return, job creation prospects, and sustainability. 
Projects that increase local employment, facilitate technological transfers, improve local manufacturing 
capacity, and enhance local connectivity should be prioritized over projects that advance natural 
resource extraction and export. Western countries could encourage their private sector firms to 
diversify their investments in Africa rather than focus on mining and extractive industries. This would 
increase their economic involvement on the continent, give greater legitimacy to their concerns about 
China-Africa relations, and present African countries with an alternative to China. Furthermore, the 
EU has an important trade relationship with Africa that could be leveraged to strengthen economic, 
diplomatic, and political ties with the continent.  

Western countries should consider modalities for working with African countries that have 
authoritarian governments or risk alienating more countries and driving them further into China’s 
arms.271 Like China, Western countries could capitalize on Africa’s needs to create beneficial demand 
and supply relationships. Imposing unrealistic conditions on Africa is reminiscent of colonialism, and 
China will take advantage of this.272 Western countries need to demonstrate their willingness to work 
with African countries while allowing them to exercise agency. Countries that continue to engage in 
human rights abuses could be collectively censured and sanctioned rather than unilaterally sanctioned 
by Western countries. The suspension of relations with Niger by the Economic Community of West 
African States (ECOWAS) member countries and the imposition of sanctions on the country by 
ECOWAS provides a model. Dialogue with African states rather than dictating to them reinforces 
the agency and legitimacy they seek.  

Western countries should strengthen their defense relationships in Africa to bolster internal 
security. China has emerged as a major arms supplier to the continent. However, unlike Western arms 
sales that have requirements for proper weapon handling and storage to prevent their use in 
perpetrating human rights abuses, Chinese arms come without restrictions. Despite its commitment 
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to help African countries silence the guns, there is no evidence that China has implemented any policy 
to prevent the proliferation of its weapon systems on the continent and to prevent the destabilization 
of its customers’ internal security.273 Although Chinese weapon systems are less expensive and have 
fewer restrictions than Western weapon systems, African countries should consider the impact of the 
proliferation of these systems on their security environment and the stability of their countries. 
Western countries should also continue to engage with their African partners to stress these points 
and provide resources that promote the proper handling and storage of weapon systems. 

China will continue to seek greater influence in Africa, and African leaders will also continue to 
exploit the great-power competition between China and the United States to their advantage. African 
leaders have often threatened the West with a policy of going East, but it is seldom the case that they 
threaten Beijing with going West. Thus, African leaders should enhance their understanding of China 
to improve their ability to extract favorable agreements from Beijing. In addition to helping African 
leaders better understand China, Western countries could prioritize African priorities and recognize 
African countries’ agency to position themselves as credible alternatives to Beijing. For instance, the 
United States can signal its prioritization of Africa by creating a comprehensive Africa policy, rotating 
the location of the U.S.-Africa Leaders Summit between the United States and an African country, 
and increasing African leaders’ accessibility to U.S. leadership. 

A final recommendation focuses on the need for a comprehensive study along three main lines of 
effort on Chinese and African priorities in the Sino-African engagement and the future security 
environment in Africa. The first line of effort would be to increase and disseminate the understanding 
of Beijing’s priorities and modus operandi so that African countries can better negotiate and extract 
favorable concessions from Beijing, exploring options for the United States to respond effectively to 
or, as needed, counter the spread of Beijing’s influence in Africa. The second line of effort would be to 
increase Western understanding of African countries’ priorities to help the United States formulate 
African policies that increase its influence in Africa. This would also include exploring options for 
Western countries to engage with undemocratic African regimes without compromising their values 
and consigning such countries to Beijing’s orbit. Finally, for the third line of effort, the study should 
examine the implications of Chinese engagement for the security environment in Africa, especially as 
Beijing potentially moves to fill the arms supply gap left by Russia and expands basing and 
infrastructure for various military operations and intelligence collection functions. The study could 
also include a section juxtaposing Chinese and Russian approaches to Africa in general and focusing 
specifically on exploiting the differences in these approaches. The study should generally encompass 
Africa to manage scope and should have case studies focusing on five to six key states.

273 The term Silence the Guns is also an initiative of the African Union to end all conflicts, violence, and wars in Africa by 2020. 
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ANC African National Congress 
AU African Union 
BRI Belt and Road Initiative 
Africa CDC Africa Centres for Disease Control and Prevention 
DRC Democratic Republic of the Congo 
ECOWAS Economic Community of West African States 
FDI foreign direct investment 
FNLA National Front for the Liberation of Angola 
FOCAC Forum on China-Africa Cooperation 
GDP gross domestic product 
PLAN People’s Liberation Army Navy 
PRC People’s Republic of China 
RFI resource for infrastructure 
ROC Republic of China 
SGR Standard Gauge Railway 
SIPRI Stockholm 
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UN United Nations 
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