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Abstract 

This study examines contemporary Chinese and Australian engagement with Africa from 

a comparative perspective, using examples from different states of the continent. The 

research maps the historical development of their relations, factors motivating the 

engagement, the strategies utilized, and the benefits and pitfalls for Africa. The conceptual 

framework for this thesis draws on selective evidence-based insights from Realism, 

Liberalism and Constructivism. Notwithstanding their points of differences, the combined 

breadth of these three theoretical perspectives in International Relations fulfils the need to 

demonstrate the material and ideational forces that have influenced the actions of the 

selected actors – China and Australia – on the African continent.  

 

This research distinguishes itself by selecting a middle power, Australia, alongside a non-

Western rising power – China. While China, which has become Africa’s largest investor, 

constitutes a logical choice for the theme of engagement with Africa, the selection of 

Australia is less obvious. It represents Western values without the burden of being seen 

as a competitive force against China, as the United States would. Australia is also 

unblemished by a colonial history in Africa as is the case for a number of European 

powers.  

 

The choice of Africa as the site of engagement is also of significance. Despite its rich 

endowment of resources and its unprecedented pace of economic expansion since at least 

2012, no other continent is as impoverished and underdeveloped as Africa. The main 

beneficiaries of Africa’s wealth are the corrupt state elites and foreign actors whose 

exclusive foreign interests take precedence over the majority of the population. This is not 

a problem for Africa alone but, in view of the continent’s importance to the security and 

prosperity of other states and their regions, it needs to be viewed as a world order problem.  

 

Having shown that China’s and Australia’s relations with Africa are longstanding, the 

study argues that the motivation behind the renewed engagement with Africa represents 

‘tripartite national objectives’: the advancement of economic, political, and military 

interests, nurtured with a range of ‘soft’ tools. The values of these two actors have also 
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had an impact on how they have engaged Africa. The research finds that the increased 

engagement has brought with it indisputable benefits and prospects for Africa, though it 

was also evident that despite promises of engaging Africa on equal terms, some of the 

actions of China and Australia have been exploitative. The lessons drawn provide insights 

for better engagement practices and how these may be advanced. 

 

This study, in terms of the comparative element, has hitherto not been undertaken. Given 

also the paucity of literature on Australia’s relations with Africa, this thesis further 

contributes to the existing scholarly work on the subject, while progressing also a more 

comprehensive analysis of China’s entry into Africa via the categories for engagement 

and the comparison with Australia as a middle power. The thesis concludes by 

emphasizing that collective responsibility is vital for the benefit of Africa and the world. 

This ultimately serves state and human interests more effectively by providing a more 

stable context for engagement. 

 

 

Key Words 

International Relations, Diplomacy, Comparative Study, China, Australia, Africa, 
Engagement, Power, National Interests, Realism, Liberalism, and Constructivism.   
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

 

1.1 Background and Overview 

The global order is characterized by the desire of each nation-state to seek the national 

interest that will best ensure its security and well-being, though the means and patterns 

chosen to achieve these goals vary. Identified as a region of growing commercial, 

diplomatic, and geostrategic significance, Africa has emerged as a key continent targeted 

to pursue these objectives. With a population of over one billion across its 54 states,1 the 

continent is projected to reach 2.5 billion by 2050, overtaking China and India and rising 

to over 4 billion in 2100. Furthermore, the United Nations predicts that one in four people 

that live on earth will be from Africa in 2050 and at least one in three by 2100. As at 2017, 

the proportion was one out of six,2 making it potentially the world’s most attractive and 

dynamic market for investors. This population which is young and growing (in an aging 

world) is projected to be the world’s fastest urbanizing region in the near future. In 1975, 

 
1 Throughout this thesis, the term ‘Africa’ is used in the collective to refer to all of the 54 states. However, 

use of the term does not to imply that it is a unitary political entity like the European Union, with the African 

Union having a long way to go before reaching the same level of political union as the EU. Far from it, 

African nations have different profiles in terms of resources, market size, influence, and are at different 

levels of development. They exhibit diversity in history, geography, language, culture and ethnic 

composition. African countries have distinct policies and tend to engage in external relations (political, 

economic and security) differently. This applies to their relations with China and Australia which, in turn, 

interact with each African state differently, due to varying interests. No particular African nation has been 

targeted for attention in this thesis, nor is there a focus on the specificities of a particular region, except 

when necessary in the provision of examples or for illustrative purposes.  

2 United Nations, “World Population Prospects 2017”, United Nations, 2017, 

https://population.un.org/wpp/, accessed 01 May, 2018; See also V. Mahajan, Africa Rising, New Jersey: 

Wharton School Publishing, 2008, p.18; Gilles Pison, “There’s a strong chance a third of all people on earth 

will be African by 2100”, Quartz Africa, 11 October, 2017, available at 

https://qz.com/africa/1099546/population-growth-africans-will-be-a-third-of-all-people-on-earth-by-

2100/, accessed 12 June, 2018. 
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only 25% of Africans resided in cities but by 2015, it had grown to 40%, and is expected 

to rise to 54% by 2045.3 

 

Several of the world’s fastest growing economies are in Africa with growth experienced 

in almost all sectors including infrastructure, technology, education, health, banking and 

tourism.4 In 2013, Africa was reported as the fastest growing region in the world.5 As at 

2018, it had slipped to second behind Asia,6 although six out of the top ten in the world 

namely Ghana (8.3%), Ethiopia (8.2%), Ivory Coast (7.2%), Djibouti (7%), Senegal 

(6.9%) and Tanzania (6.8%) were African countries.7 Moreover, Africa is blessed with 

immense natural resources including 40% of the world’s gold; 90% of its diamonds; 95% 

of the world’s reserves of platinum group metal; 10% of the global oil supply; and 60% 

 
3 Jacques Bughin, et al., “Lions on the Move 11: Realizing the Potential of Africa’s Economies”, McKinsey 

Global Institute, September 2016, p.36, available at ttp://www.savca.co.za/wp-

content/uploads/2016/09/MGI-Lions-on-the-Move-2_Full-report_September-2016.pdf accessed 25 

January, 2017. 

4 Felix Njoku, “Africa remains world’s second-fastest growing region”, Africa Development Bank Group, 

24 May, 2017, available at https://www.afdb.org/en/news-and-events/africa-remains-worlds-second-

fastest-growing-region-17036, accessed 11 August, 2017. 

5 Tyler Falk, “Africa is the world's fastest growing continent”, ZDNet, 15 July, 2013, available at 

https://www.zdnet.com/article/africa-is-the-worlds-fastest-growing-continent/, accessed 12 August, 2015. 

6 Prinesha Naidoo, Paul Wallace and Ruth Olurounbi, “Africa Growth at 7-Year High, No thanks To its 

Major Economics”, Bloomberg, 03 April, 2019, available at 

https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2019-04-03/africa-growth-at-7-year-high-no-thanks-to-its-

major-economies; accessed 05 April, 2019. 

7 Africa HR Solutions, “6 out of the Fastest Growing Economies in 2018 are in Africa”, HR Solutions, 06 

December, 2018, available at http://africa-hr.com/blog/top-5-fastest-growing-countries-in-the-world-2018/, 

accessed 09 January, 2019; Yinka Adekoge, “Africa’s economic outlook is promising in 2018, but there are 

clouds on the horizon”, Quartz Africa, 15 January, 2018, available at https://qz.com/africa/1179387/africas-

economic-outlook-is-promising-for-2018-but-there-clouds-on-the-horizon/, accessed 09 January, 2019.  
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of untilled cropland.8 No other continent is endowed with such a variety of abundant 

resources. This, amongst other factors, has generated renewed engagement with the 

African continent by emerging powers.  

 

Despite its rich endowment of resources and its unprecedented pace of economic 

expansion since at least 2012, Africa remains the most impoverished, corrupt, unstable, 

and underdeveloped region in the world. While living conditions on the continent have 

undoubtedly improved, still, hundreds of millions of people across the continent are 

unemployed and suffer from entrenched inequalities. As will be discussed in this thesis, 

many lack critical human necessities including education, healthcare, food, potable water, 

sanitation, transportation, electricity, and housing. However, today, Africa has 

opportunities to progress within the prevailing era characterized by the ‘rising powers’ 

phenomenon, along with the dispersion of political influence to middle powers and their 

organizations in the international system.9 A notable example is the evolution in global 

governance from the G7 forum of major industrialized economies, to the 1999 formation 

 
8 John Asafu-Adjaye, “Is Africa the new frontier in emerging markets?”, Aus-Africa Dialogue Reflections 

and Recommendations, Australian Strategic Policy Institute, 2013, p.22, available at 

https://www.files.ethz.ch/isn/174787/Aus-Africa%20dialogu.pdf, accessed 06 July, 2015; George Ayittey, 

Africa in Chaos, New York: St Martin’s Press, 1998, pp.5-6; Terrence McNamee and Anthony Bergin, “Key 

Reflections and Recommendations”, (Aus-Africa Dialogue Reflections and Recommendations), Australian 

Strategic Policy Institute, 2013, p.8. 

9 See, for example, Timothy M. Shaw, Andrew F. Cooper, and Gregory T. Chin, “Emerging Powers and 

Africa: Implications for/from Global Governance?”, Politikon, South Africa Journal of Political Studies, vol. 36, 

issue 1, 2009, pp. 27-44, available at https://doi.org/10.1080/02589340903155385, accessed 15 March, 2015; 

Rising Powers Initiative, Sigur Center for Asian Studies, George Washington University’s Elliot School of 

International Affairs, available at http://www.risingpowersinitiative.org/, accessed 21 April, 2017; Global 

South Study Centre, University of Cologne, 2014, available at http://gssc.uni-koeln.de/, accessed 22 April, 

2017; Lowy Institute, “Asia Power Index 2019 Key Findings”, available at 

https://power.lowyinstitute.org/downloads/Lowy-Institute-Asia-Power-Index-2019-Key-Findings.pdf, 

accessed 03 September, 2019; Bonnie Bley, “A Middle-Power Moment”, The Interpreter, 23 August, 2019, 

available at https://www.lowyinstitute.org/the-interpreter/middle-power-moment, accessed 03 September, 

2019; Rising Powers Initiative, “Rising Powers in Asia Express Divergent Views on Future of BRICS 

Group”, Policy Alert 49, 5 April, 2013, available at http://www.risingpowersinitiative.org/wp-

content/uploads/policyalert_apr2013_BRICS.pdf, accessed 01 March, 2015. 
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of the Group of Twenty (G20) industrialised and developing states that address global 

economic issues. The BRICS (Brazil, Russia, India, China and South Africa) also reveals 

a change of outlook in global order as it comprises non-Western emerging states with a 

collective population of over three billion people. As of 2015, BRICS operates a 

multilateral development bank, the New Development Bank (NDB), in order to facilitate 

funding for developing countries in the areas of infrastructure and sustainable 

development. It represents a new structure compared to the Bretton Woods financial 

institutions that include the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund, or later 

multilateral institutions such as the African Development Bank. These developments 

represent alternatives to the dominance of the traditional powers, ushering conditions that 

allow for advantages critical to Africa’s development. Nevertheless, in order to realize 

this possibility, it needs to be managed strategically by Africans themselves, in a 

disciplined and judicious manner. African decision-makers need to bear in mind that 

actors on the continent are largely driven by self-interest, distinguishable mainly by their 

particular approaches.  

 

Among the emerging great powers, the People’s Republic of China (PRC, China) is 

clearly the most influential. It has risen to become the world’s second largest economy; 

the world’s largest manufacturer; the world’s largest banking sector; the world’s second 

largest stock market and the third largest bond market; and a leading actor in global 

affairs.10 This is especially so with regard to the developing world (commonly termed the 

Global South), including Latin America and Africa, where its resource needs are met and 

its infrastructure and development projects are concentrated. China’s resilience in the face 

of the global financial crisis of 2008-2009 elevated it to a more respected role in the global 

community, having been credited with “contributing up to 50 percent of world economic 

 
10 See Eliza Laschon, “Scott Morrison uses Lowy Lecture to take veiled swipe at UN while urging against 

'negative globalism'”, msn, 03 October, 2019, available at http://www.msn.com/en-au/news/australia/scott-

morrison-uses-lowy-lecture-to-take-veiled-swipe-at-un-while-urging-against-negative-globalism/ar-

AAIeHk4?ocid=ientp, accessed 03 October, 2019. 
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growth” in the three years to 2011.11 In 2016, China’s nominal GDP stood at $11.4 trillion, 

foreign trade at $3.7 billion and its FDI exceeded $170 billion.12 By 2018, the GDP had 

risen to approximately $13 trillion with IMF forecasting that it will climb to about $21 

trillion by 2024.13  

 

Of particular significance has been the exponential growth in Sino-African relations in the 

present century. Since 2009, China became Africa’s largest trading partner, overtaking 

the United States.14 Beijing has established itself as one of the most important actors in 

Africa in both pace and scope. The PRC’s engagement with the continent has had different 

foci over time, from the Maoist era’s revolutionary relations and ‘friendship’ projects, to 

the current phase of investment and infrastructure development. Africa is included in the 

massive ‘Belt and Road Initiative’ (BRI), referring to the expanded Silk Road Economic 

Belt and the Twenty-First Century Maritime Silk Road of the post-2013 Xi Jinping era. 

President Xi said there would be inter-civilizational as well as economic and connectivity 

 
11 Dan Steinbock, “China’s Quest for a More Effective G20”, EcoNomonitor, November 2015, available at 

http://www.economonitor.com/blog/2015/11/chinas-quest-for-a-more-effective-g20/, accessed 20 

February, 2016. 

12 See Joshua Eisenman and Eric Heginbotham, “China and the Developing World: A New Global 

Dynamic”, in Joshua Eisenman and Eric Heginbotham (eds.), China steps Out: Beijing's Major Power 

Engagement with the Developing World, UK: Routledge, 2018, pp.3-4. 

13 World Bank Group, “China”, The World Bank Group, 2019, available at 

https://data.worldbank.org/country/china, accessed 23 November, 2019; Caleb Silver, “Top 20 Economies 

in the World”, Investopedia, 19 November, 2019, available at 

https://www.investopedia.com/insights/worlds-top-economies/, accessed 23 November, 2019; IMF cited at 

Statista, “China: Gross domestic product (GDP) at current prices from 2012-2024”, 2019, Statista, available 

at https://www.statista.com/statistics/263770/gross-domestic-product-gdp-of-china/, accessed 23 

November, 2019. 

14 “Trade deals between African, Chinese companies signify deeper economic ties”, Xinhua, 29 June, 2019, 

available at http://www.xinhuanet.com/english/2019-06/29/c_138184153.htm, accessed 29 July, 2019. 
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benefits.15 To help finance the BRI, China initiated a major new multilateral bank (in 

addition to the NDB), the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB), of which 

Australia is a founding member.  

 

However, China’s forays in Africa go beyond commerce and extend to political 

considerations. For example, in line with the PRC’s objective to close Taiwan’s 

diplomatic space and activities on the continent, in 2019 Swaziland was the only 

remaining African nation out of the 30 that previously had diplomatic relations with the 

Republic of China (ROC) or Taiwan. By developing political relations with the continent 

and securing allies, the PRC has been able to garner support for its policies and position 

espoused in international settings. With this strategy, China has shielded itself from 

various criticisms (such as involvement in human right abuses, support for rogue states, 

and rule of law violations) in global forums, including the United Nations and its Human 

Rights Council. There are also military and power ambitions guiding China’s advances in 

Africa. For instance, in August 2017,16 the PRC eventually succeeded in establishing its 

first military base on foreign soil, Djibouti. This small country occupies a strategic 

location in Africa, and China’s expanding interests suggest that more military bases may 

be needed on the continent. As a major power, China is set to influence the course of world 

affairs in the coming decades. 

 

 
15 “One Belt, One Road’ Initiative will Define China's Role as a World Leader”, South China Morning Post, 

02 April, 2015, available https://www.scmp.com/comment/insight-opinion/article/1753773/one-belt-one-

road-initiative-will-define-chinas-role-world, accessed 21 May, 2015. On the inter-civilizational theme, see 

“Xi Talks about Peace, Diversity, Chinese Dream at UNESCO”, China Central Television, 27 March, 2014. 

16 Neil Melvin, “The Foreign Military Presence in the Horn of Africa Region”, SIPRI Background Paper, 

April 2019, available at https://www.sipri.org/sites/default/files/2019-04/sipribp1904.pdf, accessed 21 May, 

2019. 
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Australia, on the other hand, is an influential, established, and widely respected middle 

power in the international arena that has also taken an interest in the continent.17 This was 

more obvious in the past than today: Australia’s Prime Minister Malcolm Fraser 

emphasized Africa in foreign policy and foreign aid in the late 1970s;18 since then, 

Australia had only limited political, economic, and military relations with Africa, but has 

recently sought to deepen engagement with the Indian Ocean region, thereby bringing new 

opportunities for regional cooperation with East African states as well as South Africa.19 

 

It must be acknowledged, however, that Australia played a pivotal role in fighting 

apartheid in South Africa and was a strong advocate of African nationalists in Zimbabwe, 

thereby gaining the friendship of African states. Australia’s renewed interest in Africa was 

largely enhanced with the Rudd government’s pursuit of a UN Security Council seat as a 

 
17 Australia is a recognized Middle Power. See Bernard Wood, The Middle Powers And The General 

Interest, Ottawa: North-South Institute, 1998; Richard A. Higgott and Andrew Fenton Cooper, “Middle 

Power Leadership and Coalition Building: Australia, the Cairns Group and the Uruguay round of Trade 

Negotiations”, International Organisation, vol.44, issue 4, 1990, pp. 589-632; Gareth Evans, “Achieving A 

Nuclear Free World”, address delivered to the Evatt Foundation in Sydney, February 1996, available at 

http://www.gevans.org/speeches/old/1996/070296_achieving_nuclear_free_world.pdf, accessed 17 June, 

2015; Andrew Carr, “Is Australia a Middle Power”, Australian Institute of International Affairs, available 

at http://www.internationalaffairs.org.au/australian_outlook/is-australia-a-middle-power, accessed 15 June, 

2015. 

18 Malcolm Fraser was Australia’s Prime Minister from 1975 to 1983 and his influence was a key factor in 

the progress towards independence for Zimbabwe. The supervised elections and Commonwealth-monitored 

ceasefire produced the first majority representation in the former Rhodesia, and made Robert Mugabe the 

Prime Minister of Zimbabwe. At the independence celebrations in Salisbury in 1980, Malcolm Fraser’s 

contribution was firmly acknowledged. See “Australia’s Prime Ministers”, National Archives of Australia, 

available at http://primeministers.naa.gov.au/primeministers/fraser/in-office.aspx, accessed 01 August, 

2015. 

19 Tanya Lyons, “From Neglected to Engaged? Australia’s Relations with the Countries of Africa 2006-10”, 

Paper presented at the 2010 AFSAAP Annual Conference, Victoria University, December 2010, available 

at http://afsaap.org.au/assets/Lyons31.pdf, accessed 01 August, 2015; See also David Mickler and Nikola 

Pijovic, “Engaging the Elephant in the Room? Locating Africa in Australian Foreign Policy”, Australian 

Journal of Politics and History, vol. 61, no. 1, 2015, p. 100, available at 

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/epdf/10.1111/ajph.12089, accessed 08 February, 2016. 
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non-permanent member, for which it sought the votes of African governments. This was 

followed with broader politico-economic motivations which saw the expansion of 

Australia’s economic interest on the continent. Trade between Australia and Africa which 

was minimal prior to the new millennium has risen. For example, between 2005 and 2011, 

Australia’s interest in African resources tripled. Australian mining firms invested over 

$65 billion in Africa during the period of 2005 to 2011. Its mining companies have more 

projects in the African continent than any other region in the world.20 The Australian 

government is keen to promote and protect the expansion of those interests and this among 

several factors has furthered its security interest on the continent.  

 

After years of focussing its aid on the Pacific and Southeast Asia, Australia has sought to 

expend more on Africa in various areas. In 2011, it established the African Awards 

Scholarship (AAS), under which a large number of scholarships were granted to African 

students to conduct postgraduate studies in Australian tertiary institutions.21 In 2012, the 

Australian Development Research Awards Scheme (ADRAS), which had previously 

focused on Asia and the Pacific, was extended to Africa. Its objective was to support 

collaborative research between African and Australian researchers.22 With funding 

support from the Australian government, an Australian African Universities Network was 

established in 2012.23 Similarly, in the same year, an Australian African Partnership 

Facility (AAPF) was established through which Canberra provided funds to support 

 
20 See Australian Trade Commission, “Australian Business Interest in Africa’s Resources Sector Triples”, 

2011, Austrade, available at http://www.austrade.gov.au/Australian-business-interest-in-Africas-resources-

sector-triples, accessed 21 March, 2015. 

21 See Australia Awards Africa, Australian Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, 2017, available at 

http://dfat.gov.au/about-us/publications/Documents/australia-awards-in-africa-promotional-material-

2017.pdf. 

22 See “Africa in 2012 ADRAS Awards Recipients”, Australian Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, 

available at http:www//aid.dfat.gov.au/research/Pages/adras-awards-2012.aspx, accessed 21 March, 2015. 

23 See Australia Africa Universities Network (AAUN), AAUN, at http://aaun.edu.au/, accessed 22 March, 

2015. 
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African governments.24 Austrade has also opened offices in many African countries. 

Australia is also an active member of the Indian Ocean Rim Association (IORA) and the 

Indian Ocean Naval Symposium (IONS), which include East African member states, itself 

a region with growing economic dynamism. These unprecedented initiatives were aimed 

at forging closer politico-economic and security relations with Africa. This has yielded 

dividends: it was Africa’s support that helped Australia in winning its much coveted non-

permanent seat in the UN Security Council.  

 

Like China, Australia also sees itself as a welcome actor on the Africa continent. Australia 

represents Western values without the burden of being viewed as a competitive force 

against China, as the United States would. It is also unblemished by a colonial history in 

Africa as is the case, for example, of France and the United Kingdom. Australia presents 

itself as an alternative to Beijing’s investment mode. It concentrates on good governance, 

human and sustainable development, health improvement, institutional capacity building, 

poverty reduction, sharing of ethical and best practices (soft infrastructure) as opposed to 

hard infrastructure such as large buildings, roads, bridges, hospitals, shopping centres, 

railway construction, stadiums, and refineries which is China’s focus.  

 

Although China represents a non-Western great power, while Australia is seen as a 

Western middle power, they both aspire to similar recognition from the international 

community. China seeks to be recognized as a ‘responsible world power’ and Australia as 

a ‘good international citizen’.25 Australia also strives to further widen its interaction 

profile to ensure a widely-respected middle power role. Chinese culture is underpinned 

by values embedded in Confucianism while its political system is socialist. Australia’s 

 
24 See Australian Aid, “Australia-Africa Partnership Facility,” Australian Aid, available at http://www.aa-

partnerships.org/, accessed 20 March, 2015. 

25 See, for example, “A Responsible World Power,” China Daily, 17 November, 2014, 

http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/opinion/2014-11/17/content_18924510.htm, accessed 03 March, 2016; 

Gareth Evans, “Good International Citizenship: Values and Interests in Foreign Policymaking”, speech 

delivered at Sydney University Law School, 27 August, 2015, available at 

http://gevans.org/speeches/speech580.html, accessed 14 September, 2016; Alison Pert, Australia as a Good 

International Citizen, Sydney: The Federation Press, 2014. 
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culture is fundamentally based on the Judeo-Christian values of the West and a democratic 

political system. As previously highlighted, China is Africa’s largest trading partner and 

Australia has more extractive industries in Africa than any other region in the world, and 

both are members of the G20. Thus, for Beijing and Canberra, the African continent is an 

important arena for their aspirations in many respects. These reasons contribute to the 

rationale for the choice of both nations in seeking to investigate the actions of non-Western 

great powers and middle powers in Africa, and the implications for the continent at this 

timely juncture of its development.  

 

1.2 Aim and Contribution to Scholarship 

This thesis sets out to examine and compare Chinese and Australian engagement with 

Africa using examples from different states on the continent. Such a pioneering cross-

regional study, in terms of the comparative element, has hitherto not been undertaken. 

This will be beneficial to the international community as a whole, as the research findings 

have implications that go beyond Africa and academia. 

 

The roles and behaviour of traditional great powers tend to be the main focus of the 

international system even though it comprises 192 states. Most of these states are non-

Western culturally, and medium or small in terms of their comparative power in the 

international system. China as a non-Western rising power is expected to have a defining 

influence on global order, but the Western values represented by Australia as a respected 

middle power are not without consequence in shaping regional and international norms. 

By removing great power competition and historical colonial influence from the Western 

side of the development equation, it is possible to use the new insights from this thesis to 

understand how both Western and Chinese approaches to development may contribute to 

enhancing Africa’s development and hence an improvement to world order. 

 

Given the paucity of literature on Australia’s relations with Africa, this thesis further 

contributes to the existing scholarly work on the subject, while progressing also a more 

comprehensive empirical analysis of China’s entry into Africa.  
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1.3 Research Questions 

To examine Chinese and Australian engagement with Africa, the thesis has focussed on 

the following questions that underpin the primary aim of the study: 

• Whether material and ideational forces influence or explain Chinese and 

Australian engagement with Africa? 

• Whether Chinese and Australian engagement with Africa is a new phenomenon? 

• What are the motivations behind the renewed engagement by both? Arguably, both 

China and Australia are seeking their own politico-economic and security 

interests, but these need to be assessed in detail. 

• What are the strategies and engagement models employed by China and Australia 

as they engage Africa?  

• Whether some of the actions of China and Australia are similar to the practices of 

the traditional Western powers?  

• Whether there are associated benefits and pitfalls for the African continent?  

• Whether the cultural and political values of China and Australia influence and 

impact how they approach their relations? 

• Lastly, whether both nations can combine with their African hosts to foster 

development on the continent? The question will look at the implications for 

Africa and the international community as a whole.  

 

1.4 Methodological Approach  

Australian engagement in parts of Africa offers a fitting control case for China. Australia 

represents Western values without the burden of being viewed as a competitive force 

against China, as the United States would. It is also unblemished by an imperial history in 

Africa as is the case, for example, of France, Portugal or the United Kingdom. 

Additionally, Australia has widened its interaction profile to ensure a widely-respected 

middle power role, operating at global as well as regional levels. 
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Due to the nature of this study, a broader investigation of the African continent as a whole 

provides a more comprehensive analytical and critical assessment than focusing on 

particular countries or subregions. Hence, cases are drawn using a variety of states from 

all the regions of the continent to provide insights into the Chinese and Australian modes 

of engagement with Africa.  

 

The conceptual framework for this study has been guided by selective evidence-based 

insights from Realism, Liberalism and Constructivism. Realism, especially in its 

neorealist form, emphasized the role of the state and its pursuit of national interests. 

Liberalism, under the powerful modality of global neoliberalism, provides the dominant 

narrative for post-Cold War capitalist economy and how developing countries should 

proceed. Constructivism is more concerned with identity formation and the socialization 

of states. By looking at how the actions of the states are shaped by non-material interests 

such as social, cultural, normative, and ideational factors, Constructivism is useful in 

interpreting major shifts in international relations. It is shown that though Beijing’s and 

Canberra’s interests are not perfectly aligned, the foreign policy strategy of each is best 

accommodated within the epistemological space examining realist, liberalist and 

constructivist’s approaches to International Relations. 

 

Both qualitative and quantitative data (mixed-methods data) has been collected and 

analysed. However, the research approach remains predominantly qualitative as the nature 

of this study is primarily descriptive and explanatory. Data has been collected from 

primary/government and secondary sources to provide a balanced approach. Sources have 

included, but have not been limited to, academic literature such as books, journals, and 

articles. These sources have been supplemented by information from conference reports, 

presentations, workshops, government departments, international organizations, 

institutes, presentations, media reports, and other relevant materials. The quantitative data 

has been in the nature of interpreted statistics derived from existing research, government 

institutions and relevant bodies. Information obtained has carefully been scrutinized to 

determine accuracy, reliability and to detect any bias. In order to utilize the most current 

information, regular monitoring of publications, media reports, statistical data and 

commentaries has been undertaken.  
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Finally, the methodology was structured in a way that would provide the context for 

formulating recommendations towards balanced relations on the continent. This ha served 

to support the comparative nature of the thesis. 

 

1.5 Literature Review 

Renewed global interest in the African continent is reflected in the proliferation of 

literature on the subject. The main point of contention is whether foreign involvement is 

beneficial to the continent, or represents economic exploitation that is fuelled by the 

pursuit of national interests. The primary purpose of this review is to summarize the 

scholarship on Chinese and Australian engagement with Africa starting with China and 

followed by Australia. It provides an insight on the available literature and views on this 

interaction. 

 

China 

During the 1990s literature on Sino-African relations was minimal. However, in the first 

decade of the 21st century, as the Chinese presence became increasingly visible, it 

generated debates among researchers, analysts, government officials and other 

commentators. With a few exceptions, the common perception regarding the motivation 

for the relationship was that it was primarily economic.26 Some contended that China was 

exploiting African countries, with limited interest for their economic or political 

advancement. They portrayed Chinese involvement in Africa as little more than a 

scramble for natural resources.27 This view was also shared by Esther Pan who maintained 

that China turned to Africa primarily for oil.28 

 
26 See Lauren Movius, “Cultural Globalisation and Challenges to Traditional Communication Theories”, 

Journal of Media and Communication, vol. 2, issue 1, January 2010, pp. 6-18; Colin Sparks, Globalisation, 

Development and the Mass Media, London: Sage, 2009.  

27 See Stephen Marks, “Introduction”, in Firoze Manji and Stephen Marks (eds.), African Perspectives on 

China in Africa, Oxford: Fahamu, 2007, p.6.  

28 Esther Pan, “China, Africa, and Oil”, Foreign Affairs, 03 May, 2006, available at 

http://www.cfr.org/china/china-africa-oil/p10586, accessed 03 February, 2016. 
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In similar vein, van Dijik argued that China had focused mainly on African nations with 

abundant natural resources such as Nigeria, Angola and Sudan.29 Tull in a 2006 article, 

and Yin and Vaschetto writing in 2011, pointed out that when China was ostracized by 

the West following the Tiananmen Square incident of 1989, they turned to Africa for 

diplomatic relations and support; but thereafter Africa’s attraction for China has been its 

natural resources, particularly oil, followed by China’s need to expand its market base.30 

Eisenman and Kurlantzik echoed the theme of Chinese engagement with Africa 

representing not only an opportunity to extract natural resources but also to explore new 

markets,31 as did the works of Brautigam, Corkin and Burke, stating the ideological 

motivation that once governed China’s engagement with Africa was replaced by the need 

for resources and an export market for Chinese commodities.32 Alves added the quest for 

diplomatic support to the attraction of natural resources.33 

 

A number of scholars including Jackson, Alden and Alves, Mohan and Power, and 

Hofstedt, noted that the desire for raw materials did not fully explain Chinese engagement 

with Africa. They outlined various reasons including promotion of South–South dialogue, 

 
29 Meine Pieter van Dijik, “Introduction: objectives of and instruments for China’s new presence in Africa”, 

in Meine Pieter van Dijk (ed.), The New Presence of China in Africa, Amsterdam: Amsterdam University 

Press, 2009. 

30 Denis Tull, “China’s Engagement in Africa: Scope, Significance and Consequences”, Journal of Modern 

African Studies, vol. 44, issue 3, 2006, pp.459-479; J. Yin and S. Vaschetto, “China’s Business Engagement 

in Africa”, The Chinese Economy, vol. 44, issue 2, 2011, pp.43-57. 

31 J. Eisenman and J. Kurlantzick, “China’s Africa Strategy”, Current History, vol. 105, no. 691, 2006, pp. 

219-224.  

32 Deborah Brautigam, “Looking East: Africa’s Newest Investment Partners”, Global Journal of Emerging 

Market Economies 2, 2010, pp. 173-188; Lucy Corkin and Chris Burke, “Constructive Engagement: An 

Overview of China’s Role in Africa’s Construction”, in Hannah Edinger, Hayley Herman, and Johanna 

Jansson (eds.), New Impulses From The South: China’s Engagement of Africa, Stellenbosch University, 

South Africa: Centre for Chinese Studies, May 2008, p. 40. 

33 Philip Alves, “China’s Preferential Trade Policy as a Foreign Policy Tool”, in Edinger, Herman, Jansson, 

(eds), New Impulses From The South: China’s Engagement of Africa, pp. 30-31. 
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provision of education, infrastructure, training and facilities, and business opportunities 

as supplementary motivations for this growing relationship.34 

 

Brookes and Shin interpreted Chinese engagement in Africa as a strategy to counter the 

political, military and economic influence of the West, particularly the United States.35 

The Indian Ocean which is of strategic importance in this bid is bounded on the West by 

Africa. Kaplan, who specialized in geopolitics and has paid particular attention to the 

Indian Ocean, questioned in 2009 how long “U.S. naval dominance will last”, foresaw 

China as an emerging strategic rival.36 

 

While publications such as those of van Dijk and Rotberg have criticized a lack of 

transparency, with reference to the minimal information provided by China to the 

international community (particularly on statistical data on aid and finance offered to 

African countries),37 the situation is fast evolving with government white papers issued 

by China. These are still not as transparent as scholars would have hoped but they do 

represent an improvement in the situation.38 Meanwhile, Liang has argued that China has 

 
34 Terence Jackson, “Postcolonialism and Organizational Knowledge in the Wake of China’s Presence in 

Africa: Interrogating South-South Relations”, Organization 19, 2011, pp. 181-204; Chris Alden and Ana 

Alves, “History and Identity in the Construction of China’s Africa Policy”, Review of African Political 

Economy, vol.35, issue115, 2008, pp.43-58; Giles Mohan and Marcus Power, “New African choices? The 

Politics of Chinese Engagement in Africa and the Changing Architecture of International Development”, 

Review of African Political Economy 35, 2008, pp. 23-42; Todd Hofstedt, “China in Africa: An AFRICOM 

Response”, Naval War College Review, vol. 62, no. 3, 2009, pp.79-100. 

35 P. Brookes and J. Shin, “China’s Influence in Africa: Implications for the United States”, Backgrounder, 

The Heritage Foundation. No. 1916, 2006. 

36 Robert Kaplan “Center Stage for the Twenty-first Century: Power Plays in the Indian Ocean”, Foreign 

Affairs, March/April 2009, pp. 16-32. 

37 van Dijk (ed.), The New Presence of China in Africa; Rotberg, China into Africa: Trade, Aid, and 

Influence, (ed.).  

38 For example, the Information Office of the State Council of the People's Republic of China has published 

two white papers on China-Africa Economic and Trade Cooperation (2011 and 2013) and a white paper on 

China's Foreign Aid, 2011, available at http://www.china.org.cn/e-white/. 
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been undermining democratic values in Africa by offering loans that may hinder their 

future progress.39 Supply of arms by China to dictators and unpopular governments has 

been criticized by authors such as Large as hindering democracy in Africa,40 while Tull 

has added that China is a welcome client for dictators in Africa who need finance for 

political survival:  

Beijing uses the pillars of its foreign policy, notably unconditional respect for state 

sovereignty and its corollary, non-interference, in the pursuit of its interests, be 

they energy security, multi polarity or the “One China” principle. To achieve these 

goals, Beijing is prepared to defend autocratic regimes that commit human rights 

abuses and forestall democratic reforms for narrow ends of regime survival.41 

 

Further concerns were raised by researchers about the negative impact of China’s 

association with rogue regimes in Africa. To them, it signalled disregard for rule of law 

and contributing to poor human rights standards in Africa.42 Askouri maintained that 

China’s economic activity on the continent has fuelled corruption and elitism at the 

continued expense of the majority who are already impoverished and left helpless.43 

Drawing from their research findings, Gadzala and Hanusch reported that in line with 

other mainstream literature, Africans who embrace democratic principles are not 

 
39 J. Ling, “Aid to Africa: What can the EU and China Learn from Each Other?”, South African Institute of 

International Affairs, Occasional Paper 56, 2010, pp.5-22. 

40 Daniel Large, “Between the CPA and Southern Independence: China’s Post-Conflict Engagement in 

Sudan”, South African Institute of International Affairs, Occasional Paper 115, April 2012.  

41 Tull, “China’s Engagement in Africa: Scope, Significance and Consequences”, p. 476. 

42 See Stephen Brown and Chandra Lekha Sriram, “China’s Role in Human Rights Abuses in Africa: 

Clarifying Issues of Culpability”, in Robert Rotberg China into Africa: Trade, Aid and Influence (ed.), pp. 

250-271; Mario Esteban, “The Chinese Amigo: Implications for the Development of Equatorial Guinea”, 

The China Quarterly 199, 2009, pp. 667-685. 

43 A. Askouri, “China’s Investment in Sudan: Displacing Villages and Destroying Communities”, in Manji 

and Marks (eds), African Perspectives on China in Africa; pp. 71-86. 
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comfortable with the growing Chinese involvement in Africa.44 Boshard expressed 

concern about environmental degradation which could yield tragic consequences such as 

flooding and droughts.45 Echoing this view, Lemos and Ribieiro elaborated on Chinese 

companies’ disregard for the environment in their operations and the likely economic 

impact of this degradation and exploitation on the respective states in Africa.46 

 

Tull also addressed Africa’s increasing over-dependence on cheap Chinese products 

which he found detrimental to local products and manufacturers.47 Supporting this view 

Draper, le Pere, and Broadman, in their respective works, argued that the continued inflow 

of Chinese products into the African market was endangering the local manufacturing 

sector.48 Additionally, de Looy and de Leo noted it had led to the closure of businesses.49 

 
44 Aleksandra Gadzala and Marek Hanusch, “African Perspectives on China-Africa: Guaging Popular 

Perceptions and their Economic and Determinants”, Afro Barometer, Working Paper No. 117, Jan 2010, 

available at http://www.afrobarometer.org/publications/wp117-african-perspectives-china-africa-gauging-

popular-perceptions-and-their-economic, accessed 26 February, 2016. 

45 Peter Bosshard, “China’s Environmental Footprint in Africa”, in South African Institute of International 

Affairs, Policy Briefing, no. 3, April, 2008, pp. 1-12. 

46 Anabela Lemos and Daniel Ribeiro, “Taking Ownership or Just Changing Owners?”, in Manji and   Marks

(eds.), African perspectives on China in Africa; pp.63-70. 

47 Tull, “China’s Engagement in Africa: Scope, Significance and Consequences”, pp. 459-479.  

48 Peter Draper, “Jekyll and Hyde: China and Southern Africa”, Business Report, March 2006, p.9; See also 

Garth le Pere, “The Geo-Strategic Dimensions of the Sino-African Relationship”, in Kweku Ampiah and 

Sanusha Naidu (eds.), Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon?: Africa and China, Scottsville: University of 

KwaZulu-Natal Press, 2008, pp. 20-38; Harry Broadman, “China-African Trade and Investment: The 

Vanguard of South-South Commerce in the Twenty-First Century”, in Robert Rotberg (ed.) China into 

Africa: Trade, Aid and Influence, pp.87-108. 

49 Judith van de Looy and Haan de Leo, “Africa and China: a Strategic Partnership?” Strategic Analysis 30, 

2006, pp. 562-575. 
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Serge and Beuret pointed out the sub-standard conditions provided by numerous Chinese 

companies, a view that was also expressed by Lee.50 

 

Furthermore, a range of analysts including Blair, Polgras and French have depicted this 

Sino-Africa engagement as a new wave of colonialism which has furthered poverty and 

hardship in Africa.51 China’s non-attachment of political conditions to aid provided was 

also viewed as a neo-colonial device employed to export raw materials from Africa and, 

in some cases, sent back to the continent as manufactured products. These authors 

maintained that such practices encouraged more debt and deeper reliance of the African 

nations on China.52 Camody and Owusu agreed noting that Chinese aid to Africa bore 

similarity to earlier European colonial strategies, which ensured access to natural 

resources.53 Clapham also contended that this has been an unequal relationship favouring 

China;54 while Alden who described the relationship as asymmetrical warned of a new 

phase of imperialism.55 

 

 
50 Michel Serge and Michel Beuret, China Safari: On the Trail of Beijing’s Expansion in Africa, New York: 

Nation Books, 2009; Ching Kwan Lee, “Raw Encounters: Chinese Managers, African Workers and the 

Politics of Casualization in Africa’s Chinese Enclaves”, The China Quarterly, 199, 2009, pp. 647-668. 

51 David Blair, “Why China is trying to Colonize Africa?”, The Telegraph, 31 August, 2007, available at 

http://www.telegraph.co.uk/comment/personal-view/3642345/Why-China-is-trying-to-colonise-

Africa.html, accessed 26 February, 2016; Lydia Polgreen and Howard French, “New Power in Africa: 

China’s Trade in Africa Carries a Price Tag”, New York Times, 21 August, 2007, available at 

http://www.nytimes.com/2007/08/21/world/africa/21zambia.html?_r=0, accessed 01 February, 2016. 

52 See Maxi Schoeman, “China in Africa: The Rise of a Hegemony?”, in China and Africa: Partners in 

Development and Security? Danish Institute of International Affairs, Copenhagen, August 2007. 

53 Padraig Carmody and Francis Owusu, “Competing Hegemons? Chinese versus American Geo-Economic 

Strategies in Africa”, Political Geography, vol. 26, no. 5, 2007, pp. 504-524. 

54 Christopher Clapham, “Fitting China in”, Brenthurst Discussion Paper 8, Johannesburg: Brenthurst 

Foundation, 2006.  

55 Chris Alden, “Introduction”, in Chris Alden, Daniel Large, and Riccardo Soares de Oliveira (eds.), China 

Returns to Africa: A Rising Power and a Continent Embrace, New York: Columbia University Press, 2009, 

pp. 1-26. 
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Following this trend, the then US secretary of state, Hilary Clinton, in her speech during 

her visit to Zambia in 2011 remarked that Africa was being threatened by another 

colonialist power: “We saw that during colonial times, it is easy to come in, take out 

natural resources, pay off leaders and leave.”56 Undoubtedly, she was referring to China. 

There are scholars who have maintained that the Chinese extraction projects particularly 

in the oil sector are similar to that of the United Kingdom, France and United States.57 

Likewise, Sautman and Yan have argued that the Chinese involvement in Africa is similar 

to that of the West.58 Thus, the outstanding explanation for China’s renewed zeal to court 

African states rests primarily on the desire to gain access to resources and markets required 

for the needs of a rapidly growing economy. Such a focus represents the greatest criticism 

levied against this engagement. 

 

However, there have been counter arguments and rival voices from scholars and analysts 

about the Sino-Africa engagement. Some of the aforementioned literature also noted the 

positive impact of the relationship. Taylor mentioned the contribution of Chinese 

investment to the growing African economy and the Chinese respect for the sovereignty 

of African states.59 Rotberg argued that for social or political reasons, Western countries 

were often not prepared or hesitant to invest in African nations. This continent abandoned 

for decades had now been revived by the relationship forged with China.60 Marks was in 

agreement: “Unlike Belgium, which built roads solely for the extraction of resources in 

the Democratic Republic of Congo, China is constructing or improving roads that are 

 
56 Hilary Clinton quoted in Dambisa Mayo, “Beijing, a Boon for Africa”, The New York Times, June 2012, 

available at http://www.nytimes.com/2012/06/28/opinion/beijing-a-boon-for-africa.html?_r=0 , accessed 

31 January, 2016. 

57 Riccardo Soares de Oliveira, “Making Sense of Chinese Investment in Africa”, in Alden, Large, and 

Soares de Oliveira (eds.), China Returns to Africa: A Rising Power and a Continent Embrace. pp. 83-110. 

58 Barry Sautman and Hairong Yan, “The Forest for the Trees: Trade, Investment and the China-in-Africa 

Discourse”, Pacific Affairs, vol. 81, no. 1, 2008, pp. 9-29.  

59 See Ian Taylor, “Governance in Africa and Sino-African Relations: Contradictions or Confluence?”, 

Politics, vol. 27, no.3, 2007, pp. 139-146. 

60 Rotberg, China into Africa: Trade, Aid, and Influence. 
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suitable not only for the transport of resources but which citizens can also use to travel.”61 

Moyo, in her book Dead Aid, echoed this view contending that Chinese assistance to 

Africa has been far more beneficial than Western aid.62 Brautigam is representative of this 

view, adding that the formula of Chinese aid and investment in Africa has been tried and 

tested in light of earlier Japanese economic assistance to China and Southeast Asia: 

China learned from Japan. Today’s system of using commodities as security for a 

commercial line of credit enables a country to finance a specific investment today, 

and pay for it later with future earnings. Securing the investment with a resource 

flow reduces the risk and allows the interest rate to be lower, the loan to be cheaper. 

In other ways, too, using Chinese government funds (sometimes, but not always, 

aid) to foster Chinese investment in Africa followed in the footsteps of Japan’s 

similar moves in Southeast Asia.63 

 

Hailemariam Desalegn, Deputy Prime Minister and Foreign Minister of Ethiopia from 

2010 to 2012, maintained that the perception that China only focused on African countries 

with raw materials was not justified. He noted that although his country did not have 

abundant resources, it still enjoyed a close relationship with China.64 

 

By the second decade of the 21st century, China had become more vocal in defence of its 

Africa relations. From the perspective of Hirono and Suzuki, publications and statements 

 
61 Toya Marks, “Want’s China’s Investment in Africa?”, Business Enterprise, March 2007, p.34. 

62 Dambisa Moyo, Dead Aid: Why Aid Is Not Working and How There Is a Better Way for Africa, New 

York: Farrar, Straus, and Giroux, 2009. See also Edward Friedman, “How Economic Superpower China 

Could Transform Africa”, in Sujian Guo and Baogang Guo (eds), Greater China in an Era of Globalization, 

Boulder, CO: Rowman & Littlefield, 2010, pp.139-160. 

63 Deborah Brautigam, “China in Africa: What can Western Donors Learn?”, Report from the Norwegian 

Investment Fund for Developing Countries (Norfund), 2011 available at 

http://www.norfund.no/images/stories/publikasjoner/andre_publikasjoner/Norfund_ChinainAfrica.pdf, 

accessed 22 February, 2016. 

64 “China, a Power Engine of Africa’s Economic Rejuvenation”, Forum on China-Africa Cooperation, CRI 

Online, 23 June, 2011, available at http://www.focac.org/eng/zxxx/t833132.htm accessed 25 February, 

2016. 
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from Chinese scholars, analysts and officials on Sino–African engagement were usually 

defensive as they attempted to respond to Western criticism.65 A notable example was a 

statement made by the then Chinese Premier Wen Jiabao who defended China in response 

to accusations of imperialism:  

For over 110 years after the Opium War in 1840, China was the victim of colonial 

aggression. The Chinese nation knows too well the suffering caused by colonial 

rule and the need to fight colonialism. This is one of the main reasons why we 

have supported the national liberation and resurgence of Africa…China supports 

the development of democracy and rule of law in Africa. But we never impose our 

own will on others. We believe that people in every region and country have the 

right and ability to properly handle their own affairs. The international community 

should respect the choice independently made by African countries in terms of 

mode of development.66 

 

At the 2015 Forum on China-Africa Cooperation held in Johannesburg, President Xi 

Jinping pledged to triple China’s financing commitment to Africa, compared to the 

traditional doubling, and this was promised despite China’s slowing economy. Also, the 

composition of the funding pledges was more diversified, with natural resources being 

downplayed. Indeed, this represents a new phase in China-Africa relations that could be 

transformational in Africa’s development: 

At the summit, Xi proposed 10 overarching plans for Sino-Africa cooperation, 

covering almost all aspects of their economic ties: industry, agriculture, 

infrastructure, environment, trade facilitation, poverty alleviation, and public 

health. The overall direction fits in the readjustment of China’s Africa policy since 

the inauguration of President Xi. “Industrial capacity cooperation” (产能合作) 

and “strategic complementarity” (战略对接) have become the two keywords for 

China’s economic aspiration in Africa. Under China’s own economic restructuring 

 
65 Miwa Hirono and Shogo Suzuki, “Why Do We Need ‘Myth-Busting’ in the Study of Sino–African 

Relations?” Journal of Contemporary China, vol. 23, issue 87, June 2014, pp. 443-461. 

66 “From ‘Brothers’ to ‘Partners’ China, Africa Build Strategic Ties”, China Daily, 03 November, 2006, 

available at http://en.people.cn/200611/03/eng20061103_317919.html, assessed 08 February, 2016. 



 

22 
 

and Africa’s aspiration for industrialization, modernization, and urbanization, 

China is keen on shifting its labor-intensive industries to Africa. Such industrial 

capacity cooperation is to be complemented by the export of China’s excess 

capacity to support African infrastructure projects and capacity building through 

technical assistance, vocational training, and fellowship programs.67 

 

Huang has argued that China has been a major contributor to global peace and security.68 

Pant gave the example of China having been instrumental in convincing the Sudanese 

leadership to accept increased United Nations presence in Sudan;69 while Steinbock noted 

President Xi Jinping’s statement to the United Nations in 2015 “that China would set up 

a permanent peacekeeping force of 8,000 troops and contribute another $100 million in 

military assistance to the African Union for peacekeeping missions in the next half a 

decade”.70 Korinko and Chelang elaborated on China’s gradual shift from non-

interference to intervention. They noted that China was the first nation to urge the United 

Nations to intervene in the Somalia crisis. In 2007, China contributed troops to the UN-

led mission in the African nation of Liberia, with later missions to Mali and the 

Democratic Republic of Congo.71 Notwithstanding, there were those who contended that 

this change was cosmetic only, orchestrated to improve and enhance China’s image in the 

international arena and did not represent a shift in values.72 In 2016, Corkin agreed that 

 
67 Yun Sun, “Xi and the 6th Forum on China-Africa Cooperation: Major Commitments, But with 

Questions”, Brookings, 07 December, 2015, available at http://www.brookings.edu/blogs/africa-in-

focus/posts/2015/12/07-china-africa-focac-investment-economy-sun, accessed 03 March, 2016. 

68 Chin-Hao Huang, “Principles and Praxis of China’s Peacekeeping”, International Peacekeeping, vol. 18, 

issue 3, June 2011, pp. 257–270. 

69 Harsh Pant, “China in Africa: The Push Continues but All’s Not Well”, Defense & Security Analysis, vol. 

24, issue 1, 2008, pp. 33-43. 

70 Dan Steinbock, “China’s New Global Role”, EconoMonitor, 02 October, 2015, available at 

http://www.economonitor.com/blog/2015/10/chinas-new-global-role/, accessed 20 February, 2016. 
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China had not been emphasizing “the development of political institutions” or “social 

spending” but the 2015 China-Africa summit in Johannesburg did yield the Johannesburg 

Action Plan (2016-2018) that offered help to small and medium enterprises, including 

“agri-projects as a sector, which has a direct bearing on lower-income households”.73  

 

Corkin represents the more nuanced view found in recent analyses with regard to China’s 

dealings with African countries. China’s international image through the conduit of ‘soft 

power’ in developmental projects will increasingly be crafted in Africa. China has a firmer 

engagement with Africa than ever before. It is Africa’s largest trading partner,74 40 

percent of China-African trade transactions are denominated in the renminbi,75 and the 

Export-Import Bank of China has been providing more in loans to sub-Saharan Africa 

than the World Bank for over a decade.76 Economic growth in that period has averaged 

approximately 5 percent per annum which, as Pigato and Tang point out, has led to 

improved living standards and a “bolstering human development indicators across the 

continent”.77 CARI reported that from 2007 to 2017, the PRC government, banks, and 

contractors extended $143 billion in loans to African governments and their state-owned 

 
73 Mercy A. Kuo and Angelica O. Tang, “China’s Africa Strategy: Going Global with Infrastructure 
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at http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2014/08/04/u-s-china-compete-to-woo-africa/, accessed 28 
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enterprises.78 Still, Kornegay’s call for more interrogation of Chinese and other 

international actors’ engagement with Africa remains valid.79 The respected Pew 

Research Center 80 has shown that despite Western nations being uncomfortable with 

Sino-Africa engagement over the past decade, in terms of African views China is as 

welcome as other powers.81 This provides an opportunity to shift the focus away from 

great power competition between the United States and China in Africa, which occupies 

the attention of many studies and research organizations (including the Pew) to this thesis’ 

choice of Australia: a Western middle power with a different culture of engagement in 

Africa compared to China.  

 

Australia 

Australian engagement with the African continent is not as extensive as that of the Sino-

African relationship. Although Australian relations with the African continent can be 

traced back to the Anglo-Boer conflict at the turn of the 20th century when Australian 

colonies contributed troops to the British military forces battling in South Africa, it has 

suffered a century of neglect.82 This view is supported by Lyons who states that Australia 

 
78 China Africa Research Initiative, (CARI), Data: Chinese loans to Africa”, CARI, Johns Hopkins 

University’s School of Advanced International Studies, 2019, available at http://www.sais-cari.org/data-

chinese-loans-to-africa, accessed 19 November, 2019. 
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Jansson, (eds.), New Impulses from the South: China’s Engagement of Africa, pp. 3-12. 
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had only limited political, diplomatic, economic and military engagement with Africa;83 

while Asafu-Adjaye points out that over the years Australia’s relations with Africa were 

conducted mainly in collaboration with the Commonwealth or United Nations in response 

to crises.84 This helps explain the limited literature available on Australian engagement 

with Africa. As Mickler lamented: 

Africa does not receive much press in Australia, and certainly not much positive 

press. As a major world region it has been relatively neglected by Australian policy 

makers too, who tend to look north to Asia, across the Pacific to the USA or back 

in time to Europe.85 

 

Nevertheless, Smith believes this is changing. Due to African nations’ developmental 

changes in recent years, Australia is establishing relations beneficial to both parties based 

on mutual respect.86 In its quest for greater interaction with the continent, Australia has 

established an embassy in Ethiopia and a trade commission in Ghana to strengthen 

diplomatic relations with West Africa which was an area of great neglect.87 It has provided 

troops for security and peacekeeping on the continent;88 and has participated in a number 

of diplomatic and economic meetings in Africa.89  

 

Scholars investigating the reasons behind this improvement in engagement have offered 

a number of reasons. One reason is Australia’s desire to extract resources from Africa. As 

 
83 Tanya Lyons, “From Neglected to Engaged? Australia’s Relations with the Countries of Africa 2006-10”. 

84 Asafu-Adjaye, “Is Africa the New Frontier in Emerging Markets?”, p.22. 

85 David Mickler, “Introductory Speech”, UWA Africa Research Cluster, 25 May, 2015, available at 
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Dialogue Reflections and Recommendations, Australian Strategic Policy Institute, July 2013, p.12. 

87 Asafu-Adjaye, “Is Africa the New Frontier in Emerging Markets?”, p.22. 
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one geologist noted, “Australian mining and exploration companies see Africa as 

underexplored compared to Australia…. In some countries ‘nothing’ has happened since 

the end of colonialism.”90 

 

Donelly and Ford also maintained that Africa has become more important to Australia due 

to the resource boom. They noted that prior to 2000, trade between Australia and Africa 

was minimal. However, this has experienced significant growth due to Australia’s interest 

in Africa’s mining and resource sector. By 2008 Australian prospective investment in 

Africa’s resource sector was almost US$20 billion.91 By 2011: “Australia’s mineral and 

resources companies have more projects in Africa than in any other region of the world, 

covering all types of mining projects from exploration to smelters and service company 

offices, and all the major minerals.”92 This occurred in light of a decline in the number of 

low-cost, large-resource projects in Australia, causing Australian companies to switch 

their focus to Africa.93 

 

Scholars and analysts have also provided other supplementary reasons for Australia’s 

growing engagement with Africa. Harrap has argued that Australia’s increased 

engagement was an opportunity not only to extract natural resources from the continent 

 
90 Australian exploration geologist Amanda Stove, quoted in Tanya Lyons, “From Neglected to Engaged? 

Australia’s Relations with the Countries of Africa 2006-10, p.11, available at 

http://afsaap.org.au/assets/Lyons31.pdf, accessed 08 March, 2016. 

91 Roger Donelly and Benjamin Ford, “How the Resource Boom in making Sub-Saharan Africa More 

Important to Australia”, Lowy Institute for International Policy, Paper 24, 2008, p.vii, available at 
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but also to explore business opportunities and new markets, noting: “Africa’s consumer 

spending is predicted to total $US1.4 trillion by 2020, with around 128 million households 

having discretionary income and more than half living in cities.”94 Asafu-Adjaye has 

supported this view adding that Australia’s exports to African countries have been rising; 

for example, between 2010 and 2012 Australian exports to the West African nation of 

Ghana rose by 76 percent and exports to Mozambique saw a 29 percent rise.95 

 

The pursuit for diplomatic support is posited as another reason for Australia’s renewed 

interest in Africa. This was particularly evident when Australia was campaigning for a 

seat in United Nations Security Council (UNSC), with a concomitant increase,96 in the 

number of visits by Australian officials. Senator Bob Carr, former Australian foreign 

affairs minister, admitted that it forced Australia to intensify its diplomacy with Africa.97 

With Australia concluding its term on the Security Council in December 2015, the foreign 

affairs minister at the time, Julie Bishop, announced Australia would be a candidate for a 

non-permanent seat in 2029-30. This suggests that the diplomatic reason for engagement 

with Africa will continue. 

 

Asafu-Adjaye has observed that as major powers such as China and United States are 

turning to Africa, this has also prompted Australia to become more involved.98 The need 

for Australia to intensify relations with African nations for geopolitical and geoeconomic 

reasons is indeed a common observation. Given China’s Twenty-First Century Maritime 

 
94 Ann Harrap, “Australian Mining Engagement in Africa”, Resource Investor, March 2011, available at 
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97 Bob Carr quoted in Tony Eastley and Lisa Millar, “Australia wins seat on UN Security Council”, 
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Silk Road project, it is not surprising that Jennings and Mills point to the growing 

importance of the Indian Ocean.99 However Negin and Denning having been urging “a 

deeper engagement with countries sharing the Indian Ocean – those of East and Southern 

Africa” since 2008, in view of the economic potential.100 The then Australian minister of 

foreign affairs, Stephen Smith, said in 2009: “We have neglected a continent of nearly 1 

billion people and we have to engage for very good economic, political, foreign policy 

and strategic reasons and there is a lot we have in common with Africa that we can take 

advantage of…”101  

 

The shift to a more diversified Africa in terms of economic and trade attractions, as well 

as its deeper engagement with the non-Western countries (including the BRICS) may act 

as further motivation for Australian involvement. McNamee and Bergin pointed out that 

in 2013 the attraction for “investors from all corners of the globe” had gone beyond 

mineral and energy resources: 

…there are encouraging signs that confidence in other sectors—telecoms, 

infrastructure, banking and so on—is growing as well. Interest in Africa’s vast, 

unused arable lands—over 60% of the world’s available and unexploited 

cropland—is growing rapidly in step with concerns about future global food 

security.102 
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With these views and perceptions, this thesis will endeavour to establish whether Africa’s 

relationships with China and Australia can lead to the continent’s advancement.  

 

1.6 Theoretical Approach  

As the scope of this study is grounded in the discipline of International Relations (IR), this 

thesis focuses on IR theoretical approaches to provide an appropriate framework for 

analysis. Each theory is founded on a set of principles and assumptions that deals with the 

nature of interactions between states and different actors, as well as the factors to take into 

account when identifying drivers for change. Although, these theories are principally 

distinguishable by the core variables they emphasize, the dynamic nature and general 

patterns of Chinese and Australian engagement with Africa cannot be analysed, 

understood and explained using only one of the theoretical perspectives. Such an attempt, 

at best, will only provide a narrow view. As highlighted by Stephen Watts, “No single 

approach can capture all the complexity of contemporary world politics. Therefore, we 

are better off with a diverse array of competing ideas rather than a single theoretical 

orthodoxy.”103 What this illustrates is that there is not one ‘best’ approach to international 

engagement but a combination tailored to fit a particular situation and maximize possible 

opportunities as they occur. 

 

In examining a broad range of these competing IR theories, it is worth noting that they 

can actually be classified under two schools of thought: the rationalist and the social. 

Three mainstream IR theoretical approaches, Realism, Liberalism and Constructivism, not 

only offer insights that best capture the different influences shaping the pattern of behavior 

 
103 Stephen M. Walt, “International Relations: One World, Many Theories” Foreign Policy 110, Spring 
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of the states being examined, but mostly express the views of the rationalist and social 

schools of thought.104 

 

In many ways, Liberalism and Realism with their Neorealist and Neoliberal variations 

conceptualize the rational and material forces inherent in this research, even though from 

a different approach to analysis.105 They both highlight ‘interests’ as a significant factor 

influencing engagements and provide crucial variables for the comprehension of relations 

between the actors. Constructivism, on the other hand, emphasizes other dynamic 

mechanisms that further deepen understanding of interacting patterns. Constructivism 

goes beyond the material perspective and uncovers how the actions of the states are shaped 

by non-material interests such as social, cultural, normative, and ideational factors.106 

 
104 Over the years, Realism and Liberalism have been the most dominant rational approaches to international 

Relations theory. These perspectives with their concepts remain key reference points in IR. Indeed, they 

present the two core issues that lie at the centre of what is referred to as the Neorealist-Neoliberal debate in 

current literature. On the other hand, Constructivism seen as the youngest of the three perspectives is a 

dominant and vibrant social school of thought that encompasses a family of social theories such as English 

school, poststructuralism, critical theory, postmodernism, post colonialism, neo-Marxism, feminism and 

green school. They are united by their concerns with how global politics is socially constructed. Thus, to 

many scholars, Realism, Liberalism and Constructivism are now seen as the three major IR theoretical 

perspectives and go further to stress that in the field of IR theory, Realism is the definitive tradition, 

Liberalism the main alternative approach or competitor to Realism, and Constructivism the leading radical 

perspective. See Jennifer Sterling-Folker, Making Sense of International Relations Theory, 2nd edn., 

Colorado: Lynne Rienner Publishers, 2013; Joyce P. Kaufman, Introduction to International Relations: 

Theory and Practice, 5th edn., New York: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2013, pp.9-12; Karen A. 

Mingst and Ivan M. Arreguin-Toft, Essentials of International Relations, 6th edn., New York: W. W. Norton 

and Company, 2013, pp.95-100; Paul R. Viotti and Mark V. Kauppi, International Relations Theory, 5th 

edn., Boston: Longman, 2012, p.277; Thomas Diez, Ingvild Bode and Aleksandra F. Da Costa, Key 

Concepts in International Relations, Los Angeles: Sage, 2011, pp.209-210. 

105 See Alexander Wendt, “Anarchy is What States Make of it: The Social Construction of Power Politics”, 

International Organization, vol. 46, no. 2, 1992, pp. 391-425; Oliver Daddow, International Relations 

Theory: The Essentials, 2nd edn., Los Angeles: Sage, 2013, p.128. 

106 However, the main focus here is not to look at the weaknesses or strengths of these theories, but to 
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Hence it is not surprising that some scholars regard Constructivism as the approach that 

is most suited in interpreting major shifts in international relations.107  

 

Furthermore, all three abide by the tradition that states are the key actors in international 

relations, which is of relevance to this study, as states are the main actors being examined. 

Realism categorically maintains that states are the primary actors in the global 

environment. Liberalism also regards states as the major actors but includes consideration 

of internal affairs as part of a comprehensive assessment of states’ behaviour. 

Constructivism asserts that states are the important actors; however, it views the state as 

a unit that is influenced by the constructs and structures within which it relates. In other 

words, it sees states as imagined and constructed communities based on human and social 

interactions.  

 

Thus, the framework for this thesis will be guided by the Realist, Liberalist and 

Constructivist approaches to International Relations. Their combined breadth fulfils the 

need to demonstrate adequately the similarities and differences in the Australian and 

Chinese approaches, their motivation, and objectives being accomplished. This tripartite 

theoretical framework will be based on analysis showing the complementarity of the three 

theoretical approaches.108 In this way, they provide the most widely applicable and 

appropriate theoretical framework for the thesis, which would not have been equally 

attainable through the use of a different set of frameworks or single theory. In short, they 

provide a firmer ground to draw conclusions as this thesis investigates and analyses the 

 
107 Wendt, “Anarchy is What States Make of it: The Social Construction of Power Politics”, pp. 391-425; 

John Gerard Ruggie, “What Makes the World Hang Together? Neo-Utilitarianism and the Social 

Constructivist Challenge”, International Organization, vol. 52, no. 4, 1998, pp. 855-885; Michael Barnett, 

“Social Constructivism”, in John Baylis, Steve Smith, and Patricia Owens (eds.), The Globalisation of 

World Politics: An Introduction to International Relations, 6th edn., Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008. 

108 States may be Realist by nature but become Liberalist and Constructivist by necessity as they alter their 

strategy and even identity in the international system. See Samuel Barkin, Realist Constructivism, 

Cambridge, CUP, 2010; Jackson and Nexon, “Paradigmatic Faults in International Relations Theory”. 
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differences and similarities in the modes of engagement between the states, and if there 

are lessons to be drawn. Chapter 2 of thesis, ‘Theoretical Framework’, provides further 

elaboration; while chapter 9, ‘Theoretical Application’, considers the various dimensions 

of Beijing’s and Canberra’s actions in Africa through this framework. 

 

1.7 Research Delimitation 

Being able to utilize relevant Chinese or French language literature and reports (in view 

of the 29 Francophone countries in Africa) would have also been useful. Thus, a major 

delimitation in this thesis is not being able to examine and utilize untranslated materials 

in Chinese and French.  

 

1.8 Research Chapters and Organization 

The thesis is divided into ten chapters starting from this introductory section followed by 

chapter 2, which identifies and discusses the relevant theories of International Relations 

that have informed the theoretical framework of the study. Chapter 3 provides a historical 

contextualization of Sino-African relations and the factors motivating Chinese 

engagement with Africa. Chapter 4 outlines the various models China has utilized in 

Africa to advance its national interest. Chapter 5 focuses on the benefits and pitfalls for 

Africa of China’s renewed interest in the continent, and possible implications. The next 

two chapters (6 and 7) turn to Australian relations with Africa. Chapter 6 maps the 

historical development of Australia-Africa relations and investigates the underlying 

motives that have spurred Australia’s recent activities on the continent, and chapter 7 

concerns the approaches Australia has adopted towards courting Africa. Consideration is 

also given to the beneficial aspects of the growing engagement for Africa as well as the 

associated setbacks.  

 

The last three chapters (8, 9 and 10) bring China and Australia together in terms of the 

comparative elements. More specifically, chapter 8 examines in what ways and to what 

extent China and Australia are similar or different in their engagement of Africa, while 

chapter 9 interprets how the paradigms that constitute the conceptual framework of the 
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study have influenced various dimensions of China’s and Australia’s actions in Africa. 

Chapter 10 concludes the thesis by presenting the key findings of the research and 

providing recommendations. It also highlights likely consequences for Africa, and the 

international community as a whole, if the recommended changes are overlooked.
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Chapter 2: Theoretical Framework 

 

2.1 Introduction 

Numerous theories from diverse academic fields have much to contribute to analysing the 

forces at work in global relations and helping to explain how the international system 

functions. However, as the scope of this study is grounded in the discipline of International 

Relations (IR), this thesis focuses on IR theories to provide an appropriate theoretical 

framework. 

 

This chapter will identify and discuss the relevant theories of International Relations that 

form the conceptual framework critical to understanding the processes at work in the 

Chinese and Australian engagements with Africa.1 This is vital as these theories underpin 

most of the fundamental research questions to be examined.2 Collectively, these theories, 

which accept the premise of states as leading actors in the international system, provide 

the theoretical background which tests and interprets Chinese and Australian engagement 

with Africa. 

 
1 A delimitation in this chapter is that it will not examine the range of theories that have underpinned both 

the discipline and practice of International Relations, nor does it provide an exhaustive study of the 

applicable theories selected, as this is not a thesis on IR theories per se. However, it will present the key 

arguments and main perspectives of each theory.  

2 Some scholars also use the terms paradigms, perspectives, discourses, schools of thought, images, and 

traditions to refer to these theories. Although they are often used interchangeably, there are fine distinctions. 

A theory is “a statement attempting to account for general phenomena or patterns rather than explaining 

unique or individual circumstances” and is often required to be not only explanatory but also predictive of 

behaviour; a paradigm “structures thought about an area of enquiry” such as the scientific worldview; while 

a perspective is used by scholars who do not believe IR has authentic theories in that they lack predictive 

power. See Charles W. Kegley, Jr and Eugene R. Wittkopf, World Politics: Trend and Transformation, 9th 

edn., New York: St. Martin’s, 2004, pp. 17, 31-32. If the requirement for predictive power is removed then 

theory remains a suitable term. Meanwhile, some terms are broader than others. Paradigm and school of 

thought can contain a number of theories and perspectives. 
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The chapter will now proceed with a rationale for choice of theories, their explication, and 

conclusions drawn. 

 

2.2 Selection of Theories 

Similar to most academic disciplines, IR offers a plethora of contending theories that 

provide valuable perspectives to consider when interpreting relationships among what are 

conventionally deemed to be the primary units of the international system, nation-states.3 

These theories seek to identify why states engage the way they do in the global 

environment and provide compelling arguments. Each theory is founded on a set of 

principles and assumptions that deals with the nature of interactions between states and 

different actors. Although these theories are principally distinguishable by the core 

variables they emphasize, the dynamic nature and general patterns of Chinese and 

Australian engagement with Africa cannot be analysed, understood and explained using 

only one of the theoretical framework. Such an attempt, at best, will only provide a narrow 

view. As highlighted by Stephen Watts, “No single approach can capture all the 

complexity of contemporary world politics. Therefore we are better off with a diverse 

array of competing ideas rather than a single theoretical orthodoxy.”4 This illustrates that 

there is not one approach to international engagement but a combination of approaches 

tailored to fit a particular situation, provide useful insights, and to maximize opportunities 

that arise. 

 

 
3 The nation-state is a political construct that emerged in the 19th century that incorporates people of similar 

identity or cultural affinity in a governed territory. Most nation-states are not monocultural and so it 

represents an ideal. The term ‘state’ is more commonly used and refers to a country under the same 

government living within a defined border sharing certain values and beliefs in spite of cultural differences 

that may exist. See Joyce P. Kaufman, Introduction to International Relations: Theory and Practice, 5th 

edn., United Kingdom: Rowman and Littlefield Publishers, 2013, p.71; Oliver Daddow, International 

Relations Theory: The Essentials, 2nd edn., Los Angeles: Sage, 2013, p.318; Paul R. Viotti and Mark V. 

Kauppi, International Relations Theory, 5th edn., Boston: Longman, 2012, p. 458. 

4 Stephen M. Walt, “International Relations: One World, Many Theories”, Foreign Policy 110, Spring 1998, 

p. 30. 
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In examining a broad range of these competing IR theories, it is noteworthy that they can 

be classified under two schools of thought: the rationalist school and the social school. In 

this respect, the three mainstream theoretical positions in IR, those of Realism, Liberalism 

and Constructivism, not only offer the theoretical insight that best captures the different 

aspects of reality shaping the pattern of behavior of the states being examined, but mostly 

express the views of the rationalist and social schools of thought.5 

 

In many ways, Liberalism and Realism (with their neoliberal and neorealist variations) 

conceptualize the rational and material forces inherent in this research, despite differences 

in analytical approaches.6 They both highlight ‘interests’ as a significant factor 

influencing engagements and provide crucial variables for the comprehension of relations 

between the actors. Constructivism, on the other hand, emphasizes other dynamic 

mechanisms or key structures that further deepen understanding of interacting patterns. It 

goes beyond the material perspective and uncovers how the actions of the states are shaped 

 
5 Over the years, Realism and Liberalism have been the most dominant rational approaches to International 

Relations theory. These perspectives with their concepts remain key reference points in IR. Indeed, they 

present the two core issues that lie at the centre of what is referred to as the neorealist-neoliberal debate in 

current literature. On the other hand, Constructivism which is seen as the youngest of the three perspectives 

is a thriving school of social thought that encompasses a family of social theories such as english school, 

poststructuralism, critical theory, postmodernism, neo-Marxism, post-colonialism, feminism and green 

school. They are united by their concerns with how global politics is socially constructed. Thus, to many 

scholars, Realism, Liberalism and Constructivism are now seen as the three major IR theoretical 

perspectives and go further to stress that in the field of IR theory, Realism is the definitive tradition while 

Liberalism is the main competitor to Realism as the definitive tradition; and Constructivism has become the 

leading radical perspective. See Jennifer Sterling-Folker, Making Sense of International Relations Theory, 

2th edn., Colorado: Lynne Rienner Publishers, 2013; Kaufman, Introduction to International Relations, pp. 

9 - 12; Karen A. Mingst and Ivan M. Arreguin-Toft, Essentials of International Relations, 6th edn., New 

York: W. W. Norton and Company, 2013, pp. 95-100; Viotti and Kauppi, International Relations Theory, 

p. 277: Thomas Diez, Ingvild Bode and Aleksandra F. Da Costa, Key Concepts in International Relations, 

Los Angeles: Sage, 2011, pp. 209-210. 

6 See Alexander Wendt, “Anarchy is What States Make of it: The Social Construction of Power Politics”, 

International Organization, vol.46, no. 2, 1992; Daddow, International Relations Theory: The Essentials, 

p.128. 
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by non-material interests such as social, cultural, normative, and ideational factors.7 

Hence, it is not surprising that some scholars regard Constructivism as the approach that 

is most fitting in interpreting major shifts in international relations.8  

 

Furthermore, all three concepts are tied to the tradition that states are the key actors in 

international relations, which is of relevance to this study, as states are the main actors 

being examined. Realism categorically maintains that states are the primary actors in the 

global environment. Liberalism also regards states as the major actors but also focuses on 

states’ internal affairs to provide a comprehensive assessment of their behaviour. 

Constructivism asserts that states are the principal actors; however, it views the state as a 

unit that is reactive to the constructs and structures to which it relates. 

 

Thus, the framework for this thesis will be guided by the Realist, Liberalist and 

Constructivist approaches to International Relations. Their combined breadth fulfils the 

need to demonstrate adequately the similarities and differences in the Australian and 

Chinese approach, their motivation, and objectives being accomplished. This tripartite 

theoretical framework will be based on analysis showing the complementarity of the three 

theoretical approaches, even if they have somewhat different emphases.9 In this way, they 

 
7 However, the main focus here is not to look at the weaknesses or strengths of these theories, but to 

introduce some of the dominant assumptions and concepts that are critical to understanding Chinese and 

Australian engagement with Africa. 

8 See Wendt, “Anarchy is What States Make of it: The Social Construction of Power Politics”, pp. 391-

425; John Gerard Ruggie, “What Makes the World Hang Together? Neo-Utilitarianism and the Social 

Constructivist Challenge”, International Organization, vol. 52, no. 4, Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press, 1998, pp. 855-885; Michael Barnett, “Social Constructivism”, in John Baylis, Steve Smith, and 

Patricia Owens (eds.,), The Globalisation of World Politics: An Introduction to International Relations, 6th 

edn., Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008, pp-155-168. 

9 States may be Realist by nature but become Liberalists and Constructivists by necessity as they alter their 

strategy in the international system. In a sense, the approaches can operate in the same general or similar 

domain. See Patrick Thaddeus Jackson and Daniel H. Nexon, “Paradigmatic Faults in International-

Relations Theory”, International Studies Quarterly, vol.53, Issue 4, December 2009, pp. 907-930, available 

at https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2478.2009.00562.x, accessed 31 October, 2019. 
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provide the most widely applicable and more responsive theoretical framework for the 

thesis. In short, they provide a firmer ground to draw conclusions as this thesis investigates 

and analyses the differences and similarities in the modes of engagement between the 

states, and if there are transformative lessons. Each perspective will now be presented, 

starting with Realism.  

  

2.3 Realism 

Realism is a heterogeneous term that refers mainly to two principal approaches: Classical 

Realism and Neorealism (also known as Structural Realism). It is the oldest theory for 

understanding and explaining International Relations.10 It offers explanations for war and 

conflict, imperialism, barriers to cooperation, alliances, unhealthy competition and other 

international phenomena.11 Although articulated for modern usage in the twentieth 

century, its fundamental tenets are traceable to the writings of Thucydides, the ancient 

Greek historian, the Italian Renaissance political philosopher Niccolò Machiavelli, the 

English philosopher Thomas Hobbes, and the seventeenth century Dutch philosopher of 

 
10 Other theoretical approaches or sub-schools of Realism include but are not limited to Defensive Realism 

and Offensive Realism. Offensive Realism contends that the anarchic nature of the international system 

breeds fear and mistrust promoting a self-help mechanism for survival and security. This compel states to 

continually maximize their powers even if by aggressive means, as they seek to become a hegemon. In 

contrast, Defensive Realism argues that the primary aim of states is to secure the appropriate amount of 

power necessary for their survival. States are encouraged or seen as ‘security maximizers’ and not ‘power 

maximizers’. See William Wohlforth, “Realism and Foreign Policy”, in Steve Smith, Amelia Hadfield, Tim 

Dunne (eds,), Foreign Policy, Theories, Actors, Cases, 2th edn., Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012, 

pp. 35- 53; Helen V. Milner, “Rationalizing Politics: The Emerging Synthesis of International, American, 

and Comparative Politics”, International Organization, vol. 52, issue 4, 1998, pp. 759-786; Sterling-Folker, 

Making Sense of International Relations Theory, p.15; Michael Chiaruzzi, “Realism”, in Richard Devetak, 

Anthony Burke and Jim George (eds.) An Introduction to International Relations, 2nd edn., Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 2012, p.43; Viotti and Kauppi, International Relations Theory, p. 12; Steven 

Forde, “Varieties of Realism: Thucydides and Machiavelli”, The Journal of Politics, vol. 54, no. 2, 

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992, p. 387; Milner, “Rationalizing Politics: The Emerging 

Synthesis of International, American, and Comparative Politics. 

11 Walt, “International Relations: One World, Many Theories”, pp.29-32. 
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Jewish Portuguese heritage, Baruch Spinoza.12 Realist sentiments were also expressed by 

early Asian scholars and not limited to European philosophers (see below).  

 

According to Realists, the key to understanding International Relations is power. 13 Global 

politics is seen as a contest for power and security among competing states. This comes 

back to the central actors being states and it is in their national interests to pursue power, 

which motivates behavior.14 This is because states exist in a global system that is 

 
12 Marc A. Genest, Conflict and Cooperation: Evolving Theories of International Relations. 2th edn., 

Boston: Cengage Learning, 2004. p. 41; Siegfried Schieder and Manuela Spindler (eds.), Theories of 

International Relations, New York: Routledge, 2014, p.22. See also Wiep van Bunge, Spinoza Past and 

Present: Essays on Spinoza, Spinozism, and Spinoza Scholarship, Leiden-Boston: Brill, 2012; Justin 

Steinberg, Spinoza’s Political Philosophy: The Taming of Fortune and Fear, Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 2018. 

13There are diverse definitions of power. These include the capacity of a nation or individual group to 

influence the behaviour of others in accordance with their own goals or interest; controlling the minds and 

action of others; or the ability win in conflict and overcome any obstacle. It is worth noting that there is no 

clear consensus on a definition, even among Realists. There are Realists who see power to be the sum of 

military, economic, diplomatic, technological and other capabilities at the disposal of the state. For the 

‘father’ of International Relations, Hans Morgenthau, the elements of power are: geography, natural 

resources, industrial capacity, military preparedness, population, national character, national morale, the 

quality of diplomacy, and the quality of government. See Hans Morgenthau, Politics Among Nations: The 

Struggle for Power and Peace, 6th edn., New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1985. Although power may be 

assessed in absolute terms, it is also ‘relative’ to the capabilities of other states. For example, the power of 

the United States is measured in terms of its capabilities relative to the capabilities of other states such as 

China, Russia, and North Korea. Both of these definitions are classified as the materialist view. Viotti and 

Kauppi, International Relations Theory, pp. 52-53. To quote Paul D’Anieri, “Realist theory is a theory of 

power politics, but defining power in a meaningful way is difficult. Military capability, economic capacity, 

and prestige or cultural power are important components.” See Paul D’Anieri, International Politics: Power 

and Politics in Global Affairs, 2th edn., Boston: Wadsworth Cengage Learning, 2012, p.73; According to 

Nye power can simply be defined as, “the possession of capabilities or resources that can influence 

outcomes.” See Joseph S. Nye, Soft power: The Means to Success in World Politics, New York: Public 

Affairs, 2004, p. 3. 

14 Heather Savigny and Lee Marsden, Doing Political Science and International Relations: Theories in 

Action, New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2011, p. 74. 
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characterized by ‘anarchy’.15 Each nation-state then has to shoulder the responsibility for 

its own defense and security. Given this situation, when a state formulates its foreign 

policy agenda, considerations of power and security mean that self-serving policies take 

preeminence over morality and ideals. The assumption is that the greater the power, the 

greater the prospects of survival and domination of other states. With this in mind, the 

only viable alternative is for states to increase their own power by strengthening the power 

factors, such as economic and military capacity, and engaging in balance of power 

behavior so that no one state can be strong enough to dominate the others.16 Thus, states 

seek to decrease the power of possible rivals through alliances or sanctions, or increase 

their own power by manufacturing more weapons and raising the size and quality of their 

military forces.  

 
15Anarchy in the international system does not mean chaos or complete disorder. It refers to the lack or 

absence of a formal system of government or central/universal international authority to enforce law and 

order not only between states but also throughout the global environment. See Hedley Bull, The Anarchical 

Society, 4th edn., London: Plgrave Macmillian, 2012; Cynthia Weber, International Relations Theory: A 

Critical Introduction, 2th edn., New York, Taylor and Francis, 2010; J. Donnely, ‘Twentieth –Century 

Realism’, in T. Nardin and D.R. Mapel (eds,) Traditions of International Ethics, Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 1992, p. 87; John J. Mearsheimer, The Tragedy of Great Power Politics: London: W.W. 

Norton and Company, 2001; K.J Holsti, The Dividing Discipline: Hegemony and Diversity in International 

Theory, London: Unwin Hyman Ltd, 1985, p. 34. Moreover, Realists maintain that the anarchical global 

system is fundamentally different from the hierarchical domestic politics where states can exercise or 

impose law and order on their citizens. They argue that international and domestic politics need to be 

considered independently. From their viewpoint, politics at the domestic level does not have much bearing 

on decisions taken at the international level. See Savigny and Marsden, Doing Political Science and 

International Relations: Theories in Action, p. 51. 

16 The balance of power concept was introduced to IR by Hans J. Morgenthau. Basically, states will form 

strategic alliances or partnerships to rival and counterbalance a hegemonic power. (A hegemon or 

hegemonic power is a dominant state that controls other states. However, hegemony as it is used today 

implies control and influence not only by the use or threat of force, including economic coercion, but also 

by setting in place the institutions and norms that govern the international system.) See Diez, Bode and Da 

Costa, Key Concepts in International Relations, 2011, p. 6; As elaborated by Genest, the balance of power 

principle posits that if a coalition of states (or two or more states) holds an equal distribution of power, no 

side can be assured of victory should there be a conflict. One would presume that under these conditions 

that states are unlikely to embark on a military action to resolve their disagreements with other states. This 

will only help to preserve balance and stability in the global system. See Genest, Conflict and Cooperation: 

Evolving Theories of International Relations, p. 42.  
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Although anarchy provides the structural reason for today’s Realism, ‘human nature’ 

often characterized explanations in Classical Realism. Thucydides, regarded as the first 

prominent Realist figure, articulated some of the essential assumptions of Realism in his 

History of the Peloponnesian War, particularly in the ‘Mytilene debate’ in which he 

emphasized the role of human nature and in the ‘Melian Dialogue’ where he described 

the quest for power and the importance of using strategic alliances to maximize power.17 

Realist arguments also featured in the Arthashastra (Science of Polity), an ancient Indian 

manuscript credited to Kautilya (also called Chanakya).18 He was Chief Minister and 

strategic advisor to Chandragupta Maurya (317-293 BCE) who united the Indian 

subcontinent for the first time. This work addressed survival and aggrandizement of the 

state. As Haslam pointed out, ‘Kautilya focuses on the position of the potential conqueror 

who always aims to enhance his power at the expense of the rest’.19 Chinese strategist, 

Sunzi (Sun Tzu),20 who lived approximately 2,000 years ago, also articulated a Realist 

political philosophy in his Art of War. 21 He advised state leaders on the best way of 

survival in a period known as the Warring States (475-221 BCE) when war had become a 

systemic instrument of power. Like Kautilya, Sunzi maintained that moral consideration 

was of limited relevance to the state rulers of the day in the face of armed and dangerous 

 
17 See Tom Moylan, Review- History of the Peloponnesian War at http://www.e-ir.info/2013/03/14/review-

history-of-the-peloponnesian-war/; Stephanie Lawson, Theories of International Relations: Contending 

Approaches to World Politics, Cambridge: Polity Press, 2015, pp. 66-67. 

18 Kautilya, Kautilya's Arthasastra, 8th edn, trans. R. Shamasastry, Mysore: Mysore Printing and Publishing 

House, 1967. See also Roger Boesche, The First Great Realist: Kautilya and His Arthashastra, Lanham 

Md: Lexington Books, 2002. 

19 Colin Elman, “Realism”, in Martin Griffiths (ed.), International Relations Theory for the Twenty-First 

Century: An Introduction, London: Routledge, 2007, p.11; J Haslam, No Virtue Like Necessity, New Haven: 

Yale University Press, 2002, p.14; Paul Seabury, Balance of Power, San Francisco: Chandler Publishing 

Co, 1965, p. 7.  

20 The standard pinyin romanization of Chinese words is used throughout this thesis. In this instance it is 

Sunzi. The older Wade-Giles romanization, or Sun Tzu in this case, will also be provided on occasion to 

avoid possible confusion or when the latter is more commonly known. 

21 See Sun Tzu, The Art of War, Translated by Samuel B. Griffith, Oxford, 1963. 
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states. He taught the rulers how to use power in its various guises to ensure their survival 

and protect their interests.22  

 

Returning to Western influences on Realism, Niccolò Machiavelli’s The Prince first 

published in 1515 is among the best known. In this controversial manual for leaders, 

Machiavelli, following Realist principles set by Thucydides, contends that it is sometimes 

necessary for one to act immorally, to act cruelly, or chose evil over good behavior in 

order to achieve desired outcomes. It is better for a ruler to be feared than to be loved as 

fear can be controlled by the Prince, but love could not: 

So, on this question of being loved or feared, I conclude that since some men love 

as they please, but fear when the prince pleases, a wise prince should rely on what 

he controls, not on what he cannot control. He must only endeavour, as I have said, 

to escape being hated.23 

 

In order to realize their goals, governments can carry out any action required. This can be 

justified as a state’s need to survive. Although in an ideal world it is honorable to act 

morally, Machiavelli argues that in reality, craftiness is better than honesty. He described 

humans as wicked, painted a very pessimistic view of human nature and argued that the 

survival of the state is the most important goal in politics. He stressed that leaders who 

neglect national security jeopardize the security of the state and do so at their own risk.24  

 
22 See various works by Rosita Dellios, including: “‘How May the World be at Peace?’: Idealism as Realism 

in Chinese Strategic Culture'”, in Valerie M. Hudson (ed.), Culture and Foreign Policy, Colorado: Lynne 

Rienner, 1997, pp. 201-230; Rosita Dellios, “International Relations Theory and Chinese Philosophy”, in 

Brett McCormick and Jonathan H. Ping (eds), Chinese Engagements: Regional Issues with Global 

Implications, Qld: Bond University Press, 2011, pp. 63-93. See also James R. Ferguson and Rosita Dellios, 

The Politics and Philosophy of Chinese Power: The Timeless and the Timely, Lanham Md: Lexington 

Books, 2017, pp. 201-222. 

23 Niccoloò Machiavelli, The Prince, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988, p.99. 

24 Machiavelli, The Prince; See also Kaufman, Introduction to International Relations, p.44; Genest, 

Conflict and Cooperation: Evolving Theories of International Relations, p.42; Lawson, Theories of 

International Relations, p.68. 
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Classical Realists basically agree that states exist in an anarchic international system, a 

central tenet that was forcefully expressed by Thomas Hobbes especially in his 

masterpiece titled Leviathan (1651) where the ‘state of nature’ was a prevalent subject.25 

Hobbes maintained that there is no rule of law in the state of nature. As human nature is 

self-serving and egoistical, individuals are only restricted by their desires. It becomes 

rational for people to utilize any power at their disposal to act in their interest. Humanity 

is then faced with mistrust, fear, social unrest, amorality and constant war. It would lead 

to what Hobbes famously called a ‘war of all against all’, with the resultant prescription 

for individuals to surrender their freedom and equality and unite under a sovereign state.26 

Similar to Thucydides and Machiavelli, Hobbes held a typically Realist view of human 

nature as negative and untrustworthy. Baruch Spinoza, however, pointed out that the 

formation of sovereign political societies creates numerous individualistic states with a 

similar tendency to interact with each other as humans do in the state of nature described 

above. Each state is then also left with the duty of protecting its national interest.27 Thus, 

for Hobbes and Spinoza the state of nature did not disappear with the emergence of 

sovereign states but manifested in their relations with each other.28  

 

These Realist precepts were further developed by a wide range of contemporary classical 

scholars, most notably the German-born American political scientist Hans Morgenthau 

(who is dubbed the ‘father’ of International Relations as it developed after the Second 

World War and became a discipline in its own right), British-born American thinker 

Reinhold Niebuhr, British philosopher Edward Hallett Carr, and Kenneth Waltz, an 

 
25 Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998.  

26 Hobbes, Leviathan. 

27 Benedict Spinoza, “Theological-Political Treatise”, in Edwin Curley (ed. and trans.), The Collected Works 

of Spinoza, vol. 2, Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2016, pp. 268-269; Yitzhak Y. Melamed and 

Michael Rosenthal, (eds.), Spinoza’s Theological-Political Treatise: A Critical Guide, Cambridge 

University Press, 2010 ; Hasana Sharp, Spinoza and the Politics of Renaturalization, Chicago: University 

of Chicago Press, 2011; Hasana Sharp, “Violenta Imperia Nemo Continuit Diu: Spinoza and the 

Revolutionary Laws of Human Nature”, Graduate Faculty Philosophy Journal, 34, no.1, 2013, pp. 133–

148. 

28 See Lawson, Theories of International Relations Contending, pp. 80-83. 
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American political scientist.29 Both Morgenthau and Neibuhr contend that states just like 

individuals have an inborn desire to dominate others.30 To Morgenthau, human nature 

may not be entirely evil but is fundamentally flawed and so holding this pessimistic but 

‘realistic’ view is the only way to approach international relations.31 Morgenthau saw 

states as ‘rational actors’32 seeking goals that are within their power in line with their 

national interest. Based on the notion of ‘interest defined as power’ he prescribed a 

‘rational theory of international politics’ and advocated a balance of power strategy as a 

way of preventing conflict.33 For Reinhold Neibuhr, modern nation-states are hypocritical 

and self-centered with a higher capacity to engage in immoral behavior than individuals. 

He argued that individuals are more inclined to act morally towards each other displaying 

affection for their own kind.34 As accepted by Carr (who argues that the world is not based 

on cooperation or collective interest but on opposing and competing interests35) and also 

 
29 Genest, Conflict and Cooperation: Evolving Theories of International Relations, p.41; Kaufman, 

Introduction to International Relations, p.44. 

30 Morgenthau, Politics Among Nations: The Struggle for Power and Peace; Genest, Conflict and 

Cooperation: Evolving Theories of International Relations, p. 31; Walt, “International Relations: One 

World, Many Theories”, p. 31. 

31 See Morgenthau, Politics Among Nations: The Struggle for Power and Peace; pp. 4-17; Weber, 

International Relations Theory: A Critical Introduction, p. 16. 

32 A rational actor is one who selects a policy by utilizing logical reasoning, that is, choosing the policy that 

best fulfils the identified objectives after assessing the relative merits of a range of potential policies. See 

Mingst and Arreguin-Toft, Essentials of International Relations. 

33 Mingst and Arreguin-Toft, Essentials of International Relations, p. 43; See also Morgenthau, Politics 

Among Nations: The Struggle for Power and Peace, pp. 4-17. 

34 Reinhold Niebuhr, Moral Man and Immoral Society: A Study in Ethics and Politics, New York, Charles 

Scribner’s Son, 1947. 

35 This is especially so where the underprivileged or impoverished strive to overturn the prevailing order 

but face strong resistance from the privileged and powerful who only desire to promote and protect their 

own benefits, a situation that ultimately leads to violence. See Savigny and Marsden, Doing Political science 

and International Relations: Theories in Action, p. 73. 
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Morgenthau, Neibuhr emphasized how states utilize moral universal principles to 

rationalize the aggressive pursuit of their self-serving national interest.36 

 

Contemporary proponents of Realist theory provided a significant refinement to Classical 

Realism. This Neorealism, as it became known, gave Realism renewed vigor, becoming 

the most important and prominent reinterpretation of Realism among the variant 

interpretations.37 It explained different kinds of state behavior such as balancing and 

seeking relative absolute gains. While Classical Realism maintains that anarchy exists 

because human nature controls the behavior of states in the international environment, 

Neorealism rejects this view and asserts that the constraining impact of the anarchical 

structure of the international system is what determines or influences state behavior.38 

There is no effective central government or overarching authority to lay down mandatory 

laws that states must obey and to also enforce compliance. States are then exposed to 

constant insecurity and fear. They become suspicious of their neighbor’s intentions and 

seek ways of strengthening their own power while weakening that of others. This does not 

foster a cooperative atmosphere but rather breeds hostility and conflict in the drive to 

maintain sovereignty and a desire to control others. This international structure fosters 

aggressive self-help strategies. Hence, Neorealism is also known as structural Realism.39  

 

 
36 Savigny and Marsden, Doing Political science and International Relations: Theories in Action, p.84. 

37 Mingst and Arreguin-Toft, Essentials of International Relations, p. 80. 

38 Kaufman, Introduction to International Relations, p.49; Walt, “International Relations: One World, Many 

Theories”, p. 31; Jack Donnelly, “Realism”, in Scott Burchill and Andrew Linklater, et al., (ed,), Theories 

of International Relations 5th edn., New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013, p. 37. 

39 Kenneth Waltz, Theory of International Politics, Reading: Mass, 1979, p. 88; Kenneth Waltz, Man, the 

State and War, New York: Columbia University Press, 1959, p. 233; Genest, Conflict and Cooperation: 

Evolving Theories of International Relations, 2004, p. 30. Structural realism does allow some role for IGOs 

that partly structure state and economic relations as a system, though this is still driven by powerful states, 

and their interests. See John Mearsheimer, “Structural Realism”, in Tim Dunne, Milja Kurki, and Steve 

Smith, (eds.), International Relations Theories: Discipline and Diversity, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

2006, pp. 71-88, available at http://mearsheimer.uchicago.edu/pdfs/StructuralRealism.pdf, accessed 30 

June, 2015. 
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As states exist in a ‘self-help system’40 they explore opportunities where they can exploit 

the others. They arm themselves in order to pursue their rational goal of self-preservation 

or any other national interest and, in turn, other states respond by doing the same. 

Although, this armament may only have been for defensive purposes by each individual 

state, nevertheless it creates collective insecurity. It is this ‘security dilemma’,41 

characterized by fear and mistrust that can result in a war or unintended consequences.42 

Thus, Neorealism highlights the relative distribution of power among states and the 

absence of a central government in the global system as structural causes for competition 

on security in the global system.43 This is what leads to the balance of power theory. As 

Robert G Gilpin succinctly puts it, “Peace is more of a result of a power equilibrium than 

a cessation of conflicting ambitions”.44  

 

Kenneth Waltz and other Neorealists also note the need to focus on the “social causes” of 

conflict instead of the “natural” causes. Waltz maintains that it is not human nature that 

leads to conflict but rather the organization of social relations in unhealthy social 

institutions can be a negative influence on people. It is this negative social organization 

that Waltz refers to as international anarchy.45 With the prevalence of mistrust, attempts 

to cooperate are usually hindered by concerns that others will cheat on agreements due to 

dissatisfaction with absolute gains and a desire to pursue relative gains. States are 

concerned with how profits are shared. States that are satisfied with absolute gains try to 

 
40 Self-help system is a Neorealist concept that refers to or describes a predicament where each state is 

responsible for its own survival as it cannot count on help from other states in an anarchic global 

environment where there is no central government or overarching global authority to enforce the rule of 

law. See Genest, Conflict and Cooperation: Evolving Theories of International Relations, p. 47.  

41 Security dilemma refers to the difficult choice confronted by states in an anarchic international system 

where arming themselves or improving their defences may attract retaliation or unwelcome responses from 

others. On the other hand, not doing so is at the risk of making themselves vulnerable. See Mingst and 

Arreguin-Toft, Essentials of International Relations; D’Anieri, International Politics, p. 64. 

42 D’ Anieri, International Politics, pp. 66-65; refer also to Genest, Conflict and Cooperation, p. 44.  

43 Diez, Bode and Da Costa, Key Concepts in International Relations, p. 180. 

44 Robert G. Gilpin, No One Loves A political Realist”, Security Studies, vol.5, no.3, Spring 1996, pp- 3-8. 

45 Kenneth Waltz, cited in Weber, International Relations Theory: A Critical Introduction, p.16.  
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maximize their own profit and are not concerned with what others gain or lose. However, 

states that focus on relative gains not only weigh individual gains but also how well their 

gains perform compared to other parties. Attention is paid to calculating the degree of 

military and economic power they possess relative to each other. Notwithstanding, these 

obstacles, in a Realist world states sometimes do cooperate. For example, states can form 

alliances and cooperate against a common enemy. Agreements can also be concluded in 

a way that will eliminate cheating.46 To quote Mearsheimer, “The bottom line, however, 

is that cooperation takes place in a world that is competitive at its core – one where states 

have powerful incentives to take advantage of other states.”47  

 

Despite the differences between Classical Realism and Neorealism, both emphasize 

similar key concepts. Even in a globalized world with international institutions and 

transnational actors, they both classify states as the key international actors and that any 

action embarked on by a state mirrors rational and consistent cost-benefit calculation 

entirely driven by self-interest.48 Both concur that states are out to pursue those policies 

that are in line with ensuring survival and economic expansion, with power playing a 

central role. For example, Classical Realist Morgenthau maintained that, “International 

politics, like all politics, is a struggle for power.”49 Similarly, Kenneth Waltz (the 

Neorealist) considers any other option as suicidal.50 Although, Realists see power in terms 

of military capabilities, they also emphasize that economic power is equally important. 

Powerful states can shape or influence the behavior of others through incentives or ‘gifts’ 

 
46 Mearsheimer, The Tragedy of Great Power Politics, pp. 12-13; Kaufman, Introduction to International 

Relations, p.4; Weber, International Relations theory: A Critical Introduction, p. 19. 

47 Mearsheimer, The Tragedy of Great Power Politics, p. 13; Although Neorealists sees the states as the 

most important actors in the global environment and as rational actors, they also acknowledge the role that 

is played by non-state actors such as multinational organizations and corporations. See Martin Griffiths, 

Rethinking International Relations Theory, New York, Palgrave Macmillan, 2011, p.123. 

48 Savigny and Marsden, Doing Political Science and International Relations, p. 48; Genest, Conflict and 

Cooperation, p. 56.  

49 Morgenthau, Politics Among Nations, pp. 4-17. 

50 Waltz, Man, the State and War, p. 205. 
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(like bribes often seen as aid), offering economically rewarding relationships, economic 

sanctions, or by use of force: 

For realists, power and justice are a matter of capacity, which do not just depend 

on the size, quality and preparedness of the military and its weaponry, although 

this is crucial, but also on a state’s ability to attract allies, its diplomacy, the size 

of its economic strength and territory, its geographical terrain and location, and 

natural resources.51  

 

Ultimately, Realism contends that nation-states are fundamentally similar to one another 

as they are all mostly driven by the pursuit of their own key strategic self-interests in the 

international arena. As rightly observed by Jorgensen, “…by means of foreign policy 

instruments, states (and their representatives) will always do their utmost to further what 

is perceived to be in the national interest”.52  

 

2.4 Liberalism  

Of all the philosophical traditions that have emerged from the European Enlightenment, 

Liberalism remains highly influential. Drawing on a wide range of religious, 

philosophical, economic, and political ideas, Liberalism serves as an International 

Relations concept that champions the freedom and right of the individual, scientific 

rationality, democracy, the development of international institutions, limitations on the 

powers of the state, and an economic model that promotes the efficient allocation of 

resources in a globalized world to ensure the welfare of all.53  

 

 
51 Savigny and Marsden, Doing Political Science and International Relations, p. 49. 

52 Knud Erik Jorgensen, International Relations Theory: A New Introduction, New York: Palgrave 

Macmillan, 2009, p. 83. 

53 Jahn Beate, Liberal Internationalism: Theory, History, Practice, New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013, 

p. 22; James L. Richardson, “Liberalism”, in Devetak, Burke and George (eds.) An Introduction to 

International Relations, 2nd edn., Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012, p.49; Scott Burchill, 

“Liberalism”, in Burchill and Linklater, et al., (ed,), Theories of International Relations, p. 57. 
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Early Liberal theorists include John Locke, David Hume, Adam Smith, Samuel Pufendorf 

and John Stuart Mill.54 Commonly referred to as the theoretical ‘opponent’ of Realism, it 

is one of the central approaches towards the understanding of world politics.55 Unlike 

some Realists who contend that states are solely driven by national interest defined in 

terms of power (especially military power) and national security, Liberals argue that 

economic, social and environmental interests are other priority issues influencing how 

states engage on the international scene.56 The hierarchy of world issues is not always 

dominated by matters of military security. This can be seen in the Cold War and post-Cold 

war periods. During the Cold War with its nuclear-armed strategic adversaries, the United 

States and the Soviet Union, military affairs were deemed ‘high politics’ while economic, 

environmental and social affairs were regarded as ‘low politics’. After the Cold War, trade 

often become more important than the military balance. Moreover, the environment and 

human rights occupied a more prominent position on the global agenda. In other words, 

where Realism appeared to dominate the intellectual climate of the Cold War, in its 

aftermath a more conducive atmosphere emerged for Liberalism. 

 

Liberalism stresses cooperation and interdependence.57 In contrast to Realism, it holds an 

optimistic view of human nature, arguing that lasting peace is achievable as the moral and 

material conditions of individuals can be improved. To the Liberals, injustice and conflict 

can be attributed to misunderstanding among leaders and corrupt or inadequate social 

institutions. While acknowledging that it would be naïve to believe that conflict and 

injustice could be eradicated, Liberalists argue that these negative conditions could be 

reduced and controlled through institutional reform or collective action. Liberalists say 

 
54 Lawson, Theories of International Relations, pp. 165-181; John Stuart Mill, On Liberty, 2nd edn., Boston: 

Tickner and Fields, 1863; Joseph Hamburger, John Stuart Mill on Liberty and Control, New Jersey: 

Princeton University Press, 1999. 

55 Diez, Bode, and Da Costa, Key Concepts in International Relations, 2011, p. 130. 

56 Genest, Conflict and Cooperation, p. 124.  

57 Interdependence is a term used by economic liberalists to describe a system in which states are mutually 

dependent for the common good. See Genest, Conflict and Cooperation: Evolving Theories of International 

Relations, p. 131. 
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that the best way to expand human freedom is in democracies and through free 

enterprise.58  

 

While Liberalism echoes the Realist view on the persistence of conflict in the international 

sphere and that states are unitary rational actors in global politics, the key differentiating 

factor is the capacity for peaceful co-existence between states.59 In other words, despite 

the existence of international anarchy, it is not the case that states are always at war. 

Human beings possess the ability to shape the destiny of international relations and 

ameliorate the negative impact of the absence of a global authority.60 The behavior of 

states can be moderated through effective laws, norms and institutions. This is an 

argument that was pursued by theorists such as Hugo Grotius, Jeremy Bentham, Immanuel 

Kant and Normal Angell.61  

 

In the aftermath of the World Wars, Neoliberal ideas rose to prominence highlighting 

different strands of Liberalism. This is what became known as Neoliberalism. Like 

Neorealism, it posited that in an anarchic international system cooperation can be difficult 

to achieve as each state is suspicious of the other. However, it also argued that cooperation 

is now easier to achieve due to particular historical developments in the twentieth century 

and focussed on the role international institutions play in securing collective outcomes.62 

Neo liberalism holds a pluralistic view of the world. The world is not only made up of 

states and their institutions, but also composed of multiple non-state actors such as 

international and nongovernmental organizations, individuals, and groups who play a 

substantial and significant role in global affairs. The three core neo-liberal ideas 

 
58 Genest, Conflict and Cooperation, p. 86.  

59 Diez, Bode and Da Costa, Key Concepts in International Relations, p. 2. 

60 Jorgensen, International Relations Theory, p. 57. 

61 Kaufman, Introduction to International Relations, p.54; Lawson, Theories of International Relations, p. 

189; Diez, Bode and Da Costa, Key Concepts in International Relations, 2011, p. 135. 

62 Tim Dunne, Milja Kurki and Steve Smith, International Relations Theory: Discipline and Diversity, 3rd 

edn., 2013, UK: Oxford University Press, pp. 114-115. 
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(addressed below) are inherent in the classic Liberal ideas derived in particular from 

Kantian tripod: Liberal Institutionalism, Liberal Commercialism, and Liberal 

Internationalism.63 

 

Liberal Institutionalism contends that the cause of security is advanced by the formation 

of international institutions whose membership comprises nation-states.64 The role of 

these empowered institutions is to encourage cooperation, settle disputes, monitor 

compliance, enforce rules and impose sanctions where possible. Thus, states can 

overcome counterproductive behaviors derived from anarchy.65 The significance of 

international institutions operating at the level of the international political structure is that 

the structural anarchy of the international system must subordinate national interests to 

collective interests for the mutual benefit of all.66 Rational actors are obliged to sacrifice 

short-term gains for longer-term gains. Absolute gain matters more than relative gain 

through a cooperative world order. This is beneficial to all states involved in international 

engagements, as it promotes the rule of law and facilitates interdependence founded on 

mutual trust. Such practice can help ameliorate the antagonism seen as inherent in the 

international anarchic system.67 Thus, to proponents of this concept, global cooperation is 

foundational upon creating a variety of international organizations (IOs) and enhancing 

the role and influence of these international institutions.68 In the words of Robert Keohane, 

a prominent champion of this theory: “I propose to show…that the characteristic 

 
63 Bruce Russett and John R. Oneal, Triangulating Peace: Democracy, Interdependence and International 

Organizations, New York: W. W Norton, 2001; See also Lawson, Theories of International Relations 

Contending Approaches to World Politics, p. 259. 

64 Kaufman, Introduction to International Relations, p.58. 

65 Mearsheimer, The Tragedy of Great Power Politics, p. 17; D’Anieri, International Politics, p. 76; 

Burchill, “Liberalism”, in Burchill and Linklater, et al., (ed,), Theories of International Relations, p. 67. 

66 Griffiths, Rethinking International Relations Theory, p.29. 

67 This win-win position is contrary to the Realist assertion that international politics is a zero- sum game 

by which states gain at the expense of one another and any gains for one side is offset by loses for another. 

See Savigny and Marsden, Doing Political Science and International Relations, p. 52; See also D Anieri, 

International Politics, p. 76. 

68 Genest, Conflict and Cooperation, p. 124.  
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pessimism of realism does not necessarily follow. I seek to demonstrate that realist 

assumptions about world politics are consistent with the formation of institutionalized 

arrangements, containing rules and principles, which promote cooperation.”69  

 

Liberal Commercialism,  also referred to as economic liberalism emphasizes free trade, 

privatization and deregulation. The assumption is that as states recognize the benefits of 

encouraging economic collaboration and creating common interest in trade, acts of 

aggression that are in line with the theory of mercantilism70 would be weakened by these 

commercial exchanges. Economic collaboration among states can promote benefits that 

will make them all wealthier at the same time without threatening survival. This 

interdependence model which is a pivotal part of Liberal Commercialism promotes 

 
69 Robert O. Keohane, After Hegemony: Cooperation and Discord in the World Political Economy, New 

Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1984, p.67. 

70 Mercantilism, which was prevalent from the sixteenth to nineteenth centuries, is an economic theory that 

is mainly focused on using state power to secure economic and social interest. In other words, states are 

heavily involved in self-serving strategies. It fits in well with Realist principles and sees any economic gains 

for one state as a loss for another state. It does not promote economic interdependence or commercial 

exchanges among states. Mercantilism sees competition for self-sufficiency among states and promotes 

protectionism. To achieve this, a state can embark on any action including placing restrictions on imports 

and the imposition of trade tariffs. Present day neo-mercantilist policies of many powerful and developed 

nations seek to pursue and maintain favourable trade balances, competitive advantage, and to accumulate 

huge reserve balances often to the detriment of developing (weaker and poorer) states with which they 

engage. As nations negotiate, manipulate arrangements and structure agreements to maximize their national 

interests, one nation’s gain becomes a loss to another. Thus, it is common for wealthier nations to utilize 

their surpluses in providing poorer nations (with a deficit) the funds required for purchasing goods and 

services from them. See Baylis, Smith, and Owens, (eds.), The Globalization of World Politics: An 

Introduction to International Relations, pp. 249-250; Margaret P Karns and Karen A. Mingst, International 

Organizations: The Politics and Processes of Global Governance, London: Lynne Rienner, 2010, pp. 396-

395; Walt, “International Relations: One World, Many Theories”, p. 38. On neo-mercantilism, see T Gee, 

“The World System is not Neo Liberal: The Emergence of Structural Mercantilism”, Critique, vol. 37, Issue 

2 , May 2009 , pp. 253 – 259; Keith Rankin, “Mercantilist Reasoning in Economic Policy Making”, paper 

presented for Conference of the New Zealand Association of Economists Wellington, 29 June to 1 July, 

2011, p.1, available at https://www.nzae.org.nz/wp-content/uploads/2011/Session5/57_Rankin.pdf, 

accessed 12 June, 2015; R Gilpin, The Political Economy of International Relations. Princeton: Princeton 

University Press, 1987; Kauppi and Kauppi, International Relations Theory, (5th ed.), 2011. 
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economic linkages between states as a basis for establishing and maintaining order within 

the global system.71 A relation of mutual dependence and economic integration 

discourages the narrow pursuit of national interest and the desire for states to fight against 

each other in order not to endanger each side’s prosperity.72 This is sometimes labelled as 

‘capitalist peace’.73 Thus, Liberal Commercialism operates across territorial frontiers 

building bridges of economic interdependence or interconnectedness. This cooperation 

and integration should moderate state behavior. With this interdependence model, states 

are not the only major actors as non-state actors such as international institutions, 

economic cartels, large religious groups, non-governmental organizations (NGOs), and 

multinational corporations play a major role in this integration.74 This illustrates that the 

role of non-state actors in fostering such economic collaboration is crucial. However, the 

interests or agendas of non-state actors, particularly multinational corporations (MNCs), 

may differ significantly from the interests of those states in which they carry out their 

business operations.75 Nevertheless, they can only do so efficiently in a peaceful and 

stable international environment. This means that NGOs and MNCs need to work 

collaboratively with states and fellow non-state actors to ensure a relatively secure 

international community. This, then, becomes an interest shared that should be promoted 

by all actors. 

 

Liberal Internationalism, for its part, argues that the key to greater international peace and 

cooperation is democracy. A democratic political system promotes the freedom and 

choice of each individual, is deemed the least repressive and the government is elected by 

the people. Liberal internationalism is based on the belief coercion need not be the default 

 
71 Genest, Conflict and Cooperation, p. 126; D Anieri, International Politics, p. 76; Schieder and Spindler 

(eds.), Theories of International Relations, p.113. 

72 Burchill, “Liberalism”, in Burchill and Linklater, et al., (ed,), Theories of International Relations, p. 66. 

73 Paul F. Diehl, "Exploring Peace: Looking Beyond War and Negative Peace", International Studies 

Quarterly, vol. 60, issue 1, March 2016, pp. 1-10, available at doi: 10.1093/isq/sqw005, accessed 01 

November, 2016. 

74 Genest, Conflict and Cooperation, p. 126. 

75 Genest, Conflict and Cooperation, p.127.  
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position for resolving a conflict of interest because it holds that people are inherently 

rational and peace-seeking; that these defining characteristics of humankind can be used 

to articulate and seek one’s interest or to understand moral principles and live in 

accordance to the rule of law.76 Unlike Realists, who separate domestic and international 

politics and consider each to uphold the notion that all states are unitary rational actors, 

Liberal Internationalists maintain that politics, or the characteristics of government at the 

domestic level, have a strong bearing on decisions taken at the international level. This is 

crucial to understanding international relations.77 To Liberal Internationalists, for states to 

uphold the rule of law and human rights of its citizens, the domestic political order must 

be legitimized. It becomes wrong for states to engage in any behavior that is socially 

unacceptable or breaches the rule of law as the same is expected to be upheld by citizens.78 

It is difficult for states with democratic governments to seek policies that advance the 

sectional interest of the economic and military elites as they are accountable to their 

citizens.79 The point here is that states are expected to model their domestic democratic 

values in their engagement with other nation-states or non-state actors. This is in line with 

the position that Liberalism solicits for a global system in which the endogenous dictates 

the exogenous. 

 

Neoliberalists also point out that not all political systems are democratic. Some states have 

autocratic governments. Neoliberalists believe that these undemocratic governments are 

to be blamed for the conflict that exists in the international arena. It relates to the 

‘democratic peace theory’ that contends that democracies do not fight other 

democracies.80 Therefore, if these undemocratic states can be transformed to a democratic 

 
76 Jill Steans et al., An Introduction to International Relations Theory: Perspectives and Themes, 3rd edn., 

New York, Routledge, 2013. 

77 Savigny and Marsden, Doing Political Science and International Relations, p. 51; See also D Anieri, 

International Politics, p. 74. 

78 Burchill, “Liberalism”, in Burchill and Linklater, et al., (ed,), Theories of International Relations, p. 69. 

79 Griffiths, Rethinking International Relations Theory, p.27. 

80 See Viotti and Kauppi, International Relations Theory, p. 446; Dunne, Kurki, and Smith, International 

Relations Theory, p. 487. 
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system, then there would emerge a global community of democratic states, which will in 

turn promote cooperation and the rule of law for the benefit of all.81 Basically, Liberal 

Internationalism aims at transforming international relations to a culture that is based on 

shared democratic values and norms. With more states embracing democracy, the global 

zones of peace can be expanded. Hence such theorists advocate the promotion of 

democracy.82 However, this is not always done in the spirit of democratic freedom of 

choice:  

Some democratic states believe in the power of playing role model and that, at the 

end of the day, the processes of state socialization will do their work and have their 

effect. In other words less successful states will adapt to or copy the strategies of 

successful states. Other states engage in missionary-like activities; actively 

promoting democracy, so to speak. Strategies of persuasion are applied; promotion 

programmes are launched; and linkage policies are introduced. In this scenario, 

development aid or macroeconomic packages will be given, provided that 

principles of good governance are introduced. Still other states engage in crusades, 

directing their aggressive energies toward non democracies. In fact some liberals 

are so found of democracy and individual freedom and rights that they are ready 

to promote such values by almost any means.83  

 

This is sometimes called ‘Offensive Liberalism’.84 As to the Liberalist reliance on 

interdependence and their dissociation from Realists, E.H. Carr has warned that this could 

be dangerous. This is because such institutions could represent unequal power relations, 

so that there is still a dominant party and a dependent one despite the narrative of 

interdependence as mutual benefit. 

 

 
81 Viotti and Kauppi, International Relations Theory, p. 446; Dunne, Kurki, and Smith, International 

Relations Theory, p. 487. 

82 Jorgensen, International Relations Theory, p. 2. 

83 Jorgensen, International Relations Theory, p. 69. 

84 See Benjamin Miller, “Contrasting Explanations for Peace: Realism vs. Liberalism in Europe and the 

Middle East", Contemporary Security Policy, vol. 31, issue 1, April 2010, pp. 134-164. 
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Criticism aside, Neoliberalists affirm that global organizations are vital instruments for 

seeking international co-operation, peace and economic advancement.85 This has seen the 

formation of international bodies such as United Nations (UN), North Atlantic Treaty 

Organization (NATO), European Union (EU), International Energy Agency (IEA), the 

World Bank and the International Monetary Fund (IMF). Indeed the regulating role of 

such institutions, and their expansion with new bodies such as the Group of Twenty (G20) 

and the Asian Infrastructure Bank (AIIB), suggests the decline of the state as the primary 

global actor. This mega phenomenon of globalization 86 is associated with the increased 

involvement of NGOs, IOs and MNCs in the international political and economic 

 
85 D’Anieri, International Politics, p. 75. 

86 “Globalisation can be defined as historical process which transforms the spatial organization of social 

relations and transactions, generating transcontinental or inter-regional flows and networks of activity, 

interaction and the exercise of power”. See David Held and Anthony McGrew, “The End of the Old Order? 

Globalization and the Prospects for World Order”, in Review of International Studies, vol 24, issue 5, 1998, 

pp. 219-245. Refer also to Anthony Held and David McGrew, (et al.,), Global Transformations: Politics, 

Economics and Culture, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999, p. 2; Viotti and Kauppi, 

International Relations Theory, p. 71. 
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environment.87 Theorists such as Stephen Krasner, Paul Viotti and Mark Kauppi identify 

the international cooperation embraced by these organizations as international regimes.88 

 

Despite the emergence of these non-state-actors, Liberalists still sees states as the key 

players in global affairs. They retain their persuasion of the importance of both capitalism 

and democracy, and the notion that free trade will create interdependence among states 

for the greater benefit for all.89 This is strongly supported by neoliberal theorists, including 

Robert Keohane and Joseph Nye, who contend that mutual interdependence encourages 

reciprocal and beneficial relationships and exchanges among states.90  

 
87 With the emergence and increased influence of non-state actors as engines of liberalization and 

globalization, poor states which are more reliant on the richer states lack the capability to resist pressures to 

open up their markets even though they do not agree with the liberal policies. Often, they either comply or 

face retribution from their benefactors. It is not uncommon to find the leaders of these developing states 

colluding with the ricer states to take advantage of their fellow citizens. Provision of abundant raw materials 

to richer states is often accompanied by a lack of transparency and accountability. Cheap labour is also 

provided. In many cases, non-state actors dictate the domestic policies of these vulnerable states. Thus, the 

observation here is that the inter-connectedness and inter-dependence advanced by globalization has been 

uneven and sometimes exploitative. Globalization and Liberalization are often viewed as beneficial to all 

and therefore the morally preferred position in global development. However, as observed by E.H Carr 

moralism is often used as a rationalization and a cloak for purely-self- interested actions, See Edward Carr, 

The Twenty Years’ Crisis 1919-1939: An Introduction To The Study of International Relations, Basingstoke: 

Palgrave, 2001; See also Bruce Moon, “The Foreign Policy of the Dependent State”, International Studies 

Quarterly 27, Spring 1983, pp.315-340; Bruce Moon, “Consensus or Compliance? Foreign Policy Change 

and External Dependence”, International Organization 39, Summer 1985, pp.297-329; Neil R. Richardson, 

Foreign Policy and Economic Dependence, Austin: University of Texas Press, 1978; Lawson, Theories of 

International Relations, p. 250. 

88 Stephen D, Krasner provides a widely cited definition of regimes as: “sets of implicit or explicit principles, 

norms, rules, and decision making procedures around which actors’ expectations converge in a given area 

of international relations.” See “Structural Causes and regime Consequences”, in Stephen D. Krasner, (ed) 

International Regimes, New York: Cornell University Press, 1983, p.2; Viotti and Kauppi, International 

Relations Theory, p. 464. 
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Clearly, Liberalism posits that promoting the liberal principles of democracy, economic 

interdependence, and institutions provides a solid foundation for building or enhancing a 

cooperative and peaceful world. Rather than each state seeking its own interest, 

Liberalism advocates cooperation and pursuing policies for the common good of all 

nation-states and therefore the international community in general. The criticism here is 

that states need not adhere to the ‘common good’ when their own interests are paramount. 

As Kaufman observes: 

The reality is that international organizations cannot force sovereign nation-states 

to behave in any particular way: rather nation-states behave in a certain way 

because they perceive it is beneficial for them to do so - that is, in their national 

interest. Thus, questions remain about whether countries really will work together 

unless they perceive that it is in their own interest to do so. Or, put another way, 

will they really do something simply because they perceive that it is “good”? The 

liberal thinkers imbue states and individual leaders with making those moral 

judgements. But does that assumption really reflect reality.91  

 

This matter of whether states only cooperate in international organizations if it is in their 

interests has led other theorists to speculate whether in fact states are socialized into 

redefining their interests. Thus, the problem cannot be simplified in terms of state interests 

versus group interests. Instead, the actors are influencing one another in what the next 

group of theorists, the Constructivists, call intersubjective relations. 

 

2.5 Constructivism  

Constructivism champions the social or intersubjective dimension of global politics and 

focuses on how changes in states’ identities and interests can reshape the culture of 

international relations to one of cooperation rather than conflict.92 Constructivists believe 

 
91 Kaufman, Introduction to International Relations, p.59. 

92 Andrew Bradley Phillips, “Constructivism”, in Griffiths (ed.), International Relations Theory for the 

Twenty-First Century: An Introduction, p.60; see also Alexander Wendt, Social Theory of International 

Politics, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999, pp. 1-143. 
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in a world that is socially constructed. They argue that the role of culture in dictating IR 

(which hardly featured in Realism or Liberalism) is significant in global interactions, as 

actors are socially constructed by their cultural environment.93 While, Constructivists 

regard states as the main actors in the international system, they maintain that non-state 

agents such as transnational and international organizations are also major actors in the 

international scene. Non-state agents can potentially influence the standard of appropriate 

behavior just as states can similarly impact non-sate agents. It views the world as a project 

that is always under construction and so must be open to change. Generally, states 

influence their environments, and in turn the environments influence them.94 Thus, 

another featureof this concept is the importance of “mutually constitutive relationships 

between agent and structures”.95 Constructivists believe that this mutually dependent 

relationship is facilitated by practice and action: “normative and ideational structures may 

well condition the identities and interests of actors, but those structures would not exist if 

it were not for the knowledgeable practices of those actors.”96 

 

The term Constructivism was coined and introduced to International Relations by the 

American scholar Nicholas Onuf.97 Also referred to as Social Constructivism, this 

addition to the theoretical perspectives of the IR discipline came into prominence in the 

1990s. Like other IR theories, there are a number of Constructivist approaches; 

 
93 Barnett, “Social Constructivism”, in Baylis, Smith, and Owens (eds.,), The Globalisation of World 

Politics, p.163. 

94 Barnett, “Social Constructivism”, in Baylis, Smith, and Owens (eds.,), The Globalisation of World 

Politics, pp.160-165; Viotti and Kauppi, International Relations Theory, pp. 278-297; Dunne, Kurki, and 

Smith, International Relations Theory, p. 191. 

95 Christian Reus-Smit, “Constructivism”, in Burchill and Linklater, et al., (ed,), Theories of International 

Relations, 5th edn., New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013, p. 217. 

96 Reus-Smit, “Constructivism”, in Burchill and Linklater, et al., (ed,), Theories of International Relations, 

p. 224. 

97 See Nicholas Onuf, “Constructivism at the Crossroads; or, the Problem of Moderate-Sized Dry Goods”, 

International Political Sociology, vol. 10, issue 2, June 2016, pp. 115–132, available at 

https://doi.org/10.1093/ips/olw001, accessed 01 November, 2016; Nicolas Onuf, World of our Making: 

Rules and Rule in Social Theory and International Relations, Columbia: University of South Carolina, 1989. 
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nonetheless, the common theme among them is, “the notion that actors’ words, deeds, and 

interactions shapes the kind of world on which they exist and that the world shapes who 

actors are and what they want.”98 Put simply, they are all united by their attention on how 

ideas and identities play a powerful role in shaping the behavior of actors in the global 

system.99  

 

Constructivism offers a different perspective to comprehending core concepts in IR. It 

holds that concepts such as anarchy, the security dilemma, balance of power, and 

hegemonic stability, which create mistrust among states, are only a social structure that 

comprises intersubjective understandings.100 The assertion here is that objects or concepts 

do not necessarily have fixed or objective meanings. Rather it is through social 

interactions that their meanings are constructed. That is, we assign meanings to objects 

and not the reverse. Thus, Constructivists do not believe that material structures have fixed 

or inherent meanings. For example, a state’s national interests are not material or given, 

but are determined by its social identity. They change or evolve in response to domestic 

and international constructs.101  

 

 
98 Ba and Hoffman quoted by Jennifer Sterling-Folker, “Constructivist Approaches”, in Sterling-Folker, 

Making Sense of International Relations Theory, p.132. The diverse approaches within constructivism 

(depending on each scholar) include modern constructivism, postmodern constructivism, naturalistic 

constructivism, ontological constructivism, epistemological constructivism, systemic, unit level and holistic 

constructivism. See Phillips, “Constructivism”, in Griffiths (ed.), International Relations Theory for the 

Twenty-First Century, p.64; Reus-Smit, “Constructivism”, in Burchill and Linklater, et al, p. 227; Jorgensen, 

International Relations Theory, p.163; Viotti and Kauppi, International Relations Theory, pp. 291-295. 

99 Kaufman, Introduction to International Relations, p. 60; Mingst and Arreguin-Toft, Essentials of 

International Relations, p. 95; D’Anieri, International Politics, p. 94; R. Jackson and G. Sørensen, 

Introduction to International Relations Theories and Approaches, 4th edn., New York: Oxford University 

Press, 2010, p.168; Lawson, Theories of International Relations, p. 325. 

100 Alexander Wendt, “Constructing International Politics”, International Security, vol. 20, no. 1, 1995, 

p.73. 

101 Mingst and Arreguin-Toft, Essentials of International Relations, pp. 95-96. 
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Unlike Realists and Liberalists that tend to focus on material factors such as power, 

commerce, and territory as driving international politics, Constructivist approaches in 

contrast, argue that shared ideas, values and beliefs also have structural elements that can 

control the behavior of social and political actors to the same extent as material structures. 

They see power as important but not primarily in material terms such as military, 

economic and political, but in discursive terms such as the power of ideas and culture. To 

the Constructivists, power resides with those who construct norms and identities.102  

 

Global relations cannot merely be limited to rational action, and interaction within 

material constraints or institutional constraints at the domestic or international level. In 

other words, normative structures are as important as material ones, as they influence how 

people view themselves, how they relate to others and the world, and why an event may 

have occurred the way it did.103 As noted by Martin Griffith: 

From a Constructivist perspective, it is impossible to analyse political behaviour 

merely by examining the material-structural context in which actors find 

themselves. It is incumbent on the social scientific investigator to enter into the 

ideational and cultural world of his or her research subjects, seeking to uncover 

the meanings that they give to their actions and how the ideas and behaviour of 

various actors then interact to produce outcomes.104 

 

 
102 Wendt, “Anarchy is What States Make of it: The Social Construction of Power Politics”, pp. 391-425; 

Ruggie, “What Makes the World Hang Together? Neo-Utilitarianism and the Social Constructivist 

Challenge”, International Organization, pp. 855-885; Barnett, “Social Constructivism”, in Baylis, Smith, 

and Owens (eds.,), The Globalisation of World Politics; T.V. Paul, International Relations Theory and 

Regional Transformation, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012, p.198. 

103 Walt, “International Relations: One World, Many Theories”, p. 31; Burchill, “Liberalism”, in Burchill 

and Linklater, et al., (ed,), Theories of International Relations, p. 224; Walt, “International Relations: One 

World, Many Theories”, pp. 40-41. 

104 Griffiths, Rethinking International Relations Theory, p.159. 
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Hence, three key kinds of ideas: norms, interests, and identities (discussed below) are of 

particular interest to Constructivists.105 

 

Norms to the constructivist represent appropriate behavior that can be derived from 

culture, shared rules, ethical principles, moral values, beliefs, and expectations that 

motivate or shape international engagement. Norms can originate domestically or 

internationally, and can be regulative or constitutive. They are regarded as constitutive in 

situations where they function as rules that define the identity of actors. In other situations 

where they define and specify acceptable standards of behaviour, they are classified as 

regulative. However, in some situations they can be constitutive and regulative at the same 

time.106 Constructivists, therefore, inquire into the effect of norms, as this can influence 

how actors define interests and identity. They also inquire into the causes of norms, 

seeking to know how they can arise and how they can change. This suggests that in 

Constructivism the effect of norms in people’s behavior is a major consideration. A state’s 

foreign policy cannot only be about protecting national interest but also concerns 

acceptable and appropriate behavior in the international community.107 As noted by 

D’Anieri, “Much of the attention of the constructivist approaches has centered on the role 

of norms in international affairs.”108 Although states do not always adhere to international 

laws or regulations, norms do have a strong influence on states when they operate as 

principled beliefs. These beliefs, which are collectively promoted by individuals or groups 

 
105 D’Anieri, International Politics, p.94; Viotti and Kauppi, International Relations Theory, p. 278. 

106 See Viotti and Kauppi, International Relations Theory, p.286. 

107 D’Anieri, International Politics, p. 99; See also Steans, et al., An Introduction To International Relations 

Theory: Perspectives and Themes, p. 187; Kathryn Sikkink, “Transnational Politics, International Relations 

Theory, and Human Rights”, in PS: Political Science and Politics, vol. 31, no. 3, 1998, pp.517–520; 

Margaret Keck and Kathryn Sikkink, “Transnational Advocacy Networks in International Politics: 

Introduction”, in Margaret Keck and Kathryn Sikkink (eds.), Activists Beyond Borders, New York: Cornell 

University Press, 1998, pp.1–38; Richard Price, “Reversing the Gun Sights: Transnational Civil Society 

Targets and Land Mines”, International Organization, vol. 52, no. 3, 1998, pp. 613–644; Theo Farrell, 

“Constructivist Security Studies: Portrait of a Research Program”, International Studies Review 4, 2002, pp. 

49–72. 

108 D’Anieri, International Politics, p. 99. 
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of non-state actors, can prevail on states to redefine their values, interests and identity. For 

example, it is now a common norm for states to prohibit apartheid, slavery, racism, gender 

inequality, child abuse and pornography, and terrorism. Commitment to human rights and 

welfare of the environment is constantly emphasized. States often stay away from 

practices deemed as illegitimate to avoid possible sanctions or retribution from the global 

community.109 Increasingly, the use and threat of nuclear weapons is seen as immoral and 

illegitimate. However, nuclear deterrence remains a central tenant of most nuclear armed 

states including the United States, United Kingdom, Russia and France with ‘nuclear zero’ 

very much a bargaining chip for them to use in relation to states such as India, Pakistan, 

North Korea and Japan. Notably, the Treaty on the Prohibition of Nuclear Weapons has 

70 signatories, but none of the nuclear armed states.110 

 

Interests, according to Constructivists, are not automatically derived from materialistic 

pursuits – such as the pursuit of wealth. They are determined by groups of people who are 

constructed by their cultural environment. That is, the goals of actors – whether deemed 

‘good’ or ‘bad’ – are a product of the cultural environment which defines them.111 

 
109 See Charlotte Ku and Paul F. Diehl, “International Law as Operating and Normative Systems: An 

Overview”, in Charlotte Ku and Paul F. Diehl (eds.), .International Law: Classic and Contemporary 

Readings, Colorado: Lynne Rienner, 1998; Galia Press-Barnathan, “The War Against Iraq and International 

Order: From Bull to Bush”, International Studies Review 6, 2004, pp. 195–212; Ian Hurd, “Breaking and 

Making Norms: American Revisionism and Crises of Legitimacy”, International Politics vol. 44, no. 2-3, 

2007, pp. 194–213; James M. Goldgeier and Phillip E. Tetlock, “Psychology and International Relations 

Theory”, Annual Review of Political Science 4, 2001, pp. 67–92; Kal Raustiala and Anne-Marie Slaughter, 

“International Law, International Relations and Compliance”, in Walter Carlsnaes, Thomas Risse, and Beth 

A. Simmons (eds.), Handbook of International Relations, London: Sage Publications, 2002; Viotti and 

Kauppi, International Relations Theory, pp. 286-288. 

110 Atomic Heritage Foundation, “The Treaty on the Prohibition of Nuclear Weapons”, Atomic Heritage 

Foundation, 03 April, 2019, available at https://www.atomicheritage.org/history/treaty-prohibition-nuclear-

weapons, accessed 01 November, 2019; International Campaign to Abolish Nuclear Weapons (ICAN), 

“Signature/ratification status of the Treaty on the Prohibition of Nuclear Weapons”, ICAN, available at 

http://www.icanw.org/status-of-the-treaty-on-the-prohibition-of-nuclear-weapons/, accessed 01 November, 

2019. 

111 Barnett, “Social Constructivism”, in Baylis, Smith, and Owens (eds.), The Globalisation of World 

Politics, p.163. 
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Constructivists argue that as states interact socially with one another in the global 

environment these interests are subject to change. They see interests as highly subjective 

which can be defined and conditioned by a state’s conception of its identity and the 

identity of other states. Constructivists maintain that norms, identities, and institutions can 

influence how interests are formulated, and in turn, interests can shape identities and 

institutions, meaning there is interplay between both. Constructivists would seek to ask 

where an interest came from rather than assuming an interest and then connecting it to 

behavior.112 They uphold the view that understanding how actors develop their interests 

is crucial to explaining a wide range of international political phenomena that rationalists 

ignore or misunderstand.113 

 

Identity to the constructivist is a question of who the actors are, and what they and others 

perceive to be their role. The way an actor perceives itself and other actors partly 

influences how it engages or responds to the actions of others. It is then apparent that 

global relations between states are mainly determined by their values and conception of 

each other, and each state’s place in the international environment. Since Constructivism 

places great emphasis on the identity of a given state in the international arena, the social 

and cultural identity of states (and also of individuals) becomes crucial as identities inform 

interests and, in turn, actions.114 States are influenced by the ideational forces and social 

constructs at play from various sources which in turn shape their behavior in the 

international scene.115 The sources could be endogenous sources such as the cultural 

values, religions and other ideological leanings within a state or exogenous sources such 

as multilateralism, globalization, and its perception in relation to other nation-states.116  

 
112Steans et al., An Introduction To International Relations Theory, p. 188; D’Anieri, International Politics, 

pp.94-95; Viotti and Kauppi, International Relations Theory, p. 290. 

113 Reus-Smit, “Constructivism”, in Burchill and Linklater, et al, (ed,), Theories of International Relations, 

pp. 224-225. 

114 Burchill, “Liberalism”, in Burchill and Linklater, et al., (ed,), Theories of International Relations, pp. 

224-225. 

115 Kaufman, Introduction to International Relations, p.118. 

116 Viotti and Kauppi, International Relations Theory, p. 288. 



 

65 
 

States can have a single identity that is distinct alongside a shared identity.117 For example, 

states in the African Union have a shared identity in addition to the identities of the 

separate states. As identities change, interest and behavior also change. So to the 

Constructivists a fundamental question is how identities change. They examine the 

processes by which this change takes place. Changes can occur due to the need to conform 

to the identity of a peer group or through socialization. Change may also occur through 

the internationalization of norms or diffusion of ideas.118 As observed by Cornelia Ulbert, 

“Should these identities change, then actors’ perspective on certain situations may also 

change, which may prompt a redefinition of interest.”119 Constructivists would argue that 

this is how ideas about the freedom and rights of the individual have been internationalized 

or how democratic values are diffused.120 Thus, one of the main tenets of Constructivism 

is the capacity for radical changes in the international environment. With the sudden end 

of the Cold War, which was not anticipated by many scholars,121 leading Constructivist 

Alexander Wendt, was quick to note that, “anarchy is what states make of it”.122 

Constructivists attributed the end of the Cold War to new ideas and thinking embraced by 

the former Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev. In their estimation, the Cold War was a 

social structure wherein the Soviet Union and the United States saw each other as foes 

and defined their national interests regarding each other accordingly. However, when this 

perception changed the Cold War ceased.123 Hence, in Walt’s observation, “Constructivist 

theories are best suited to the analysis of how identities and interests can change over time, 

thereby producing subtle shifts in the behaviour of states and occasionally triggering far-

 
117 Viotti and Kauppi, International Relations Theory, pp. 94-95; Kaufman, Introduction to International 

Relations, p.122. 

118 Mingst and Arreguin-Toft, Essentials of International Relations, p. 97. 

119 Cornelia Ulbert, “Social Constructivism”, in Schieder and Spindler (eds.), Theories of International 

Relations, p.255. 

120 Mingst and Arreguin-Toft, Essentials of International Relations, p. 97. 

121 One who did was John Mueller, historian and IR academic. John Mueller, Retreat From Doomsday: The 

Obsolescence of Major War, New York: Basic Books, 1989.  

122 Wendt, “Anarchy is What States Make of it: The Social Construction of Power Politics”, p. 395. 

123 Genst, Conflict and Cooperation, p.157. 
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reaching but unexpected shifts in international affairs”.124 To understand conflict and 

cooperation in global relations, Constructivists maintain that the focus should not be on 

the ‘anarchical structure of the international system’ but rather on how ‘non-material 

structures’ influence or shape actors’ identities.125As pointed out by Lawson, “They are 

especially concerned to highlight the relationship between the material and the ideational 

and to show how the meaning of material features of the world is produced through 

ideational processes.”126 

 

The role of institutions, which can be formal or informal, in influencing international 

relations is also highlighted by Constructivists. According to Constructivists, 

intersubjective structures could be observed in shared expectations or social knowledge 

rooted in institutions. The assertion here is that institutions do not refer to just formal 

organizations or regimes, but extend to such fundamental international institutions as 

sovereignty, diplomacy, human rights, and international law. Institutions cover actions 

that are continuously repeated by actors over an extended period of time. Not only are 

they stable and structured, but in line with states’ conception of how the global system 

functions and are also mutually constitutive.127 

 

Overall, the view upheld by Constructivists is that non-material factors are significant 

constructs that modify and shape the behavior of actors in IR. Ultimately, they can 

 
124 Walt, “International Relations: One World, Many Theories”, p. 44. 

125 Weber, International Relations Theory, p.62. As highlighted by Mingst and Arreguin-Toft, according to 

the Constructivists, “Whether a system is anarchic depends on the distribution of identities, not the 

distribution of military capabilities, as the realists would have us believe. If a state identifies only with itself, 

then the system may ‘be’ anarchic. If a state identifies with other states, then there is no anarchy.” Mingst 

and Arreguin-Toft, Essentials of International Relations p. 96. Thus, engagement or interaction between 

states is of vital importance. Equally essential is the manner in which it is carried out (cooperatively or 

competitively) and the identity that is developed (friend or foe).  

126 Lawson, Theories of International Relations, p. 353. 

127 Steans et al., An Introduction To International Relations Theory, p. 187; Griffiths, Rethinking 

International Relations Theory, pp. 157-158; Diez, Bode, and Da Costa, Key Concepts in International 

Relations, p. 211. 
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promote peace, cooperation, and foster prosperity for all, particularly if sates embrace a 

common unifying culture. Constructivism is of special relevance to this thesis as it helps 

explain how China sees itself and its role in the international order. Qin Yaqing, a 

prominent international relations scholar from China, has translated into Chinese 

Alexander Wendt’s writings on Constructivism and finds it to be particularly well suited 

to explaining China’s IR identity. He draws attention to how China has changed its 

identity from the Maoist era when it was critical and often confrontational to its more 

cooperative posture as it opened up to the world from the 1980s. Qin Yaqing notes that in 

1980, China’s international trade was minimal compared to today when the country is a 

recognized global trading power. Moreover, China’s membership of close to 300 

international multilateral conventions is indicative of its social interdependence.128 

 

2.6 Conclusion 

The purpose of this chapter has been to provide an overview of the concepts (Realism, 

Liberalism and Constructivism) which form the theoretical framework for this study.  

 

While the Realists and Liberalists highlight the rationalist point of view (material forces), 

from different perspectives, Constructivism considers the role of ideational and normative 

dimensions (non-material forces). These are viewed as fundamental variables that capture 

 
128 Yaqing Qin, “Interdependence, Cooperation, and Global Governance”, presentation, 23 June, 2009, East 

Asia Security Symposium, sponsored by the University of New Haven Global Studies Program and hosted 

by the China Foreign Affairs University (CFAU), Center for Strategic and Conflict Management, CFAU, 

Beijing, 22-26 June, 2009. See also discussion of Yaqing Qin as a Constructivist in Dellios, “International 

Relations Theory and Chinese Philosophy”, in McCormick and Ping (eds.), Chinese Engagements: Regional 

Issues with Global Implications, pp. 63-93. On directions of Chinese IR scholarship, see Dingding Chen, 

“The 10 Young Chinese Foreign Policy Scholars You Should Know In 20 years, this group of scholars will 

shape China’s foreign policy”, The Diplomat, 27 January, 2016. Among Yaqing Qin’s works are the 

following: “A Response to Yong Deng: Power, Perception and the Cultural Lens”, in Asian Affairs: An 

American Review, Fall 200, Vol 28, Issue 3, pp. 155-159; “Rule, Rules and Relations: Towards a Synthetic 

Approach to Governance”, Chinese Journal of International Politics, vol. 4, no. 2, 2011; “International 
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68 
 

the various aspects of engagement in interactions, without dismissing the material as 

irrelevant. States can utilize a particular approach or combination of approaches, as they 

seek the strategy that best serves their national interest in a designated period.  

 

As already emphasized, although these theoretical paradigms may differ in core premises 

and assumptions, together they provide a comprehensive explanation of the approach and 

motives of Chinese and Australian engagement with Africa. 

  

Having introduced the main tenets and key arguments of these theories, this theoretical 

framework will later be used in aspects of Chapter 8 and more specifically in Chapter 9 

to examine and interpret the behaviour of each state in a more informed way, in the pursuit 

of answers to the questions raised in this thesis. 
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Chapter 3: Chinese Engagement with Africa: History and 

Motivation 

 

3.1 Introduction 

With the magnitude and growth of Sino-African relations, an examination of their 

historical ties is in order. This will show the linkages and dynamics in the engagement and 

put in clearer perspective the forces behind Beijing’s renewed interest in Africa. 

Therefore, beyond this introduction, the historical background traces the genesis and 

distinctiveness of the encounter. This is followed by the diverse factors motivating 

Chinese interest, and a conclusion bringing together the insights gained. 

 

3.2 Historical Background 

While, Chinese involvement in the continent has undergone tremendous expansion, it is 

not a new phenomenon. It certainly predates the establishment of the People’s Republic 

of China in 1949. Despite geographical distance, and the difficulties entailed in early 

travel and communication, Sino-African interaction gradually developed over the 

centuries.1 Long-standing ties are a staple of Chinese diplomatic discourse, whether with 

Iran or Turkey or other ‘civilizational’ relations. Africa is no exception. At the first 

Summit Meeting of the Forum on China-Africa Cooperation (FOCAC 2000) in Beijing, 

attended by 48 African countries, President Hu Jintao at the opening speech remarked on 

the “splendid and distinctive ancient civilisations” of Africa and China2 while in 2011 

Ambassador Liu Xiaoming noted, “China's interaction with Africa is by no means 

 
1 Marcus Power, Giles Mohan, and May Tan-Mullins, China’s Resource Diplomacy in Africa: Powering 

Development?, UK: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012; Jan Duyvendak, China’s Discovery of Africa, London: 

Probsthain, 1949; Gao Jinyuan, “China and Africa: The Development of Relations over Many Centuries”, 

African Affairs, vol. 83, no. 331, 1984, pp. 241-250, available at http://www.jstor.org/stable/721561, 

accessed 02 May, 2016; Alan Hutchison, China’s African Revolution, London: Hutchinson, 1975. 

2 Refer to Thambo Mbeki, “At the Heavenly Gate in Beijing hope is born!”, ANC Today, vol. 6, No. 44, pp. 

10-16 November, 2006, available at http://www.anc.org.za/docs/anctoday/2006/at44.htm#preslet, accessed 

24 May, 2016. 
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something new ... China-Africa partnership has since stood the test of time and gone from 

strength to strength.3  

 

To put this into a broader historical context, the Sino-African relationship has evolved in 

stages and undergone different developmental phases, going back to when Chinese 

explorers and merchants engaged in trade and cultural exchanges with parts of East 

Africa.4 There is no agreement as to when China first established contact or engaged 

Africa. Some accounts hold that the earliest human contact could go as far back as two 

thousand years during the Han dynasty (202 BC) when Chinese envoys visited Africa and 

a magician from the continent came to China.5 It is further suggested that indirect 

exchange of goods between the Chinese and Africans may have commenced at this time, 

as Cleopatra VII who reigned in the Ptolemaic Kingdom of Egypt wore an outfit made of 

Chinese silk. This probably came from the famous Silk Road which started from Xi’an in 

northern China reaching up to the Mediterranean Sea.6 Archaeological evidence reveals 

that during the Han dynasty China’s shipping technology was already well advanced, and 

imperial documents show cultural and trade exchanges between China and Egypt.7 

Existing records reveal some level of contact from the Tang dynasty (618-907) onwards 

that is, the Song (960-1279) Yuan (1279-1368) Ming (1368-1644) and the Qing (1644-

 
3 See “Remarks by H.E. Ambassador Liu Xiaoming at the Times CEO Summit: Africa”, Forum On China 

Africa Cooperation, presented 30 March, 2011, available at http://www.focac.org/eng/jlydh/t810807.htm, 

accessed 18 April, 2016. 

4 Ian Taylor, China and Africa: Engagement and Compromise, UK: Routledge, 2006, pp. 16-18. 

5 Jinyuan, “China and Africa: The Development of Relations over Many Centuries”, pp. 241-250; Taylor, 

China and Africa: Engagement and Compromise, pp. 16-18.  

6 Jinyuan, “China and Africa: The Development of Relations over Many Centuries”, pp. 241-250; Daniel J. 

Morris, et al., “China: The Bitter Roots of Foreign Trade through the Eyes of Asian Culture”, 

Competitiveness Review, vol. 11, no. 2, 2001, p. 25.  

7 “China’s long history in Africa”, New African Magazine, March 2015, available at 

http://newafricanmagazine.com/chinas-long-history-africa/, accessed 12 May, 2016. 
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1911) dynasties.8 The Tang dynasty was a period rich in narratives drawing attention to 

African servants who behaved and spoke like the Chinese, and gained respect from their 

owners.9 Archaeological excavations have found Chinese porcelain, stone wares, and 

coins of the Tang dynasty in Kenya, Egypt and Zanzibar.10  

 

At the time of the Song dynasty, advances were made in agriculture and commercial 

exchanges. Products traded included horns, tusks, and light manufactured goods. China’s 

handicraft industry such as porcelain-making, iron-smelting and ship building took a leap 

forward, making Chinese ships more advanced than others of that era.11 Throughout the 

western reaches of the Indian Ocean Chinese shipping was common. Chinese porcelain 

and coins from the Song dynasty have been located in modern day Somalia and 

Mozambique.12 
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During Yuan dynasty, Chinese knowledge about Africa was advanced by a map of Africa 

that was accurately drawn in about 1315 by the cartographer Ju Siben. Before this period, 

maps of Africa were drawn by Arabs or Europeans. The maps pointed eastwards instead 

of southward and it was not until the mid-15th century that this error was rectified.13 

 

Increasingly, a large number of critics and historians have argued that China’s first 

substantial engagement with Africa was from the 15th century. This was during the Ming 

dynasty when Admiral Zheng He, the celebrated Chinese Hui-ethnic, Muslim-faith 

eunuch made several voyages to Africa between 1405 and 1433. This period is most often 

used by commentators as the reference point for Sino-African engagement.14 Admiral 

Zheng He is believed to have visited the Sultan of Malindi the most powerful Kenyan 

coastal ruler at the time.15 In the course of these expeditions, Zheng He and his envoys 

also reached present-day Somalia, Tanzania, and Egypt. His travels to the continent were 

reciprocated by African envoys who visited China. This relationship which involved gift-

 
13 Jinyuan, “China and Africa: The Development of Relations over Many Centuries”, pp. 241-250. 

14 Garth le Pere, “Prospects For A Coherent African Policy Response: Engaging China”, in Edinger, Herman 

and Jansson, (eds.), New Impulses from the South: China’s Engagement of Africa, p.13; Rotberg, China into 

Africa, pp. vii-viii; de Beule and den Bulcke, “China’s Opening up from Shenzhen to Sudan”, in van Dijk 

(ed.), The New Presence of China in Africa p.44; Philip Alves, “China’s Preferential Trade Policy As A 

Foreign Policy Tool”, in Edinger, Herman, and Jansson, (eds.), New Impulses from the South: China’s 

Engagement of Africa, pp. 30 – 31; Ambassador Johannes J. Spies, “Experiences and Impressions On 

Diplomati Engagement With the People’s Republic of China: A South African Perspective”, in Edinger, 

Herman and Jansson, (eds.), New Impulses from the South: China’s Engagement of Africa, p.78. 

15 “China’s long history in Africa”, New African Magazine; See “Ancient Chinese Coins Discovered In 

Harla, Eastern Ethiopia”, African Globe February 2014, available at 

http://www.africanglobe.net/africa/ancient-chinese-coins-discovered-harla-eastern-ethiopia/, accessed 31 

March, 2016. 
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exchanges, and commercial activities including slave trade, was structured according to 

the tribute system (chaogong tizhi) of China’s traditional international relations.16 

 

Admiral Zheng He gave silk, porcelains, coins, silver, gold and other goods to the Africans 

as gifts, and some were used for product exchange. Chinese porcelains from the Ming 

dynasty have been located in African nations including Kenya, Somalia, Egypt, 

Madagascar, Zimbabwe, Sudan, Tanzania and South Africa. In return, among other things, 

the African gifts and traded products included elephant tusks, rhinoceros horns, 

tortoiseshell, ambergris, aromatic woods, frankincense, myrrh, aloes and precious stones. 

Exchanges also included animals such as zebra, ostrich, and giraffe – the last of which the 

Chinese found extraordinary and classified as a heavenly beast.17  

 

Under imperial China’s last dynasty, the Qing, contact continued but diminished. A closed 

door policy was adopted, though Chinese Muslims could still visit Egypt on their way to 

Mecca for pilgrimage. Direct trading gave way to indirect transactions, as it was mostly 

performed through intermediaries. For more exposure to the continent, the Chinese had to 

depend on the publications of others for information.18  

 
16 Suisheng Zhao, “Rethinking the Chinese World Order: the imperial cycle and the rise of China”, Journal 

of Contemporary China, vol. 24, no. 96, 2015, pp. 961-982, available at 

http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/10670564.2015.1030913; See also Yongjin Zhang. “The 

Tribute System”, Oxford Bibliographies, last modified: 22 April, 2013, available at 

http://www.oxfordbibliographies.com/view/document/obo-9780199920082/obo-9780199920082-

0069.xml; Brantly Womack, “Asymmetry and China’s Tributary System”, The Chinese Journal of 

International Politics, vol. 5, no.1, 2012, pp. 37-54, available at 

http://cjip.oxfordjournals.org/content/5/1/37.full, accessed 7 April, 2016; Roland Higgin, “The Tributary 

System”, available at http://www.olemiss.edu/courses/pol337/tributar.pdf, accessed 12 April, 2016. 

17 Jinyuan, “China and Africa: The Development of Relations over Many Centuries”, pp. 241-250; Ncube 

and Fairbanks, “China in Africa: Myths, Realities, and Opportunities”, pp. 21-25; de Beule and den Bulcke, 

“China’s opening up from Shenzhen to Sudan”, in van Dijk (ed.), The New Presence of China in Africa, 

p.44; Shinn and Eisenman, China and Africa, pp. 17 - 18. 

18 Shinn and Eisenman, China and Africa, p.22; Taylor, The Forum on China-Africa Cooperation (FOCAC), 

pp.1-19. 
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Consequently, large scale encounters between China and Africa did not occur until the 

colonial intervention in Africa. European colonial masters (the British, French, Dutch, 

Germans, Portuguese, Belgians, and Danish) brought Chinese workers, known as 

‘coolies’ to work in their possessions including South Africa, Seychelles, 

Mauritius, Madagascar and Tanganyika (now Tanzania). Chinese worked alongside 

Africans on farmlands, sugar plantations, construction projects, and mines.19 Some 

integrated with the local inhabitants and became citizens. Their descendants held cabinet 

and other high-level positions in these countries.20 Thus, China and the continent have 

interacted and often enriched each other in a relationship that spanned centuries. That said, 

it was only after the Chinese Communist Party came to power in 1949, that China 

developed policies towards guiding strategic relations with Africa. 21 As noted by Shinn 

and Eisenmann, “By the end of 1954, the PRC showed increased appreciation for the 

importance of Africa following the communique´ from the Bogor (Indonesia) Conference, 

which served as a preparatory session for the Bandung Conference”,22 hailed as the 

foundation of the modern phase of Sino-African relationship.23 Prior to this stage, “China-

 
19 Seifudein Adem, “The Paradox of China’s Policy in Africa”, African and Asian Studies, vol. 9, no. 3, 

2012, pp. 334–55, available at DOI:10.1163/156921010x515996, accessed 21 July, 2015; Kevin Grant, A 

civilised savagery: Britain and the new slaveries in Africa, 1884– 1926. UK: Routledge, 2005, pp. 97-102; 

Jinyuan, “China and Africa: The Development of Relations over Many Centuries”, pp. 241-250; Shinn and 

Eisenman, China and Africa, p.8. 

20 Deborah Brautigam, “China in Africa: Seven Myths (ARI)”, Real Instituto Elcano, 2011, p.2, see 

http://www.realinstitutoelcano.org/wps/wcm/connect/07b4c88045b474b89aa7df5e7489e10f/ari23-

2011_brautigam_china- 

africa_seven_myths.pdf?mod=ajperes&cacheid=07b4c88045b474b89aa7df5e7489e10f, accessed 25 April, 

2016. 

21 The National Government that ruled from 1912 to 1949 was faced with internal communist challenges, 

two world wars and the Japanese occupation, which left little or no time for interaction with Africa. Refer 

to Shinn and Eisenman, China and Africa, pp. 26-27. 

22 Shinn and Eisenman, China and Africa, p.33. 

23 Alice de Jonge, “Australia-China-Africa investment partnerships", Critical Perspectives on International 

Business, vol.12 issus 1, 2016, p.64, available at http://dx.doi.org/10.1108/cpoib-01-2014-0003, accessed 

02 February, 2017; Francis N. Botchway, “Regime theory and China-Africa Economic Relations: New Ideas 

in Old Paradigms?”, in Francis N. Botchway (ed.), Natural Resource Investment and Africa’s Development 

Cheltenham, UK: Edward Elgar, 2011, pp. 368–394. 
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Africa contact…[has] been more a result of transnational trade flows…and later a side 

effect of the international framework than a specific Chinese foreign policy endeavour.”24  

 

Held at Indonesia in 1955, the Bandung conference attracted officials from 29 Asian and 

African states. There were delegates from six African nations namely Egypt, Ghana, 

Ethiopia, Liberia, Libya and Sudan. This provided a forum for the Chinese and African 

representatives to meet personally and strengthen relations, and to collectively condemn 

colonialism, imperialism, underdevelopment, and the hegemonic domination of the 

West.25 This platform brought Asian and the African countries together to set up the Non-

Aligned Movement which was to aid joint opposition to Western exploitation and enhance 

the struggle for independence in what was seen as a further demonstration of solidarity. 26 

It promoted co-operation and opened the door for China to provide political, economic, 

and military support to African nations. During this meeting, the ‘Five Principles of 

Peaceful Co-Existence’ that were initiated by Chinese Premier Zhou Enlai in 1954, in 

collaboration with India and Burma were adopted by China and African nations.27 These 

principles: “mutual respect for sovereignty and territorial integrity, mutual non-

aggression, non-interference in each other’s internal affairs, equality and mutual benefit, 

 
24 Alden and Alves, “History and Identity in the Construction of China’s Africa Policy”, p. 47. 

25 Jeker Hellström, “China's Emerging Role in Africa: A Strategic Overview”, Stockholm: Swedish Defence 

Research Agency (FOI), 2009, p.6, available at http://www.foi.se/asia accessed 12 April, 2016. 

26 Sanusha Naidu and Daisy Mbazima, “China-African Relations: A New Impulse in a Changing Continental 

Landscape”, Futures, vol. 40, no.8, 2008, p. 750; Chaldeans Mensah, “China’s Foray into Africa: Ideational 

Underpinnings and Geoeconomic Interests”, in African Journal of Political Science and International 

Relations, Vol. 4 (3): 2010, pp. 96-108, available at http://www.academicjournals.org/ajpsir, accessed 15 

March, 2016. 

27 Ian Taylor, The International Relations of Sub-Saharan Africa, New York; Continuum, 2010, p.101; 

Naidu, Corkin, and Herman, “China’s (Re)-Emerging Relations with Africa: Forging a New Consensus?”, 

pp. 91-92.  
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and peaceful coexistence”,28 became the template for Sino-African engagement. In May 

1956, China’s first formal diplomatic relationship with the continent was established with 

Egypt.29 Also, in the same year, China supported Egypt’s position in the ensuing Suez 

Canal crisis with $5 million USD credit which was the first of its kind offered to an African 

nation.30 In 1957, Chinese representatives attended the first Afro-Asian People’s 

Solidarity Organization (AAPSO) Conference in Egypt, which was another avenue to 

interact with more African countries.31  

 

Especially outstanding was China’s support of decolonization between 1960 and 1965, 

when most colonized African countries achieved independence, with 1963 to 1964 being 

a highpoint in Sino-African contact as Premier Zhou Enlai and Vice premier Chen Yi 

embarked on a historic visit to 10 African countries.32 While in Ghana and Mali, Premier 

 
28 See Xi Jinping, “Carry Forward the Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence To Build a Better World 

Through Win-Win Cooperation”, address at Meeting Marking the 60th Anniversary Of the Initiation of the 

Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence on 28 June, 2014, Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People’s 

Republic of China, 01 July, 2014, available at 

http://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/wjdt_665385/zyjh_665391/t1170143.shtml, accessed, 28 May, 2016.  

29 China now has formal diplomatic ties with 53 of the 54 countries in the continent and the youngest being 

South Sudan. The exception is Swaziland.  

30 Shinn and Eisenman, China and Africa, pp. 32-38; See “Chronology of China-Africa Relations”, China 

Daily, May 2014, available at http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/world/2014livisitafrica/2014-

05/05/content_17483508.htm, accessed 11 April, 2016. 

31 Shinn and Eisenman, China and Africa, pp. 32-38. 

32 George Yu, China`s African Policy: A Study of Tanzania, New York: Praeger, 1975, p.7; Linda Jakobson, 

“China’s Diplomacy Toward Africa: Drivers and Constraints”, International Relations of the Asia-Pacific, 

vol. 9, 2009, pp. 403-433.  
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Zhou announced the eight principles to govern Chinese aid to foreign nations.33 These 

principles along with the Five Principles of Peaceful Co-Existence are regarded as having 

opened a new chapter in the promotion of Sino-African relationship.34 From 1966 to 1969, 

due to political instability in the newly independent African countries and the Chinese 

Cultural Revolution that made contacts with the outside world limited35 the relationship 

suffered a setback. Despite the sharp decline in diplomatic visits, cooperative initiatives 

 
33 The eight principles are as follows: (1). The Chinese Government always bases itself on the principle of 

equality and mutual benefit in providing aid to other countries. It never regards such aid as a kind of 

unilateral alms but as something mutual. (2). In providing aid to other countries, the Chinese Government 

strictly respects the sovereignty of the recipient countries, and never attaches any conditions or asks for any 

privileges. (3). China provides economic aid in the form of interest-free or low-interest loans and extends 

the time limit for repayment when necessary so as to lighten the burden of the recipient countries as far as 

possible. (4). In providing aid to other countries, the purpose of the Chinese Government is not to make the 

recipient countries dependent on China but to help them embark step by step on the road of self-reliance 

and independent economic development. (5). The Chinese Government tries its best to help the recipient 

countries build projects which require less investment while yielding quicker results, so that the recipient 

governments may increase their income and accumulate capital. (6). The Chinese Government provides the 

best-quality equipment and material of its own manufacture at international market prices. If the equipment 

and material provided by the Chinese Government are not up to the agreed specifications and quality, the 

Chinese Government undertakes to replace them. (7). In providing any technical assistance, the Chinese 

Government will see to it that the personnel of the recipient country fully master such technique. (8). The 

experts dispatched by China to help in construction in the recipient countries will have the same standard 

of living as the experts of the recipient country. The Chinese experts are not allowed to make any special 

demands or enjoy any special amenities. See Ministry of Foreign Affairs PRC, “Premier Zhou Enlai's Three 

Tours of Asian and African countries”, Ministry of Foreign Affairs of PRC, available at 

http://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/ziliao_665539/3602_665543/3604_665547/t18001.shtml, accessed 12 

April, 2016. See also Information Office of the State Council, “White Paper on China’s foreign Aid”, 2011. 

34Deborah Bräutigam, The Dragon’s Gift: The Real Story of China in Africa, New York: Oxford University 

Press, 2011; Phillip Snow, The Star Raft: China’s Encounter with Africa, New York: Cornell University 

Press, 1988. 

35 During this revolution, contacts with the outside world particularly the Western countries and nations 

associated with Western capitalist ideology was discouraged and prohibited. People suffered persecution if 

perceived to be connected in any way to Western lifestyle or thinking. See Daniel J. Morris, Lawrence P. 

Ettkin, and Marylin M. Helms, “China: The Bitter Roots of Foreign Trade through the Eyes of Asian 

Culture”, Competitiveness Review, vol, 11, no. 2, 2001, p. 25. 
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and support for liberation movements continued.36 In the 1970s, relations gradually 

stabilized as China settled domestic conflicts and gained the China seat at the United 

Nations in October 1971. It received diplomatic support from 26 African countries who 

voted along with 50 other nations in favour of the United Nations General Assembly 

Resolution 2758 that recognised the People’s Republic of China as “the only legitimate 

representative of China to the United Nations” rather than the Republic of China which 

held the China seat since 1945.37 Africa provided about one third of positive votes, 35 

voted against; 17 abstained. Clearly, without the support of the African nations, Beijing 

would have been unable to claim the ‘China’ seat from the Republic of Taiwan. This 

ignited the relationship and by 1974 China’s diplomatic missions in Africa increased to 

30 compared to 13 in 1967.38 China strengthened support for African movements fighting 

for the end of colonialism and on some occasions offered military assistance.39  

 

Furthermore, states considered friendly received medical and educational assistance, and 

were provided with loans towards financing various projects such as public buildings. 40 

The biggest of all, amounting to an interest free loan of approximately US$400 million, 

was the funding and construction of the Tanzania–Zambia railway (TANZAM). This was 

completed in 1975, linking Zambia’s copper mines to Tanzanian ports, after futile efforts 

 
36 Shinn and Eisenman, China and Africa, p. 39. 

37 Keiran E. Uchehara, “China-Africa Relations in the 21st Century: Engagement, Compromise and 

Controversy”, Uluslararası İlişkiler, vol. 6, no. 23, 2009, p. 97; Shinn and Eisenman, China and Africa, p. 

40. See also “Chronology of China-Africa Relations”; Ashley Kim Stewart and Li Xing, “Beyond Debating 

the Differences: China’s aid and trade in Africa”, in Li Xing, Abdulkadir Osman Farah, and Timothy M. 

Shaw, China-Africa Relations in an Era of Great Transformations (eds.), UK: Ashgate Publishing Ltd, 

2013, p.23. 

38 Uchehara, “China-Africa Relations in the 21st Century: Engagement, Compromise and Controversy”, p. 

97; Yu, China`s African Policy: A Study of Tanzania, p.11; See also Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs at 

http://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/ gjhdq_665435/2913_665441/. 

39 Uchehara, “China-Africa Relations in the 21st Century: Engagement, Compromise and Controversy”, p. 

98. 

40 Uchehara, “China-Africa Relations in the 21st Century: Engagement, Compromise and Controversy”, p. 

97. 
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by Africans representatives to secure finance from the West. At this point in time, it was 

indeed a large amount to offer, as China was poorer than many of the African nations 

themselves.41 By the mid 1970, China had more aid projects in Africa than did the United 

States,42 and provided more aid than the Soviet Union.43 

 

Even so, for most of the 1980s, Sino-African relations declined. China prioritized 

domestic reforms, decreased aid to and trade with the continent, and actively engaged 

the West (particularly United States), the Soviet Union and Japan in pursuit of 

economic growth and global recognition. China was discouraged by Africa’s slow 

economic development and failure to provide the market required to aid its economic 

advancement.44  

 

Nevertheless, in the 1990s, following the June 4, 1989 Tiananmen Square Massacre to 

which Africa displayed indifference and even support in the face of severe criticism and 

substantial sanctions from the West, China was forced to renew active engagement with 

 
41 Sarah Raine, China’s African Challenges, UK: Routledge for International Institute for Strategic Studies, 

2009, p. 56; Yu, China`s African Policy, p.11; Richard Schiere, “China and Africa: An Emerging 

Partnership for Development?”, in Richard Schiere, Leonce Ndikumana, and Peter Walkenhorst (eds.), 

China and Africa: An Emerging Partnership for Development?, African Development Bank Group, 2011, 

Tunisia: African Development Bank Group, 2011, p. 1, available at 

http://www.afdb.org/fileadmin/uploads/afdb/Documents/Publications/Anglaischina.pdf, accessed 11 April, 

2016. 

42 Ian Taylor, China's New Role in Africa, UK: Lynne Rienner Publishers, 2009, p. 13. 

43 Shinn and Eisenman, China and Africa, p. 41. 

44 Ian Taylor, “China's Foreign Policy towards Africa in the 1990s”, The Journal of Modern African Studies 

vol.36, no.3, 1998, pp.443-445; See also Philip Snow, “China and Africa: consensus and camouflage”, in 

Thomas Robinson and David Shambaugh, (eds.), Chinese Foreign Policy: Theory and Practice, Oxford: 

Clarendon Press, 1994; Yi-Chong Xu, “China and the United States in Africa: Coming Conflict or 

Commercial Coexistence?”, in Australian Journal of International Affairs, vol.62, no.1, 2008, pp.16-37, 

available at http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/10357710701842660, accessed 16 February, 2015. 
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Africa. 45 African officials, unlike their Western counterparts refused to isolate China. 

Botswana, Lesotho, Zimbabwe, Angola, Zambia and Mozambique were among the first 

to invite Qian Chen who was then PRC Foreign Minister to visit the continent. African 

leaders and officials were also the first to visit China after this Tiananmen Square 

“incident”.46 Since 1991, the Chinese government made Africa the first place of visit each 

year “to show that the Chinese government attaches great importance to China-Africa 

relations.”47 Moreover, the 1990s provided China the opportunity to take advantage of the 

softening interest in Africa by the West (particularly as the Cold War ended), largely due 

to Africa’s economic reforms that were yielding positive outcomes, and the continent’s 

abundant natural resources which were of rising global importance.48 In Chinese foreign 

policy, Africa became an invaluable continent of political, economic and strategic interest.  

 

This multi-faceted interest promoted by China was marked by increasing high level visits 

and resuming assistance to Africa. From 1989 to1992, Foreign Minister Qian Qichen 

toured 17 African states and Vice Premier Wu Xueqian visited another three. In 

 
45 Liang Zheng, “Neo-colonialism, ideology or just business? China’s perception of Africa”, in Global 

Media and Communication vol. 6, 2010, p. 272, available at http://gmc.sagepub.com/content/6/3/271.refs, 

accessed 25 March, 2016; Linda Jakobson, “China’s diplomacy toward Africa: drivers and constraints”, 

International Relations of the Asia-Pacific, vol. 9, no. 3, 2009, pp. 403-433; Shinn and Eisenman, China 

and Africa. 

46 Calestous Juma, “Afro-Chinese Cooperation: The Evolution of Diplomatic Agency”, in Aleksandra 

Gadzala, (ed.), Africa and China: How Africans and Their Governments are Shaping Relations, UK: 

Rowman & Littlefield, 2015, p. 175; See also Yun Sun, Africa in China’s Foreign Policy, Washington, DC: 

Brookings Institution, April 2014, pp. 4-5, http://docs.southsudanngoforum.org/node/183. 

47 Refer to Speech by Counselor Du Xiaocong of the Chinese Permanent Mission to the UN at the 

symposium on Africa-China Relations held by Syracuse University published 28 April, 2014, by Forum On 

China-Africa Cooperation available at http://www.focac.org/eng/zfgx/dfzc/t689653.htm, accessed 18 

April, 2016; See also Juma, “Afro-Chinese Cooperation: The Evolution of Diplomatic Agency”, in Gadzala, 

Africa and China: How Africans and Their Governments are Shaping Relations, p. 175. 

48 Shinn and Eisenman, China and Africa, p. 41. 
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turn, within the same period, African officials also paid numerous visits to China.49 In 

May 1996, President Jiang Zemin visited five African countries (Kenya, Mali, Namibia, 

Ethiopia and Zimbabwe) and reiterated the Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence as the 

benchmark for the Sino-Africa relationship.50 Throughout the 1990s, trade volumes 

between China and Africa increased remarkably from about 1.4 billion USD in 1990 to 

around 10 billion USD in 2000.51 As noted by Tull, “This has formed the basis of intense 

diplomatic relations that still remain in place today.”52 In other words “…the 1990s 

established the base for phenomenal expansion of China-Africa relations in the twenty-

first century.”53 This culminated in initiating the ‘Forum on China-Africa Cooperation’ 

(FOCAC) a multilateral platform conceptualized by China and a number of African 

nations to consolidate solidarity, institutionalize relations, intensify the momentum for 

Sino-Africa alliance, and facilitate collective dialogue, at the outset of the third 

millennium.54 Amongst other objectives, FOCAC aims to promote and intensify 

cooperation in areas encompassing technical, economic, political, social and cultural 

issues, including peace and stability. Generally, the Chinese saw this as an entity for the 

planning and implementation of its policies towards Africa and for engaging with the 

broader continent as a whole.55 It was launched in October 2000 at its inaugural tri-annual 

forum held in China and has since been followed by six ministerial forums: FOCAC 2003 

 
49 Shinn and Eisenman, China and Africa, p.46; Taylor, “China's Foreign Policy towards Africa in the 

1990s”, pp.443-445; Corkin and Burke, “Constructive Engagement: An Overview of China’s Role in 

Africa’s Construction Industries”, in Edinger, Herman, and Jansson, (eds.), New Impulses from the South: 

China’s Engagement of Africa, p. 41. 

50 See “Chronology of China-Africa Relations; Paulo Elicha Tembe and Kangning Xu, “China-Africa 

Economic Cooperation: Chinese Companies’ Contributions to African Development - The Cases of 

Mozambique and Angola”, Research in World Economy vol. 4, no. 2, Canada: Sciedu Press, 2013, p. 72, 

available at http://www.sciedu.ca/journal/index.php/rwe/article/view/3198/1884, accessed 5 April, 2016. 

51Shinn and Eisenman, China and Africa, p. 114. 

52 Denis Tull, “China’s Engagement in Africa: Scope, Significance and Consequences”, Journal of Modern 

African Studies, vol. 44, no. 3, 2006, p. 462. 

53 Shinn and Eisenman, China and Africa, p. 47. 

54 See FOCAC website at: www.focac.org/eng/, accessed 30 May, 2016. 

55 See Chapter 4: China’s Modes of Engagement with Africa. 
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in Ethiopia; FOCAC 2006 in Beijing; FOCAC 2009 in Egypt; FOCAC 2012 in China; 

FOCAC 2015 in South Africa; and FOCAC 2018 in Beijing.56  

 

Thus, the 21st century was ushered in with promising prospects and a new blueprint for 

Sino-African relations. This resulted in an unprecedented growth in China’s trade 

transactions, investment flows, and developmental projects with the continent, making it 

Africa’s largest trading partner since 2009 overtaking the US.57 It is estimated that China’s 

cumulative investment in Africa, which more than doubled from 9.33 billion USD to 

21.23 billion USD between 2009 and 2012, would take a leap or quadruple to 100 billion 

USD by 2020.58 In 2013, China-Africa bilateral trade surpassed $200 billion USD (an 

over 20 fold increase since the turn of the century), ahead of the United States or any 

Western nation.59 It is projected to double to $400 USD billion by 2020.60  

 

 
56 See “Chronology of China-Africa Relations”; See also FOCAC website at: www.focac.org/eng/, accessed 

09 September, 2018. 

57 Witney Schneidman and Zenia Lewis, “The African Growth and Opportunity Act: Looking Back, 

Looking Forward”, Brookings Institution, 2012, p. 25, available at 

http://www.brookings.edu/~/media/research/files/reports/2012/6/agoa/agoa_full_report.pdf accessed 24 

May, 2016; See Liu Xiaoming, “Times CEO Summit: Africa”, Forum On China Africa Cooperation, 

presented 30 March, 2011, available at http://www.focac.org/eng/jlydh/t810807.htm, accessed 18 April, 

2016. 

58 Simon Freemantle, “Abstract to: Insight and Strategy - BRICS-Africa - fingers off the panic button”, 

TradeMark Southern Africa, Johannesburg: Standard Bank Research Division, 2014, available at 

http://www.trademarksa.org/news/brics-africa-fingers-panic-button accessed 9 March, 2016; Frank 

Ching, “Li Keqiang Makes Pledges to Africa”, The China Post, 21 May, 2014, available at 

http://www.chinapost.com.tw/commentary/the-china-post/frank-ching/2014/05/21/408201/Li-

Keqiang.htm, accessed 9 March, 2016. 

59 AFP Beijing, “China-Africa Trade Surpasses USD 200 Billion in 2013: Xi”, Business Standard, 20 

February, 2014 at http://www.business-standard.com/article/pti-stories/china-africa-trade-surpassed-usd-

200-billion-in-2013-xi-114022001223_1.html, accessed 09 April, 2016; Howard W. French, China’s 

Second Continent: How a million migrants are building a new continent in Africa, New York: Alfred A. 

Knopf, 2014, p. 4. 

60 Ching, “Li Keqiang Makes Pledges to Africa”. 
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The Chinese population in Africa also grew exponentially and vice versa the Africans in 

China, more so in Guanzhou (China’s third largest city, a big port and traditional city of 

international trade) where the numbers were estimated to be up to 200,000, with a 30% to 

40% annual growth rate recorded over the first decade of the 21st century, and in 2008 

reported to house the largest African community in Asia.61  

 

In short, Chinese engagement with Africa entered a crucial juncture of its history in the 

21st century and became widespread across the continent. There is perhaps one special 

symbol of this engagement. It is the 100-meter tall 20 storey new African Union 

headquarters building in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia, that opened in 2012. Worth about 200 

million USD, it was funded by China and provided as a gift inclusive of its equipment and 

 
61 Shinn and Eisenman, China and Africa, p. 8 and p. 226; French, China’s Second Continent, p.5; He 

Wenping, “Advancing China-Africa ties”, China Daily, 5 May, 2014, available at 

http://www.china.org.cn/opinion/2014-05/05/content_32287103_2.htm; Taylor, The Forum on China- 

Africa Cooperation (FOCAC), p. 87; Dave Tacon, “In Pictures: ‘Chocolate City”, Aljazeera, 28 September, 

2014, available at http://www.aljazeera.com/indepth/inpictures/2014/09/pictures-chocolate-city-

2014911115258446208.html; According to Adams Bodomo, “There are approximately 2 million Chinese 

in Africa and 500,000 Africans in China today.” See Adams Bodomo, “Africans in China represent a new 

diaspora”, UCLA African Studies Center, 13 February, 2014, available at 
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furniture (even in the face of the global economic crisis) to serve as a testament of Sino-

African relations.62  

 

3.3 Motivation for Engagement  

The pace of PRC’s growing presence in almost every segment of the African continent is 

arguably one of the most significant developments in international relations in recent 

decades. Hence in Dambisa’s categorization, “No other nation has made a bigger impact 

in Africa in the last 60 years than China has since the year 2000”.63 This warrants an 

investigation of the key motives behind China’s engagement, herein identified as 

primarily driven by closely-linked economic, political and military interests.  

 

Before analysing this tripartite interest, it is pertinent at this point to highlight that they 

flow from the milestone policy of reform launched by Deng Xiaoping in the late 1970s 

after the ruling era of Mao Zedong. To put this in perspective, under the leadership of Mao 

 
62 Patrick Mazimhaka, “China and Africa: An African View”, in Stephen Chan (ed.), The Morality of China 

in Africa, The Middle Kingdom and the Dark Continent, UK: Zed Books, 2013, p.99; Henning Melber, 

“Reviewing China and Africa: Old interests, new trends – or new interests, old trends?”, Development 

Southern Africa, vol, 30, Issue 4-05, 2013, pp.437-750, available at 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/0376835X.2013.83024, accessed 30 March, 2106; Yara Bayoumi, “Glitzy 

new AU headquarters a symbol of China-Africa ties”, Reuters, 29 January, 2012, available at 

http://www.reuters.com/article/ozatp-africa-china-idAFJOE80S00K20120129, accessed 26 March, 2016; 

refer also to “New Chinese-funded African Union HQ Inaugurated”, Addis Ababa Online, 28 January, 2011 

available at http://addisababaonline.com/new-chinese-funded-african-union-hq-inaugurated/, accessed 27 

March, 2011; “New AU headquarters mark strong China-Africa ties”, Times Live, 27 January, 2016, 

available at http://www.timeslive.co.za/africa/2012/01/27/new-au-headquarters-mark-strong-china-africa-

ties, accessed 29 March, 2016; “African Union opens new $200m HG in Ethiopia”, China Daily, 29 January, 

2012, available at http://nazret.com/blog/index.php/2012/01/29/african-union-opens-new-200m-hq-in-

ethiopia, accessed 26 March, 2016; Antoine Roger Lokongo, “New AU headquarters: A tribute to China-

Africa relations”, Pambazuka News, 01 February, 2012, available at 
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March, 2016. 
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Zedong from 1949 to 1976, China’s focus was to operate an autarkic economy. Political 

and trade relations with other nations were discouraged and a socialist strategy that 

favoured import substitution and self-reliance was promoted. This hampered the PRC’s 

advancement and was further worsened by the 1966-1976 Great Proletarian Cultural 

Revolution introduced by Mao Zedong. It exacerbated isolationist and ideologically 

driven policies, severing links with Western capitalist nations. Any form of Western 

influence was banned. Chinese citizens regarded as affluent or Westernized were indicted. 

Beijing’s economy suffered a severe setback leading to starvation and the death of 

millions of Chinese.64 

 

However, when Deng Xiaoping was empowered following Mao’s death in 1976, Beijing’s 

foreign agenda changed dramatically. Deng, with the support of other reformers, 

introduced the ‘Open Door Policy’ which was indeed a fundamental turning point for the 

nation. Beijing shifted from revolution and isolation to co-operation and international 

engagement; from a command economy to a market-oriented one, calling it ‘Socialism 

with Chinese characteristics’. China opened up to the world and swiftly moved towards 

economic liberalization and globalization, in a major effort to attract inward investment, 

boost national development, uphold its place in the international arena, and play a larger 

role on the global stage.  

 

This entailed greater participation in global institutions such as World Bank (WB), and 

International Monetary Fund (IMF) which provided the PRC access to loans for economic 

revival; while international trade and investment were cultivated, particularly with 

industrialized nations such as Japan, the United States, the United Kingdom, France, and 
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vol. 61, Issue 2, 2013, pp. 336-378, available at SSRN: https://ssrn.com/abstract=2285969 or 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1057/imfer.2013.10; Daniel J. Morris, Lawrence P. Ettkin, and Marylin M. Helms, 

“China: The Bitter Roots of Foreign Trade through the Eyes of Asian Culture”, Competitiveness Review 11, 

no. 2, 2001, pp. 25-38; Raphael Kaplinsky, “What Does the Rise of China Do for Industrialisation in Sub-

Saharan Africa?”, Review of African Political Economy, no. 115, 2008, pp.7-22. 
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Germany. A number of establishments including the Ministry of Foreign Economic 

Relations and Trade, General Administration of Customs, and General Administration for 

Foreign Exchange Control, and joint ventures such as the US-China Joint Commission on 

Commerce and Trade, were instituted as part of the transformational process.65 During 

this period, Beijing became the largest recipient of Foreign Direct Investment among 

developing countries.66 The Open Door Policy was followed up by other important 

milestone policies notably the ‘Go Out’ policy also known as the ‘Going Global Strategy’, 

which was officially adopted in 1999 to stimulate Chinese outward investment. Premier 

Zhu Rongji was an advocate of this strategy and emphasized its vital importance in his 

speeches.67 This further enhanced China’s collaboration with other countries and 

organizations helping to minimize trade barriers. In 2001, PRC became a member of 

World Trade Organization (WTO) contributing to a notable rise in Beijing’s foreign 

investment and China became one of the initiators of the G-20. It provided Chinese 

enterprises the opportunity to gain global recognition as they traded in international 

markets, pursued diversification, and transferred and exchanged technologies.  

 

In the aftermath of Deng’s Open Door Policy, Africa with its abundant resources, large 

market, and strategic location, became a crucial target for China as it explored more 

effective ways to strengthen its Go Global Strategy, prosperity and security. It was viewed 

as the most promising option in furthering China’s national economic, political and 
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military ambitions.68 Beijing decided to adopt a more focused approach towards Africa 

and become a more assertive actor culminating in the establishment of the Forum for 

China-Africa Cooperation (FOCAC) in October 2000 to set out the premises for a strategic 

relationship.69 Contemporary Sino-Africa relations have been defined by the parameters 

set out by FOCAC, and not just the ideological forces that informed the engagement 

during Africa’s struggle for independence and the Cold War era.70 Key documents that 

emerged from this inaugural meeting were the Beijing declaration of FOCAC, and the 

Programme for China-Africa Cooperation in Economic and Social Development. Both 

documents expanded and promoted Sino-African cooperation in areas encompassing 

economic, political, military, cultural, and social relations. 

 

China’s interest in Africa became more conspicuous when the year 2006 was declared as 

‘China’s Year of Africa’. To mark this proclamation, Beijing hosted over 48 African states 

and leaders at the FOCAC of that year recording the biggest engagement between PRC 

and Africa. To cement this, within a year, President Hu Jintao toured the continent, visiting 

 
68 Tao Wang, “Africa Is the Top Choice for China’s ‘Going Out’ Strategy”，Global Times, 26 March, 2013, 

translation available at https://translate.google.com.au/translate?hl=en&sl=zh-
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eight nations.71 The partnership strengthened to the point where China would enjoy a 

leading position in many African nations. Thus, Beijing’s introduction of the Open Door 

Policy and deeper integration with the world had been visibly rewarded. 

 

Between 1978 and 2012, China experienced an unprecedented phase of industrialization, 

economic advancement, and urbanization, recording an annual averge growth of close to 

10%, making it the fastest developing nation in the world.72 China’s urbanization rate 

grew from 19% in 1980 to 50% in 2011 and is projected to reach 73% by 2050.73 In the 

second decade of the 21st century, China became the world’s largest exporter and second 

largest economy behind the United States. According to the World Bank, it accounted for 

9.5% of Global GDP in 2010.74 By 2015, it accounted for 13%.75 Additionally, it has 
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Forum on China–Africa Cooperation, Ideas and Aid: National Interest(s) or Strategic Partnership?”, Insight 

on Africa, vol. 6. no. 2, Los Angeles: SAGE Publications, 2014, p.114, available at DOI: 
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recorded the biggest trade surplus and has held the highest stockpile of foreign reserve in 

modern history.76 China has risen to become a major global force not only economically 

but politically and militarily. This includes a veto power in the Security Council, nuclear 

power, a modernizing airforce and navy, and in 2019 the highest number of active 

troops.77 Africa has not been exempted from the impact of China’s rise.  

 

China-Africa engagement needs, therefore, to be understood, in the first instance, from 

within the context of Deng’s timely reforms and the internationalized strategic plan 

executed to position the PRC as a leading world power. Alves may not be exaggerating 

when he states: “In many ways Deng Xiaoping’s decision in the late 1970s to open China 

to the world economy was the most important strategic foreign policy choice the Chinese 

government has ever made”.78 Sharing a similar view, David Abdulai concluded: “China’s 

incredible growth today would not have been possible if the economy had not been opened 

up and reforms were not begun by Deng Xiaoping”.79 

 

3.3.1 Economic Interest 

Economic interest has been a substantial component of Chinese engagement with Africa 

and, not surprisingly, has attracted increased scrutiny in parallel to the recent expansion 
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of Sino-African relations.80 To begin, with the PRC’s huge population of approximately 

1.4 billion81 (2019 figure), manufacturing base, and expansive middle class, have seen a 

surge in its demand for natural resources, trade and markets, investment opportunities, 

agricultural products, and cheap labour. All of these Africa can readily provide. On the 

other hand, most African nations rely heavily on imported manufactured consumer goods 

and require foreign capital investment in order to achieve sustainable economic 

development. This package can be offered by China. Beijing views its economy as 

complementary to that of its African host nations. China’s deepened engagement with 

Africa can then be seen to be largely motivated in part by economic imperatives and 

crucial factors which include security in resources, trade and markets, investment, food 

and agriculture, and labour.  

 

3.3.1.1 Resource Security 

Chinese economic interest in Africa is increasingly driven by the pursuit of resource 

security. Rich in natural resources, Africa is well matched to China's expanding, energy-

dependent economy. The world economy is highly dependent on an infrastructure that is 

grounded in the production and consumption of natural resources.82 It is projected that the 

world’s population will reach 8.8 billion by 2035. GDP is expected to double by 2035 
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with the PRC and India contributing nearly half of the rise.83 Beijing’s GDP per capita is 

projected to be over $40,000 per year by 2040.84 In any case, without securing resources, 

this projected economic growth will be hindered. In the decade 2005 to 2015, growth in 

China’s commodities requirements was “between 50% and 100% of global consumption 

increases across most major commodity markets’.85 Resultantly, the PRC became a major 

commodity consumer particularly in metals and energy, 86 and the largest importer of 

metals (from less than 10% in 2000 to 46% in 2014).87 In 2015, commodities consumed 

included 54% of aluminum, 50% of nickel, 48% of cooper, 13% of uranium, 45% of steel, 

49% of coal, and 12% of oil.88 China has come to dominate the global commodity market 

and has been the key driver of prices and market developments.89 

 
83 See “BP Energy Outlook to 2035”, 2016 edition, pp. 11-20, available at 

https://www.bp.com/content/dam/bp/pdf/energy-economics/energy-outlook-2016/bp-energy-outlook-
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In this context, it is noteworthy that the PRC itself has abundant natural resources such as 

copper, magnesium ore, cobalt, phosphates, rare earths,90coal, aluminium, gold, lead, and 

zinc.91 However, even with increased efficiency in production, these vast resources have 

not kept pace with the rise in consumption associated with rapid industrialization, 

urbanization,92 and modernization. With demand exceeding supply in various 

commodities, China looked beyond its borders to meet this demand, and also to 

accumulate reserves for the future.93 China’s resources and energy profile is worth 

outlining in greater detail to show the extent to which it is dependent on these inputs. 

 

Beginning with iron ore, Beijing is the world’s largest producer and importer of the metal. 

From an economic viewpoint, iron ore is the most important base metal, accounting for 

an approximately $225 billion enterprise in annual global sales.94 China’s estimated iron 

 
90 Rare earths are a group of various metals including lanthanum and cerium that are used for various high-
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2013, pp. 1-76; Simpson, “A Deeper Look at China’s Commodity Industry”. 

92 From about 20% in 1980, China’s urbanization rate is predicted to hit nearly 75 percent in 2040. See “The 

Outlook for Energy: A View to 2040”, 2016, p.15.  
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ore imports in 2009 were 70 percent.95 Its reported production of 1.2 billion metric tons 

of iron ore in 2012 accounted for 43% of global production which comparatively was 

150% more than Australia where it sourced about 40% of its imports in 2010 to 2011.96 

Since the onset of the millennium, China’s share of global iron ore usage doubled to reach 

53% in 2010.97 Similarly, China has become a leading producer of copper products, 

largest consumer in the world, and a major importer with substantial purchases from 

nations including Zambia and Democratic Republic of Congo.98 Copper accounts for an 

industry worth approximately $130 billion a year and is globally regarded as the second 

most important base metal.99 Furthermore, 2015 statistics show that China became the 

largest producer and consumer of aluminum which is the third most important base metal 

in the world, followed by nickel. More than 50% of primary aluminum, and smelted 
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refined nickel produced globally was consumed by China.100 China also became number 

one worldwide in the production, consumption, and export of steel.101  

 

Chinese energy demand is similarly patterned. For Beijing’s leaders, “energy is a key 

strategic issue for China’s economic development, social stability, and national security” 

and they see “energy shortages as one of the biggest potential threats.”102 While the PRC 

is a major oil producer,103 due to demand rises, the nation was converted from a net 

exporter to a net importer in 1993.104 Prior to the global recession, rising oil demand from 

China helped fuel the price to about $147 per barrel in mid-2008 from US26 a barrel in 

2000.105 It is predicted that by 2035, in spite of efforts to diversify its energy mix towards 
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renewables, China will surpass the US to become the world’s top oil consumer, although 

per capita consumption will only be 27% of the United States.106 

 

China is the world’s largest producer and consumer of coal which is currently the world’s 

second dominant fuel behind oil. As at 2012, the PRC was in possession of 13% of global 

coal reserves accounting for 47.5% of production.107 However, Beijing is also a major 

importer of coal and projected to consume about half of global supply in 2035.108 Natural 

gas is another energy product that is produced and consumed in significant amounts by 

the PRC. According to the BP Statistical Review, in 2012 China produced 107 billion cbm 

but consumed 143.8 billion cbm.109 Global consumption of this resource is expected to 

continue to accelerate rapidly and so is China’s appetite for it, which is set to overtake 

coal as the world’s second largest fuel source in about 2026. The projection is that 40% 

of global energy from 2014 to 2040 will be supplied by natural gas.110 

 

For the two decades 1996 to 2016, the most important factor in the increased demand in 

global energy was China.111 According to the Exxon Mobil Report, “Global demand for 

 
106 See “BP Energy Outlook to 2035”, p. 91; See “World Energy Outlook September and November 2011”, 

International Energy Agency, p.80, available at 

http://www.iea.org/publications/freepublications/publication/WEO2011_WEB.pdf accessed 15 October, 

2016. 

107 Stefa Andreasson, and Sören Scholvin, A New Scramble for Africa?: The Rush for Energy Resources in 

Sub-Saharan Africa, UK: Routledge. 2015, p.32; Simpson, “A Deeper Look at China’s Commodity 

Industry”. 

108 See “BP Energy Outlook to 2035”, p.37; See also “The Outlook for Energy: A View to 2040”. 

109 See “BP Statistical Review of World Energy 2013”, pp.22-23 available at 

’https://www.laohamutuk.org/DVD/docs/BPWER2013report.pdf, accessed 14 November, 2016. 

110 See “The Outlook for Energy: A View to 2040”, p.64; Refer also to International Energy Outlook (IEO), 

“Analysis and Projections U.S. Energy Information Administration”, IEO 2016, May 2016. Report Number: 

DOE/EIA-0484(2016) available at http://www.eia.gov/forecasts/ieo/pdf/0484(2016).pdf , accessed 24 

September, 2016. 

111 See “BP Energy Outlook to 2035”, p.59.  
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energy rose by about one-third from 2000 to 2014, with China accounting for about half 

of this growth”.112 In 2010, Beijing became the number one energy consumer in the world 

after overtaking the United States, consuming 22% of global production in 2012.113 

Globally, about 550 quadrillion BTU’s of energy was consumed in 2014.114 Oil, natural 

gas and coal are expected to continue to provide almost 80% of global energy demand 

with a 25% rise in demand from 2014 to 2040.115 The PRC with its multinational 

companies including Sinosteel, Baosteel, China Minmetals, China, National Offshore Oil 

Corporation (CNOOC), China National Petroleum Corporation (CNPC), China 

Petroleum and Chemical Corporation (SINOPEC), and even private Chinese enterprises, 

have been working together globally to seek, accumulate, and maintain significant natural 

resources reserves for the country’s future.116 

 

Unsurprisingly, due to Africa’s immense natural resources which includes 40% of global 

chromite reserves, 60% of its cobalt, 40% of the world’s gold; 90% of its diamonds; 95% 

of the world’s reserves of platinum group metal; 10% of the global oil supply; and 60% 

of untilled cropland; large deposits of gas, coal, uranium, copper, iron ore, copper, silver, 

 
112 See “The Outlook for Energy: A View to 2040”, p.6. 

113 Ana Cristina Alves, “China and Brazil in Sub-Saharan African Fossil Fuels: A Comparative Analysis”, 

in Soren Scholvin and Steffan Andreasson, A New Scramble for Africa?: The Rush for Energy Resources in 

Sub-Saharan Africa, Farnham, Surrey; Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2015; Spencer Swartz and Shai Oster, 

“China Tops U.S. in Energy Use”, The Wall Street Journal, 18 July, 2010, available at 

http://www.wsj.com/articles/SB10001424052748703720504575376712353150310, accessed 14 

November, 2016; World Energy Outlook IEA reported that: “From consuming less than half as much energy 

as the United States in 2000, it now consumes slightly more and projected to consume nearly 70% more 

than the United States in 2035.”, see “World Energy Outlook September and November 2011”, p.80. 

114 See “The Outlook for Energy: A View to 2040”, p.37. 

115 The Outlook for Energy: A View to 2040”, p.6. 

116 Cisse, “Forum: China’s engagement in Africa: opportunities and challenges for Africa”, African East-

Asia Affairs, p.77; Kelvin Peh and Jonathan Eyal, “Unveiling China’s impact on African environment”, vol. 

38, issue 8 August, 2010, pp. 4729–4730, available at doi:10.1016/j.enpol.2010.02.028, accessed 11 

November, 2016; Ricardo Soares De Oliveira, “Making sense of Chinese oil investment in Africa”, in 

Alden, Large, and De Oliveira (eds.), China Returns to Africa: A Rising Power and a Continent Embrace, 

pp.83-110. 
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and palladium, and numerous resources yet to be explored, Africa rose to a central role in 

Beijing’s foreign policy, as no other continent is endowed with such a variety of abundant 

resources.117 For example, the continent accounts for 10% of global exports of oil and gas, 

9% of copper, and 5% of iron ore.118 It retains a large share of global commodities across 

various states in the continent as shown in Figure 3.1. 

 Figure 3.1: Overview of Commodities in Africa 119 

Country  Resources  

Algeria Oil, Gas, Timber 

Angola Oil Timber, Copper, Manganese, Aluminium 

Benin Gold, Timber, Oil 

Botswana Cobalt, Coal, Nickel 

Burkina Faso Manganese, Cotton 

Burundi Uranium, Copper, Platinum, Coltan 

 
117 See John Asafu-Adjaye, “Is Africa the new frontier in emerging markets?”, (Aus-Africa Dialogue 

Reflections and Recommendations), Australian Strategic Policy Institute, July 2013. p.22; George Ayittey, 

Africa in Chaos, New York: St Martin’s Press, 1998, pp.5-6; Terrence McNamee and Anthony Bergin, “Key 

Reflections and Recommendations” (Aus-Africa Dialogue Reflections and Recommendations), Australian 

Strategic Policy Institute, July 2013, p.8; Philipp Waeber and Nora Wassermann, “Will Africa‟s Natural 

Resources Lead to Prosperity?”, Credit Suisse, 15 May, 2013, at https://www.credit-suisse.com/uk/en/news-

and-expertise/news.article.html/article/pwp/news-and-expertise/2013/05/en/will-africa-s-natural-resources-

lead-to-prosperity.html, accessed 14 July, 2016; Tembe and Xu, “China-Africa Economic Cooperation: 

Chinese Companies’ Contributions to African Development - The Cases of Mozambique and Angola”. 

118Jacques Bughin, et al., “Lions on the Move 11: Realizing the Potential of Africa’s Economies”, McKinsey 

Global Institute, September 2016, p.40, available at ttp://www.savca.co.za/wp-

content/uploads/2016/09/MGI-Lions-on-the-Move-2_Full-report_September-2016.pdf. 

119 Data sources: Brown, et al., World Mineral Production: 2007-2011, pp. 1-76; Rotberg, “China’s Quest 

for Resources, Opportunities, and Influence in Africa”, in Rotberg (ed.), China into Africa: Trade, Aid, and 

Influence, pp. 4- 6; David H. Shinn, “Military and Security Relations: China, Africa, and the Rest of the 

World”, in Rotberg (ed.), China into Africa: Trade, Aid, and Influence, pp. 155-156; See “Strategic Trends 

2010: Key Development in Global Affairs”, Center for Security Studies, 2010, p.22; see also Index Mundi 

“information on commodities held by African countries”, available at at http://www.indexmundi.com and 

http://fortuneofafrica.com, refer also to Miningoilgasjobs, at 

http://www.miningoilgasjobs.com.au/mining/all-you-need-to-know-about-the-mining---metals-

sec/natural-resources-and-economic-overview-of-each-co/countries-beginning-with-s.aspx. 
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Cameroon Oil, Timber, Iron Ore, Bauxite, Timber 

The Central African Republic Timber, Diamonds, Gold, Uranium, Hydropower 

Chad Oil, Uranium 

Democratic Republic of Congo Oil, Coltan, Zinc, Cooper, Diamond, Gold, Coal, Cobalt 

Republic of Congo Oil, Gas, Timber, Hydropower, Copper, Lead, Zinc, Uranium 

Cote d’Ivoire Oil, Timber, Gas, Diamonds, Iron Ore, Copper, Manganese 

Djibouti Gold 

Egypt Oil, Gas, Iron Ore, Manganese, Gold, Zinc, Timber 

Equatorial Guinea Oil, Timber 

Eritrea Zinc, Copper and Gold 

Ethiopia Gold, Platinum, Timber, Coltan, Iron ore 

Gabon Oil, Iron Ore, Timber, and Manganese 

Ghana Manganese, Timber, Oil and Gold 

Guinea Iron Ore, Bauxite 

Guinea-Bissau Bauxite, Phosphates, Petroleum 

Kenya Gold, Copper 

Lesotho Diamonds, Uranium, Coal, Iron Ore 

Liberia Oil, Timber, Diamonds, Gold, Iron Ore 

Libya Oil, Gas, Aluminium 

Madagascar Coltan, Cobalt, Chromium 

Mali Gold, Uranium, Oil, Copper, Lead, Iron Ore, Bauxite, 

Manganese 

Malawi Coal, Timber, Bauxite, Uranium 

Mauritania iron ore, copper, Gold, Oil 

Mauritius Timber 

Morocco Phosphates, Cobalt, Lead, Timber 

Mozambique Coltan, Timber, Gas, Aluminium, Coal, Graphite, Marble 

Namibia Uranium, Lead, Zinc, Copper, Manganese, Aluminium 

Niger uranium, Coal, Oil 

Nigeria Oil, Lead, Timber, Iron Ore, Coltan, Coal, Gas 

Rwanda Coltan, Gold, Chromium 

Sao Tome and Principe Hydropower, Oil 

Senegal Oil. Phosphate, Iron Ore 
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Sierra Leone Diamond, Timber, Bauxite, Iron Ore, Gold, Chromite 

Somalia Iron Ore, Tin, Bauxite, Copper, Gas, Uranium 

South Africa Iron Ore, Timber, Zinc, Lead, Cobalt, Coal, Coltan, Gold, 

Diamonds, Manganese, Aluminium, Copper, Chromiun, 

Platinum 

South Sudan Manganese, Chromium, Oil 

Sudan Timber, Manganese, Chromium, Oil 

Swaziland Iron Ore, Gold, Diamonds, Coal 

Tanzania Gold, Timber, Coal, Phosphates, Nickel, Iron Ore, Copper  

Togo Phosphates 

Tunisia Phosphates, Hydrocarbon, Oil, Gas, Iron Ore, Zinc, Lead 

Uganda Gold, Timber, Cobalt, Iron Ore, Cooper, Gas, Uranium  

Zambia Copper, Zambia, Timber, Manganese, Coal, Cobalt  

Zimbabwe Chromium, Timber, Coal, Copper, Nickel, Cobalt 

  

African nations that benefit the most from the PRC's interest in the continent are those 

holding larger quantities of the most significant resources necessary to advance China's 

economic growth: these include Angola, Nigeria, Sudan (mostly prior to cessation) and 

South Africa.120 These nations are among the top 10 African exporters of commodities 

to China as evident in Figure 3.2. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
120 Wayne Morrison, “China`s Economic Conditions”, Congressional Research Services, Washington DC, 

26 June, 2012, p.22; Preston, et al., Navigating the New Normal: China and Global Resource Governance. 
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 Figure 3.2: Top Ten Major Suppliers of Natural Resource Products to China 121 

 

 

Among these resources, of foremost interest to China is oil. It is a commodity that has 

generated great power rivalry more than any other, as it accounts for the largest share of 

world energy consumption.122 Although, the PRC possesses vast amounts of coal, oil and 

gas are rather scarce in the nation (less than 2% of global reserves).123 Despite increased 

Chinese investment in nuclear energy and renewable sources of energy, oil remains a 

major propellant of the PRC’s industry and economy.124 To the Chinese government, 

 
121 Source: “China’s Trade with Africa”, TRALAC Trade Update, 2016, at 

https://www.tralac.org/images/docs/9174/infographic-china-trade-with-africa-2016-update.pdf. 

122 See IEA Energy Atlas, 2016, at http://energyatlas.iea.org/#!/tellmap/-1920537974, accessed 25 

September, 2016. 

123 Igor Pejic, “Chinese Military Engagement in Africa”, South Front, 17 September, 2016, available at 

https://southfront.org/chinese-military-engagement-in-africa/, accessed 21 September, 2016. 

124 Pejic, “Chinese Military Engagement in Africa”.  
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acquiring oil supplies is a matter of utmost national security, 125 and similar to many other 

nations, seeks favourable regions in which it can secure a steady supply. China had relied 

heavily on the Persian Gulf states to meet its oil demand. However, because of growing 

political instability and turmoil in that region heightened by the September 11, 2001, 

terrorist attacks on the United States, Beijing branched out to Africa, and other oil 

producing countries as alternative avenues of sourcing oil supply.126 While this policy of 

diversification and reprioritization has been widespread (including sourcing from Peru, 

Canada, Venezuela, Thailand, Kuwait, Central Asia, and Russia), nowhere is it more 

visible than in Africa. There are a variety of reasons for this, as identified below.  

 

 
125 See Executive Research Associates, “China in Africa: a Strategic Overview”, p. 5; Daniel Morris, “The 

Chance to Go Deep: U.S. Energy Interests in West Africa”, American Foreign Policy Interests, vol. 28, no 

3, June, 2006, pp. 225-238; Ian Taylor, “China's oil diplomacy in Africa”, International Affairs, vol. 82, no. 

5, September 2006, pp. 937-959; Jedrzej Geoorge Frynas and Manuel Paulo, “A New Scramble for African 

Oil? Historical, Political, and Business Perspectives”, African Affairs, vol. 106, no. 423, 2007, pp. 229-251; 

Haider A. Khan, “China's Development Strategy and Energy Security: Growth, Distribution and Regional 

Cooperation”, Research Paper no. 2008/56, United Nations University, Helsinki, Finland, 2008, pp. 1-27, 

available at https://www.yumpu.com/en/document/view/30622064/chinas-development-strategy-and-

energy-security-unu-wider-, accessed 01 November, 2016. 

126 Kevin Sheives, “China Turns West: Beijing's Contemporary Strategy Towards Central Asia”, Pacific 

Affairs, vol.79, no. 9, 2006, pp. 207-214; Verma, “The tiger and the dragon: A comparison of Indian and 

Chinese investments in West Africa’s oil industry”; Adam Habib, “Seeing the New African Scramble for 

what it really is: Reflections on the United States and China”, in Edinger, Herman, and Jansson, (eds.), New 

Impulses from the South: China’s Engagement of Africa; Rajneesh, “Can Africa become the new Persian 

Gulf?”; Tembe and Xu, “China-Africa Economic Cooperation: Chinese Companies’ Contributions to 

African Development – The cases of Mozambique and Angola”, p.62; Naidu, and Mbazima, “China-African 

Relations: A New Impulse in a Changing Continental Landscape”, p.753; Alessi, “Expanding China-Africa 

Oil Ties”, Council on Foreign Relations, p.9557; Pejic, “Chinese Military Engagement in Africa”. 
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First, many of the African oil producing countries such as Equatorial Guinea, Chad, and 

Gabon are not members of the Organization of Oil Producing Countries (OPEC) and so 

do not have to adhere to production and supply quotas, or export caps set by the cartel.127  

 

Second, although oil reserves in Africa are not as large as those of the Middle East, it is 

noted that, “proven reserves” in Africa, “have increased at a much faster rate when 

compared to the rest of the world, and specifically the Middle East… [and] analysts 

believe that Africa could hold further significant undiscovered reserves”.128 

 

Third, nations with large oil reserves such as Venezuela, Russia and even Saudi Arabia 

grant limited access for overseas investors to invest in their oil industries, and with about 

75% of global oil reserve unavailable to foreign equity investment, China is drawn to 

Africa states as they allow foreign firms wider opportunities to invest in the continent.129 

PRC companies have signed oil exploration agreements in African countries including 

Nigeria, Angola, Sudan, Algeria, Republic of Congo, Libya, Central African Republic, 

Equatorial Guinea, Gabon, Namibia, Kenya, and Madagascar. This is only set to 

increase further in the years ahead as China strives to meet its need.130 

 

 
127 See Rajneesh, “Can Africa become the new Persian Gulf?”; Naidu and Mbazima, “China-African 

Relations: A New Impulse in a Changing Continental Landscape”, p.753; Tembe and Xu, “China-Africa 

Economic Cooperation: Chinese Companies’ Contributions to African Development – The cases of 

Mozambique and Angola”, p.62. 

128 Rajneesh, “Can Africa become the new Persian Gulf?”; See also “BP Review of World Energy”, 2008, 

p.6, available at http://www.bp.com/productlanding.do?categoryId=6929&contentId=7044622. 

129 Rajneesh, “Can Africa become the new Persian Gulf?”. 

130 Joshua Eisenman and Joshua Kurlantzick, “China’s Africa Strategy”, Current History, vol.105, no. 691, 

May 2006, pp. 219-224; Tembe and Xu, “China-Africa Economic Cooperation: Chinese Companies’ 

Contributions to African Development – The cases of Mozambique and Angola”, p.62; Rajneesh, “Can 

Africa become the new Persian Gulf?”; See Naidu and Mbazima, “China-African Relations: A New Impulse 

in a Changing Continental Landscape”, p. 753. 
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Fourth, oil exploration costs in Africa compared, for example, to that of the Gulf of 

Mexico or North Sea are relatively low and the success rates in drilling operations in 

Africa are high. Deep-water drilling used in many oil regions can be risky and 

comparatively expensive.  

 

Fifth, the high quality of African oil especially that of West Africa and Angola is 

particularly attractive to China. With few exceptions, the oil is light, waxy, and low in 

sulphur content, as well as being easier to refine, proving more valuable than heavier 

supplies from other sources.131 By mid 2000s over 31% of the PRC’s oil imports were 

obtained from Africa,132 and in 2013, oil made up 80 % of Africa’s export to Beijing.133  

 

Lastly, as reported by People’s Daily, China is left with the option of investing in unsafe 

regions like Africa, “because most safe investment destinations have already been 

occupied by Western companies, and the remaining destinations are mostly full of trouble 

or dangers, leaving Chinese companies few choices.”134 This explains why a large part 

(over half) of PRC’s investment in the overseas oil sector is concentrated in relatively 

dangerous, high-risk, and unstable countries like Iran and Venezuela, and African nations 

including Nigeria, Sudan, South Sudan, Angola, Gabon, Algeria, Liberia, Chad, Kenya 

and Libya. Indeed, it is widely acknowledged that Beijing in search of oil has taken upon 

 
131 Rotberg, “China’s Quest for Resources, Opportunities, and Influence in Africa”, in Rotberg (ed.), China 

into Africa: Trade, Aid, and Influence, pp. 4- 6; Rajneesh, “Can Africa become the new Persian Gulf?”. 

132 Chris Alden, China in Africa, London: Zed Books, 2007, p.8; Alessi, “Expanding China-Africa Oil Ties”, 

Council on Foreign Relations, p.9557; also see Joshua Eisenman, “China–Africa trade patterns: causes and 

consequences”, Journal of Contemporary China vol. 21, no. 77, 2012, pp. 793–810.  

133 See “Africa and China: More than Minerals”, The Economist, 23 March, 2013, available at 

http://www.economist.com/news/middle-east-and-africa/21574012-chinese-trade-africa-keeps-growing-

fears-neocolonialism-are-overdone-more, accessed 15 June, 2015; See also U.S. Geological Survey 

(USGS), 2012 Minerals Yearbook: China, U.S. Department of the Interior, December 2013. 

134 See “Overseas Chinese Firms Face Security Risks”, People’s Daily Online, 6 February, 2012. 
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itself tremendous risks.135 For instance in 2008, during a conflict over oil in Sudan, five 

oil workers from China abducted by Sudanese rebels in Kordofan province located in 

Sudan’s south were killed by the insurgents or militants.136 In the 2011 Libyan revolution 

which led to the killing of President Muammar Gaddafi and toppling of his government, 

China incurred heavy losses (estimated at $20 billion by unofficial sources) in its Libyan 

oil projects partly owing to looting, a halt in construction and production, and the reckless 

destruction of sites and infrastructure.137  

 

As can be seen in Figures 3.3 and 3.4, respectively, natural resources particularly 

oil/mineral products clearly dominate Chinese imports from Africa, and for decades 

continue to be the world’s top fuel (see Figure 3.5). 

 Figure 3.3: Beijing’s top 10 trading partners in Africa from 2006 to 2010 138 

 Countries Economic type Average annual 

trade, 2006-2010 

(US $ million) 

Share in total 

China-Africa 

trade 

Angola Oil export 18,627 21% 

South Africa Diversified economy 166,86 18% 

Sudan Oil export 6,445 7% 

Nigeria Oil export 5,774 6% 

Egypt Diversified economy 5,384 6% 

Algeria Oil export 4,155 5% 

Libya Oil export 4,154 5% 

 
135 Yuwen Wu, “China's oil fears over South Sudan fighting”, BBC, 8 January, 2014, available at 

http://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-25654155, accessed 31 March, 2016. 

136 Wu, “China's oil fears over South Sudan fighting”. 

137 Wu, “China's oil fears over South Sudan fighting”. 

137 Wu, “China's oil fears over South Sudan fighting”. 

138 Source: Lu Yong “China´s Trade Rush with Africa”, 2011, available at 

http://www.focac.org/eng/zfgx/t820242.htm, accessed 05 April, 2016. 
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Republic of the Congo Oil export 3,241 4% 

Morocco Diversified economy 2,548 3% 

Benin Agriculture 2,097 2% 

Weight of top ten trading partners in total China-Africa trade 76% 

  

 Figure 3.4: Percentage of Africa’s top 5 Exports to Beijing’s 2000– 2016 139 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
139 See Joshua Eisenmann and David Shinn, “China’s Strategy in Africa”, in Joshua Eisenman and Eric 

Heginbotham (eds.), China Steps Out: Beijing's Major Power Engagement with the Developing World, New 

York: Routledge, 2018, p.141. 
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 Figure 3.5: Oil is projected to remain the world’s top fuel for decades 140 

  

 

Safeguarding oil supply in Africa due to the commodity’s importance for economic 

prosperity, is a prime national interest informing Beijing’s foreign policy.141 Hence, the 

volume of China’s investment in Africa’s oil sector is massive: some of the deals include 

a US$2 billion loan to Angola in 2004 in exchange for 10,000 barrels daily, and in 2006 

an acquisition of 45% stake in Nigeria’s offshore oil and gas field for US$27 billion, 

promising to spend another US$2.25 billion towards the development.142 China continues 

to invest and import record amounts of oil from Africa.143 By 2014, the Chinese state oil 

company Sinopec was active in 16 African countries namely Algeria, Angola, Cameroon, 

Central African Republic, Chad, Egypt, Gabon, Ghana, Kenya, Libya, Mauritania, Niger, 

 
140 Source: “The Outlook for Energy: A View to 2040”, 2016, p.57. 

141 Hui-Chi Yeh and Chi-Wei Yu, “China’s Energy Diplomacy: SOE Relations in the Context of Global 

Distribution and Investment Pattern”, Advances in Applied Sociology, vol.2, no.4, 2012, 325-343, available 

at doi: 10.4236/aasoci.2012.24043; see also Centre for Chinese Studies, “China’s Engagement of Africa: 

Preliminary Scoping of African case studies Angola, Ethiopia, Gabon, South Africa, Zambia”, A Research 

undertaking by the Centre for Chinese Studies for The Rockefeller Foundation, University of Stellenbosch, 

November 2007, p. 6, available at http://www.ccs.org.za/wp-content/uploads/2009/04/rf_paper_final.pdf  

142 Pejic, “Chinese Military Engagement in Africa”. 

143 “China importing record amounts of oil from Africa’, South China Morning Post, 06 April, 2017, 

available at https://www.scmp.com/business/commodities/article/2085229/china-importing-record-

amounts-oil-africa, accessed 15 May, 2017. 
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Nigeria, Sudan, South Sudan and Tunisia. By 2016, China National Petroleum 

Corporation (CNPC) activities were evident in Tunisia, Algeria, Libya, Niger, Chad, 

Nigeria, Sudan, and South Sudan while China National Offshore Oil Corporation 

(CNOOC) was actively involved in Gabon, Uganda, Nigeria, Algeria, and Republic of the 

Congo.144 In 2019, Global Data estimated that in the 2019-2023 five year period, Africa 

will occupy the top position for Chinese oil investment and will account for over $15 

billion of Beijing’s upstream capital expenditure (see Figure 3.6). Comparatively, this is 

higher than the $10 billion predicted for South Africa and over twice their projected 

investment in North America (see Figure 3.7 below).145 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
144 Africa Oil & Power, “China Makes Inroads into African Energy”, Africa Oil & Power, 2017, available 

at https://africaoilandpower.com/2017/07/13/china-makes-inroads-into-african-energy/, accessed 01 

March, 2018. 

145 Paul Burkhardt, “Africa is the Top Spot for Chinese Oil Investment to 2023: Chart”, Bloomberg, 13 June, 

2019, available at https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2019-06-12/africa-is-the-top-spot-for-

chinese-oil-investment-to-2023-chart, accessed 02 November, 2019. See also Africa Oil Week, 

“Understanding Chinese Investment in African Oil and Gas”, Africa Oil Week, 07 October, 2019, available 

at https://www.africa-oilweek.com/Articles/understanding-chinese-investment-in-african-o, accessed 02 

November, 2019. 



 

108 
 

Figure 3.6: Projected Chinese upstream capital expenditure on Africa’s oil for 2019 to 

2023 146 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
146 Source: Global Data cited in Burkhardt, “Africa is the Top Spot for Chinese Oil Investment to 2023”. 
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Figure 3.7: Chinese State Oil Companies estimated international upstream Capex by 

region from 2019 to 2023 147  

 
 

Access to other raw materials as an integral part of Beijing’s resource security strategy 

must not be underestimated. Africa is critical in the supply of various key precious 

resources. These include platinum and iron ore from South Africa; chromium from 

Madagascar, Sudan and South Africa; copper from Zambia Tanzania, and Democratic 

Republic of Congo; cobalt from Madagascar, Zimbabwe and Morocco; diamond from 

Sierra Leone, and Botswana; Gold from Ghana and Mozambique; manganese from Cote 

d’Ivoire and Tanzania; titanium from Kenya; graphite and marble from Mozambique; 

 
147 Source: Global Data cited “China-Africa co-operation promotes developments in Africa’s upstream 

sector”, Offshore, 10 June, 2019, available at https://www.offshore-technology.com/comment/chinese-

investment-in-africa-oil-gas/, accessed 01 November, 2019.  
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lead, coal and coltan from South Africa and Nigeria; zinc and nickel from Botswana, 

Zambia, and Zimbabwe; and zinc from Democratic Republic of Congo and Namibia.148 

 

Also noteworthy, is Chinese demand for the Africa’s natural gas, and timber. China along 

with United States is expected to be responsible for 50 percent of global demand in 

2040.149 (see Figure 3.8). Africa is predicted to be a major supplier and holds at least 10% 

of the world’s natural gas. Conventionally produced gas which remains the bedrock of 

global supply is expected to more than double in East Africa by 2040 largely from 

developments of resources.150 Included in the top 20 countries that account for the world’s 

natural gas reserves are four African nations: Nigeria, Algeria, Mozambique, and 

Egypt.151 With timber, PRC has been importing over 75% of Africa’s tropical wood 

making it the largest consumer of Africa’s timber.152 For example in 2011, it imported 

145 million cubic metres of timber from Africa estimated to be worth about US33 

billion.153 Chinese investment in Africa’s timber rose considerably from 8% in 2007 to 

 
148 Executive Research Associates, “China in Africa: A Strategic Overview”; Naidu and Mbazima, “China-

African Relations: A New Impulse in a Changing Continental Landscape”, p.753; Nehru Pillay and Martyn 

Davies, “Unlocking Africa‘s Promise: China & African Mining”, The China Monitor, November 2008, pp. 

5- 8; Tembe and Xu, “China-Africa Economic Cooperation: Chinese Companies’ Contributions to African 

Development – The cases of Mozambique and Angola”, p.62; Lydia Polgreen and French Howard, “China’s 

Trade in Africa Carries a Price Tag”, New York Times, 21 August, 2007, available at 

http://www.nytimes.com/2007/08/21/world/africa/21zambia.html?_r=0, accessed 22 August, 2015; Brown, 

et al., World Mineral Production: 2007-2011, pp. 1-76. 

149 “The Outlook for Energy: A View to 2040”, p.37. 

150 “The Outlook for Energy: A View to 2040”, pp. 64-65. 

151 “Analysis and Projections U.S. Energy Information Administration”, p.59. 

152 Xiaoxue Weng et al., “The Africa-China timber trade: Diverse business models call for specialized policy 

responses [Chinese]”, Center for International Forestry Research, Brief no.34, 2014, available at DOI: 

10.17528/cifor/005611, accessed 12 August, 2016; See also “Impacts of China’s investments in Africa”, 

ATB Partners, 11 February, 2016 available at http://www.atb.net.au/impacts-of-chinas-investments-in-

africa/, accessed 12 August, 2016. 

153 James Mayers, “China in Africa’s Forests”, International Institute for Environment and Development, 

March 2013, available at http://www.iied.org/china-africa-forests, accessed 15 July, 2016. 
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84% in 2015.154 Countries benefitting from this venture include Cameroon, Republic of 

Congo, Mozambique, Equatorial Guinea, Ghana, Zambia, Tanzania, Nigeria, Gabon, 

Liberia and Uganda.  

 

Additionally, China is hugely interested in Africa’s pharmacological resources. Beijing 

has noted Africa’s vast historical knowledge in herbal and traditional medicine which has 

been passed down from generation to generation. Also, there are many herbal plants in 

the continent that are a great resource. Beijing is tapping into this to grow its herbal 

market. Global sales of Chinese herbal medicine climbed over 80 billion in 2012, and the 

global market is projected to reach about $115 billion by 2020.155  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
154 Bo Li and Yaxin Yan, “How Does China’s Growing Overseas Investment Affect Africa’s Forests? 5 

Things to Know”, World Resources Institute, February 2016, available at 

http://www.wri.org/blog/2016/02/how-does-china%E2%80%99s-growing-overseas-investment-affect-

africa%E2%80%99s-forests-5-things-know, accessed 12 August, 2016; after oil and minerals, timber is the 

third largest commodity import from Africa and this is forecasted to continue growing. See Rob Finlayson, 

“Who is importing African timber to China and what might this mean for sustainability?”, World 

Agroforestry Centre, 14 January, 2013, available at 

http://blog.worldagroforestry.org/index.php/2013/01/14/who-is-importing-african-timber-to-china-and-

what-might-this-mean-for-sustainability/, accessed 08 July, 2016; John Rocha, “China and African Natural 

Resources: Developmental Opportunity or Deepening The Resource Curse?”, in Edinger, Herman, and 

Jansson, (eds.), New Impulses from the South: China’s Engagement of Africa, p.65; See also “Impacts of 

China’s investments in Africa”; James Mayers, “China in Africa’s forests”, International Institute for 

Environment and Development, March 2013, available at http://www.iied.org/china-africa-forests, accessed 

16 August, 2016. 

155 Abdulai, Chinese Investment in Africa, p. 55. 
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Figure 3.8: Non-OECD Asian natural gas usage by region 2012 to 2040 (trillion cubic 

feet) 156 

  

China’s need for African resources is unlikely to change significantly in the future. 

Despite intermittent economic slowdowns and subsequent concerns about the country’s 

reduced demand for commodities,157 the PRC has maintained healthy growth rates. 

China’s appetite for natural resources displaced the United States to make it the world’s 

number one consumer of raw materials and this is likely to continue.158 As stated by Coates and 

Luu: 

Although there will be short-term fluctuations around China's growth, and China 

faces significant medium-term reform challenges, the long term outlook for 

Chinese commodity demand remains strong as the process of urbanization and 

 
156 Source: “Analysis and Projections U.S. Energy Information Administration”, p.41. 

157 Charlotte Alfred, “Why China’s economic woes are causing alarm in Africa”, Huffington Post, 25 

September, 2015, available at http://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/china-economic-problems-

africa_us_55e76780e4b0c818f61a81ef, accessed 11 September, 2016; Simpson, “A Deeper Look at China’s 

Commodity Industry”. 

158 See Executive Research Associates, “China in Africa: a Strategic Overview”; Herman Warren, 

“Spanning Africa’s Infrastructure Gap: How development capital is transforming Africa’s project build – 

out”, The Economist Corporate Network, 2015, pp. 28 -29, available at 

http://ftp01.economist.com.hk/ECN_papers/Infrastructure-Africa, accessed 12 July, 2016; Simpson, “A 

Deeper Look at China’s Commodity Industry”. 
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industrialization, and a growing middle-income class [is] set to continue for some 

time. Per capita consumption of key commodities, like per capita income, is still 

well below that of major advanced economies.159 

 

Thus, in this context, it is not surprising that numerous analysts including Beijing foreign 

policy makers and entrepreneurs note that Chinese demand for Africa’s resources will 

continue to expand even under the ‘new normal’ of slower economic growth for PRC.160 

Consequently, this should deepen their connections. 

 

3.3.1.2 Trade and Market Security 

China as an export driven economy is keen to find outlets and key overseas consumer 

markets for its manufactured goods. Decades of industrialization and high production 

capacity saw China becoming the world’s largest manufacturer. However, it also resulted 

in over production and excessive supply in various sectors of its local market. This 

domestic saturation forced down prices, and stimulated fierce local competition and 

rivalry among regional companies, such that goods sold in a province where they were 

not manufactured attracted a heavy tax. Chinese companies and industries had to diversify 

into foreign markets in order to sell their products. Subsequently, as a matter of national 

economic survival, Beijing embarked on an active role to secure ideal foreign export 

 
159 Coates and Luu, “China's Emergence in Global Commodity Markets”. 

160 See Lei Yu, “China’s Expanding Security Involvement in Africa: A Pillar for ‘China-Africa Community 

of Common Destiny”, Global Policy, vol. 9, issue 4, November 2018, pp. 489-500, available at 

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/epdf/10.1111/1758-5899.12585, accessed 15 February, 2019; Luka 

Powanga and Irene Giener-Reichi, “China’s Contributions to the African Power Sector: Policy Implications 

for African Countries”, Hindawi Journal of Energy, February 2019, available at 

https://www.hindawi.com/journals/jen/2019/7013594/, accessed 11 September, 2019; Michael Tiboris, 

“Addressing China’s Rising Influence in Africa”, Chicago Council on Global Affairs, May 2019, available 

at https://www.thechicagocouncil.org/sites/default/files/report_addressing-chinas-rising-influence-

africa_20190521.pdf, accessed 09 July, 2019; Africa Oil & Power, “China Makes Inroads into African 

Energy”; “China’s road to growth in Africa”, Bangkok Post, 04 December, 2017, available at 

https://www.bangkokpost.com/business/1372023/chinas-road-to-growth-in-africa, accessed 12 March, 

2018.  
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destinations with significant market potential for its local manufacturers and 

businesses.161 Beijing found this in Africa, a continent with 54 markets of varying degrees: 

it provided a landscape ripe for enormous market opportunities. 

 

Africa has exhibited a high demand for manufactured products and consumables, partly 

fuelled by factors including its low production base, and an increasingly affluent middle 

class that possesses strong purchasing power. It is also the second most populous continent 

with over one billion people across its 54 states, projected to reach 2.5 billion by 2050, 

surpassing both the population of India and China, and rising to over 4 billion in 2100. It 

is predicted that one of four people on the planet will be from Africa in 2050 and at least 

one in three by 2100. As at 2017, the proportion was one out of six, making it an attractive 

market for investors.162 This population, which is young and expanding (in an aging 

world) is expected in the near future to be the world’s fastest urbanizing region. In 1975 

only 25% of Africans resided in cities but by 2015, it had grown to 40%, and is expected 

to rise to 54% by 2045.163 It is forecast that in the three decades from 2015 to 2045 urban 

population growth on the continent wil undergo an average increase of 24 million people 

each year, compared to 11 million per year in India, and 9 million in China.164 This rapid 

urbanization has led to increased consumption by households as well as businesses. 

Between 2010 and 2015, Africa’s household consumption grew 3.9% to reach $1.4 

 
161 Cisse, “Forum: China’s engagement in Africa: opportunities and challenges for Africa”, p.77; see also 

Centre for Chinese Studies, “China’s Engagement of Africa: Preliminary Scoping of African case studies 

Angola, Ethiopia, Gabon, South Africa, Zambia”, pp. 6-7; Martyn Davies, “How China is Influencing 

Africa’s Development”, OECD Development Centre, Paris, 2010, p.6 available at 

http://www.oecd.org/development/pgd/45068325.pdf [ret.10.03.2014]; Yong “China´s Trade Rush with 

Africa”; Raine, China’s African Challenges, 2009. 

162“World Population Prospects 2017”, United Nations, 2017, available at https://population.un.org/wpp/; 

V. Mahajan, Africa Rising, New Jersey: Wharton School Publishing, 2008, p.18; Gilles Pison, “There’s a 

strong chance a third of all people on earth will be African by 2100”, Quartz Africa, 11 October, 2017, 

available at https://qz.com/africa/1099546/population-growth-africans-will-be-a-third-of-all-people-on-

earth-by-2100/, accessed 12 June, 2018. It is also projected that Africa’s population could overtake China 

and India by 2040. See “The Outlook for Energy: A View to 2040”, p.31.  

163 Bughin, et al., “Lions on the Move 11: Realizing the Potential of Africa’s Economies”, p.36. 

164 Bughin, et al., “Lions on the Move 11: Realizing the Potential of Africa’s Economies”, p.36. 
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trillion, recording the fastest growing of any other region except emerging Asia. It 

outstripped Latin America’s 2.5% and Central and Eastern Europe’s 2.3% growth.165 

Viewed in the global context, it is significantly higher than consumer spending in Brazil, 

India, and Russia.166 It is estimated that by 2020, more than 50% of African households 

will have discretionary spending power and the top 18 cities on the continent could 

generate a combined spending power of $1.3 trillion by 2030.167 Total household 

consumption powered by this expanding population and urbanization is projected to rise 

to $2.1 trillion by 2025 (growing by $645 billion in the decade 2015 to 2025), and 

spending by companies to reach $3.5 billion in the same period. Jointly, these two sources 

of spending that amounted to $4 trillion in 2015 are predicted to increase spending to a 

combined $5.6 trillion by 2025.168 Consumer expenditure alone, excluding spending by 

firms, is expected to reach $2.5 trillion by 2030.169 Against this backdrop, China’s market 

presence is dominant and widespread across the continent, most notably in Nigeria, 

Angola, and Ethiopia where China is most heavily engaged on the continent. 

 

Nigeria, for instance, is courted assiduously by China not only for its natural resources 

(particularly oil and gas) but as one of the biggest markets in Africa. It is Africa’s largest 

economy and with a population of approximately 201 million, it is the most populous in 

Africa (seventh in the world).170 The nation’s manufacturing industries are also poorly 

developed. Thus, there is hunger and a high demand for consumer goods, presenting a 

 
165 Bughin, et al., “Lions on the Move 11: Realizing the Potential of Africa’s Economies”, p.43. 

166 Bughin, et al., “Lions on the Move 11: Realizing the Potential of Africa’s Economies”, p.43. 

167 Bughin, et al., “Lions on the Move 11: Realizing the Potential of Africa’s Economies”,, p.26. 

168 Bughin, et al., “Lions on the Move 11: Realizing the Potential of Africa’s Economies”, pp.43-44. 

169 Michael Tiboris, “Addressing China’s Rising Influence in Africa”, Chicago Council on Global Affairs, 

May 2019, available at https://www.thechicagocouncil.org/sites/default/files/report_addressing-chinas-

rising-influence-africa_20190521.pdf, accessed 09 July, 2019. 

170 Worldometers, “Population by Country”, Worldometers, 2019, available at 

http://www.worldometers.info/world-population/population-by-country/, accessed 05 May, 2019. 
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strong export market for China.171 China-Nigeria trade grew from $17.7 billion in 2010172 

to $23.5 billion in 2015.173 Between 2010 and 2015, Nigeria achieved an average yearly 

GDP growth of 5.1%174 According to the Chinese Ambassador to Nigeria, in the first half 

of 2019, the bilateral trade volume between China and Nigeria stood at $7.05 billion, 

resulting in 22.4% higher than 2018.175 Expectations are that Nigeria will remain the 

continent’s single largest consumer market and will account for up to 15% of overall 

average growth in consumer spending until at least 2025.176  

 

Ethiopia is also one of China’s most important partners on the continent. Although not 

well-stocked with natural resources, it has the second largest population in Africa 

(approximately 110 million and 12th in the world),177 and represents a major contributor 

to Africa’s population growth. In the period 2009 to 2012, Ethiopia recorded a 2.6% 

annual population growth rate, and from 2004 to 2012 GDP growth rate averaged 

10.3%.178 In the seven year period between 2002 and 2009, China’s exports to Ethiopia 

 
171 Jen Alic, “China in Africa: Partners in the Year of the Snake”, Economonitor, 2 January, 2013, available 
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accessed 16 September, 2015. 
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Challenges, no. 5: 2011, p.6. 

173 C. Okafor, “Nigeria-China trade rises to $US 23.5billion”, This Day, 03 June, 2015, available at 
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November, 2015. 

174 Bughin, et al., “Lions on the Move 11: Realizing the Potential of Africa’s Economies”, p.34. 

175 Zhou Pingjian, “The Chinese Economy is not a Pond, but an Ocean”, Chinese Embassy in Nigeria, 02 

September, 2019, available at 

https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/wjb_663304/zwjg_665342/zwbd_665378/t1693568.shtml, accessed 

15 September, 2019. 

176 Bughin, et al., “Lions on the Move 11: Realizing the Potential of Africa’s Economies”, p.9. 

177 Worldometers, “Population by Country”, Worldometers, 2019. 
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grew from $93.4 million to $1.25 billion.179 The country also recorded an average GDP 

growth of 5.8% each year between 2010 and 2015, against a 2.9% yearly global average 

in the same period.180 China’s strong economic relations with Ethiopia lends weight to the 

argument that the PRC is keen on cultivating the vast consumer markets of Africa, and 

not only confining itself to accessing commodities or engaging actively only with nations 

endowed with natural resources such as Angola, South Africa, Sudan, and Nigeria. 

 

Similar to Nigeria’s case, China is not driven to Angola for reasons only tied to 

commodities. China’s fast-growing economic ties with Angola have been positively 

boosted by its young population,181 and growing consumer market partly owing to its oil 

wealth. In the decade 2003 to 2013, the nation enjoyed a healthy GDP growth rate of 

11%.182 Observably, Angola’s population (approximately 32 million and 46th in the 

world)183 is not as large as that of Ethiopia and Nigeria, or among the top ten most 

populous African nations: however, within the decade 2002 to 2012, China’s exports to 

Angola grew from $57 million to $3.9 billion making Beijing its leading source of 

imports.184 Between 2010 and 2015, Angola achieved an average GDP growth of 5.1% 

per year, comparable to that of Nigeria.185 Angola combined with Ghana, Democratic 

Republic of Congo, Cameroon, and Cote d’Ivoire, are expected to generate 11% of the 

 
179 Adem Seifudein, “China in Ethiopia: Diplomacy and Economics of Sino Optimism”, African Studies 

Review, vol. 55, no.1, 2012, p.152. 

180 Bughin, et al., “Lions on the Move 11: Realizing the Potential of Africa’s Economies”, p.34. 

181 As of 2013, 48% of its population was under the age of 15, recording the world’s forth youngest 

population. See “World Development Indicators”, World Bank, 2014, http://data.worldbank.org accessed 

15 August, 2015. 

182 “World Development Indicators”. 
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184 Atlas Media, “Observatory of Economic Complexity”, Atlas Media, 2014, http://atlas.media.mit.edu/, 

accessed 21 July, 2014. 

185 Bughin, et al., “Lions on the Move 11: Realizing the Potential of Africa’s Economies”, p.34. 
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region’s consumption growth,186 lifting consumer spending by approximately $100 billion 

in the 2015 to 2025 decade.187 

 

Undoubtedly, Beijing sees Africa as a vast dynamic market for Chinese manufacturers 

and businesses. When Western demand for Chinese exports deteriorated during the 2008 

global financial crisis, Chinese companies turned their attention to several African 

nations.188 For example, Beijing exported about $1.4 billion worth of goods to Ghana in 

2008,189 and by 2011 more than doubled to $ 3.1 billion.190 By 2018, China’s exports to 

Ghana had climbed to $4.671 billion while imports from Ghana was $1.305 billion 

totalling $5.976 billion in bilateral trade.191 China’s total export value to South Africa 

which is one of its biggest export destinations in Africa reached $15.3 billion in 2012,192 

and by 2018 had increased to $17.08 billion according to international trade data from 

United Nations COMTRADE.193 In 2017, South Africa was China’s largest export 

destination followed by Nigeria and Egypt.194 It is reported that bilateral trade between 
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October, 2015. 
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accessed 31 October, 2019. 
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193 See COMTRDE data in “South Africa Imports from China”, Trading Economics, 2019, available at 
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China and South Africa was approximately $39 billion in 2017 and $40 billion in 2018 

against $9 billion in 2009.195 

 

The continent’s market importance was further enhanced when it provided Beijing with a 

viable alternative strategy to circumvent trade barriers on Chinese goods imposed by the 

United States and European Union.196 Illustrative is the case of the the United States 

having established preferential trade agreements with Africa, such as the African Growth 

and Opportunity Act (AGOA) which was introduced in 2000 and extended to 2025.197 

This provided many African manufacturers a huge cost advantage in thousands of 

products (particularly labour-intensive goods) as they could export these items tariff-free 

to the US. AGOA made African products traded in the United States 25% to 50% less 

expensive than European markets, strengthening the global competitiveness of African 

nations as it gave them a price advantage over similar goods imported from Asian nations 

including PRC.198 It is reported that some Chinese textile manufacturers invested in 

several African companies as a means of circumventing EU and US quotas on Chinese 

textiles, and to expand into Western markets.199 China’s relocation of some of its 

manufacturing industries to Ethiopia after signing joint partnership ventures with 

Ethiopian companies provides an example of this strategy this respect.200 Additionally, 

 
195 See “Spotlight: Trade deals between African, Chinese companies signify deeper economic ties”, Xinhua, 

29 June, 2019, available at http://www.xinhuanet.com/english/2019-06/29/c_138184153.htm, accessed 29 

July, 2019; “South Africa’s trade with China rockets”, Tribune, 22 July, 2018, available at 
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Beijing was able to test and improve the quality of manufactured products in Africa before 

exporting them to Western consumers.201  

 

On the other hand, Chinese products are often sourced by Africans as they find the low-

cost consumer goods affordable compared to what is obtainable from advanced nations 

like Japan, United States, Canada, United Kingdom, and Germany. This affordability has 

made it possible to purchase goods previously beyond the reach of many as expressed by 

a Cameroonian: “I have worked as a warder with the government of Cameroon for over 

forty-three years, but my meagre salary could not allow me to buy a television set. Today, 

with my pension allowance, I have bought a cheap Chinese-made television, which if I 

handle well will serve me for some time.”202 Chinese products abound throughout the 

continent which is becoming the fastest-growing destination for PRC’s exports.203 In the 

period 2012 to 2016, more than half of Beijing’s exports to the continent went to South 

Africa, Nigeria, Egypt and Algeria.204 (see Figure 3.9 below). 
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 Figure 3.9: Top consumers of Chinese products 205  

 

 

Unsurprisingly, Beijing surpassed the United States and European Union as Africa’s 

largest trading partner, as Sino-African trade growth increased dramatically since the 

millennium, recording a decrease only in 2009 when it was impacted by the global 

financial crisis but regaining momentum in 2010.206 Despite data discrepancies in trade 

figures, information from various sources generally reveals that in 1995 two-way trade 

totalled at least $4 billion,207 growing to approximately $10 to $11 billion at the onset of 
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the millennium (2000 to 2001),208 climbing to $40 billion in 2005, $55.5 billion in 2006,209 

$73.5 billion in 2007, to $106 billion in 2008,210 to at least $106.8 billion in 2010,211 
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reaching 160 billion in 2011,212 $198 billion by 2012,213 and up to 210 billion in 2013214 

(see Figure 3.10). According to TRALAC, by 2014, the figure had reached 221.508 

billion.215 In comparison the USA’s trade growth with Africa, which surged from about 

$39 billion to $113 billion between 2000 to 2010 (approximately a threefold increase), is 

dwarfed by China’s almost 20-fold growth in about the same period, as demonstrated 

above.216 Calculations based on data gathered from China’s customs show that from 2001 

to 2007, Sino-African trade increased 681% only slightly below Beijing’s trade with Latin 

America which was 687% but higher than trades with Middle East (546%), the 

Association of South East Asian Nations (497%), the European Union (415%), and North 
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America (378%).217 The value of South-South trade has overtaken North-South trade by 

about $2.2 trillion, which is more than one quarter of world trade since Beijing became 

Africa’s most vital trading partner.218 According to MOFCOM reports, the growth rate of 

Beijing’s imports from Africa was the highest in the world in 2018.219 

 Figure 3.10: Sino-Africa trade from 2000-2013 220 
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The trade pattern is such that Africa imports a diverse collection of Chinese manufactured 

products such as textiles, clothing, footwear, jewellery, plastics and chemicals, 

electronics, electrical appliances, furniture, building materials, military and transport 

equipment. In contrast, China’s imports are primarily commodities – mainly oil, gas, and 

minerals, as well as agricultural commodities including cotton, coffee, cocoa, fish, and 

timber. 221 (see Figure 3.11). 
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Figure 3.11: Trade profile of Africa’s imports of goods and equipment, and China’s need 

for resources 222  

 

 

While China had been experiencing a slowing economic growth rate in the second decade 

of the 21st Century, Sino-Africa trade was predicted to continue to expand reaching $400 

billion by 2020 223 and up to $1.7 trillion by 2030.224 The trade pattern, the demand trend, 
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and the steady pace of growth in Africa's consumer market represent continued 

opportunities for Beijing. In other words, in the foreseeable future, Africa’s significance 

as a market destination to China shows no sign of waning. 

 

3.3.1.3 Investment Security 

Following the abandonment of Mao’s autarkic economic orientation in the late 1970s in 

favor of economic liberalization and modernization in pursuit of national development, 

Beijing embraced a market-oriented policy that promoted China as an attractive 

investment destination. This approach succeeded to the extent that in the 1980s and 1990s, 

foreign direct investment (FDI) flowed into China, making it a premier destination. 

During this period, China’s own outward FDI was sparse.225 This was to come later and 

on a spectacular scale. The reason for outward investment was the direct result of the 

PRC’s rapid economic growth, coupled with the drive to secure key commodities and 

export markets for its state and private enterprises. In short, Beijing had to adopt a policy 

that advanced securing key strategic investments overseas to further enhance its economic 

progress. This necessitated combining an inward investment with an outward investment 

strategy, with a vital part of the tenth five-year plan (2001 to 2005) promoting the ‘going 

out’ strategy to help Beijing expand its rate of outward FDI.226  

 

With this shift, it became imperative for Beijing to seek destinations around the globe with 

significant investment potential. Incentives including flexible travel procedures, easy 

access to investment loans, preferential policies and rules for imports, exports, and tax 

concessions were granted to several Chinese firms to help them in sourcing and 

undertaking developmental and resource projects, and set up industries including financial 

 
225 Power, Mohan, and Tan-Mullins, China’s Resource Diplomacy in Africa: Powering Development?, p.44. 

226 Warren, “Spanning Africa’s Infrastructure Gap: How development capital is transforming Africa’s 

project build – out”; Brautigam, “China in Africa: Seven Myths (ARI)”, Real Instituto Elcano, 2011; Naidu, 

and Mbazima, “China-African Relations: A New Impulse in a Changing Continental Landscape”, p.754; 

Power, Mohan, and Tan-Mullins, China’s Resource Diplomacy in Africa, p.44. 



 

128 
 

services overseas.227 They were encouraged to become multinationals and secure 

profitable foreign holdings.  

 

Africa was identified as a key region for achieving these objectives owing to inadequate 

infrastructure and numerous developmental challenges.228 These drawbacks, which could 

not be addressed in the absence of largescale international capital investment, permitted 

China to channel into Africa some of its massive foreign exchange reserves accumulated 

from the nation’s economic progress. Chinese companies 229 acted swiftly winning 

infrastructural contracts to build roads, airports, seaports, railways, bridges, power and 

hydro plants, schools, hospitals, stadiums, telecommunication facilities, dams, and many 

other large projects.230 The continent became a major part of Beijing’s global commercial 
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expansion with its FDI outflows into the region increasing rapidly.231 As reported, in 2013, 

the Asian continent accounted for approximately 36% of all FDI related to the funding of 

infrastructure projects in Africa, with over 85% of the funds coming from the PRC. 

Comparatively, this was nine times more than that of Japan, the second largest contributor, 

and 79 times higher than South Korea’s contribution, making China the largest single 

source of funds to Africa232 (see Figure 3.12, below). Both private233 and PRC’s 

government’s investment in Africa’s infrastructure has been fundamental to meeting the 

continent’s infrastructure demands.234  
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 Figure 3.12: China’s contributions to infrastructure spend in Africa in 2013 235 

 

 

Importantly, the abundant and diverse natural resources prevalent in the continent became 

a significant, contributing factor that enticed the PRC to invest heavily in Africa. Beijing 

in its bid to acquire more commodities found the investment options presented by the 

resource sector in Africa inexpensive, and less controlled compared to that of other 

regions. As Beijing could not afford to ignore this, branches of government in China, such 

as China’s National Development and Reform Commission, the Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs, and the Ministry of Commerce, collaborated to mobilize Beijing’s corporations 

to invest in resources worldwide, particularly in Africa.236 This yielded dividends as 

Chinese state-owned enterprises (SOEs)237 have financed mining and transportation 

upgrades, and hold significant stakes in various mining operations, aimed at exploring and 
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extracting resources from the African continent.238 Many of these assets are in the oil 

sector with countries including Nigeria, Angola, Sudan, Algeria, and Libya.239 For 

example, China invested $4.8 billion in Nigeria’s oil sector and $2.4 billion in that of 

Angola.240 In this regard, the combination of comparatively cheap exploration costs, a 

“loose regulatory environment” and China’s ‘going out’ strategy have combined to 

encourage Chinese investment.241 

 

Furthermore, Africa’s rising consumption and demand for manufactured goods has 

opened opportunities for Chinese investors; hence in recent years, the manufacturing 

industry accounts largely for China’s FDI in Africa.242 Chinese entrepreneurs have set up 

various businesses on the continent including joint market ventures with local industries 

for profit maximization. For example, it was revealed that by 2009 Beijing’s investment 
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in Nigeria alone had reached approximately $6 billion with more than 30 solely or jointly 

owned companies in the nation.243 As previously observed, some of these partnerships 

circumvented EU and US trade barriers by taking advantage of Western trade agreements 

with Africa, as in the case of textile manufacturing in Ethiopia after the United States 

established the Africa Growth and Opportunity Act (AGOA). 

 

Although, the PRC began investing in Africa in the 1980s, it was only after the inaugural 

FOCAC summit in 2000 that most of China’s foreign direct investment in Africa 

accelerated.244 During the summit, China officially endorsed its support for investment in 

Africa in its Programme for China-Africa Co-Operation in Economic and Social 

Development, putting in place guarantees for investment.245 Since FOCAC’s inception, 

China has been a serious advocate of investment relations with Africa. This is evidenced 

in its 2006 African policy statement: “The Chinese Government encourages and supports 

Chinese enterprises' investment and business in Africa, and will continue to provide 

preferential loans and buyer credits to this end.”246 The policy also called for African 

investment in China247 and mutual co-operation: “African countries are welcome to make 

investments in China…The two sides should work together to create a favorable 
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environment for investment and cooperation and protect the legitimate rights and interests 

of investors from both sides”.248 As at 2019, over 10,000 Chinese companies (90% 

privately owned) were operating in Africa.249  

 

While uneven in geographic distribution and attractiveness for investment, Chinese FDI 

is spread out across Africa,250 and Beijing has signed FDI agreements with countries that 

do not even have an official diplomatic relationship with PRC (for example, Sao Tome 

and Principe). Some of the largest recipients of Chinese FDI on the continent include 

South Africa, Zambia, Nigeria, Angola, Kenya, Zimbabwe, Ethiopia, Egypt, Democratic 

Republic of Congo, Niger, Chad, and Sudan.251 Chinese state-owned banks, notably the 

China Development Bank and Export-Import Bank of China, as well as the multilateral 

Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB), assist both state-owned and private Chinese 

companies with funds. These are mainly in the form of lines of credit with low interest 

rates to promote Chinese government investment growth in Africa.252  
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 Though Africa was neglected by some foreign investors (many of them from the West) 

during the global financial crisis, Chinese firms – even at the height of the crisis – were 

aided by their government to expand their projects in the region leading to a surge in 

Chinese FDI in Africa.253 More than 2000 Chinese enterprises, both state owned and non-

state owned, have reportedly invested in a variety of sectors across the continent over the 

years.254 They are willing to embark on projects even in high risk areas avoided by the 

West,255 because of the rate of return on investment. 

 

As a result of these activities, Beijing has established its place and secured its position as 

a principal investor in Africa. It is predicted that Chinese investment stock which totalled 
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at least US$30 billion in 2014,256 could reach approximately US$168 billion by 2025,257 

with cumulative Chinese investment heading above US$1 trillion by 2025.258  

 

3.3.1.4 Food and Agricultural Security 

Enhancing its food and agricultural security is another fundamental factor driving Chinese 

interest in Africa. Amidst mounting concerns of increased global food demand, with the 

UN Food and Agriculture Organization forecasting that food production would have to 

increase by 70% to cater for the rise in urbanization and affluence, Beijing is seeking to 

ensure adequate food supplies to its massive growing population (1.3 billion) which is 

predicted to peak in 2030 at 1.4 billion.259 Being the largest food consumer in the world 

and a net importer of food since 2003, China must meet its domestic demands for food 
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and agricultural products.260 For example, the PRC consumes approximately 30% of rice, 

22% of corn, and 17% of wheat produced globally,261 while largely accounting for 

increased global meat and dairy consumption.262  

 

On the other hand, China is a traditional agricultural nation and has always sought to 

maintain food sufficiency by relying on domestic production. With only 7% of the 

world’s arable land and 6% of the world’s water supply (the productive soils are mostly 

located in the eastern and southern region), it is the world’s leading producer of grain.263 

It is also “the most prolific producer of an impressive list of foods: rice, wheat, potatoes, 

lettuce, onions, cabbage, green beans, broccoli, eggplant, spinach, carrots, cucumbers, 

tomatoes, pumpkins, pears, grapes, apples, peaches, plums, watermelons, sheep milk, 

chicken, pork, sheep, goat, peanuts, eggs, fish and honey”.264  
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However, faced with a growing population, diminishing agricultural land, irrigable 

water scarcity, industrialization, urbanization, shifting consumer taste, wage rises, 

declining farming population, climate change impacts and effects of global warming, 

maintaining food sufficiency had become increasingly difficult and clearly 

unsustainable. The PRC has had to draw on foreign imports to supplement its 

agricultural production, a situation which prompted Beijing officials to lift spending 

on agriculture.265 The government identified and prioritized agriculture as a major 

economic focus in its global policies to accommodate the nation’s growing 

dependence on agricultural imports from countries with abundant land resources such 

as Brazil, Canada, the United States, and Australia. For example, it is reported that 

from 2008 to 2012, agricultural sales to China from the United States doubled to 

almost $26 billion in annual sales.266  

 

Heavy reliance on the West for foodstuffs, particularly the United States, was 

nevertheless problematic and required diversification of supply. This was highlighted 

in the food strategy outlined in the Chinese Communist Party’s 2014 and 2015 

document on rural policy.267 It re-affirmed that due to changing diets, inadequate 
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livestock products, and gradual exhaustion of land and water supply, agricultural 

imports were set to rise. Self- sufficiency goals were further relaxed and the course of 

action in the document encouraged diversifying sources of agricultural supply in order 

to have the latitude to negotiate prices, and to also minimize risks in case of trade 

embargos or sanctions. It called for obtaining stable sources of key agricultural 

products, targeting agricultural investment in remote areas, and opening up China’s 

market to new nations for greater competitiveness. Hence, Africa which possesses 

40% of the world’s fertile land became increasingly attractive to China. It was seen as a 

highly suitable candidate for the PRC (the world’s largest agricultural economy) to 

diversify sources of agricultural imports, and to also produce foodstuff abroad.268  

 

Thus, food security is a rapidly growing platform for the PRC’s relations with the 

continent. Here it is necessary to note that it has been a core focus for economic 

engagement particularly since the FOCAC inception in 2000, as evident from the 

various affirmations that reiterated Africa’s significance as a top option for investing 

in agriculture overseas.269 For this purpose, Beijing has made agricultural collaboration 

with Africa a major area of cooperation. More pragmatic steps to advance mutual benefit 
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have been implemented.270 This led to the provision of technical assistance programs, 

establishment of technology demonstration centres, and other programs and facilities 

related to agriculture. It is predicted that such agricultural enhancement can significantly 

raise agricultural production in Africa and could generate up to $800 billion per annum 

for the continent (see Figure 3.13).  

 Figure 3.13: Africa’s potential agricultural production revenue by 2030 271 

 

 

State and private enterprises are encouraged to invest in African agriculture and are 

offered a range of incentives including credit guarantees, subsidized loans, and foreign 

agricultural developments funds. Chinese investors have established joint ventures or 
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partnerships with countries like Namibia, Gabon and Mozambique.272 Beijing provides 

full support to Chinese farmers who migrate to Africa.273 

 

Chinese investors have secured fertile agricultural land through purchase, lease or by 

concession from African countries including Nigeria, Angola, Liberia Cameroon, 

Democratic Republic of Congo, Mozambique, Zambia, Benin, Madagascar, Mali, 
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Ethiopia, Liberia, Sierra Leone, Uganda, Namibia, Gabon, and Zimbabwe.274 China is not 

alone in this endeavour. Together with countries like South Korea, Saudi Arabia, and 

United Arab Emirates, over 20 million hectares of farmland in Africa have been acquired, 

and in some cases up to 70% of the food farmed in African countries was earmarked by 

investors for their own nations.275 

 

By 2009, PRC had implemented 200 agricultural projects276 positioned over 1000 Chinese 

agricultural experts across the continent, and set up 23 fisheries. In the period 2009 to 

2012, Beijing’s direct investment in African agriculture increased from US$30 million to 

US$82.47 million.277 Agricultural imports from Africa reached US$2.33 billion in 2011, 
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according to reports from Chinese officials.278 It rose to $2.5 billion in 2012,279 and 

continued to record increases (up to 22% by 2017) contributing to the significant rise of 

China’s imports from Africa in 2018 which were 32% higher than the previous year.280  

 

From all indications, this trend will only increase in future decades as China experiences 

rising living standards and a growing population. This indicates Africa’s growing 

importance to China, particularly with its huge potential share of 60% of global land 

resources, as seen in Figure 3.14.  

 Figure 3.14: Potentially available cropland in Africa, 2009 – Million hectares 281 
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3.3.1.5 Labour Security 

Access to labor and lower manufacturing costs is another economic stimulus invigorating 

China’s engagement with Africa. Under Mao, China’s population grew rapidly in the first 

29 years and almost doubled. However, the Chinese government introduced a one-child 

policy leading to a declining and aging population: the fertility rate declined sharply from 

approximately 5.8 births per woman in 1964 to 1.6 in 2012, and in 2010, reached a peak 

share of the working age population.282 In 2011, 13% (180 million) of China’s population 

was over 65 years old. This is projected to reach 28% (420 million) by 2040,283 despite 

the abandonment of the one-child policy. As Zhou highlighted:  

The situation is even more severe in the countryside. While about 70 percent of 

the people aged 60 or above in China live in the countryside, more than 10 million 

people move from the rural to urban areas every year, about 95 percent of these 

domestic immigrants being young people. This means the number of aging people 

in rural areas is increasing faster than in urban areas.284  

 

Hence, with a diminishing labor force, China’s comparative advantage gained from cheap 

labor is eroding. This is further compounded by the increase in the number of ascension 

of Chinese citizens progressing into the middle class due to the associated higher 

employment cost and wages. According to estimates, 10% of China’s population was in 

the middle class in 2013. This is predicted to rise rapidly to about 40% by 2020.285 The 
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average Chinese wage per hour increased from $0.43 in 2000 to $2.88 in 2013, 

representing a yearly rise of 16%.286 That of semi-skilled workers, mostly in the labor-

intensive manufacturing sector, has risen at a rate of 15% annually since 2008.287 

Comparatively, in most developing nations, wage increases remain in the low single 

digits.  

 

It is not surprising, then, that many Chinese firms had to source and relocate to developing 

countries with cheaper labor in order to continue to enjoy the dividends of lower 

production cost and maintain global competitiveness. Due to cultural similarities and 

geographical proximity, neighboring Asian countries including Vietnam and Cambodia 

featured as first destinations.288 However, as competition intensified both at home and 

abroad, Africa with its immense and untapped labor resources figured centrally in 

Beijing’s diversification strategy to secure and protect its cheap labor comparative 

advantage. Relatively, many nations on the continent offered cheaper labor, lower cost 

investment schemes, and a closer location to Europe than the PRC and its neighboring 

Asian economies.289  
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Moreover, Africa is advantaged by a young population and a growing labor force in a 

broadly aging world. From 2010 to 2015, the continent’s working-age population rose by 

14% against 1% points in China and 9% points in India. It is predicted that by 2034 Africa 

is set to have a larger workforce of about 1.1 billion people outpacing that of China or 

India.290 (See Figure 3.15).  

Figure 3.15: Projection of Africa’s working-age population by 2034 compared to China, 

India, and NAFTA/Europe 291 

 

 

Ethiopia’s unit labour cost for producing light goods such as leather shoes, polo shirts, 

dairy milk, wooden chairs, and milled wheat are significantly lesser than that of China and 

Vietnam, as highlighted by Global Development Solutions in Figure 3.16.  
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Figure 3.16: Monthly Wages in the Light Manufacturing Sectors of China, Vietnam and 

Ethiopia by Skill Level 292 

 

 

It is estimated that in the decade 2004 to 2014, the value of Ethiopia’s footwear exports 

grew annually at a rate of 38% and that of apparel exports by 22%.293 Chinese firms such 

as Huajian are profiting by being positioned in Ethiopia for the manufacture and export of 

shoes to North America and Europe.294 Similar to the practice of many other Chinese 

companies on the continent, Huajian has provided training to local employees and sent 

some to China for further training.295  
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With this development Beijing has shifted its emphasis from ‘made in China' to invented 

in China. This has seen several Chinese firms exporting inputs or components to Africa 

to be used for advancing production.296  

 

Furthermore, as China is competing with OECD countries and seeks to move up the value 

chain, the industrial economy needed to be transformed.297 Hence: “By relocating low-

skilled jobs and labour-intensive  industries to Africa, China seeks more capital-intensive,  
high-tech industries and jobs to improve its  own development model and quality.”533F

298 No 

longer content with or able to sustain its ‘factory of the world’ image, China is outsourcing 

labour-intensive production, and Africa is identified as the key location and a major 

beneficiary.534F

299 Again this demonstrates that Africa is valued by China not only for its 

commodities but also for its inexpensive labour force, as Beijing shifts its economic policy 

to one which is more technologically intensive and service focused, as outlined in the 

PRC’s 13th five year plan for development (2016-2020).535F
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3.3.2 Political Interest 

China’s presence in Africa is not only defined by economic variables. It goes well beyond 

commerce. Diplomatic considerations have also played a significant role. Chinese 

officials readily acknowledge the diplomatic dividends gained from Beijing’s strong 

relationship with the continent. Political solidarity with Africa is often accentuated by 

China as the bedrock for Sino-African relations. PRC has regularly perceived Africa as its 

principal ally on the world stage and international forums.301 Former Chinese President 

Jiang Zemin accentuated this interest in his speech to the Organization of African Unity 

(OAU), now known as African Union (AU) in 1996 when he visited Africa:  

We had a memorable yesterday…we enjoy a splendid today. The flower of Sino-

African friendship is blooming with the care and nurturing of the Chinese and 

African peoples. We will greet a flourishing tomorrow… China, the biggest 

developing country in the world, is ready to join hands with Africa, the biggest 

developing continent in the world, to march into the 21st century full of 

confidence.302 
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In addition, as Mao Zedong famously said: “It is our African brothers who carried us into 

the United Nations.”303 Diplomatic engagement with Africa promotes China’s vision for 

a more democratic, multipolar, and multilateral global order at the same time securing 

external legitimacy and credibility for its autocratic system of governance. It is therefore 

argued that, China’s interests in Africa are associated with a range of political objectives, 

including securing support for countering for what Beijing considers hegemony and 

dominance, as well as, criticism of China; defending the One China policy; and boosting 

its comprehensive national power and prestige. 

 

3.3.2.1 Securing Support to Counter Hegemony and Dominance 

A major political determinant contributing to Beijing’s growing engagement with Africa 

is to employ the continent’s help in opposing what it perceives to be hegemonic powers. 

Africa with 54 nations is the biggest single regional grouping of nations in multilateral 

organizations including the United Nations and its numerous agencies. The continent 

makes up more than a quarter of the UN member states and has the largest collective voice 

in the United Nations General Assembly. This influence is heavily courted by China as 

Africa has often displayed a tendency to vote as a bloc in international institutions.  

 

For example, the Chinese leadership has been able to use Africa’s support and voting 

power to prevent Japan from occupying the permanent seat and thus consolidating 

Tokyo’s position on the global stage.304 Despite sound economic relations between China 

and Japan, the PRC strongly opposes Japan’s efforts to gain a permanent seat in the United 
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Nations Security Council due to historical tensions and colonial experiences.305 Current 

Sino-Japanese rivalry can be traced to the years prior to the Second World War when 

Japan invaded China, carrying out various war crimes, including the notorious Nanjing 

Massacre of December 1937- January 1938. Beijing is against any hegemonic or military 

ambition by Japan as it serves as a reminder of imperialist aggression. Strengthening 

relations with Africa also helped China to gain the required support to oppose the bipolar 

global power configuration between the Soviet Union and United States. By campaigning 

against these two hegemonic powers, Beijing was able to define its global stance and this 

move assisted the PRC in its opening up process.306  

 

In recent years, China has emphasized South-South co-operation in its effort to build a 

partnership against the global dominance of the West (evidenced in the invasion of 

Afghanistan, Iraq, Libya, and the looming threat of conflict with Iran, Syria, and North 

Korea), particularly the hegemony of the United States in international relations. China in 

pursuit of multilateralism is contesting the established global structure set into play after 

the Second World War by the United States. Counterbalancing Washington’s hegemony 

and its geostrategic position in world affairs is instrumental to shaping a new power 
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dynamic. 307 Here again, Africa’s role is crucial. Premier Wen Jiabo during the FOCAC 

meeting in 2003 warned, “Hegemony is raising its ugly head”,308 a reference to the U.S 

as the culprit.309 On other occasions, he has stated Beijing’s goal to fight Western 

dominance.310 Consequently, this has reignited China’s pro-active diplomacy in Africa 

and its strategic political relationship with African states.311  

 

African nations, on their part, welcome the PRC’s stance, as they consider it another 

avenue of being heard, and asserting their importance in the current international political 

order.312 They also see it as an opportunity to collaborate with the PRC particularly in 

synchronizing policies towards restructuring and balancing the global political and 
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economic system which has largely favored the Western nations including the United 

States, United Kingdom, and France.313 

 

3.3.2.2 Securing Support to Counter Criticism  

China’s desire to shield itself from waves of criticism mainly relating to human right 

abuses, and to improve its standing, is another catalyst intensifying Sino-African political 

relations. This had become more evident since the condemnation it faced after the 

Tiananmen Square incident of 1989.314 The level and intensity of Western criticism 

against Beijing was unanticipated by Chinese officials. The PRC would later reinforce the 

principles of sovereignty and non-interference in the affairs of others as a basic tenet in 

its foreign policy formulation.315 For Beijing, “human rights such as economic rights and 

rights of subsistence are the main priority of developing nations and take precedence over 

personal, individual rights as conceptualized in the West”.316  
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With this viewpoint, it was important for Beijing to gain the endorsement of the 

developing nations particularly that of the African states. The strength of the African 

voting bloc played a critical role in China’s efforts to propagate and uphold its own 

concept of human rights, protect its internal affairs, and circumvent any sanctions against 

what was considered a human rights violation, particularly by the West, or as defined by 

international bodies.317  

 

Over the years, China has repeatedly been successful in employing the support of the 

African states to frustrate and defeat various motions and resolutions (including those of 

1995, 2000, 2004, and 2010), targeted against its human right practices at the United 

Nations Commission on Human Rights (UNCHR), which has been replaced by the United 

Nations Human Rights Council, and also efforts to prevent the PRC from winning the bid 

to host the 2008 Olympic games.318 For example, in 2004, over half of the 27 nations that 

backed Beijing’s motion to prevent censure for its alleged human malpractices were 

African countries (which also have questionable track records of human rights abuses), 

including Sudan and Zimbabwe that have since been removed from the Council.319 China 

and 12 African countries are, however, part of the 47- member UN Human Rights Council 

ensuring the protection of Beijing’s interests, allowing African nations to continue 
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leveraging their votes as political capital for securing aid during bilateral negotiations with 

China.320 

 

As Beijing’s domestic political practices are often contrary to the expectations of the 

dominant western ideology, and are most likely to persist in the years ahead, China in its 

quest for normative legitimacy in international political affairs will continue to solicit the 

support of African nations.321 Solidarity on human rights issues will remain an influential 

factor driving Chinese renewed interest in Africa. 

 

3.3.2.3 Securing Support for One China Policy 

The One China policy is one of the most important guidelines directing Beijing’s foreign 

relations. It has pioneered Beijing’s engagement with Africa and is considered, “the 

political foundation for the establishment and development of China’s relations with 

African countries and regional organizations”.322 This constantly reiterated principle 

refers largely to Taiwan, though it has implications for Hong Kong and Tibet (known 

officially as TAR – Tibetan Autonomous Region). These are seen by the PRC as integral 

parts of China. Unlike Tibet, which has been incorporated into the PRC, Taiwan retains 

de facto independence, having its own democratically elected president. 

 

Taiwan’s status today stems from a turbulent time in modern Chinese history. Chiang Kai-

shek’s Nationalists, suffering defeat at the hands of Mao Zedong’s Communist party in 

the Chinese Civil War that ended in 1949, escaped to the island of Taiwan which to this 

day uses the official name of the Republic of China (ROC). For its part the CCP regards 

 
320 Alden “China in Africa”, Survival, p.153; Shinn and Eisenman, China and Africa, p. 97; See also 

“Current Membership of the Human Rights Council for the 13th cycle, 1 January - 31 December, 2019”, 

United Nations Human Rights Council, 2019, available at 

https://www.ohchr.org/en/hrbodies/hrc/pages/currentmembers.aspx, accessed 31 August, 2019. 

321 Wang & Zou, “China Goes to Africa: A Strategic Move?”, pp. 1113–1132. 

322 “China’s African Policy”, FOCAC available at http://www.focac.org/eng/zt/zgdfzzcwj/t230479.htm, 

accessed 25 October, 2106. 



 

155 
 

Taiwan as a breakaway province and hence has continually pursued the mission of 

‘reunification’ even if military force is required.323 From Beijing’s viewpoint, there is only 

one China in the world and the PRC is not yet a unified nation as long as Taiwan is 

politically separated from mainland China, its motherland.  

 

One main objective of all PRC leaders is to continually strive to accomplish this 

unification: it had already been achieved with Hong Kong (in 1997) and Macau (in 1999) 

as Special Administrative Regions. Beijing emphasizes that, “the issue of Taiwan is 

entirely and internal affair of China”324 and “any country seeking to establish diplomatic 

relations with China must show its readiness to sever all diplomatic relations with 

Taiwanese authorities and recognize the government of the PRC as the sole legal 

government of China”.325  

 

This declaration does not accord with the Taiwanese authorities whose firm position is 

that the Republic of China is an independent sovereign nation which has existed since 

1912. This stance has resulted in strong rivalry between the parties, as they court other 
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nation-states including African states for international recognition. They counter each 

other’s effort in their fight to build ties and win as many global friendships as possible. 

Africa with numerous states gained increased focus. It became a key battleground for 

diplomatic competition, and for building and establishing political alliances.326  

 

Beijing’s strategy was to garner support for is notion of national sovereignty, to make it 

almost impossible for ROC to develop political ties with the continent, and to push them 

out of all formal Intergovernmental Organizations (IGO’s) that require statehood, thereby 

curtailing any chances for further autonomy from the mainland.327  

 

As a result, China has been remarkably successful. While Taiwan once enjoyed the 

support of several African nations, Beijing’s tempting incentives including financial and 

military assistance conditional upon terminating relations with ROC proved too attractive 

to be ignored; most African countries were lured away from their allegiance to Taiwan, in 

favour of pledging support for China.328 For example, Liberia received assistance for 
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water supply projects when it switched allegiance to China in 2003,329 and when Malawi 

broke relations with Taiwan in 2007, consequently, it received a $260 million loan, a new 

parliament built for $41 million and five-star hotel constructed for $90 million.330 In a 

symbolic blow to Taiwan, Gambia severed diplomatic ties in 2013, and in 2016, Sao Tome 

and Principe cut ties after twenty years of friendly diplomatic relations in a welcome move 

that China appreciated, describing the African nations as having returned “to the right 

track of the One China principle”. 331 In 2107, Nigeria ordered Taiwan’s trade embassy to 

move out of Abuja (Nigeria’s capital city) after receiving a pledge of $40 billion from 

Beijing.332 Burkina Faso cut ties with Taiwan in 2018 to obtain generous aid packages 
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from China to help address the socio-economic challenges faced by the country.333 In any 

case, this was after years of continued economic relations. For instance, in the six-year 

period from 2004-2010, Burkina Faso’s trade volume with China exceeded that of 

Republic of China.334 From thirty African nations that once had ties with Republic of 

China, Swaziland is the only remaining African country that maintains diplomatic 

relations with Taipei.335 

 

While Taiwan’s political influence in Africa may have dwindled, the PRC is actively 

lobbying and operating behind the scenes to end ties between Taiwan and Swaziland. This 

partly explains Beijing’s continued commercial activities with Swaziland, 

notwithstanding the fact that Swaziland is the only African nation yet to have any 

diplomatic relations with China. Interestingly, there are more Chinese in the Kingdom of 

Swaziland from mainland China than those from Taiwan.336  

 

Africa, with its substantial voting power, was instrumental in preventing Taiwan from 

seeking representation in the UN and also joining the World Health Organization 
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(WHO).337 The ROC had originally occupied the China seat at the UN but the PRC 

replaced it in 1971. It is reported that support in the General Assembly for China’s stance 

on sovereignty and against external interference or intrusion rose from 50% to 74% in the 

decade of 1998 to 2008,338 confirming the powerful coalition PRC had built with Africa 

in the United Nations.  

 

In the case of Tibet, Beijing also sees any Tibetan independence activity as disputing 

China’s territorial integrity. Tibet remains a valuable source of mineral and water 

resources that are crucial to the PRC’s well-being and prosperity. It also represents a 

long standing historical claim by China. The Tibetan spiritual leader, the Dalai Lama, 

who lives in exile in India, is depicted by Beijing as a separatist and rebel that threatens 

China’s national unity and security.339 Beijing frowns at nations that permit visits from 

the Dalai Lama, with warnings of repercussions or an adverse impact on relations. Among 

the penalties China imposed on Mongolia, for example, for receiving the Dalai Lama were 

taxes on commodity imports, as well as a suspension of diplomatic meetings and loans.340 
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Beijing considered the recognition of the then 83-year-old monk a reminder of Tibet’s 

claimed independence. In 1950, China invaded Tibet occupying and taking control of the 

territory. The Chinese government has maintained that the exiled Dalai Lama was 

conducting political tours to nations under the guise of religious visitations; that his motive 

was in fact to seek support for Tibetan independence and separation from China.341 This 

is despite the Dalai Lama’s position that Tibet should remain part of China but with greater 

cultural and environmental protection, as well as a more genuine autonomy as its 

administrative name suggests – the Tibetan Autonomous Region.342  

 

This made the matter of Tibet another influential issue in Sino-African relations. 

South Africa, in particular, is home to a number of organizations such as the South 

African Friends of Tibet, Tibet Society of South Africa, and Tibet African Rainbow 

Alliance that are in support of the Dalai Lama. This is evident in the controversy that 

erupted in 2008 and 2009, when the Dalai Lama was denied a visa to attend the 2010 

World Cup hosted by South Africa.343  

 

Additionally, in 2011 when Dalai Lama was refused a visa to take part in Archbishop 

Desmond Tutu’s birthday celebration, and the world summit of Nobel Peace Prize 

laureates, many South Africans including fellow laureate Archbishop Tutu were outraged. 

They organized protests to demonstrate against the decision of the South African 

Government. They condemned the enormous influence that Beijing exerted on the 
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continent, calling for the Dalai Lama to be recognized as a freedom fighter, and advocating 

Tibet’s independence.344  

 

In the wake of these incidents, China beckoned African nations to reaffirm their 

recognition of Beijing’s sovereignty over Tibet. In response, many African nations 

including Benin, Eritrea, Central African Republic, Ethiopia, Algeria, Morocco, Sierra 

Leone, Lesotho, Zambia, and Mauritania saw the decision of the South African officials 

as justifiable, and publicly defended PRC’s policy and position on Tibet.345  

 

As noted above, Tibet is firmly within China’s grasp politically, but Taiwan remains 

elusive. For this reason, the One China policy is expected to remain influential in guiding 

China’s strategic partnerships. As to the perspective from Taipei, President Tsai Ing-wen 

who heads the pro-independence Democratic Progressive Party (DPP) clearly affirmed 

that while it was within Taiwan’s objectives and aspirations to maintain a peaceful and 

stable relationship with China, this would not be allowed to interfere in Taiwan’s 

affairs.346  

 

US President Donald Trump’s telephone call (when he was president-elect) to the 

Taiwanese leader and her meeting in the United States with Senator Ted Cruz, and Gregg 

Abbott, Governor of Texas, on the way to Central America, had the effect of questioning 
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the One China principle, strengthening Taiwan’s position, and infuriating Chinese 

authorities.347 However, the pendulum swung back to Beijing when Donald Trump in his 

first phone call to Xi Jinping affirmed support for the One China policy, a position the US 
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has held for four decades.348 President Trump also made positive remarks towards Xi 

Jinping’s leadership after Xi’s visit to the United States.349  

 

Nonetheless, Beijing cannot take for granted its carefully orchestrated isolation of Taiwan, 

nor its attempted discouragement of the Dalai Lama’s activities abroad. Therefore, support 

for the One China policy will remain a central pillar of China’s engagement with Africa. 

The importance of this issue to Beijing is such that African states face negative 
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consequences, including diplomatic threats and the withdrawal of investment plans, if they 

contradict the PRC’s One China policy.350 

 

3.3.2.4 Securing Support to Boost Comprehensive National Power and 

Prestige 

China as the Middle Kingdom (Zhong Guo, which remains its name in Chinese) or the 

Celestial Empire refers to a time when it was the most powerful polity in the East Asian 

world order. It prided itself as the centre of civilization until the impact of the 

technologically and militarily more advanced West struck a blow to this self-image. Most 

notably, China’s relegation to the ‘sick man of Asia’ came with the Anglo-Chinese 

‘Opium Wars’ of the 19th century and the Japanese invasion of the early 20th century. 

This helps to explain Beijing’s narrative of a ‘century of humiliation’ (from the Opium 

Wars in the mid-19th century to the triumph of Mao in the mid-20th) and its ambition to 

re-establish itself as a major power and influence in world affairs.351 This corresponds 

with Leggett’s assertion: “In Africa, as in many other parts of the developing world, China 
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is redrawing geopolitical alliances in ways that help propel China’s rise as a global 

superpower”.352 The PRC, in 2016, started canvassing for Africa’s support for Beijing’s 

claim over the South China Sea. Many African nations including Kenya, Uganda, Togo, 

Gambia, Rwanda, Zimbabwe, Algeria and Sudan have pledged support for China’s 

claim.353 

 

Consequently, Beijing’s heavy presence and widening political activities in Africa are 

also guided by its gaol to secure a strong diplomatic recognition in the international 

sphere and demonstrate its emergence as a key global actor. Chinese officials 

acknowledge that winning African co-operation is fundamental to their aspirations of 

acquiring a global power status. Beijing sees Africa as a valuable ally in international 

politics remembering that it was their support (large voting bloc power) that helped 

the PRC gain the China seat in the UN (inclusive of a permanent a seat at the UN 

Security Council) in 1971 and moderated later human rights criticisms in the 

UNHRC.  

  

China has been able to employ its strong presence in Africa to rival the influence of the 

West, and that of Japan (its former arch rival), exerting its power and protecting its interest 

on the continent.354 Furthermore, the PRC’s entry into the World Trade Organization 

(WTO) in 2001, successful 2008 Olympic bid, and success in preventing Japan from 

gaining a permanent seat at the United Nations Security Council, can largely be 

attributed to the backing received from Africa.355 This loyalty is rewarded by Beijing. 
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For example, nations that are most likely to cast their vote in support of China in the 

UN General Assembly are offered more development assistance.356  

 

It may be concluded that Beijing has developed a formidable political relationship with 

Africa, displaying its prominence on the continent. Understandably, it is clearly in China’s 

interest to court a continent with the largest number of developing countries and strongest 

voting bloc in relevant international forums.  

 

3.3.3 Military Interest 

Although, economic and political influences primarily come to mind when addressing 

motivations behind Sino-African relations, the security dimension plays a significant role 

in Beijing’s relationship with the continent.  

 

Since Deng Xiaoping’s Reform and Openning Up Policy in the late 1970s, China made 

substantial inroads in achieving its core interests357 and development goals both at home 

and abroad. However, this has come with vulnerabilities, supporting the need for increased 

security. To quote Kofi Annan (former UN Secretary General), “There is no long-term 

security without development. There is no development without security”.358 The PRC 

considers it important to strengthen its military power commensurate with its economic 
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rise and this accords with China’s aspirations to regain its power status (“Great Power” or 

shijie qiang guo). This is echoed in various official documents issued by Beijing, such as 

the military strategy white paper of 2015, which have advanced Mao’s concept of ‘active 

defence’ to encompass the slogan of ‘winning local wars under informationized (xinxihua) 

conditions’;359 and also in the consistent commitments by various Chinese leaders towards 

this agenda. For example, President Xi Jinping has pledged to complete China’s 

revitalization, as an “affluent, powerful, civilized, and harmonious socialist modernized 

country”, which he refers to as the most important ‘Chinese Dream’ in modern history. In 

his estimation, this will be accomplished by the 100th anniversary of the PRC’s founding 

in 1949.360  

 

However, fulfilling this task involves reshaping certain aspects of the international order, 

and dealing with several challenges. Beijing has identified mixed threats such as United 

States military alliances in the Asian region, and what it perceives to be hegemonic 

behaviour; the destabilizing effects of North Korea’s nuclear ambitions; Taiwan’s pro-

independence movement; Hong Kong’s protest movement; restive populations in Tibet 

and Xinjiang; and territorial disputes with neighbouring nations including India, Japan, 

Vietnam, and the Philippines. Additionally, there are transborder concerns associated with 

terrorism, piracy, and kidnapping, that have resulted in the death of Chinese workers, and 

heavy financial losses in some of the world’s most volatile areas –especially in Libya 

where billions of dollars were lost.  

 

In addressing these, Beijing has increased investment in its security sectors, both internal 

and external. The defence forces are known as the People’s Liberation Army (PLA). This 

is inclusive of land, air, naval, rocket, and (cyber, space and electronic warfare) forces. 

Even with successive reductions in personnel, the PLA remains the world’s largest 

military force. It is also increasing in technological sophistication and expanding its 
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capabilities.361 The overall military budget in 2018 was $168 billion, higher than India 

($57.8bn), Japan ($47.3bn) and South Korea ($39.2bn) combined, and only less than that 

of the US which was $643bn in that year.362 China’s official defence expenditure in 2018 

was 1.25% of GDP while that of the US was 2.97%.363 Even if PRC defence spending is 

taken at the unofficial figure of 1.6 times the official one, it is still below the US defence 

budget. Despite spending less, the PRC’s defence technology appears to be almost 

catching up with the West. For example, the efficient short-range missile launched by the 

Chinese air force (People’s Liberation Army Air Force – PLAAF) is in a category that 

only a few top aerospace nations can produce.364 Likewise, China has made rapid 

advances recently in military drones and new generation stealth fighters.  
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Also, China maintains the world’s fourth largest nuclear stockpile,365 though precise 

figures are not known but are estimated at about 280 to 300.366 The military is undergoing 

continued modernizations367 and systemic reforms aimed at broadening the defence focus 

and strengthening its power, including naval expansion and improved missile and air force 

capabilities in a strategy of ‘anti-access area-denial (A2/AD)’ against enemy forces.368 
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China has improved and expanded its capability to wage cyber warfare against other 

countries, and has more advanced methods of espionage.369 Such military modernization 

may be viewed as militarization, especially in pursuit of territorial claims in the South 

China Sea. However, the PRC views its efforts as a strategic necessity for peaceful rise 

and development.370 

 

The PLA is being transformed from a territorially focused defence force concerned with 

traditional military threats to a more integrated and increasingly globally active military 

(deployable in a range of military and non-military missions such as humanitarian and 

rescue efforts). The non-traditional security threats, that the PLA prepares for include 

natural disasters, piracy, and terrorism. This arrangement parallels China’s long-standing 

readiness to use military means (hard power) in addition to non-military (soft power) 

alternatives to protect its interests.371The government has officially declared an 

unwillingness to accommodate compromises to its territorial and sovereignty claims, or 

neglect any perceived dangers that it finds detrimental to the country’s progress.372 China 

has vowed to protect its citizens, defend areas that are crucial to its overseas interests, and 

is no longer prepared to entrust its maritime security to the United States or any other 
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nation.373 Realizing this agenda requires developing ties and nurturing relations with key 

regions, including Africa.  

 

Instability in Africa has affected a vast number of Chinese nationals and businesses. For 

instance, following the demise of Muammar el-Qaddafi’s government in 2011, the PRC 

suffered massive financial losses in Libya and had to evacuate over 35,000 Chinese 

citizens from the country, and approximately another 900 in 2014.374 In 2014, the Boko 

Haram militant group in Nigeria kidnapped 10 Chinese workers from neighbouring 
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Cameroon.375 Angola which housed over 50 Chinese state owned businesses and about 

400 private enterprises became known for criminal activities including kidnapping and 

ransoming of foreigners.376 China is exposed to similar trends in other nations such as 

Egypt, Tunisia, North and South Sudan, Somalia, and Zambia with numerous uprisings 

and conflicts prevalent in these African nations. The importance of providing security for 

its economic interests and workforce is understandable in view of China’s extensive trade 

relations ($169 billion in 2015) and annual financing (over $5bn in 2015).377 Moreover, 

protection of expanding interests was one of the ‘New Historic Missions’ for the People’s 

Liberation Army, promulgated by the then President Hu Jintao in 2004.378  
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Consequently, Beijing’s military activities in Africa have risen dramatically, in contrast 

to years of reluctance in getting involved in any continental security role. This evolved 

from the onset of the millennium and reached formal recognition in 2012 with the ‘China-

Africa Cooperative Partnership for Peace and Security’.  

 

Besides protecting its economic interests, China sees in Africa geostrategic advantages, 

particularly in its proximity to important waterways and chokepoints. The continent also 

affords China the opportunity to increase its operational experience, as well as sell and 

test its defence equipment. Together, these practical goals serve a national strategy for 

China’s expanding power, which inherently entails an expansion of vulnerabilities such 

as interdiction of sea lines of communication. 

 

3.3.3.1 Secure Maritime Power and Navigation  

Developing the PRC into a maritime power and preventing closure of vital sea lanes has 

been a determination strongly asserted by various Chinese leaders. Hu Jintao, General 

Secretary of the Central Committee of the CCP declared in his 18th Party Congress report: 

“We should enhance our capacity for exploiting marine resources, develop the marine 

economy, protect the maritime ecological environment, resolutely safeguard China’s 

maritime rights and interests, and build China into a maritime power”.379 The emphasis 

on maritime power may be traced to Admiral Liu Huaqing who was head of the PLA Navy 

from 1982 to 1988. He advocated what has been termed “offshore defense”, which was 

adopted as China’s naval policy in 1985. It represented a departure from Mao Zedong’s 

coastal defense policy. China’s defence white papers reflect this. For example, the 2004 

 
379 “Full text of Hu Jintao’s report at 18th Party Congress (VIII Making Great Efforts to promote Ecological 

Progress)”, Xinhua 17 November, 2012, available at, 

http://news.xinhuanet.com/english/special/18cpcnc/2012-11/17/c_131981259_9.htm, accessed 27 May, 

2016. 
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white paper called for “capabilities for winning both command of the sea and command 

of the air”; and the 2008 one spoke of the importance of an “offshore defense strategy”.380  

 

The quest for sea power may be new for the People’s Republic but it was a familiar 

phenomenon in an earlier age. As noted at the start of this chapter, Admiral Zheng He 

(1371-1433) sailed during the Ming Dynasty through the maritime regions spanning 

Southeast Asia to the East Coast of Africa and the Arabian peninsula. These voyages 

predated the European expeditions of Christopher Columbus, Vasco de Gama, and 

Ferdinand Magellan, and used vessels that were superior to all others of his era in terms 

of scale, sophistication, and technological advancement. The seven voyages Zheng He 

commanded established China’s impressive maritime capability and supremacy. 

However, after Zheng’s last voyage, imperial China’s policy turned inward and 

abandoned oceangoing capabilities in preference for attending to resurgent land-based 

threats and the political influence of the more conservative Confucian advisors. As naval 

historian Andrew R. Wilson has observed, the Ming “made a series of conscious decisions 

to step back from the maritime realm, shifting from a concerted agenda of aggressive 

navalism to a defensive continental focus”. 381  

 

China never regained the degree of maritime prowess as exhibited during the early Ming 

dynasty. However, in the post-Mao period, Beijing embarked on a journey to modernize 

its navy. It is a policy that continued through to the Xi Jinping era of the ‘Chinese Dream 

of national rejuvenation’, whereby the PLA Navy is provided with considerable 

contemporary technological capabilities encompassing anti-surface warfare, naval air 

defence, and force projection. China acquired more submarines capable of firing anti-ship 

cruise missiles, equipped its surface combatants with longer range missiles and more 

advanced guidance technology, developed a sophisticated anti-ship ballistic missile (the 

 
380 Information Office of the State Council of the PRC, China's National Defense, White Papers, 2004 & 

2008. 

381 Andrew R. Wilson, “The Maritime Transformations of Ming China”, in Andrew S. Erickson, Lyle J. 

Goldstein and Carnes Lord (eds), China Goes to Sea: Maritime Transformation in Comparative Historical 

Perspective, Naval Institute Press, Annapolis, 2009, p. 239. 
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DF-21D), significantly increased its replenishment capability, constructed amphibious 

ships, secured a phased-array radar system comparable to that of the West, and enhanced 

its aircraft carrier capability; however, as of 2019 it was still in the process of addressing 

weaknesses in anti-submarine warfare and amphibious capabilities.382 Enabled by its 

economic progress, the PRC has willingly endured significant costs in transforming the 

PLA Navy from a coastal defence navy to a military force capable of sustained and 

effective open-sea operations. Therefore, the PRC has increasingly highlighted sea-power 

as a policy priority for a range of activities, as evident in its 2019 defence white paper: 

In line with the strategic requirements of near seas defense and far seas protection, 

the PLAN is speeding up the transition of its tasks from defense on the near seas 

to protection missions on the far seas, and improving its capabilities for strategic 

deterrence and counterattack, maritime maneuver operations, maritime joint 

operations, comprehensive defense, and integrated support, so as to build a strong 

and modernized naval force.383 

 

Behind such ambitious plans are pragmatic needs: China seeks to possess the naval might 

and operational depth adequate to secure vital maritime waterways, for a combination of 

interests. 

  

First, as China’s expanding international trade largely requires seaborne passage, Beijing 

needs the naval capacity and ocean resources for operating in distant seas to ensure not 

only protection of Chinese business ventures and safety of PRC citizens overseas (noted 

above), but also assurance of sea lane safety. This is especially so in the face of a growth 

in the use of the maritime domain for criminal purposes such as the smuggling of people 

and contraband goods (including drugs and weapons), armed robbery, discharging waste 

in ocean waters, smuggling of plants and animals, sailing or fishing in unauthorized 

 
382 IISS, The Military Balance, p.236. See also ‘‘The People’s Liberation Army Navy: A Modern Navy with 

Chinese Characteristics’’, U.S. Office of Naval Intelligence, August 2009, p.1, available at www.fas.org/irp/ 

agency/oni/pla.navy.pdf, accessed 12 October, 2016. 

383 “China’s National Defense in the New Era”, Information Office of the State Council, (PRC), Beijing, 
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waters, and piracy against commercial vessels which attract exorbitant ransoms.384 The 

PLA Navy has rescued pirated merchant ships, and escorted over 5000 to safety (using 

2013 figures),385 making the protection of sea lanes a dire necessity. To improve China’s 

capacity in protecting the country’s maritime lifelines and interests abroad in line with 

President Xi Jinping’s vision,386 Beijing is planning to increase the number of its marine 

corps from about 20,000 to 100,000 personnel, and that of the PLA Navy by 15% from an 

estimated size of 235, 000.387 Clearly, Beijing does not want critical or sea lines of 

communication to be outside its direct control. 
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Second, the PRC wants to avoid a situation where it can be held hostage by any foreign 

navy in times of conflict, or rely on others for the protection of critical sea lanes. More 

specifically, US naval dominance and control of the high seas is the concern. The US with 

its allies could potentially block off ocean routes to interdict shipping and other Chinese 

commercial activities, as a punitive or coercive measure to pressure Beijing.388 For 

instance, the United States is not in favour of China’s assertive advances in the South 

China Sea and East China Sea, an area were China faces a daunting array of potential 

challenges. This poses a threat to US hegemony and its economic interest in the region. 

In an attempt to counter this expansion, China could be strategically balanced and thus 

contained by the US, assisted by India in the Indian Ocean and Japan in the Western 

Pacific. In anticipation, the PLA Navy needs to deter such a stratregy through a build-up 

of power. As noted by Realist scholars, Brzezinski and Mearsheimer: “The best way to 

survive in such a system is to be as powerful as possible, relative to potential rivals. The 

mightier a state is, the less likely it is that another state will attack it”.389 For example, of 

the five permanent members of the UN Security Council, China was the only one without 

a functioning aircraft carrier; however, this changed in 2011, signalling Beijing’s intention 

to expand its naval presence into distant shores.390  

 

Third, the PRC requires maritime prowess particularly if it has to resort to force in 

accomplishing its objective of integrating Taiwan into the mainland.391 Even though 

during the leadership of Hu Jiantao Beijing shifted from the goal of compelling unification 

to preventing independence, China continues to nurse the ambition of amalgamating 

Taiwan. This is an issue that is at the centre of Chinese politics. To the PRC, an 

increasingly independent Taiwan threatens China’s pride, stability, and geostrategic 
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389 Zbigniew Brzezinski and John J Mearsheimer, “Clash of the Titans”, Foreign Policy, January/February 

2005, vol. 146, p.47, available at http://www.risingpowersinitiative.org/wp-

content/uploads/brzezinksi1.pdf, accessed 13 May, 2017. 

390 Shinn and Eisenman, China and Africa, p.189; IISS, The Military Balance 2019, p. 236. 

391 Heath and Cooper III “Chinese Elites View of the International Environment and National Security 

Decisions”, in Wright and Astorino-Courtois (eds.), The Science of Decision Making across the Span of 

Human Activity, pp. 59-70.  



 

178 
 

posture. Concerns about the vulnerability of vital sea routes in the event of any crisis over 

the Taiwan issue are plausible. For decades, a key component influencing China’s naval 

development involves readiness for possible conflict with Taiwan. This entails having a 

range of military options, including strong sea power that can deter or combat the maritime 

forces of other nations, specifically the US, who may spearhead an intervention in support 

of Taiwan. China believes the US could also interfere with marine traffic to prevent energy 

supplies that are headed for China.392US-led military coalitions against several nations, 

including Iraq, Serbia, Afghanistan, and (via NATO) Libya, as well as the United States 

sending two aircraft carrier battle groups towards the Taiwan Strait in 1996 when conflict 

brewed, lend weight to this perception.393 To prevent China’s lifeline at sea slipping into 

the hands of other powers, which would then use it as a bargaining tool against the PRC, 

planning for a Taiwan contingency is considered a top priority by the Chinese leadership. 

This is driving much of the growing assertiveness to prepare the navy for the realities of 

modern warfare in its bid to control the sea lanes and strategic chokepoints. 

 

Fourth, beyond Taiwan, China is watching the rising naval strength of India and has 

expressed special concerns about India’s geopolitical ambitions beyond the Indian Ocean. 

As it races to dominate the Indian Ocean, India is enlarging its navy and plans to spend 

approximately $45 billion by 2033 on warships, destroyers and nuclear submarines.394 

Beijing sees a growing need to counterbalance Indian’s increased involvement in an ocean 

that was once overshadowed by the Pacific but has progressed to become a significant 

commercial and political hub, to the point where ‘Indo-Pacific’ has entered the official 
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strategic lexicon in the US, Japan and Australia, replacing ‘Asia-Pacific’. This has 

occurred in tandem with China’s entry into the Indian Ocean as a serious geopolitical 

player (elaborated below). The Indian Ocean has four critical waterways facilitating 

global maritime trade: the Strait of Hormuz, the Strait of Malacca, the Suez Canal, and 
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the Bab-el-Mandeb Strait. Vital oil supplies pass through these ‘maritime chokepoints’,395 

and has been recognized as the most important global sea route for energy. Annually, 

approximately 100,000 vessels transit the Indian Ocean.396 Beijing is wary of India who 

in 1971 and 1999 threatened to cut off the Malacca Strait (a chokepoint for China’s oil 

and trade). Besides wanting to be able to secure the passage of its consignments in the 

Indian Ocean, China is fully cognizant that this ocean, bounded by Africa, Asia, and 

Australia, is rich in mineral resources including manganese, tin, nickel, and natural rubber, 

and contains roughly 40% of global offshore oil production.397 These paramount factors 

animate Chinese interest in the Indian Ocean and provide another reason why the PRC 

seeks to integrate Taiwan into the mainland. If achieved, its naval energies can be 

redirected from the Taiwan Strait, and the anti-access area-denial (A2/AD) strategy in the 

adjacent Pacific, to concentrate on the Indian Ocean.398 As India extends it influence in 

the Indian Ocean, it is increasingly aware of China’s expanding maritime presence. Both 

nations are making efforts to secure strategic autonomy over the region, leading the PRC 

to build a long-range submarine force that has made operational appearances in the Ocean. 

China is taking steps to exercise greater control of the Ocean and has an underground 

facility that can conceal the movements of submarines, and tunnels which can be accessed 

on the mouth of deep waters in a base stationed in China’s Hainan Island, in the South 

China Sea. This development (along with assistance from its naval base in Djibouti and 

access to Pakistani port of Gwadar, see below) enables Beijing to potentially safeguard or 

interrupt shipping at the chokepoints in the Indian Ocean.399 Other developments in the 

Indian Ocean, including converging geostrategic interests between the US and India, will 

have a strong impact on the global economy, politics, and security. 400 In Kaplan’s 

calculation, the Indian Ocean represents an emerging epicentre for global rivalry: “The 

Indian Ocean area will be the true nexus of world powers and conflict in the coming years. 

It is here that the fight for democracy, energy independence and religious freedom will be 

lost or won.”401 This echoes the teachings of the classical naval theorist from the United 

States, Rear Admiral Alfred Thayer Mahan’s (1840-1914). In an oft-quoted prediction, he 

stated: “Whoever attains maritime supremacy in the Indian Ocean would be a prominent 

player on the international scene. Whoever controls the Indian Ocean dominates Asia. 

This ocean is the key to the seven seas in the twenty-first century, the destiny of the world 

will be decided in these waters.”402 
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Fifth, with an increasing defence budget that is much smaller than that of other global 

powers, Japan has again re-established and positioned itself as one of the world’s most 

powerful nations, a development which has concerned China. This is because Beijing does 

not accept Japan’s remorse for its wartime invasion of China in the 20th century, as 

evidenced by Japanese history textbooks, which fail to mention of World War II atrocities, 

and periodic visits by Japanese prime ministers to the Yasukuni shrine that commemorates 
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Japan’s war dead, including war criminals. Moreover, China and Japan are locked in 

territorial disputes with competing claims over islands in the East China Sea, known as 

Diaoyu in China and Senkaku in Japan. In a conflict situation, Japan can seek to draw on 

the support of its friends and allies, particularly the United States, to engage in a form of 

‘dynamic defense’ that limits China’s global maritime influence.403  

 

Sixth, the PRC must seek opportunities to influence the global system. Greater 

participation in protecting sea lanes and humanitarian activities (for example, search and 

rescue operations) can heighten China’s recognition in the international community, and 

accentuate its status as a maritime power.404  

 

With these dynamics, China’s attention was unavoidably captured by Africa, a continent 

surrounded by international waters and crucial sea lines of communications. These SLOCs 

and associated chokepoints involve the Gulf of Aden, Horn of Africa, Cape of Good Hope, 

Suez Canal, Strait of Gibraltar, and Strait of Sicily. In all, they support 90 percent of global 

trade, two thirds of its petroleum, and connect the world’s coastal areas, seas, oceans, 

bays, and the airspace above them.405 Blocking any of the passageways, even on a 

temporary basis, can result in elevated costs and leave vessels stranded at sea, vulnerable 

to terrorist attacks, and theft from pirates. Alternative routes add thousands of miles to 

travelling, are costly, and more prone to accidents.406  
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The Bab al-Mandeb Strait is an example of a vital and flashpoint that vividly illustrates 

Africa’s immense geostrategic importance. Located between the Horn of Africa and the 

Middle East, it is bordered by Yemen on the Southwest side of the Arabian Peninsula, and 

Somalia, Eritrea, Ethiopia, and Djibouti on the African side. It is at the tip of the Southeast 

end of the Red Sea, towards the Indian Ocean. A distance of only 22 miles separates Africa 

and the Arabian Peninsula and shows Africa and Asia in close proximity. It is a chokepoint 

that is 18 miles wide at its narrowest point, restricting fleet passage to two 2-mile wide 

channels for inbound and outbound vessels.407 The Strait serves as a strategic transit point 

between the Mediterranean Sea and the Indian Ocean, gaining global importance as the 

shortest and fastest route connecting both. 408 Most exports from the Persian Gulf that 

transit the Suez Canal and Sumed Pipeline pass through the Strait.409 The substantial 

amount of petroleum transported thorough this route makes it crucial to global energy 

security. Without access to Bab el-Mandeb, tankers would have to be diverted around the 

southern tip of Africa, a time-consuming and more expensive route.  

 

Besides oil, Bab al-Mandeb is a navigation route for non-energy vessels. It is a key 

channel for commerce and trade. The instability in the countries surrounding the Strait 

makes it a high risk region. Numerous illegal activities have included attacks in the eastern 

approaches through the Gulf of Aden., By 2009, the threat of Somali pirates hijacking 

vessels or blocking shipments through the Bab al-Mandeb Strait and also extending their 

reach into the Indian Ocean, saw the formation of a Combined Task Force from over 20 

nations (including the PRC) to combat piracy off the coast of Somalia. Securing the Horn 

of Africa from piracy marked one of China’s highest profile overseas military 
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operations.410 According to 2017 estimates, about 23,000 vessels travel through the Gulf 

of Aden annually and Somali pirates have commandeered hundreds of commercial ships 

costing the industry between US$7 and US$12 billion yearly.411 Over 1000 Somalis have 

been convicted and imprisoned for piracy around the world.412 The Yemeni civil war that 

began in 2015 provides further evidence of the disruptions, dangers, and insecurity of this 

key maritime passage.  

 

It is therefore no coincidence that China’s first naval military base on foreign soil was 

established in Djibouti. A former French colony, this tiny but highly strategic country in 

the Horn of Africa (population: 900, 000) is situated between Eritrea, Somalia, and Yemen 

and oversees the Bab al-Mandeb Strait. It remains the only nation in which American, 

German, French, Spanish, Italian, and Japanese military forces are stationed in close 

proximity. Beijing secured an agreement to have the base in Djibouti for $20 million 

annually in rent (until 2026), with a detachment of up to 10,000 defence personnel in a 

90- acre plot.413 China has avoided calling it a military base and has described the 
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infrastructure as a logistic and support facility.414 However, whether from a military or 

logistic standpoint, it is a dual purpose facility that serves both civilian and military 

functions. The base provides a repair and supply facility for combat vessels engaged in 

maritime security including counterpiracy missions.415 In 2018, Beijing constructed 

additional pier facilities at the base.416 Without question, the base enhances the execution 

of Chinese maritime strategies including securing SLOCs, guaranteeing the protection of 

its citizens and commercial interest, as well as monitoring, and counterbalancing activities 

embarked upon by other competitors. China can use this naval installation not only as a 

platform for operations in Africa and the Middle East, but also to project strength in both 

the Western Indian Ocean and the Mediterranean Sea, and is in line with the “offshore 

defense strategy” discussed above. As noted in the US Defence Department’s annual 

report to Congress in 2017, regarding China’s military developments: “China is expanding 

its access to foreign ports to pre-position the necessary logistics support to regularize and 

sustain deployments in the ‘far seas,’ waters as distant as the Indian Ocean, Mediterranean 

Sea, and Atlantic Ocean.”417 Having a base in Djibouti progresses China’s ambitious Belt 

and Road Initiative (BRI). Launched in 2013, this long term project is a vast trade route 

encircling half of the globe, which includes via land the ‘Silk Road Economic Belt’ 
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running from China to Eastern Europe and via sea the ‘21st Century Maritime Silk Road’, 

stretching from the South China Sea, across the India Ocean and Pakistan through to Dar 

es Salaam and then onward around the Horn of Africa extending to the Mediterranean. 

 

Beijing envisages the Maritime Silk Road to be a vast network of sea infrastructure that 

will secure trade routes and contribute to the protection of Chinese citizens and vessels.418 

For the maritime route to be successful, Beijing needs Djibouti’s position to be able to 

ensure safe navigation through the Suez Canal after traversing the Indian Ocean. As the 

Maritime Silk Road develops, a stronger military presence will be needed and Djibouti 

will come to represent the beginning of this process.  

 

Additionally, the facility in Djibouti will play an important role in consolidating what is 

thought to be China’s “String of Pearls” strategy. The term was used in a 2005 US China 

Commission internal defence report titled, “Energy Futures in Asia”, by defence 

contractor Booz Allen Hamilton to portray China’s emerging maritime strategy.419 

Essentially, the term describes China’s efforts to secure supply routes, establish bases, 

access airfields and ports, not only in its Asian neighbourhood (for example in Pakistan, 

Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, Myanmar, and the Maldives) but further afield to countries like 

Djibouti. Certainly, the Djibouti base and Beijing’s naval presence in Horn of Africa have 

further intensified unease about China’s String of Pearls’ motive amidst concerns of 

whether it is purely for commercial purposes or a method for attaining military domination 

 
418 See National Development and Reform Commission, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, and Ministry of 
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briefing.com/news/2009/03/18/china%E2%80%99s-string-of-pearls-strategy.html, accessed 22 August, 
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and enforcing territorial supremacy.420 While China denies the existence of such a 

strategy, it is plausible in terms its coordination of military and economic development. 

As stated by Premier Li Keqiang in 2015: “We will coordinate national defense 

development and economic development and deepen the integration of the military and 

civil sectors.”421 This was reinforced in 2017 by CCP general secretary Xi Jinping in his 

speech at the 19th party congress.422 

 

Taking into account China’s need for overseas basing facilities, and its integration of 

military and civilian sectors, it is not surprising to find that there has been an increased 

number of port calls by the Chinese navy to the coastal states in Africa. Since the PRC’s 

first naval fleet visit to Tanzania and South Africa in 2000,423 there have been several port 

visits by PLAN vessels to other African nations including Egypt, Algeria, Kenya, 

Morocco, Mozambique, Seychelles, and, Mauritius, Madagascar, Nigeria, and 
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Namibia.424 According to numerous reports, the PRC is negotiating to build another base 

(or ‘support facility’) in Africa, especially at Walvis Bay in Namibia to be used as a hub 

for Atlantic operations. This will grant the Chinese navy the ability to access and patrol 

the crucial Cape of Good Hope around Africa and Cape Horn around South America, 

bringing closer the approaches to the North Atlantic sea lanes linking the Americas, Africa 
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and Europe.425 The pattern to date suggests that it is likely that Beijing will continue to 

cultivate and maintain close relations with Africa, as it takes concrete steps to expand 

China’s maritime reach beyond its horizon and rival other major powers.  

 

3.3.3.2 Secure Operational Experience and Credibility 

Beijing’s engagement with Africa provides the opportunity for the PLA to gain 

operational experience abroad. This is mostly secured through UN Peacekeeping 

Operations (PKOs). Beijing’s first participation in PKOs was in Africa: in 1989, it 

deployed 20 observers to join the United Nations group in Namibia.426 Although a 

reluctant move, it signalled a change to China’s stance on the outright rejection of 

PKOs.427  
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To contextualize this, for decades prior to the late 1980s, Beijing denounced UN 

Peacekeeping Operations and regarded them as foreign interference, an imperialistic act, 

and a hegemonic intervention in the internal affairs of other sovereign nation states.428 

Inviolability of state sovereignty has been the backbone of China’s non-interference 

policy,429 as Chinese leaders are mindful of Western imperialism and Japanese invasion 

of their country. The PRC maintains that the independence of states includes the sovereign 

right and freedom to preside over their internal affairs without any intrusion from other 

nations. Even upon gaining the China seat at the United Nations (replacing the Republic 

of China), Beijing continued to eschew PKOs, and refused to make financial contributions 

towards the missions, despite obligations to do so (as a Permanent Member of UN Security 

Council).430 However, faced with the looming consequences of indifference, 431 China 

modified its position on non-interference, departed from its strict adherence to the policy, 

and adopted a more realistic and practical approach. Slowly and progressively, China 

supported and participated in UN PKO’s, but not without clear guidelines: 

an intervention can be legitimate only with the authorisation of the United Nations 

Security Council (UNSC); state sovereignty must be respected and the consent of 
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the host country must be obtained; many crises must be considered as internal 

problems and not as threats to international security; and force must be used only 

in case of self-defence. In addition, China has always been very careful to obtain 

the consent of regional organisations before taking part in the missions.432 

 

For example, in its resolve not to interfere in the internal affairs of other sovereign nations, 

China remained the only UNSC Permanent Member that had not embarked on military 

action in the Syrian conflict that began in 2011.  

 

Generally, China tends to be supportive of peacekeeping missions if in its perception such 

interventions are not targeted at spreading or promoting Western political values, such as 

democracy and human rights, to the detriment of Beijing’s position on such issues.433 

When the PRC is involved in an operation, it reinforces the message that the global 

community is united in such action, given that China is the only member of the UNSC 

with a veto power that is able to depict itself as both as a developing country and a great 

power.434 While China’s PKO efforts may still be criticized as a renunciation of its non-

interference policy, Beijing’s shift was influenced by defence skills to be derived from 
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exposure to peacekeeping engagements (see further below). These missions also align 

well with the PLA Navy’s specific mission to go beyond “coastal defence” and sail the 

“far seas” in “offshore defence”.  

 

China’s expanded role and commitment to UN peacekeeping missions may be appreciated 

in view of it having become, in 2007, the biggest contributor of peacekeeping troops 

among the five Permanent Members of the UNSC. In 2016, Chinese ‘blue helmet’ troops 

posted around the world were over 3,000 (see Figure 3.17), almost twice larger than the 

combined contributions of the other four nations in the UNSC.435 President Xi Jinping, in 

September 2015, pledged to contribute 8000 troops to a new United Nations standby force, 

and to provide $1 billion towards the establishment of a United Nations Peace and 
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Development Trust Fund.436 Since 2016, China has been the second largest financial 

contributor to the UN PKO bedget, accounting for about 10% of the UN peacekeeping 

cost, behind the 28% contribution from the United States.437  

 Figure 3.17: Beijing’s contribution to UN Peacekeeping Troops from 2000 to 2016 438 
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By 2017, over 80% of Beijing’s peacekeeping personnel were spread across various 

missions in Africa, mostly in Mali, South Sudan, Liberia, Darfur, and Democratic 

Republic of Congo.439 It was reported that there were as many as 2,400 Chinese 

peacekeepers in Africa.440 Prior to 2012, the PRC only deployed non-combat forces (such 

as military engineers, military observers, and medical staff). This changed in 2012 when 

China deployed its first UN overseas infantry platoon to South Sudan (UNMISS), 

equipped with weapons including armoured personnel carriers, mortars, drones, and 

antitank missiles.441 This has been followed by other combat deployments, including the 

400 infantry troops to Mali in 2013, and an additional 700 infantry battalion to South 

Sudan in 2014.442  

 

Participation in these PKOs in Africa has yielded significant practical benefits for the 

Chinese military including improvement in command and crowd-control capabilities, 

organizational structure, power projection, responsiveness, confidence, and 

professionalism. It has provided the PLA opportunities to gather intelligence, develop an 

extensive information base, and a better understanding of the various complexities and 
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dynamics associated with ground operations.443 Operating in the different environments, 

terrain and climate in the continent has been an invaluable avenue of developing and 

modernizing the skills of the PLA ground force (known as the PLA Army – PLAA), which 

in the absence of war experience (the last war China fought was against Vietnam in 1979) 

is much needed. The tactical skills that can be derived from training and travelling over 

prolonged periods in varied topography and tough conditions in the Sahara (Northern 

Africa) far outweighs any theoretical exercise.  

 

China’s involvement in antipiracy missions in the continent has also built up PLA Navy 

capabilities. Commencing with the deployment of three warships in December 2008, the 

PRC’s antipiracy operations and patrols in the Gulf of Aden (off the Somalian and 

Djibouti coast) represent the first time Chinese naval ships have navigated in such distant 

waters since Admiral Zheng He’s fleet touched the eastern shores of Africa over 600 years 

ago, in his famous expeditions, discussed above. Since the initial deployment in 2008, 

Beijing has sent over 60 naval ships to the Gulf of Aden to- combat piracy, defend and 

rescue its nationals, and protect commercial vessels.444 This has enabled the navy’s vessels 

to operate in the Indian Ocean, Mediterranean Sea, and occasionally visit ports in the 

Black and North Sea,445 in what has been perceived as a sign of Beijing’s willingness to 
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use or threaten force in defending its growing interest abroad.446 This accords with above-

noted third ‘Historic Mission’ of the PLA: to “safeguard China’s expanding national 

interests”, but contradicts the fourth one – to “help maintain world peace.”  

 

While some of China’s anti-piracy exercises have been unilateral in nature like those of 

the United States, United Kingdom, India, Russia, Germany and Japan, there have been 

combined and joined operations alongside other multinational forces.447 These joint 

operations have provided the Chinese navy an invaluable opportunity to gain experience 

with a range of advanced techniques from some of the best naval crew in the world. Some 

of these joint exercises were with Russia, with anti-piracy flotillas, and most recently with 

ASEAN states. For example, in 2018 over 300,000 soldiers from China and Russia took 

part in the land and sea exercises in a demonstration of strength,448 and also large-scale 

military exercises in 2019.449 In 2018, the PRC held joint military exercises with India 

 
446 Jonathan Holslag and Sara Van Hoeymissen (ed.), “The Limits of Socialization: The Search for EU-

China Cooperation towards security challenges in Africa”, Brussels Institute of Contemporary China 

Studies (BICCS), 30 May, 2010, available at https://www.eu-china.net/upload/pdf/materialien/EU-China-

Africa%20(fin)_10-06-10.pdf, accessed 21 November, 2015. 

447 Andrew Erickson and Austin Strange, “China and the International Antipiracy Effort”, The Diplomat, 01 

November, 2013, available at http://thediplomat.com/2013/11/china-and-the-international-antipiracy-

effort/, accessed 21 November, 2015; Orion, “The Dragon’s Tail at the Horn of Africa: A Chinese Military 

Logistics Facility in Djibouti”; Eric Olander and Cobus van Staden, “China’s Military Push In Africa Is 

Unlikely To End Anytime Soon”, Huffington Post, 25 July, 2016; Wang and Zou, “China Goes to Africa: 

A Strategic Move?”; Jacobs and Perlez, “U.S. Wary of Its New Neighbor in Djibouti: A Chinese Naval 

Base”; Ngoma, “Civil Military Relations in Africa: Navigating Uncharted Waters”, p.87. 

448 Annabel Cook and Henry Foy, “Putin oversees Russia-China joint military exercises — in pictures”, 

Financial Times, 14 September, 2018, available at https://www.ft.com/content/78c48ed4-b745-11e8-b3ef-

799c8613f4a1, accessed 18 September, 2019. 

449 Holly Ellyatt, “Russia conducts massive military drills with China, sending a message to the West”, 

CNBC, 17 September, 2019, available at https://www.cnbc.com/2019/09/17/russia-conducts-tsentr-2019-

military-exercises-with-china-and-india.html, accessed 18 September, 2019. 
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focussing on counter-terrorism operations.450 In 2019, the PRC conducted a joint defence 

exercise with Australia; activities included orienteering and survival exercises.451  

 

Of note, peacekeeping and anti-piracy operations in Africa have also become relevant 

tools in promoting Beijing’s credibility. They are seen to confirm China’s commitment to 

perform international duties expected from an influential global citizen. Between 2009 

and 2012, for example, the Chinese navy rescued over 50 domestic and foreign vessels 

and by February 2013, had led at least 5,046 ships from various nations to safety in a 

demonstration of global responsibility.452 This emphasized China’s recognition of the 

significance of collective security. For example, the PRC was the first nation to ask the 

UNSC for peacekeepers to be deployed to Somalia in 2006 and eventually put forward a 

resolution that was co-sponsored by the United States.453 Such initiatives have enhanced 

China’s image in the international community.  

 

Securing a base in Djibouti has also helped in furthering China’s military exercises and 

training. For example, in November 2018, the PLA conducted live artillery shooting 

exercises in Djibouti to strengthen its military effectiveness and to advance its 

preparedness in responding to emergencies, marking the first time Beijing had embarked 

on such a military activity abroad. China also in the same month carried out a training 

exercise to improve its response to the evacuation of war casualties from a guided missile 

 
450 “India, China to hold joint military exercises from December 10”, The Economic Times, 29 November, 

2018, available at https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/defence/india-china-to-hold-joint-military-

exercises-from-december-10/articleshow/66865067.cms, accessed 18 September, 2019. 

451 “China-Australia joint military exercise starts in South China”, Xinhuanet, 10 October, 2019, available 

at http://www.xinhuanet.com/english/2019-10/10/c_138461390.htm, accessed 02 November, 2019. 

452 “Chinese Navy 14th escort formation to take over the implementation of escort mission”, The Central 

People’s Government of the People’s Republic of China, available at: http://www.gov.cn/jrzg/2013-

02/16/content_2332869.htm, accessed 25 August, 2016; Jacobs and Perlez, “U.S. Wary of Its New Neighbor 

in Djibouti: A Chinese Naval Base”.  

453 Holslag, “China's New Security Strategy for Africa”, pp. 23-37. 
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frigate off Djibouti’s coast.454 As part of its defence training, in 2018 China conducted 

military drills in countries including Nigeria, Ghana, Gabon and Cameroon and its 

medical units worked with defence staff in Zambia, Sudan, Sierra Leone and Ethiopia to 

improve combat casualty care capabilities.455  

 

In the future, Sino-Africa ties are likely to be bolstered in view of the continent remaining 

a vital region for improving Beijing’s defence experience, and a platform for portraying 

China as a responsible international stakeholder dedicated to the pursuit of global peace 

and prosperity.  

 

3.3.3.3 Secure Transfer and Testing of Military Equipment 

The PRC is an established supplier of military weapons. From 2010 to 2015, Beijing’s 

arms trade grew by 143%, progressing to become the world’s third leading exporter of 

arms (behind Russia and the United States after surpassing Germany, France and the 

United Kingdom), producing and selling ever more advanced defence equipment.456 

According to information released by the Stockholm International Peace Research 

Institute (SIPRI), which is an independent reporter on world security, Beijing’s exports of 

major arms increased by 88% between 2011 and 2015, when compared to the 2006 to 

2010 previous half-decade.457 In the 2012 to 2016 period, Chinese total arms exports grew 

by 74% compared to the 2007 to 2011 timeframe. Comparatively, British exports went up 

 
454 Nantulya, “Chinese Hard Power Supports Its Growing Strategic Interests in Africa”.  

455 Nantulya, “Chinese Hard Power Supports Its Growing Strategic Interests in Africa”. 

456 Shinnie, “Chinese Arms Exports Contradict Its International Messaging”; Alexander Sullivan and 

Andrew S. Erickson, The Diplomat, 05 June, 2015, available at http://thediplomat.com/2015/06/the-big-

story-behind-chinas-new-military-strategy/, accessed 25 August, 2016; Mark Caldwell, “SIPRI: China’s 

arms trade with Africa at times questionable”, DW, 16 March, 2015, available at 

http://www.dw.com/en/sipri-chinas-arms-trade-with-africa-at-times-questionable/a-18319346, accessed 17 

December, 2015.  

457 Aude Fleurant, et al., “Trends in International Arms Transfers, 2015”, Stockholm International Peace 

Research Institute (SIPRI), February 2016, p.1, available at 

http://books.sipri.org/files/FS/SIPRIFS1602.pdf, accessed 25 August, 2016. 
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by 27%, while that of France and Germany decreased by 5% and 36%, respectively.458 

Between 2014 to 2018, Chinese arms export rose further. Though it was only by 2.7%, 

the number of nations to which China supplied weapons increased to 53 compared to 41 

in 2009 to 2013, and 32 in 2004 to 2008.459 In addition, from 2014 to 2018, Beijing was 

the largest exporter of unmanned combat aerial vehicles (UCAVs) - a niche market.460  

 

This growth has been boosted through strengthening relations with Africa, which 

historically has been an arms importer from China, especially during the continent’s battle 

against imperialism. In the first decade of the 21st century, the bulk of Chinese military 

engagement with Africa mainly involved selling light weapons to various countries but has 

grown steadily to include more sophisticated weapons.461 Between 2006 to 2010 and 2011 

to 2015, Africa’s arms imports grew by 19% with China accounting for 13% only behind 

Russia’s 34%.462 France was similarly responsible for 13%, and the United States for 

11%.463 The three biggest buyers in Africa in the 2011 to 2015 period were Algeria, 

Morocco, and Uganda with 30%, 26% and 6.2% respectively.464 Nations in Sub-Saharan 

Africa accounted for 41% of the total African imports. China provided 22% behind the 

27% supplied by Russia who was the largest exporter to the subregion.465 The leading 

 
458 Kate Blanchfield, Pieter D. Wezeman, and Siemon T. Wezeman, “The State of Major Arms Transfers in 

8 Graphics”, Stockholm International Peace Research Institute (SIPRI), 22 February, 2017, available at 

https://www.sipri.org/commentary/blog/2017/state-major-arms-transfers-8-graphics, accessed 28 February, 

2017. 

459 Pieter D. Wezeman, et al., “Trends in International Arms Transfers, 2018”, SIPRI Fact Sheet, March 

2019, p. 5, available at https://www.sipri.org/sites/default/files/2019-03/fs_1903_at_2018.pdf, accessed 10 

April, 2019. 

460 Wezeman, et al., “Trends in International Arms Transfers, 2018”, p.5. 

461 Pejic, “Chinese Military Engagement in Africa”. 

462 Fleurant, et al., “Trends in International Arms Transfers, 2015”. p.4.  

463 Fleurant, et al., “Trends in International Arms Transfers, 2015”. p.4.  

464 Fleurant, et al., “Trends in International Arms Transfers, 2015”. p.4. 

465 Fleurant, et al., “Trends in International Arms Transfers, 2015”. p.4.  
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importers were Uganda (15%), Sudan (12%) and Nigeria (11%).466 Within this time frame 

(2011-2015), the PRC sold more than $20 billion in arms worldwide and of this $9 billion 

was generated from sales to Asia-Pacific nations, and a substantial part from Sub-Saharan 

Africa as the second biggest regional market.467 During the 2014 to 2018 period, Nigeria 

the lagest importer of arms in Sub-Saharan Africa secured 21% of its weapons from 

China.468  

 

According to the London-based International Institute for Strategic Studies (IISS), at least 

two-thirds of African nations have used Chinese manufactured arms, ranging from 

inexpensive copied arms to complex weapons.469 Examples include assault rifles, 

grenades, drones, trainer and fighter aircraft, anti-aircraft systems, light tanks, armoured 

vehicles, ship to ship missiles, and naval combat vessels.470 Countries that have purchased 

Chinese military equipment between 2005-2018 include Algeria, Angola, Cape Verde, 

Nigeria, Chad, Djibouti, Equatorial Guinea, Gabon, Uganda, Ghana, Zambia, Zimbabwe, 

Ethiopia, Namibia, Tanzania, Ghana, Mauritania, Sudan, Eritrea, Cameroon, Morocco, 

Egypt, Congo, Rwanda, Burundi, Uganda, Kenya, Botswana, Benin, Burkina Faso, Libya, 

 
466 Fleurant, et al., “Trends in International Arms Transfers, 2015”. p.4.  

467 “China Expands its empire, Militarily, Economically and Politically”.  

468 Wezeman, et al., “Trends in International Arms Transfers, 2018”, p. 8.  

469 International Institute for Strategic Studies (IISS), The Military Balance 2016, London: Routledge, p. 21. 

470 Eisenman and Kurlantzick, “China’s Africa Strategy”, pp. 221-222; Pejic, “Chinese Military 

Engagement in Africa”; “China Gains Strategic Advantage In Africa With Military Base And Defense 

Deals”, Defense World.Net, 21 September, 2016, available at 

https://www.defenseworld.net/news/17145/China_Gains_Strategic_Advantage_In_Africa_With_Military_

Base_And_Defense_Deals#.XauJaDo8R9A, accessed 23 September, 2016; Volman, “China, India, Russia 

and the United States: The Scramble for African Oil and the Militarization of the Continent”; Shinnie, 

“Chinese Arms Exports Contradict Its International Messaging”. 
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Sierra Leone, Mozambique, Niger, Gabon, and Cape Verde.471 The military infrastructure 

for producing and maintaining some of these weapons has been instituted in countries 

such as Nigeria, Sudan, Zimbabwe, and Uganda. While Chinese defence equipment and 

systems may not match those of the United States and Russia in quality, their competitive 

prices, absence of sales conditions, choice of using resources for payment, and Beijing’s 

greater willingness to transfer military technology to help recipients develop their 

assembly line have made them popular products in Africa.472  

 

Additionally, the use of Chinese arms in various battle zones in Africa (a region that has 

recorded the world’s highest number of armed conflicts) provides invaluable data for 

evaluating the performance of those weapons. China’s antipiracy operations are another 

testing ground, as are joint military exercises in the name of counter-terrorism elsewhere 

(such as Central Asia under the auspices of the Shanghai Cooperation Organization). This 

is a common practice among nations wishing to test and exhibit to potential buyers their 

defence equipment.  

 

Unfortunately, with armed conflicts in Africa and other destabilizing activities showing 

no signs of regressing, China will most likely further its supply and testing of arms in the 

region. 

 

 
471 International Institute for Strategic Studies, The Military Balance 2016, p. 21; Pejic, “Chinese Military 

Engagement in Africa”; Shinn, “Military and Security Relations: China, Africa and the rest of the World”, 

in Rotberg, (ed), China into Africa: Trade, Aid, and Influence; Donovan C. Chau, Exploiting Africa: The 

Influence of Maoist China in Algeria, Ghana and Tanzania, Annapolis: United States Naval Institute Press, 

2014; Wezeman, et al., “Trends in International Arms Transfers, 2018”. 

472 Cordano, “China’s role in Africa’s conflicts: Military cooperation, arms transfers and involvement in 

peacekeeping operations”; Alan Lee, “Chinese-made weapons have become the best-seller in Africa”, 

ejinsight, 14 December, 2015, available at http://www.ejinsight.com/20151214-chinese-made-weapons-

have-become-bestseller-in-africa/, accessed 16 January, 2016; Joseph Lin, “China’s weapons of Mass 

Consumption”, Foreign Policy, 20 March, 2015, available at http://foreignpolicy.com/2015/03/20/chinas-

weapons-of-mass-consumption/, accessed 15 January, 2016; Shinnie, “Chinese Arms Exports Contradict 

Its International Messaging”; Pejic, “Chinese Military Engagement in Africa”.  



 

203 
 

3.4 Conclusion 

This chapter analysed the history of Sino-African interactions and the primary motives 

driving the engagement. It noted that China has had historical ties, which could go as far 

back as two thousand years to the Han dynasty (202 BCE). However, it argued that the 

first certain established encounter was in the 15th century during the Ming dynasty. The 

encounter evolved in stages going through various phases, including periods of neglect 

before the rapid increase of China’s presence across the continent in the 20th Century. 

Historical highlights included the Bandung conference of 1955; China’s support for the 

independence of African states particularly in the 1960s; Beijing’s financing of the 

Tanzania–Zambia railway; Africa’s support for the PRC occupying the ‘China seat’ in the 

UN in 1971; support of the Beijing authorities during the 1989 Tiananmen Square 

massacre (establishing the momentum for expansive relations in the 21st Century); the 

FOCAC summit initiated in 2000; and the AU building donated to Africa. These historical 

ties are often drawn upon by China to defend its engagement with Africa and have been 

noted in this chapter to provide a foundational understanding. This was followed by an 

investigation of economic, political and military interests that were identified as driving 

the PRC’s engagement with African countries. In sum, these tripirate considerations 

served as a base for the formation of the PRC’s policies towards Africa, clearly 

demonstrating that the continent’s value to Beijing is well beyond natural resources, 

contrary to the assertion of many commentators.473 The continent fits into China’s strategy 

as it represents an opportunity for the PRC to regain its perceived rightful status and 

prominence in the global community. 

 
473 See Section 1.5 Literature Review on China in Chapter 1.  
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Chapter 4: China’s Mode of Engagement with Africa 

 

4.1 Introduction 

China’s contemporary model of engaging Africa is to an extent congruent with and 

reminiscent of its past Africa policies. What is different today is the unprecedented scope 

to which it is felt in all African countries. This also includes Swaziland, the last remaining 

state on the continent that at the time of writing (2019) did not have diplomatic relations 

with Beijing. China has been more resourceful and firmly committed in strengthening 

friendship with Africa than in the past. In other words, conscious that sustaining a positive 

relationship with Africa is crucial to its advancement, China became more pragmatic and 

assertive in its mode of engagement with the continent. In light of this strategy, the PRC 

has emerged as the most important actor in Africa, wielding enormous influence, and 

ending an era where the West (especially Britain, France and the United States) had 

greater leverage in the region. China also remains well ahead of recent Indian and 

Japanese economic development overtures to the continent.1 This chapter will outline the 

various models China has utilized in Africa to advance its national interest. 

 

4.2 Mode of Engagement 

Beijing devoted considerable effort towards courting Africa and has made significant 

inroads into the continent. China’s success has been accomplished by a mode of 

engagement that has comprised a number of elements encompassing multidimensional 

diplomatic, economic, and security initiatives across the continent. These include 

appealing to a shared identity, establishing and participating in multilateral forums, 

employing aid mechanisms, providing infrastructure for resources, instituting special 

economic zones, flexibility in its non-interference policy, promoting cultural diplomacy, 

 
1 United Nations Conference of Trade and Development (UNCTAD), “Foreign Direct Investment to Africa 

defies global slump, rises 11%”, UNCTAD, 12 June, 2019, available at 

https://unctad.org/en/pages/newsdetails.aspx?OriginalVersionID=2109, accessed 21 June, 2019. 
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providing medical assistance, reiterating the Bandung principles, increasing high level 

visits, and managing the media. These are addressed below.  

 

4.2.1 Shared Identity  

Beijing has used a shared historical past to advance a deeper relationship with the 

continent, citing how both were victims of imperialism. The early Ming diplomatic 

voyages to Africa are celebrated, recounting the goods Admiral Zheng He exchanged with 

the inhabitants. This is contrasted to the later arrival of Europeans, which established 

colonies and engaged in the slave trade in Africa.2 African nations are described as good 

friends, brothers, sisters, and partners who have suffered similar historical humiliation. As 

Brautigam observed, the PRC has maintained that, “…both China and Africa are ‘cradles 

of civilisation’, that both face common challenges and even ‘enemies’ and that as a result 

they have common strategic interests and a shared perspective on major international 

issues.”3 Therefore, by implication, Beijing asserts that its contemporary engagement with 

Africa is legitimate as it can empathize more readily with Africa’s plight than Western 

states. This commonality, which features regularly in Beijing’s official discourse is 

certainly not a mere reference to the past but a strategy used in demonstrating and 

reaffirming the PRC’s loyalty to Africa. 

 

The strategy has also served to rebuff accusations and negative images labelling China’s 

involvement in Africa as another form of imperialism. As the then Premier Wen Jiaboa 

said: “As early as in the 1950s and ’60s, China and Africa fought shoulder to shoulder in 

 
2 Tian Xuejun, “Friendship and Cooperation for a Better Future of China-Africa Relations”, speech at the 

South African Institute of International Affairs (SAIIA), Johannesburg, presented 4 July, 2012, available at 

http://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/wjb_663304/zwjg_665342/zwbd_665378/t948291.shtml, accessed 25 

August, 2015. 

3 Deborah Brautigam, “China Afrca and the International Aid Architecture”, in Richard Schiere, Leonce 

Ndikumana, and Peter Walkenhorst, (ed.,), China and Africa: An Emerging Partnership or Develpment, 

African Development Bank Group, 2011, Tunisia: African Development Bank Group, 2011, p. 12, available 

at http://www.afdb.org/fileadmin/uploads/afdb/Documents/Publications/Anglaischina.pdf, accessed 11 

April, 2016. 
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the historic struggle against imperialism, colonialism and hegemony and worked side by 

side in the hard endeavour to revive our respective national economies.”4 Similarly, during 

the celebration marking the 35th anniversary of the Tanzania-Zambia Railway built by 

China, Liu Xinsheng who was Beijing’s Ambassador to Tanzania highlighted that: “China 

and Africa have both suffered foreign invasion, oppression and enslavement in the past 

and, therefore, the Chinese people have deep understanding of African people’s aspiration 

to safeguard their countries’ independence and develop their economies.” 5 Further 

articulating this historical connection, former President Jiang Zemin added: “The Chinese 

and African peoples once fought courageously for their national independence and 

freedom…We have come to the conclusion after a review of the history of the past one 

hundred years that the Chinese people and the African people both treasure independence, 

love peace and long for development and that they are both important forces for world 

peace and common development.”6 These comments resonate quite strongly with African 

officials giving Sino-Africa relations a comparative advantage, particularly over Western 

actors on the continent.7  

 

The cultivation of China’s identity as a developing nation is another sophisticated strategy 

that has been used to build Sino-Africa relations.8 For example, at the Times CEO Summit 

 
4 Wen Jiabao, Speech at the Opening Ceremony of the 4th Ministerial Conference of the Forum on China-

Africa Cooperation, presented 10 November, 2009, available at 

http://www.focac.org/eng/ltda/dsjbzjhy/zyjh/t627391.htm, accessed 25 October, 2015. 

5 Liu Xinsheng, speech during the 35th Anniversary of Tanzania-Zambia Railway Operation, presented 14 

July, 2011, available at http://www.focac.org/eng/zxxx/t842630.htm, accessed 25 October, 2015. 

6 Jiang Zemin, “China and Africa-Usher in the New Century Together”, speech at the Opening Ceremony 

of the Forum on China-Africa Cooperation, presented 11 October, 2000, available at 

http://www.fmprc.gov.cn/zflt/eng/zyzl/zyjh/t157712.htm, accessed 25 October, 2015. 

7 Garth le Pere, “Prospects for A Coherent African Policy Response: Engaging China”, in Hannah Edinger, 

Hayley Herman, and Johanna Jansson, (eds.), New Impulses from the South: China’s Engagement of Africa, 

Stellenbosch University, South Africa: Centre for Chinese Studies, May 2008, pp.13-23. 

8 Chris Alden and Ana Alves, “History and Identity in the Construction of China’s Africa Policy”, Review 

of African Political Economy, vol. 35, issue 115, 2008, pp. 43-58; George E. Lewis III, “China’s Africa 

Policy in Nigeria: Understanding its Strategy and Effects”, Naval War College, 02 November, 2012, p.16. 
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on Africa, Ambassador Liu Xiaoming in his speech stated: “China is the largest 

developing country in the world, while Africa is home to the largest number of developing 

countries.” 9 This was also replicated by the then President Hu Jintao: “China is the 

world’s largest developing country, and Africa is home to the largest number of 

developing countries in the world.” 10 They present China and Africa as being in the 

developing world together and nations discriminated against by the West as but buttressed 

by PRC.11 Such a view is embraced by a number of African elites including former 

president (1999-2008) of South Africa, Thabo Mbeki. He said: “The world and all of us 

are defined…by the divide between the developed and the underdeveloped…It constitutes 

the difference between the countries of the North and those of the South…together with 

China, we are commonly defined by our situation as belonging to the South.”12 Indeed, 

China has projected its identity as the global South leader,13 championing the concerns 

and well-being of developing nations in global settings in return for their backing on 

various issues of interest to Beijing.  

 

4.2.2 Multilateral Institutions 

While maintaining bilateral diplomacy, China established multilateral platforms to 

facilitate a continent wide approach in its relations with Africa. It has helped Beijing to 

 
9 Remarks by Liu Xiaoming at the Times CEO Summit: Africa, The Savoy Hotel, London, 22 March, 2011, 

http://www.chinese-embassy.org.uk/eng/ambassador/dsjhjcf/2011lr/t809120.htm. 

10 Jintao Hu, “Open Up New Prospects for A New Type of China-Africa Strategic Partnership”, speech at 

the opening ceremony of the 5th Ministerial Conference of the Forum on China-Africa Cooperation, Beijing, 

presented 19 July, 2012, http://www.focac.org/eng/dwjbzjjhys/t953172.htm, accessed 12 October, 2015. 

11 Simon Allison, “Fixing China’s Image, One African Student at a Time”, Daily Maverick, 7 June, 2013, 

available at https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/article/2013-06-07-fixing-chinas-image-one-african-student-

at-a-time/#.WgmIejL7Wpo, accessed 28 October, 2017. 

12 Thabo Mbeki, speech during his visit to Beijing 2001, delivered 11 December, 2001, available at 

http://www.dirco.gov.za/docs/speeches/2001/mbek1211.htm, accessed 28 October, 2015. 

13 Chris Alden, Daniel Large, and Ricardo Soares de Oliveira (eds.), China Returns to Africa: A Rising 

Power and a Continent Embrace, New York: Columbia University Press, 2008, pp.1-26. 



 

208 
 

cultivate a more comprehensive relationship with Africa and collectively to achieve 

outcomes which are almost unattainable in traditional bi-lateral settings.  

 

A prime example and the most important of these multilateral institutions is the Forum of 

China–African Cooperation (FOCAC), which has become the main vehicle for China’s 

strategic engagement with Africa. FOCAC was established in 2000 under the leadership 

of Chinese President Jiang Zemin as a transition in the anchoring of a new broadly based 

engagement with Africa. It functions primarily as a ministerial conference that brings 

together Chinese and African officials, symbolizing a shared vision of a more people-

oriented approach.14 The Forum is held every three years and is alternated between China 

and Africa. Other nations are not permitted to be part of the Forum. FOCAC has 

intensified Sino-Africa relations and “… forms the basis for managing the relationship 

between China and Africa across a range of strategic dimensions and has proved its worth 

as a forum for codifying an increasingly complex and rapidly expanding cooperation 

agenda and development framework.”15 

 

Additionally, Beijing has supported several multilateral organizations in Africa including 

Southern African Development Community (SADC), Economic Community of West 

African States (ECOWAS), Common Market for Eastern, Southern Africa (COMESA), 

the Forum for Economic Cooperation and Trade between China and Portuguese-Speaking 

Countries, and the African Union (AU) which was granted the status of a full FOCAC 

member by the PRC in 2011.16 

 
14 Ian Taylor, The Forum on China- Africa Cooperation (FOCAC), UK: Routledge, 2011; Sarah Raine, 

China’s African Challenges, UK: Routledge for International Institute for Strategic Studies, 2009.  

15 le Pere, “Prospects For A Coherent African Policy Response: Engaging China”, in Edinger, Herman, and 

Jansson, (eds.), New Impulses from the South: China’s Engagement of Africa, p.20. 

16 Jianwei Wang and Jing Zou, “China Goes to Africa: A Strategic Move?”, Journal of Contemporary China, 

vol. 23, no. 90, 2014, 1113–1132, available at http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/10670564.2014.898902, accessed 

17 February, 2017; Anna Katharina Stahl, “China’s Relations with Sub-Saharan Africa”, Istituto Affari 

Internazionali (IAI) working paper, 2016, pp. 16-22, available at 

https://www.iai.it/sites/default/files/iaiwp1622.pdf, accessed 09 Septemer, 2017. 
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Unquestionably, China’s involvement in FOCAC and other African multilateral 

institutions has enabled Beijing to consult systematically with the region and to address 

constructively their needs and that of the PRC. It has deepened relationships of solidarity 

and mutual support and boosted Chinese influence in Africa.  

 

4.2.3 Aid Mechanisms 

Beijing has used aid as a modern instrument of diplomacy and a form of exchange that in 

some ways recapitulates its historical practice of tribute relations, enabling China to build 

ties and boost its image on the world stage.17  

 

Although, often regarded as an emerging provider of aid to Africa, China offered financial 

help to the continent from the second half of the last century beginning with Egypt, and 

best known for the Tanzania-Zambia Railway project.18 However, in recent years, 

Beijing’s aid to the region has been significantly increased and more widespread across 

the continent. Except for Swaziland,19 China has provided varying amounts of aid or soft 

loans to all African nations..20  

 
17 Deborah Brautigam, “China’s Foreign Aid in Africa: What Do We Know?”, in Rotberg I. Rotberg (ed.), 

China into Africa: Trade, Aid, and Influence (ed.), Baltimore: Brooking Institution Press, 2008, pp.201-202. 

18 Xiaoming at the Times CEO Summit: Africa; Bräutigam, “China, Africa and the International Aid 

Architecture”, in Schiere, Ndikumana, and Walkenhorst (eds.), China and Africa: An Emerging Partnership 

for Development?, pp. 109-110.  

19 This is because of Swaziland’s recognition of the Republic of China or Taiwan. David Shinn and Joshua 

Eisenman, China and Africa: A Century of Engagement, USA: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2012, 

p.360; Daniel Large, “Beyond ‘Dragon in the Bush’: The Study of China-Africa Relations”, African Affairs, 

107/426, 2008, pp.45- 46, available at doi: 10.1093/afraf/adm069, accessed 17 November, 2017. 

20 Bräutigam, “China, Africa and the International Aid Architecture”, in Schiere, Ndikumana, and 

Walkenhorst (eds.), China and Africa: An Emerging Partnership for Development. pp.109-110; Jean-

Raphael Chaponniere, “Chinese Aid to Africa, origins, forms and issues”, in Meine Pieter van Dijik (ed.) 

The New Presence of China in Africa, Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2009, p. 65.  
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For example, China lent $26.3 million to Egypt in 2005,21 $120 million to Uganda in 

2006,22 $2.5 million to Cape Verde in 2006,23 about $160 million to Namibia in 2007,24 

$30 million to Ghana in 2007 to purchase military and communication equipment,25 $72 

million to Senegal in 2009, 26 approximately another $13 billion to Ghana in 2010,27 and 

at least $3.5 billion to Ethiopia in the first decade of the millennium.28 Grants provided 

include $2.5 million to Nigeria in 200329, $2.5 million to Central African Republic in 

 
21 "China Invests $ l 6m for Textile Makeover in Egypt”, Embassy of the People's Republic of China in the 

Arab Republic of Egypt, 21 November, 2005, available at http://eg.china-

embassy.org/eng/dsxx/t223560.htm; accessed 21 December, 2015; "Eco-nomic and Commercial Report for 

the Month of November 2005, Embassy of lndia in Cairo, available at 

http://www.tradeindia.com/newsletters/country_focus/country_focus_3_jan_2006_cairo.html, accessed 21 

December, 2015. 

22 Centre for Chinese Studies, “China’s Engagement of Africa: Preliminary Scoping of African case studies 

Angola, Ethiopia, Gabon, South Africa, Zambia”, A Research undertaking by the Centre for Chinese Studies 

for The Rockefeller Foundation, University of Stellenbosch, November 2007, p. XII, available at 

http://www.ccs.org.za/wp-content/uploads/2009/04/rf_paper_final.pdf . 

23 Shinn and Eisenman, China and Africa, p. 321. 

24 Shinn and Eisenman, China and Africa, p.354. 

25 Saferworld, “China’s growing role in African peace and security”, Saferworld Report, 2011, p. 40, see 

http://www.saferworld.org.uk/downloads/pubdocs/Chinas%20Growing%20Role%20in%20African%20Pe

ace%20and%20Security.pdf, accessed 30 August, 2015. 

26 Shinn Joshua Eisenman, China and Africa, p. 311.  

27 Raj Verma, “The tiger and the dragon: A comparison of Indian and Chinese investments in West Africa’s 

oil industry”, London School of Economics and Political Science, October 2013, available at 

http://blogs.lse.ac.uk/southasia/2013/10/28/the-tiger-and-the-dragon-a-comparison-of-indian-and-chinese-

investments-in-west-africas-oil-industry/, accessed 15 October, 2016. 

28 Centre for Chinese Studies, “China’s engagement of Africa: Preliminary Scoping of African case studies 

Angola, Ethiopia, Gabon, South Africa, Zambia”, P. XI. 

29 “China Provides $2.5m Grant to Nigeria”, Daily Champion, 10 September, 2003. 
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2004,30 $100 million to Cameroon in 2007,31 $88 million to Malawi in 2008,32 and $18 

million to Senegal in 2009.33  

 

The PRC has also made donations and offered debt relief as part of its aid strategy. To 

provide a few examples, China donated $160,000 to Kenya in 2000 to solve power 

shortage, $64,900 worth of agricultural equipment in 2003, and $100, 000 in 2005 in 

support of relief efforts after the Indian Ocean Tsunami,34 $2 million worth of defence 

equipment to Nigeria in 2005,35 $1.5 million to Mauritania to buy Military equipment,36 

$4.5 million to Liberia between 2004 and 2006 as support after the post-conflict,37 and 

the AU headquarters building in Addis Ababa was a gift from China. From 2000 to 2009, 

Beijing wrote off $3 billion worth of debt owed to the PRC by 35 African countries 

including Mali, Ghana, Togo, Zambia, Mozambique, and Uganda,38 and abolished tariffs 

 
30 Shinn and Eisenman. China and Africa, p.297. 

31 Shinn and Eisenman. China and Africa, p.307. 

32 Shinn and Eisenman. China and Africa, p.359. 

33 Shinn and Eisenman. China and Africa, p.311. 

34 Donovan C. Chau, “Political Warfare in Sub-Saharan Africa: U.S. Capabilities and Chinese Operations 

in Ethiopia, Kenya, Nigeria, and South Africa”, Strategic Studies Institute, March 2007, pp.30-32, available 

at http://www.StrategicStudies Institute.army.mil/, accessed 12 April, 2017.  

35 Chau, “Political Warfare in Sub-Saharan Africa: U.S. Capabilities and Chinese Operations in Ethiopia, 

Kenya, Nigeria, and South Africa”. 

36 Saferworld, “China’s growing role in African peace and security”, p. 40.  

37 Wang & Zou, “China Goes to Africa: A Strategic Move?”, pp. 1113–1132. 

38 M. Mobius, “Market Comment Emerging Markets”, Frankfurt: Franklin Templeton Investments, 2011, 

p.3; Shinn and Eisenman, China and Africa, pp 289-327; Shelton Garth, ‘‘China and Africa: Building an 

Economic Partnership’’, South African Journal of International Affairs, vol. 8, no. 2, 2001, pp. 111-119; D. 

Games, “Funds Alone Won’t Take Mozambique to the Next Level”, Business Day, 12 February, 2007. 
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on over 400 African goods imported into China.39 These sorts of goodwill gestures have 

earned Beijing “considerable leverage amongst African countries”;40 and have enhanced 

its international image, “…because it not only garners popular support but also allows for 

two positive press events: the first to provide the loan, the second to relieve the debt.”41 

 

While comprehensive figures on Chinese financial assistance to Africa can vary 

significantly,42 it has been argued that the amounts of loans that have been offered to 

 
39 “China-Africa Economic and Trade Cooperation White Paper”, Information Office of the State Council, 

PRC, 2011; Centre for Chinese Studies, “China’s engagement of Africa: Preliminary Scoping of African 

case studies Angola, Ethiopia, Gabon, South Africa, Zambia”; Marcus Power, Giles Mohan and May Tan-

Mullins, China’s Resource Diplomacy in Africa: Powering Development?, UK: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012, 

p.43; Fantu Cheru and Cyril Obi, “De-coding China-Africa Relations: Partnership for Development or 

‘(Neo) Colonialism by Invitation’?”, The World Financial Review, September - October 2011, pp.72-75, 

available at www.worldfinancialreview.com, accessed 17 October, 2015; F.N Botchway, “Regime theory 

and China-Africa economic relations: New ideas in old paradigms?”, in F.N. Botchway (ed.), Natural 

resource investment and Africa’s development, Cheltenham, UK: Edward Elgar, 2011, pp. 368–394.  

40 Drew Thompson, “China‘s Emerging Interests in Africa: Opportunities and Challenges for Africa and the 

United States”, African Renaissance, July/August 2005. 

41 Joshua Eisenman and Joshua Kurlantzick, “China’s Africa Strategy”, Current History, vol.105, no. 691, 

May 2006, pp. 219-224. 

42 See Larry Hanauer and Lyle J.Morris, “Chinese Engagement in Africa: Drivers, Reactions, and 

Implications for U.S. Policy”, Rand, 2014, available at 

http://www.rand.org/content/dam/rand/pubs/research_reports/rr500/rr521/rand_rr521.pdf, accessed 20 

November, 2015. 
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African nations by Chinese banks are more than that of the World Bank.43 For instance, 

in 2006, Beijing’s made a financial commitment of $8.1 billion to Nigeria, Angola and 

Mozambique equalling the combined fund provided by the World Bank, United States 

and France to the entire Sub Saharan Africa region.44 According to China-Africa Research 

Initiative (SAIS-CARI), from 2000 to 2015, Chinese banks, contractors, and the 

government provided $94.4 billion worth of loans to Africa, with Angola receiving 

the most during this period, while Uganda, Kenya, and Senegal were the top recipients 

in 2015.45 As shown in figure 4.1, Beijing reported that in the 2010 to 2012 period, 

Africa received 51.8% of total Chinese aid.  

 

 

 

 

 
43 See Joyce Chimbi, “China Contributes to Africa’s Recent Boom”, Global Times, 08 October, 2016, 

available at http://www.globaltimes.cn/content/1010004.shtml, accessed 12 December, 2016; Herman 

Warren, “Spanning Africa’s Infrastructure Gap: How development capital is transforming Africa’s project 

build – out”, The Economist Corporate Network, 2015, available at 

http://ftp01.economist.com.hk/ECN_papers/Infrastructure-Africa, accessed 12 July, 2016; Steve Johnson, 

“China by far the largest investor in African infrastructure”, Financial Times, 30 November, 2015, available 

at https://defence.pk/pdf/threads/china-by-far-the-largest-investor-in-african-infrastructure.411142/, 

accessed 14 September, 2016; Sachin Chaturvedi, “Development cooperation: contours, evolution and 

scope”, in Sachin Chaturvedi, Thomas Fues, and Elizabeth Sidiropoulos, (eds.), Development Cooperation 

and Emerging Powers—New Partners or Old Patterns?, New York: Zed Books, 2014, p.14; Christopher 

Swann and William McQuillen, “China to Surpass World Bank as Top Lender to Africa”, Bloomberg, 03 

November, 2006, available at 

http://www.bloomberg.com/apps/news?pid=20601087&sid=afUHTifuOkR0&refer=home, accessed 15 

October, 2015. 

44 Swann and McQuillen, “China to Surpass World Bank as Top Lender to Africa”. 

45 See “China Africa Research Initiative”, John Hopkins School of Advanced International Studies, New 

York, 2017, available at http://www.sais-cari.org/, accessed 13 October, 2017. 
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 Figure 4.1: Geographical Distribution of China’s Foreign Aid from 2010 to 2012 46 

 

 

The majority of these loans were directed towards developing various sectors of the 

African economy such as transport, agriculture, tourism, hospitality, water resources, 

health, power and communication, sports, and defence. They were often low interest with 

little conditionality. In some cases, they were interest-free with long periods of repayment 

and an option for extension.47 Not surprisingly, since 2007, approximately 66% of new 

funds secured from foreign sources towards progressing infrastructure in Africa were from 

the PRC, placing it as the continent’s prime external provider of infrastructural finance.48 

Information sourced from the World Bank and Standard Chartered reveals that Beijing’s 

infrastructure investment on the continent rose from $500 million in 2001 to $14 billion 

 
46 See China’s Information Office of the State Council, “White Paper on China’s foreign Aid”, 10 July, 

2014, available at http://www.chinaembassy.se/eng/mtfw/t1176383.htm, accessed 13 September, 2016. 

47 Sanusha Naidu and Daisy Mbazima, “China-African Relations: A New Impulse in a Changing Continental 

Landscape”, Futures, vol. 40, no. 8, 2008, p.156. 

48 See European International Contractors (EIC), “EIC proposal for the establishment of a European 

infrastructure blending instrument for sub-Saharan Africa (EIBISSA)”, Berlin: EIC, 2012, available at 

http://www.eic-federation.eu/media/uploads/attachment/draft-eic-position-on-eibissa_1.pdf, accessed 12 

August, 2015. 
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in 2011.49 These loans were less burdensome to procure50 and were mainly guided by the 

PRC’s long-standing foreign aid policy (see below, 4.2.9). According to CARI, between 

2007 to 2017, the PRC government, banks, and contractors extended $143 billion in loans 

to African governments and their state owned-enterprises (SOEs).51 The PRC has also 

awarded various scholarships towards the training and education of many young Africans. 

By doing this, Beijing is identifying and courting a generation of young Africans,52 seen 

as future leaders and elites of the continent, in the bid to effect a positive view of China’s 

engagement with Africa and protect Africa’s support for Beijing’s stance in international 

forums.53  

 

China seeks political rewards for the financial assistance offered to Africa. For example, 

nations that backed the One China policy received more assistance. African nations that 

voted in support of China’s agenda in the UN General Assembly received approximately 

85% more development assistance than others who did not.54 As noted in chapter 3, 

 
49 See World Bank Report 2008; Standard Chartered Research 2012 cited in Hanauer and Morris, “Chinese 

Engagement in Africa”, p.34. 

50 Patrick J. Kennan, “Curse or Cure - China, Africa, and the Effects of Unconditional Wealth”, Berkeley 

Journal of International Law, vol.27, no. 84, 2009, p. 94, available at: 

http://scholarship.law.berkeley.edu/bjil/vol27/iss1/4, accessed 15 November, 2017. 

51 China Africa Research Initiative, (CARI), “Data: Chinese loans to Africa”, CARI, Johns Hopkins 

University’s School of Advanced International Studies, 2019, available at http://www.sais-cari.org/data-

chinese-loans-to-africa, accessed 19 November, 2019. 

52 In 2015, John Wilmont director of the population division of the United Nations reported that 

approximately 41% of Africa’s population was below the age of 15, and 19% between 15 and 25 years. This 

means that an estimated 60% of the population was under 25 years. See “How will a population boom 

change Africa?”, BBC, 11 September, 2015, available at https://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-

34188248, accessed 12 September, 2015. 

53 Joshua Eisenman and David Shinn, “China’s Strategy in Africa”, in Joshua Eisenman and Eric 

Heginbotham (eds.), China Steps Out: Beijing's Major Power Engagement with the Developing World, New 

York: Routledge, 2018, p.144. 

54 Alicia Zhang, “Loaning Stability for Development: Chinese Aid and African Development”, Harvard 

Political Review, 28 December, 2017, available at http://harvardpolitics.com/world/loaning-stability-for-

development-chinese-aid-and-african-consequences/, accessed 15 February, 2018. 
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Malawi was offered aid and support for construction projects when it recognized China in 

2007. In December 2016, Sao Tome and Principe, faced with an ailing economy 

eventually terminated diplomatic relations with Taiwan (after over 20 years) and switched 

allegiances to the PRC. It could not resist the financial overtures from China, which was 

beyond what Taiwan could match. In 2017, Taiwan received an order from the Nigeria 

government to shut down its trade mission in Abuja, and in 2018 Burkina Faso cut ties 

with Taiwan to obtain generous aid packages from China to help address the socio-

economic challenges faced by the country. Swaziland is the only African nation that 

officially recognizes the ROC on Taiwan at the time of writing.  

 

It may be surmised that from all indications, China with its healthy financial capability, 

will most likely continue to utilize aid appeal as a formidable tool to fortify relations with 

the continent.  

 

4.2.4 Resources for Infrastructure  

Beijing has adopted a contract structure of ‘resources for infrastructure’ as one of the 

distinctive features in its Sino-African engagement, particularly with those African 

countries that are resource-rich.55 Sometimes called the ‘Angola model’, this enables 

China to build or fund infrastructure, which is non-existent or in a deplorable condition in 

 
55 “China in Africa: A Strategic Review”, Executive Research Associates, October 2009, p. 78, available at 

http://www.ide.go.jp/library/English/Data/Africa_file/Manualreport/pdf/china_all.pdf, accessed 15 

November, 2016; A. Alves, “The Oil Factor in Sino–Angolan Relations at the Start of the 21st Century”, 

SAIIA Occasional Paper, 55. Johannesburg: SAIIA, 2010; Barry van Wyk, “Resources for Infrastructure: 

China’s Role in Africa’s New Business Landscape”, The China Analyst, September 2011, available at 

http://www.thebeijingaxis.com/tca/sep2011/docs/Features-Resources-for-Infrastructure-Sep2011.pdf, 

accessed 16 November, 2017; Martin Davies and Lucy Corkin, “China’s Entry into Africa’s Construction 

Sector: The Case of Angola”, in Garth le Pere, (ed.), China in Africa: Mercantilist predator, or partner in 

development?, Midrand: Institute for Global Dialogue and South African Institute for International Studies, 

2006. 
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most parts of the continent, in exchange for natural resources.56 Through this arrangement, 

China has financed various capital projects in many African states which lack adequate 

financial guarantees to back their borrowings, thereby allowing natural resource 

exploitation to be packaged with infrastructure development.57  

 

In essence, commodities are used for security and loan repayment through compensatory 

trade or an ownership stake in mining.58 For the former, the future revenue from resource 

exports can be used to pay the loan or through long-term commodity supply contracts. 

This is exemplified by the $2 billion soft loan China offered to Angola in March 2004 to 

fund the reconstruction of damaged infrastructure in the post-war country. The terms of 

the loan specified repayment within 17 years at an interest rate of 1.5%, and the second 

agreement was that China could import $10,000 barrels of oil daily from Angola over a 

 
56 Seifudein Adem, “The Paradox of China’s Policy in Africa”, African and Asian Studies, vol. 9, no. 3, 

2012, p. 339, available at DOI:10.1163/156921010x515996, accessed 21 July, 2015; Deborah Brautigam, 

“Looking East: Africa’s Newest Investment Partners”, Global Journal of Emerging Market Economies, vol. 

2, no. 2, 2010, p. 183, available at DOI: 10.1177/097491011000200205. 

57 Hanauer and Morris, “Chinese Engagement in Africa”; Adem, “The Paradox of China’s Policy in Africa”, 

African and Asian Studies, pp. 334-355; Dambisa Moyo, Dead Aid: Why Aid Is Not working and How There 

is Better Way for Africa, New York: Farrar, Strauss and Giroux, 2009, pp.103-106; Aleksandra Gadzala and 

Marek Hanusch, “African Perspectives On China-Africa: Gauging Popular Perceptions and their Economic 

and Political Determinants”, Afrobarometer Working Papers, No. 117, January 2010, p.4, available at 

https://www.files.ethz.ch/isn/112383/AfropaperNo117.pdf, accessed 12 June, 2015; Jing Gu and Richard 

Schiere, “Post-Crisis Prospects for China-Africa Relations, in Schiere, Ndikumana, and Walkenhorst (eds.), 

China and Africa: An Emerging Partnership for Development? p.19; Vivien Foster, et al., “Building 

Bridges: China's Growing Role as Infrastructure Financier for Sub-Saharan Africa”, Trends and Policy 

Options, no. 5, World Bank, 2008, available at https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/handle/10986/2614, 

accessed 17 July, 2016.  

58 Peter Konjin, “Chinese Resources-For-Infrastructure (R4I) Swaps: An Escape from the Resource Curse?”, 

South African Institute of International Affairs (SAIIA), Occasional Paper 201, September 2014, p.12, 

available at https://www.researchgate.net/publication/311844260_Chinese_Resources-For-

Infrastructure_R4I_Swaps_An_Escape_from_the_Resource_Curse, accessed 20 August, 2015. 
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17- year period. 59 Other examples include the Bui Dam in Ghana, and Congo River Dam 

in the Republic of Congo, financed by China Export Import Bank (China Exim Bank). 

Both were secured with oil and cocoa, respectively.60 Mozambique is another case where 

China also agreed to develop infrastructure in exchange for natural resources, mainly gas, 

timber and fisheries.61 With an ownership stake in mining, the arrangement often involves 

a joint venture between China and the borrowing party, whereby the revenue yielded is 

used to pay the loan.62 For example, between 2007 and 2008, China and the Democratic 

Republic of Congo (DRC) entered a joint venture deal. In this partnership, the DRC held 

32% and the Chinese stake was 68%, which was a mining concession for 10 million tonnes 

of copper and more than 400,000 tonnes of cobalt over a 15-year period. China pledged 

$9 billion for the building of infrastructure in return for the mining concession.63 

However, in 2009, the loan was renegotiated and reduced to $6 billion following IMF’s 

 
59 Judith van de Looy, “Africa and China: A Strategic Partnership?”, ASC Working Paper 67, The 

Netherlands: African Studies Centre, 2006, p. 19, available at 

http://www.ascleiden.nl/pdf/wp67.pdf#search=%22chinese%20aid%20to%20africa%2, accessed 15 April, 

2015; Konjin, “Chinese Resources-For-Infrastructure (R4I) Swaps: An Escape from the Resource Curse?”; 

Alex Vines and Indira Campos, ''Angola and China: A Pragmatic Partnership”, in Jennifer Cooke (ed.), 

U.S.-China Engagement in Africa, Washington, CSIS, July 2008; Barry Sautman and Yan Hairong,“Friends 

and Interests: China’s Distinctive Links with Africa”, African Studies Review, vol. 50, no. 3, 2007, pp. 75-

114, available at https://www.jstor.org/stable/27667241?seq=3#metadata_info_tab_contents, accessed 22 

July, 2015. 

60 “China in Africa: A Strategic Overview”, Executive Research Associates (Pty) Ltd.  

61 Paulo Elicha Tembe and Kangning Xu, “China-Africa Economic Cooperation: Chinese Companies 

Contributions to African Development - The Cases of Mozambique and Angola”, Research in World 

Economy vol. 4, no. 2, Canada: Sciedu Press, 2013, p. 72, available at 

http://www.sciedu.ca/journal/index.php/rwe/article/view/3198/1884, accessed 5 April, 2016. 

62 Konjin, “Chinese Resources-For-Infrastructure (R4I) Swaps: An Escape from the Resource Curse?”, p.12. 

63 “China in Africa: A Strategic Overview”, Executive Research Associates, pp.46 – 47; Konjin, “Chinese 

Resources-For-Infrastructure (R4I) Swaps: An Escape from the Resource Curse?”, p.12; Jennifer G. Cooke, 

“China’s Soft Power in Africa”, in Carola McGiffert, (ed.), Chinese Soft Power and Its Implications for the 

United States: Competition and Cooperation in the Developing World: A Report of the CSIS Smart Power 

Initiative, Washington: Center for Strategic and International Studies, 2009, pp. 30-31, available at 

https://csis-prod.s3.amazonaws.com/s3fs-

public/legacy_files/files/media/csis/pubs/090403_mcgiffert_chinesesoftpower_web.pdf, accessed 17 

October, 2017. 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/27667241?seq=3#metadata_info_tab_contents


 

219 
 

concern that the non-concessional loan would raise the DRC’s external debt to an 

unsustainable level.64  

 

Countries including Sudan, Gabon, Congo Brazzaville, and Zimbabwe have also entered 

resources-for-infrastructure swap agreements with China (see figure 4.2). The majority of 

these large scale infrastructure projects have been financed by Chinese institutions, 

notably the China Exim Bank, China Development Bank, and the People’s Bank of 

China.65 For example, by June 2008, over 300 projects in Africa worth at least $6.5 billion 

had been funded by China Exim Bank.66  

Figure 4.2: Resources for Commodities deals between China and Africa from 2001 to 

2011 67  
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 1 Sudan, 
2001 

Construction 
of El Gaili 
Power Plant 

128 million – – – Oil  

 2 Congo- 
Brazzaville, 
2001 

Construction 
of Congo 
River Dam: 
Imboulou 

280 

million 

– – – Oil  

 
64 Konjin, “Chinese Resources-For-Infrastructure (R4I) Swaps: An Escape from the Resource Curse?”, p.13. 

65 Miria Pigato and Wenxia Tang, “China and Africa: Expanding Economic Ties in an Evolving Global 

Context”, Investing in Africa Forum, March 2015, available at 

http://www.worldbank.org/content/dam/Worldbank/Event/Africa/Investing%20in%20Africa%20Forum/2

015/investing-in-africa-forum-china-and-africa-expanding-economic-ties-in-an-evolving-global-

context.pdf, accessed 10 March, 2016. 

66 “China in Africa: A Strategic Overview”, p.78.  

67 Note that LIBOR in the table is an acronym for London Interbank Offered Rate. Konjin, “Chinese 

Resources-For-Infrastructure (R4I) Swaps: An Escape from the Resource Curse?”, pp. 8-11.  
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 3 Angola, 
2004 

Extension 
in 2007 

Reconstruction 
of damaged 
infrastructure 

2 billion 

500 million 
for 2007 
extension 

1–1,5% 

over 
LIBOR b 

3–5 15–
17 

10 000 
barrels oil a 
day for 17 
years 

70% of public 
tenders will be 
awarded to 
Chinese 
companies 

 4 Nigeria, 
2005 

Construction 
of power 
plants, 
railways and 
roads 

298 million 
– 20 billion 

The $298 million extension of the Papalanto Power 
Plant was discussed. It was to be secured by the 
purchase of 30 000 barrels of crude oil a day. 

In total, $20 billion worth of oil-backed loans for 
infrastructure projects were discussed. A report issued in 
2009 concludes that the oil-for-infrastructure scheme 
had failed because on the Nigerian side there were 
hidden political agendas and no follow-up mechanisms 
to enforce the deals. 

 5 Gabon, 2006 

Renegotiated 
in 2007  

Construction 
of Belinga 
Iron Ore 
Mine and of 
infrastructure 

2.2 billion – – 25 Repayment 
by mining 
Joint 
Venture 
Comibel 
(75% 
ownership 
Chinese 
companies) 

Iron ore 
concession 
for 25 years 

 

 6 Guinea, 
2006 

Construction 
of Souapiti 
Dam 

1 billion An R41 swap was discussed to finance the 
construction of the dam and development of a 
bauxite mine. 

Exim declined to finance the Souapiti Dam 
construction because of political instability and 
inadequate financial guarantees. 

 7 Zimbabwe, 
2006 

Construction 
of three 
thermal 
power plants 
and chrome 
mine 

1.3 billion A memorandum of understanding was signed to 
finance three power plants with chrome export 
revenues. Reports issued in 2010 indicate that the 
agreement had not materialized. 

 8 Angola, 
2007 

Construction 
of schools and 
hospitals, and 
investment in 
energy and 
water 

2 billion 1.25% 
over 
LIBOR 

3 18 Oil Conditions 
attached to 
Chinese  

exports were 
relaxed, and local 
content rules were 
tightened 
compared to the 
2004 loan 
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 9 Ghana, 2007 Construction 
of Bui Dam 

292 million 

 

270 million 
(2025) 

1% over 
LIBOR 

 

2% 

5 

 

5 

17 

 

17 

Cocoa sales 
agreement 
for 40 000 
tonnes for 
17 years 

 

 10 Democratic Development 3 billion 4.4% – 25 Repayment 1 in 5 workers 
 Republic of of cobalt     by mining can be 
 the Congo, and copper     Joint Chinese 
 2007 

Renegotiated 
in 2008/9 

mines, and 
construction of 
infrastructure 

    Venture 

Sino– 
Congolais 
des Mines 
(Sicomines) 

 

12% of the work 
has to be 
subcontracted to 
Congolese 
companies 

       companies  
       68%  
       ownership)  
       Concession:  
       10.6 million  
       tonnes  
       copper,  
       626 619  
       tonnes  
       cobalt  

 11 Angola, 
2009 

Construction 
of roads, 
energy, 
agriculture, 
schools and 
hospitals 

6 billion 1.5% 

over 
LIBOR 

5 17 Oil  

 12 Zimbabwe, 
2009 

Development 
of platinum 
mine 

5 billion A memorandum of understanding was signed to swap 
50% equity in a $40 billion platinum concession for a $5 
billion concessional credit line. In 2011 

a credit line limited to $3 billion was still under 
discussion 

 13 Zimbabwe, 

2011 

Construction 
of National 
Defence 
College 

98 million 2% 7 20 Diamonds 
from 
Maranga 

If there is any 
change of laws or 
government policies 
in Zimbabwe 
making it difficult 
for either party to 
perform its 
obligations, China 
could declare all the 
sums payable 
immediately 
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 14 Ghana, 2011 Infrastructure 
for oil 
extraction, 
and mining 
and 
agriculture 

1.5 billion 

 

1.5 billion 

2.95% 

(over 6 
month 
LIBOR) 

 

 

5 

 

5 

15 

 

15 

13 000 
barrels of oil 
a day for 
15.5 years 

A minimum of 
60% is required 
to be paid to 
Chinese 
contractors 

 Total  22,768 

million 

     

 

This approach is not unique to China. However, with its financial power and 

judiciousness, Beijing has pushed the scale and implementation to an unprecedented 

level.68 The case of Angola presents a notable example. During the civil war that broke 

out in Angola between the National Union for the Total Independence of Angola (UNITA) 

and the Movement for the Liberation of Angola (MPLA), China supported the former 

(who also received assistance from United States and South Africa) over MPLA 

(supported by Russia and Cuba) which later became the ruling party. Though a daunting 

task, China was able to forge a formidable relationship with a faction it had opposed. In a 

rapid turn of events, China became Angola’s top financier. In turn, Angola became one of 

China’s leading oil suppliers, an achievement largely attributed to Beijing’s pragmatism.69 

Apart from being the first African nation where the resources-for-infrastructure approach 

was applied, this may further explain why this approach is popularly referred to as the 

‘Angola Model’. Although this model is by no means the only method employed in 

financing infrastructure in Africa, China has used it in creating strong links with the 

continent in its new Sino-African relationship.  
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Additionally, Beijing allows African countries to use their resources, including oil, coal 

and minerals for payment in the purchase of Chinese armaments. This is a favourable 

financing alternative, especially for African states that do not have the hard currency to 

purchase arms.70  

 

4.2.5 Special Economic Zones 

Another means employed by the Chinese government to encourage greater collaboration 

is the creation of Special Economic Zones (SEZs) in Africa. SEZs act as economic growth 

nodes that further facilitate Chinese investments on the continent.71  

 

The intention to establish African SEZs was declared by PRC President Hu Jintao at the 

2006 FOCAC summit held in Beijing.72 It was anticipated that if Chinese enterprises 

operating within SEZs are exempted by the host government from tax rules and labour 

laws that usually apply to commercial activities in other parts of the nation, it will give 

PRC companies a comparative edge over other competitors, as well as promote economic 

growth in the region.73 To fulfil this aim, China financed and constructed essential 
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infrastructure, including new buildings within several designated key zones on the 

continent.74  

 

China’s first official SEZ was established in Chambishi, a prime Copper Belt region in 

Zambia which is home to the Chambishi Copper mine owned by the China Non-ferrous 

Metal Corporation. The Copperbelt is rich in copper and other extractive minerals such as 

cobalt, uranium, tin, and diamonds that China seeks to accumulate. The SEZ was part of 

the $800 million worth of investment that President Hu Jintao pledged while in Zambia 

in 2007 during an eight-nation Africa tour.75 The second official SEZ instituted by China 

was a $500 million manufacturing zone in Mauritius similarly declared in 2007.76 Other 

states where the SEZ model has been applied include Nigeria, Ethiopia, Egypt, and 

Algeria.77  

 

SEZ as an approach is not new and was derived from Beijing’s own successful 

development model. During the 1970s and 1980s, the PRC established specific industrial 

and technological development zones in various coastal cities throughout China to entice 

foreign direct investment. Its distinctiveness in the African context is that it was initiated 

on the continent by Beijing with Africa being the recipient,78 in the quest to develop 

special economic cooperation. Some of the benefits of SEZs include employment creation, 
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economic growth and economic diversification, foreign exchange earnings, foreign direct 

investment, government revenues, economic development outside the SEZ, and 

knowledge transfer.79  

 

4.2.6 Non - Interference Policy 

An essential pillar of China’s overall engagement with Africa is its continued commitment 

to the principle of non-interference in the domestic affairs of African states.80 This policy 

derived from the Westphalia treaty of 1648 and UN stipulations (also featured during the 

Bandung conference), emphasizing the equality and sovereignty of states, and forming 

part of the PRC’s Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence: mutual respect for sovereignty 

and territorial integrity, mutual non-aggression, non-interference in each other´s internal 

affairs, equality and mutual benefit, and peaceful co-existence. These were developed 

since the 1950s to guide Chinese foreign policy towards the developing world.81 Given 

China’s humiliating colonial experience, it is not coincidental that non-interference 

 
79 United Nations Development Programme China, “Of Africa builds, will the birds come?: Comparative 

Study on Special Economic Zones in Africa and China”, pp.9-10. 

80 Denis Tull, “China’s Engagement in Africa: Scope, Significance and Consequences”, Journal of Modern 

African Studies, vol. 44, no. 3, 2006, pp. 459-479; Centre for Chinese Studies, “China’s Engagement of 

Africa: Preliminary Scoping of African Case Studies Angola, Ethiopia, Gabon, South Africa, Zambia”, p. 

11; Lee and Shalmon, “Searching for Oil: China’s Oil Strategies in Africa”, in Rotberg (ed.), China into 

Africa: Trade, Aid, and Influence, p. 113. 

81 Sanusha Naidu and Daisy Mbazima, “China-African Relations: A New Impulse in a Changing Continental 

Landscape”, Futures, vol. 40, no.8, 2008, p. 750; Chaldeans Mensah, “China’s Foray into Africa: Ideational 

Underpinnings and Geoeconomic Interests”, in African Journal of Political Science and International 

Relations, vol. 4 (3): 2010, pp. 96-108, available at http://www.academicjournals.org/ajpsir, accessed 15 

March, 2016; Ian Taylor, The International Relations of Sub-Saharan Africa, New York; Continuum, 2010, 

p.101; Naidu, Corkin, and Herman, “China’s (Re)-Emerging Relations with Africa: Forging a New 

Consensus?”, pp. 91-92; see also Xi Jinping, “Carry Forward the Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence 

To Build a Better World Through Win-Win Cooperation”, address at a Meeting Marking the 60th 

Anniversary Of the Initiation of the Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence on 28 June, 2014, Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs, PRC, 01 July, 2014, available at 

http://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/wjdt_665385/zyjh_665391/t1170143.shtml, accessed, 28 May, 2016.  



 

226 
 

became a key element in its white paper, ‘China's Peaceful Development’',82 and 

resonated with African leaders.83  

 

To a large degree, it can be taken as a distinctive reflection of Beijing’s global position 

vis-à-vis Africa, allowing relations to be developed and assistance provided to any African 

government with few to no conditions attached – a stand that clearly clashes with that of 

other rivals, particularly in the West.84 China has been prepared to engage exclusively 

with any sitting regime regardless of their political legitimacy or conduct.85 This has 

enabled Chinese businesses to establish commercial ventures in otherwise shunned states, 

some of which (such as Zimbabwe and Sudan) are endowed with natural resources. This 

is because Chinese firms are exempted from the kind of domestic pressure that would be 

faced by other foreign companies (particularly Western firms) in their respective nations, 

should they engage in a similar practice. 

 

Generally, China regards any international intervention in the domestic affairs of a nation, 

especially in the use of force as prescribed under Chapter IV of the United Nations 

Charter, as illegitimate (gan she) if it does not have both the complete backing of the 
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United Nations Security Council (UNSC) and that of the host state (dangshi guo).86 Rather 

than military intervention, sanctions, arrests, or other punitive options, Beijing advocates 

a sustained diplomatic approach, a sentiment similarly echoed by a number of African 

representatives.87 Upholding this view, the PRC has argued against the arrest of leaders 

wanted for prosecution by the ICC, blocked several sanctions, voted against resolutions 

to end civil wars and state terrorism, and has often abstained from voting on sanctions that 

mandate the use of force, allowing interventions to be carried out without altering its non-

interference policy.88  

 

A number of examples can be cited to illustrate Beijing’s stance. It opposed the arrest and 

prosecution of Omar Bashir, Sudan’s President, as requested by International Criminal 

Court in 2009.89 In 2008, China used its veto power along with Russia to vote against a 

United Nations Security Council draft resolution that called for further sanctions to be 

imposed on President Robert Mugabe’s government, following allegations of electoral 

fraud.90 According to Beijing, Zimbabwe’s issue was internal and posed no threat to the 
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international community. 91 Also, the PRC vehemently objected to the move by the West 

which advocated for Operation Turquoise in Rwanda, and the demand for more troops in 

the 2004 United Nations operation in Ivory Coast.92  

 

China’s adherence to non-interference is further evidenced in its neutral reaction to coups 

on the continent, such as those that occurred in the Central African Republic (2003), 

Guinea (2008), Mauritania (2008), Madagascar (2009), and Niger (2010).93 The Chinese 

government refrained from condemning the incidents, regarding any criticism as meddling 

in the internal disputes of these nations. Beijing saw its action as preserving equality and 

respect for nations, respecting the idea of “solving African problems by Africans”.94 China 

expanded its economic activities in all five countries and adhered to its principle of 

separating business from the political affairs of states,95 and granted requests for financial 

assistance.96  
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It is observed that while maintaining the primacy of non-interference in its relationships 

within Africa, Beijing has accommodated some flexibility to its stance.97 However, this 

is seldom the case and usually occurs on occasions when China’s image or interest is at 

stake.98 With the massive rise of Chinese investments and increased presence of its 

citizens on the African continent, as well as pressure from external bodies (including 

African organizations such as AU and ECOWAS), Beijing has been drawn into the need 

to enforce and maintain a peaceful and secure African environment.99 Consequently, 

China has “supported peacekeeping operations in recent years that have broader and more 

expansive mandates that include security sector reform and disarmament, demobilization, 

and reintegration…”100 It has also been involved in finding peaceful solutions to internal 

conflicts in the region.101 
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A prominent example is the role China played in successfully persuading Sudan to permit 

a UN peacekeeping force to be stationed in the country in 2007, a move that Beijing voted 

against from 2004 to 2006, arguing that it would violate Sudan’s sovereignty.102 This 

involved a visit by President Hu Jintao to Sudan to meet with the Sudanese President 

Omar Al-Bashir. Subsequently, the PRC was the first UNSC permanent member to send 

troops to Sudan.103 Beijing was exposed to heavy criticism when initially it vetoed UN 

efforts in Sudan and maintained significant investments in the nation despite the unabated 

violence and massacres.104 However, with China’s preparation to host the 2008 Olympics 

and the prospect of being branded an accomplice to the genocide in Sudan, China bowed 

to international pressure.105 
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In 2014 and 2015, the PRC sent combat troops to South Sudan in an effort to settle the 

conflict between the warring parties in the nation, which affected the production and 

supply of oil.106 Interestingly, China had supported the government in Khartoum, to crush 

the rebellion in the South where most of the oil is found, but recalibrated its foreign policy 

towards the South Sudanese after the cessation.107 

 

Again, in contrast to its non-interference policy and despite fears about troop safety, China 

voted in favour of the UNSC Resolution 2098 (2013) mandate that authorized the United 

Nations forces in the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) to launch offensive attacks 

against armed groups – an unusual assignment for UN peacekeepers.108 Although the 

DRC made repeated requests for the United Nations peacekeeping mission to be 

withdrawn, the PRC voted along with the other Security Council members to remain in 

the country against the DRC’s consent.109 As argued by Bernardo, this again shows again 

that “China, under particular circumstances, is willing to stretch its foreign-policy faith on 

host countries ‘consent and non-interference in other countries' internal affairs.”110 

Another departure from this principle is the support China offered to the Malian armed 

 
106 S. Tiezzi, "China in South Sudan: Practical responsibility", The Diplomat, 13 January, 2015, available 

at: http://thediplomat.com/2015/01/china-in-south-sudan-practical-responsibility/, accessed 17 October, 

2017; S. Allison, "Peacekeeping in South Sudan: Is this the end for China's non-intervention policy?", Daily 

Maverick, 02 March, 2015, available at http://www. dailymaverick.co.za/article/2014-06-02-peacekeeping-

in-south-sudan-is-this-the-end-for-chinas-non-intervention-policy/#.vqiezy6uegy, accessed 17 October, 

2015. 

107 Christopher Alessi and Beina Xu, “CFR Backgrounders: China in Africa”, Council on Foreign Relations, 

27 April, 2015, available at https://china.usc.edu/council-foreign-relations-cfr-backgrounders-china-africa-

april-27-2015, accessed 16 June, 2015. 

108 Duchâtel, Gowan, and Rapnouil, “Into Africa: China’s global security shift”. 

109 Bernardo Mariani, “Starting to Build? China's Role in UN Peacekeeping Operations”, paper 

presented at the conference on China’s Engagement in Non- Traditional Security: Challenges and 

Opportunities for UK- Military Operation hosted by the Institute of Asia Pacific Studies (IAPS) of the 

University of Nottingham and the Royal United Services Institute (RUSI), 21 September, 2011, pp.1-9, 

available at https://www.files.ethz.ch/isn/135358/Starting%20to%20Build%20Briefing.pdf, accessed 11 

September, 2015. 

110 Mariani, “Starting to Build? China's Role in UN Peacekeeping Operations”. 



 

232 
 

forces against the Islamist rebels when they took control of northern parts of the nation.111 

This is clearly an action that China would usually not undertake.  

 

In 2017, Beijing deployed more military personnel to the African region than any of the 

other permanent members of the Security Council and contributed over 10% of the 

peacekeeping budget for Africa, only behind the US.112 In 2015, China pledged not to 

interfere with the internal affairs of African states, reassuring the continent of its steadfast 

commitment to the principle of state sovereignty;113 but this was not long after it vowed 

to remain involved in UN peacekeeping missions on the continent.114 In this dilemma, the 

underlying implication is apparent: Beijing’s application of its non-interference approach 

will be contingent on a case-by-case basis following the similar trend shown above.  
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4.2.7 Cultural Diplomacy 

China utilises a diverse array of cultural initiatives to orient Africans increasingly toward 

the PRC.115  

 

Outstanding among such cultural initiatives was the establishment in 2004 of Confucius 

Institutes (CIs) to propagate the learning of Chinese culture, history, and language to the 

world, as part of Beijing’s push to enhance its national image.116 CIs, which have spread 

across the globe, are government funded non-profit institutions operated by the Office of 

Chinese Language Council International (known as Hanban in Chinese) under the control 

of the Ministry of Education.117 They are named after the popular ancient philosopher 

Confucius (Kong Qui, 551-479 BCE) whose philosophy of ethical rectitude, harmony, 

and humaneness, is regarded by China as an ideology that fundamentally portrays the 
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Chinese culture. To this end, Beijing has 54 CIs in Africa as at the time of writing.118 

Some are located in Nigeria, Togo, Zimbabwe, South Africa, Botswana, Benin, 

Cameroon, Liberia, Egypt, Madagascar, Mali, Sudan, Rwanda, Tunisia, Morocco, and 

Kenya where the first institute was opened.119 Generally, they partner with local 

educational institutions or other establishments, and have functioned as a medium of 

dispelling fears about China’s rapid rise, reinforcing friendship, and furthering China’s 

concept of a harmonious world.120 They have contributed to Beijing’s cultural influence 

and soft power in Africa, and have been highly instrumental in reducing cultural barriers 

between China and African nations, transporting Chinese culture to Africa and vice 

 
118 Kenneth King, “Confucius Institutes a win-win proposition”, China Daily, 21 August, 2018, available at 
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China Morning Post, 16 May, 2018, available at https://www.scmp.com/lifestyle/article/2146368/how-

mandarin-conquering-africa-confucius-institutes-and-giving-china-soft; Kenneth King, “China will 

continue to back Confucius Institutes in Africa”, China Daily, 24 August, 2018, available at 

http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/a/201808/24/WS5b835c0aa310add14f387e76.html, accessed 25 February, 

2019. 

119 See Confucius Institute Online at http://www.confuciusinstitute.net/; Shinn and Eisenman, China and 

Africa, pp. 304-333; “First African Confucius Institute to Open in Kenya”, Xinhua News Agency, 17 

November, 2005; Anshan Li, “China’s New Policy Toward Africa”, in Rotberg (ed.), China into Africa: 

Trade, Aid, and Influence. 
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Zed Books, 2010, p. 59. 
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versa.121 The CIs are tasked with nurturing a favourable environment for Chinese 

businesses in Africa,122 and have been referred to as China’s “cultural business card”.123  

 

For its part China is no laggard in its efforts to acquire more knowledge about African 

culture and language.124 China’s research on Africa is evidenced in the growing number 

of institutions and centres devoted to African studies. Examples include: the African 

Studies Centre of Zhejiang Normal University, the China Institute for Contemporary 

International Relations (CICIR), the China Institute of International Studies (CIIS), the 

Chinese Academy of Social Sciences (CASS), and the Chinese Academy of Sciences 

(CAS).125 In 2017, Beijing Foreign Studies University (BFSU) added five more African 

languages (Comorian, Tswana, Ndebele, Shona, and Tigrinya) to its teaching curriculum 

to be offered in undergraduate courses.126  
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Another feature of this cultural outreach is people-to-people exchanges and artistic 

encounters. In 2016, as part of its effort to enliven the Bandung spirit, Beijing held an 

event (Asian-African youth festival) that brought together about 600 youths from 36 

African and Asian nations. This commemorated the 60th anniversary of the Asian-African 

Conference (Bandung Conference) held in Indonesia in 1955.127 Cultural delegations from 

both sides have helped deepen ties, as have cultural agreements such as the Agreement on 

Cultural and Art Cooperation between PRC and South Africa signed in 2000.128 China 

launched cultural centres in Benin and Mauritius. Three forums on the ‘African Cultural 

Visitors Program’ and two sessions on the ‘Exchange Program of Chinese and African 

Cultural Visitors’, were hosted by China and Africa between 2007 and 2010.129 African 

cultural performances are common in China while Chinese cultural troupes have 

performed in almost every African nation including China’s Tianjin Acrobatic Troupe 

performing in Kenya, and the ‘Bravo China’ show having been performed in South 

African cities.130  

 

Chinese cultural programs have been designed to embrace African traditions and ways of 

life (such as tribal chiefdom in Nigeria) in an effort to address anti-China sentiments.131 

Chinese graphic artists and painters have also organised various art exhibitions in African 
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nations including Egypt, Tunisia, Zimbabwe, Benin, and South Africa. Similarly, African 

countries such as Morocco, Mauritius, and Cape Verde have done so in China. Culture 

days, movie weeks, book fairs, festivals, ‘country year activities’ are part of the events 

that have been undertaken by China and Africa to enhance cultural awareness and a greater 

understanding between both parties.132  

 

Tourism is another growing source of cultural exchange. Chinese citizens are encouraged 

to visit Africa and enjoy its impressive natural environment and diverse outdoor activities. 

For example, it is reported that the number of Chinese tourists that visited Africa rose 

from 59,000 in 2001 to 322,000 in 2008.133 According to reports, the number of Chinese 

tourists increased 40% per year from 2014 to 2018, and Kenya alone received about 

82,000 Chinese tourists in 2018, a 37.7% increase compared to 2017.134 It was estimated 

that Africa welcomed about 800,000 Chinese visitors in 2017,135 and Egypt, Kenya, 

Morocco, Tunisia, Mauritius, Zimbabwe and South Africa were among the nations that 

received the largest number of Chinese tourists.136 Between April and September 2018, 

South Africa received 72,822 Chinese travellers.137 Additionally, substantial number of 

Chinese entrepreneurs have migrated to Africa, setting up various business ventures both 
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in small and large communities.138 In the same vein, a large number of Africans dwell in 

China and have established commercial enterprises. It was reported that at least 200, 000 

Africans visited China in 2016.139 

 

Arguably, cultural outreach will remain an effective tool of expanding Sino - African 

engagement.  

 

4.2.8 Medical Assistance 

Beijing’s cooperation and assistance to Africa in the field of health is another long-term 

advanced strategy aimed at cultivating relations with the continent.140 Although this 

approach commenced in 1963,141 it gained momentum and greater publicity with the 

inception of FOCAC in 2000 and further increased thereafter. For example, when FOCAC 

was instituted, the Ministerial Forum of China-Africa Health Cooperation was formed 

within its framework. The members meet annually to discuss and recommend policies 

aimed at developing Sino-Africa health co-operation, some of which fostered important 

visits.142 In 2002, for instance, the Chinese Vice - Minister for Health, She Jing, was 

accompanied by officials of the State Administration of Traditional Chinese Medicine to 

South Africa for a four-day visit. During this tour, both nations explored better ways of 

treating various ailments. They agreed to share information, exchange experiences in a 

 
138 Cooke, “China’s Soft Power in Africa”, in Carola McGiffert, (ed.), Chinese Soft Power and Its 

Implications for the United States, p.34. 
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wide range of health care areas, collaborate in overseeing traditional medicine, and to 

advance herbal treatment.143 This was well suited to a continent that historically embraces 

traditional treatment. It is not surprising that traditional Chinese treatment including plant-

based medicine has gained popularity in South Africa, and other African nations like 

Gabon where Chinese doctors have established acupuncture clinics.144 Other Sino-Africa 

health-related cooperation mechanisms introduced through FOCAC have been listed as 

“…the African Human Resources Development Fund in 2000; the first China-Africa 

Forum on Traditional Medicine in 2002; a 5 billion USD China-Africa Development Fund 

in 2006; and the first Ministerial Forum on China-Africa Health Development in 2013, 

which was timed to commemorate the 50th anniversary of the first CMT sent to Algeria in 

1963.”145 In 2015, about 1200 Chinese health workers were sent to work in the continent 

spread across 42 countries.146  

 

Beijing has provided health and medical assistance to millions of Africans.147 In light of 

its impact at the grassroots level, in poor and rural communities, what may be termed 

‘health diplomacy’ will remain an effective instrument of engagement for China. It is 

inclusive as it promotes relations at all levels (from government health ministries to rural 

clinics), strengthening greater Sino-African relations. 
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4.2.9 Reiterating the Bandung Principles 

As noted above, the PRC enunciates the Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence as the 

foundation of its foreign policy. They are: “mutual respect for sovereignty and territorial 

integrity, mutual non-aggression, non-interference in each other’s internal affairs, equality 

and mutual benefit, and peaceful coexistence.”148 

 

These principles are enshrined in the PRC’s constitution. They were initiated by Chinese 

Premier Zhou Enlai in 1954, in collaboration with India and Burma and the following year 

adopted during the Asian-African Conference in Bandung, Indonesia. The conference 

attracted officials from 29 Asian and African states. There were delegates from six African 

nations, namely Egypt, Ghana, Ethiopia, Liberia, Libya and Sudan. This was the first 

large-scale gathering that brought together Asian and African nations to advance Afro-

Asian cooperation and oppose imperialism.149 The Bandung Conference saw the five 

principles became 10. These appeared in the conference’s communiqué on the 

“declaration on promoting world peace and cooperation”: 

1. Respect for fundamental human rights and for the purposes and principles of the 

charter of the United Nations. 

2. Respect for the sovereignty and territorial integrity of all nations. 

3. Recognition of the equality of all races and of the equality of all nations large and 

small. 

4. Abstention from intervention or interference in the internal affairs of another 

country. 

 
148 Refer to note 28 in chapter 5, and note 150 below.  
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Compass, vol. 1, no. 3, May 2007, pp. 405-421, available at http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1749-
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5. Respect for the right of each nation to defend itself, singly or collectively, in 

conformity with the charter of the United Nations. 

6. (a) Abstention from the use of arrangements of collective defence to serve any 

particular interests of the big powers. 

(b) Abstention by any country from exerting pressures on other countries. 

7. Refraining from acts or threats of aggression or the use of force against the 

territorial integrity or political independence of any country. 

8. Settlement of all international disputes by peaceful means, such as negotiation, 

conciliation, arbitration or judicial settlement as well as other peaceful means of 

the parties own choice, in conformity with the charter of the United Nations. 

9. Promotion of mutual interests and cooperation. 

10. Respect for justice and international obligations.150 

 

These became known as the Bandung principles and have been used unto the present to 

reassure African nations that China’s rise and expansive engagement with the continent is 

not a threat. In other words, these principles reassert Beijing’s friendly intentions, thereby 

fostering closer ties with the continent. 

 

Policies concerning Sino-African engagement are premised upon the Five Principles of 

Peaceful Coexistence and variations on them up to the 10 Bandung principles. For 

example, Beijing’s policy on foreign aid is known as the Eight Principles for Economic 

Aid and Technical Cooperation to Other Countries,151 announced in 1964 during Premier 

Zhou Enlai’s visit to Mali, and its inaugural white paper on Africa in 2006, China’s 
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151 See note 33 in Chapter 3. 



 

242 
 

African Policy (CAP)152 expands on the overarching values embedded in Bandung 

principles. This was also elaborated in the 2014 China’ foreign aid white papers.153 When 

FOCAC was established in 2000, it was declared as a partnership based on “mutual respect 

and mutual benefit”154 which aligned with the Bandung principles.  

 

The principles are drawn upon and repeated in various ways in Chinese official statements, 

for example: “…China and Africa respect and support each other politically. China never 

imposes its will on Africa countries”;155 “Throughout the development of China-Africa 

relations, we have always respected the sovereignty and development path of African 

countries and refrained from interfering in their internal affairs. We have always treated 

African countries on an equal footing, and pursued mutually-beneficial and win-win 

cooperation with them.”156 Such statements are directed at invoking support for Chinese 

activities on the continent.  

 

Indeed, these principles are a staple in Chinese official discourse, serving to distinguish 

China from other powers, and positioning Beijing as a better choice for Africa.  
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4.2.10 High-Level Visits 

The maintenance of high level visits is perhaps the most visible instrument utilized by 

China to boost its renewed interest in Africa. Although it can be argued that official visits 

to other nations are an essential feature of China’s international diplomacy, this appears 

to be more prevalent in Chinese relations with African nations. For example, since 1991, 

the first overseas visit made by Chinese foreign ministers, at the beginning of each year, 

has been to an African country. 157  

 

Not only foreign ministers, but Chinese presidents, and premiers have been visitors of the 

continent. For example, between 2004 and 2009, President Hu Jintao and Premier Wen 

Jiabao visited 22 nations in Africa.158 In 2013, Xi Jinping’s first overseas tour as president 

began in Moscow and continued on to Tanzania, South Africa (where he attended the 

BRICS summit) and the Republic of Congo.159 In 2014, Premier Li Keqiang embarked on 

a tour to the continent, visiting a number of countries. 160 Nations visited by Chinese 
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leaders have included South Africa, Cameroon, Liberia, Sudan, Nigeria, Mozambique, 

Zambia, Tanzania, Republic of Congo, Ethiopia, Angola, Kenya, Cape Verde, Zimbabwe, 

Senegal, Mali, Libya, Egypt, Morocco, Ghana, Uganda, Seychelles, and Madagascar.  

 

In 2018, President Xi Jinping, visited Senegal, Rwanda, South Africa, and Mauritius. This 

marked his first foreign trip since commencing his second term as leader.161 It is evident 

that these visits are not limited to the commodity rich countries or the bigger nations in 

Africa. As Cooke commented, “The impact of senior official visits, particularly in Africa's 

smaller states, which enjoy little global attention, can be significant in shap-ing 

perceptions and partnerships.”162  

 

Other top government officials also pay frequent visits to Africa. In 2002, for instance, 

She Jing, China’s Vice Minister for Health accompanied by a senior team from State 

Administration of Traditional Chinese Medicine, were in South Africa for four days.163 In 

2004, China’s State Councillor Chen Zhilli led a delegation to South Africa, Zimbabwe, 

and Tanzania.164 In 2013, Ambassador Zhong Jianhua, Beijing’s special envoy for African 

affairs paid over 10 visits to Africa, in efforts to bring a peaceful solution to the South 

Sudan crisis.165  
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Similarly, visits by high-level military leaders from China are becoming an essential 

element of Beijing’s interaction with Africa. From 2001 to 2006, military leaders paid 30 

visits to Africa, touring almost all the nations that recognised China, and in the same 

period held about 110 bilateral security talks.166 Between 2009 and 2012, Beijing sent 12 

high-level military delegations to Africa.167 

 

These visits have been reciprocated by various African leaders and officials. President 

Nelson Mandela, President Thabo Mbeki of South Africa, and President Olusegun 

Obasanjo of Nigeria were among eminent African leaders that visited China. Senior 

African military personnel also have paid visits: from 2006 to 2012, Africa sent about 30 

military delegations to China.168 Since then, military visits included those of Namibia’s 

Minister of Defence Penda Ya Ndakolo in 2015, and Angola’s Minister of Defense Joao 

Lourenco in 2016.169  

 

It can be expected that the momentum of mutual visits between high-level Chinese and 

African elites will continue, as it represents a mechanism for facilitating communication 

and cementing relations. Hence high-level visits are an important characteristic of how 

China’s carries out its engagement in the continent. 
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4.2.11 Media Management 

Mindful that information developed and disseminated through the media goes a long way 

to influence society and the global image of a nation, Beijing intensified its media outreach 

to foster ties of solidarity and understanding between China and Africa, and to counter 

negative coverage about Sino-African relations.170 This was more common in recent 

years, as the PRC has long considered that its rules of engagement and actions in Africa 

have received unfair criticism, especially from the Western media.171 The media emphasis 

started in earnest from 2009 when China allocated $6.6 billion to step up financial support 

for the expansion of government-owned foreign media outlets led by Xinhua, its official 

news agency,172 and other major state controlled outlets. These included China Daily, 

China Radio International (CRI), and China Central Television (CCTV), which has since 

become China Global Television Network (CGTN). 

 

These afore-mentioned major media outlets have broadened their presence in Africa and 

are Beijing’s most effective channel for collating and distributing information in Africa.173 

Xinhua, which is the world’s largest news agency, has the longest presence on the 
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continent and also more outlets than any other Chinese news channel.174 It maintains 

offices across Africa and “effectively functions as Beijing’s eyes, ears, and mouth on the 

continent.” 175 For example, by launching mobile news in the sub-Saharan region of Africa 

in 2011, Xinhua enabled approximately 17 million Kenyan mobile users to access its latest 

news reports.176 Furthermore, by purchasing space in African newspapers, it has been able 

to reach a wider African audience. Along with Xinhua, the presence in Africa of China 

Daily, which is Beijing’s leading English-language newspaper ensures increased 

circulation. China Daily launched its first African edition in 2012.177 Both Xinhua and 

China Daily complement each other in competing effectively with other foreign media 

organizations such as Bloomberg, Reuters, and AP which also report on African affairs.178  

 

China Central Television (CCTV) also encouraged their programs to be broadcasted by 

their African counterparts. For example, in May 2001, CCTV authorised Kenya 

Broadcasting Corporation (KBC) to broadcast programs from CCTV to its African 

audience.179 A similar permission was granted in 2010 to the Togolese Television Station 

 
174 Xiaoling Zhang, Herman Wasserman, and Winston Mano, “China's expanding influence in Africa: 

projection, perception and prospects in Southern African countries”, Communicatio, vol.42, no.1, 2016, 

pp.1-22, available at DOI: 10.1080/02500167.2016.1143853, accessed 02 March, 2017; Xiaoling Zhang, 

“China Makes Voice Heard Above Din,” China Daily, 21 January, 2013; Shinn and Eisenman, China and 

Africa, p. 195; Simon Allison, “Fixing China’s Image, One African Student At A Time”, Daily Maverick, 

07 June, 2013; Yu-Shan Wu, “The Rise of China’s State-Led Media Dynasty in Africa”, South African 

Institute of International Affairs, Occasional Paper No. 117, June 2012, available at 

http://www.saiia.org.za/images/stories/pubs/occasional_papers_above_100/saia_sop_%20117_wu_20120

618.pdf, accessed 25 September, 2015. 

175 Shinn and Eisenman, China and Africa, p.194. 

176 “Xinhua mobile newspaper delivers soft-launch in Kenya”, Xinhua, 19 April, 2011, available at 

xinhuanet.com/english2010/china/2011-04/19/c_13836429.htm, accessed 28 July, 2016. 

177 “China Daily Newspaper Launches Africa Edition”, BBC News.com, 14 December, 2012; Zhang, 

Wasserman, and Mano, “China's expanding influence in Africa: projection, perception and prospects in 

Southern African countries”, pp. 1-22. 

178 “China Daily Newspaper Launches Africa Edition”. 

179 Chau, “Political Warfare in Sub-Saharan Africa: U.S. Capabilities and Chinese Operations in Ethiopia, 

Kenya, Nogeria and South Africa”, p. 28. 
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and, in 2011, to the Zimbabwe Broadcasting Station.180 Subsequently, in 2012, CCTV 

established its first broadcasting studio outside Beijing in Kenya.181 It is reported that 

Chinese television shows have shown signs of success among African viewers.182 Also, 

CCTV extended its service to the growing number of Africans residing in China. For 

example, in September 2007, CCTV created a French language channel aimed at reaching 

francophone viewers.183 CCTV launched China Global Television Network (CGTN) on 

31 December, 2016. This rebranding exercise was explained by the broadcaster as 

“China’s new international media organization” and that it wanted to diversify people’s 

sources of news:  

We believe the world is changing and that we live in a multipolar world, but many 

people still get their news from the same sources. At CGTN, we cover the whole 

globe, reporting news from a Chinese perspective. Our mission is to create a better 

understanding of international events across the world, bridging continents and 

bringing a more balanced view to global news reporting.184 

 

Besides television, there are the services of CRI, (China’s only operating overseas radio 

station). Available estimates indicate that in 2000 there were about 100 million people in 

Africa who listened to CRI.185 CRI’s first foreign-based radio station was established in 

 
180 Zhang, Wasserman, and Mano, “China's expanding influence in Africa: projection, perception and 

prospects in Southern African countries”, p.3. 

181 Hanauer and Morris, “Chinese Engagement in Africa”, p.74; Zhang, Wasserman, and Mano, “China's 

expanding influence in Africa: projection, perception and prospects in Southern African countries”, p.3. 

182 Hanauer and Morris, “Chinese Engagement in Africa”.  

183 Gazibo and Mbabia, “How China Seduces Africa”. 

184 ‘About Us’, CGTN.com, https://www.cgtn.com/home/info/about_us.do. 

185 Tina Taylor, ‘‘Analysis: Chinese Influence on African Media’’, BBC World Monitoring, 07 December, 

2005. 
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Nairobi in 2006, broadcasting 19 hours daily in languages including English, Swahili, and 

Chinese, reaching about 2 million African listeners.186  

 

China has provided infrastructural and technical assistance to the media sector in Africa, 

and has promoted exchanges. Among the countries to receive radio equipment from China 

were Comoro Islands, the DRC, Equatorial Guinea, Lesotho, Malawi, Mali, Togo, Zambia 

and Zimbabwe.187 In 2007, senior media officials from Senegal, Togo, and Benin visited 

China;188 five years later (August 2012), China held its inaugural China-Africa media 

cooperation forum in Beijing, which received over 200 official delegates from 42 African 

nations. The objective of the gathering included promoting mutual understanding and 

providing a corrective to what was perceived as biased Western views about Sino-African 

relations.189 The China-Africa Reporting Project, hosted by the Department of Journalism 

at the University of Witwatersrand in South Africa was instituted by the PRC to improve 

the quality of reporting on matters concerning China and Africa. Under this scheme, 

Beijing offers grants to Chinese and African reporters towards researching and covering 

Sino-African issues.190  

 

 
186 Gazibo and Mbabia, “How China Seduces Africa”; “China to Launch First Overseas Radio Service in 

Kenya”, Xinhua News Agency, 26 January, 2006; “Confucius, he say”, Africa Confidential, vol. 47, no. 3, 

03 February, 2006; Shinn and Eisenman, China and Africa, p.209; Zhang, Wasserman, and Mano, “China's 

expanding influence in Africa: projection, perception and prospects in Southern African countries”, pp. 2-

6. 

187 Zhang, Wasserman, and Mano, “China's expanding influence in Africa”, p.3. 

188 Shinn and Eisenman, China and Africa, p.201. 

189 “China and Africa Join Hands in Media Cooperation”, CCTV News in English, 23 August, 2012. 

190 Goretti Nassanga and Sabiti Makara, “Perceptions of chinese presence in Africa as reflected in the 

African media: Case study of Uganda”, paper presented at the International Conference China and Africa 

Media, Communications and Public Diplomacy, 10-11 September, 2014, Capital Normal University, 

Beijing. 
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Lastly, China organised training sessions for African reporters aimed at increased 

coverage and a positive view of Beijing in the African media.191 For instance, from 2004 

to 2011, about 300 journalists from 48 African nations received training from China. All 

associated costs, including travel and accommodation, were covered by Beijing.192  

 

The PRC high technology and internet companies are also likely to expand this facilitation 

into social media and related areas. Clearly, as Hanauer and Morris highlighted, the role 

played by the Chinese media in Sino-African engagement, “can be seen as an attempt to 

manage overseas and African perceptions of China’s role in Africa.”193 

 

4.3 Conclusion 

This chapter focused on the various approaches Beijing employed in its new Sino-African 

engagement. It finds that the models intensified China’s relationship with Africa, as they 

spanned across the critical needs of the continent. With its financial power, Beijing was 

able to provide valuable assistance to the continent including debt relief, funds for 

infrastructure, scholarships, humanitarian aid, and substantial investments welcomed by 

the continent’s recipients. Foreign aid and loans represent a language well understood by 

African leaders and, as will be discussed in chapter 5, many have misused the funds for 

their personal benefit to the detriment of the populace.  

 

Funds from China are particularly appealing as the conditions attached differ from the 

stipulations of the West or international lending institutions. By offering medical 

assistance to millions of Africans, Beijing has enhanced relations at all levels, and the 

multilateral platforms China established particularly the FOCAC forums as well as the 

high-level visits have cemented relations. Referring to the Bandung principles and 

drawing on shared identity, Beijing has established a common ground, which has helped 

 
191 Shinn and Eisenman, China and Africa, pp. 203-204. 

192 Shinn and Eisenman, China and Africa, pp. 204-205. 

193 Hanauer and Morris, “Chinese Engagement in Africa”, p.74.  
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in cultivating trust. Beijing’s non-interference stance, which eventually accommodated 

flexibility, was potentially beneficial in securing China’s interests on the continent. For 

Beijing, it allowed the separation of business from politics, even though it was appealing 

to dictators and endangered the rule of law and good governance. This reflects the extent 

to which China has sought to distinguish itself from rivals (especially those from the West 

and Japan) in its engagement with Africa. Finally, the media techniques developed to 

counter criticism and enhance its image shows that the PRC is heavily committed to 

defending its growing influence on the continent. 
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Chapter 5: Impact of Chinese Engagement with Africa: 

Benefits and Pitfalls for Africa 

 

5.1 Introduction 

This Chapter focuses on the benefits and pitfalls for Africa of China’s re-engagement with 

the continent, and possible implications. Despite the significant contributions China has 

made to the continent (identified in 5.2, below), its involvement has not been without 

social, economic and political challenges (as reflected in section 5.3). As foreshadowed 

in the last chapter’s conclusion, a requirement for good governance needs to be addressed 

by Africans or else much will be lost to corruption. Indeed, as this chapter concludes, the 

eventual outcome of Sino-African relations whether positive or negative for the continent 

depends on how African officials manage the opportunities and threats encountered in the 

engagement.  

 

5.2 Benefits for Africa 

The positive contributions of China’s initiatives and activities in Africa are widespread 

across the continent. They include: boosting economic growth, providing an alternative 

source of securing funds, gaining competitive pricing for projects, prompting other nations 

to strengthen their engagement with Africa, increasing demand for commodities leading 

to higher prices, improving health care, encouraging human development, assisting in 

maintaining security, making consumer and investment goods more affordable, and 

agitating for Africa’s cause in global forums, which are now discussed.  

 

5.2.1 Boosting Economic Growth 

For the economic growth of any given state, infrastructural development is fundamental. 

Underdeveloped infrastructure hinders growth and can often contribute to the structural 

cause of unrest. This is evidenced in developing countries including those in Africa, which 
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are usually placed at the bottom of most infrastructure indicators, ranking below other 

developing regions.1 

 

Much of the infrastructure that exists in Africa was built during the colonial era but 

remains damaged due to sustained conflicts, inadequate maintenance, or abandonment. 

This has impacted on business activity, depressing productivity by an estimated 40%.2 For 

instance, in 2013, against the global average of 944 km of roads per 1000 square km, the 

continent’s average was 204 km with only 25% paved.3 This accounted for a transport 

cost comparatively higher than that of other regions. It hindered trade both regionally and 

internationally. Intra-regional trade was only 9 %, making it the lowest of any region in 

the world.4 While average global freight costs amounted to 5.4% of imports, it was 

significantly higher in many African countries. For example, it amounted to 10.9% of 

value in Zambia, 17.4% in Uganda, and 24.4% in Mali. In 2007, the average cost of 

exporting a standard container from Africa was US$1,649 compared to the OECD average 

 
1Ana Cristina Alves, “China’s ‘Win-Win’ Cooperation: Unpacking the Impact of Infrastructure-for-

Resources Deals in Africa”, South African Journal of International Affairs, vol. 20, issue 2, 2013, pp. 210-

211, available at https://doi.org/10.1080/10220461.2013.811337, accessed 01 December, 2015. 

2 World Bank, “Fact Sheet: Infrastructure in Sub-Saharan Africa”, not dated, available at 

http://web.worldbank.org/wbsite/external/countries/africaext/0,contentmdk:21951811~pagepk:146736~pi

pk:146830~thesitepk:258644,00.html; Jeremy Kelly, “China in Africa: Curing the Resource Curse with 

Infrastructure and Modernization”, Sustainable Development Law & Policy, vol. 12, issue 3, 2012, pp. 35-

41, available at 

https://eiti.org/sites/default/files/documents/China%20in%20Africa_Curing%20the%20Resource%20Curs

e%20with%20Infrastructure%20and%20Modernization.pdf, accessed 12 August, 2015. 

3 Alves, “China’s ‘Win-Win’ cooperation: Unpacking the impact of infrastructure-for-resources deals in 

Africa”, p. 210. 

4 Martyn Davies, “How China is Influencing Africa’s Development”, OECD Development Centre, 2010, p. 

19, available at http://www.oecd.org/development/pgd/45068325.pdf, accessed 25 September, 2017. 
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of  US$889.5 In 2010, Africa accounted for less than 3% of imports and also 3% of exports 

in global trade.6 In countries like Ethiopia where a sizeable number of inhabitants engage 

in agriculture, inadequate and unreliable transport routes resulted in product damage.7 

Transportation delays have been responsible for at least 3% of lost sales in Africa.8 At 

least six African countries were among the 10 nations at the bottom of World Bank 

Logistic Performance Index (LPI) series. These ranked 155 countries in 2010 and 2012, 

and 160 countries in 2014, 2016, and 2018 on various dimensions of trade including 

customs performance, infrastructure quality, and timeliness of shipments. The aggregated 

LPI, which combined the 2012, 2014, 2016, and 2018 editions to enable the comparison 

of 167 countries for better indication of performance included 13 African countries as part 

of the 20 nations at the lower end of the scale. The index is an interactive benchmarking 

tool provided to assist nations in identifying the challenges they face and improving 

opportunities in their trade logistics performance.9 

 

Limited access to potable water and poor irrigation (despite abundant water resources), 

featured amongst other factors that impeded development in Africa. However, the power 

sector presented the most deplorable infrastructure deficit, as what was in place in many 

countries was not large enough for efficient power generation. Power interruptions were 

constant. An example is the frequent power outages in Ghana called dumsor, or blackouts, 

 
5 Margareta Drzeniek Hanouz and Robert Z. Lawrence, “Enhancing Trade in Africa: Lessons from the 

Enabling Trade Index in The Africa Competitiveness Report 2009”, a collaborative report by the World 

Economic Forum, World Bank, and the African Development Bank, p.111. available at 

http://siteresources.worldbank.org/extafrsumaftps/resources/acr09%5b1%5d.complete.trim.pdf, accessed 

12 October, 2017. 

6 Davies, “How China is Influencing Africa’s Development”, p.19. 

7 Steve Hess and Richard Aidoo, Charting the Roots of Anti-Chinese Populism in Africa, Switzerland: 

Springer, 2015. 

8 David N Abdulai, Chinese Investment in Africa: How African Countries Can Position Themselves to 

Benefit from China's Foray into Africa, UK Routledge, 2016, p. 127. 

9 See “Logistics Performance Index: Global Rankings”, The World Bank, 2018, available at 

https://lpi.worldbank.org/international/global, accessed 03 December, 2018. 
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which became pronounced in 2015. 10 The National Electric Power Authority (NEPA) 

which governed the use of electricity in Nigeria was colloquially referred to as ‘Never 

Expect Power Always’ due to regular power outages. It was reported that Sub-Saharan 

African nations with a population of 800 million had a combined power generation that 

roughly equalled Spain’s population of 45 million.11 According to the African 

Development Bank (AFDB), per capita consumption of energy in Sub-Saharan Africa 

(excluding South Africa) is 180 kWh, compared to 13,000 kWh per capita in the US and 

6,500 kWh in Europe. AFDB also noted that Africa’s access rate to energy is the lowest 

in the world.12 The World Bank (in 2010) estimated $93 billion per year was required to 

redress the continent’s infrastructure deficit, 13 and by 2018, the African Development 

bank had estimated that between $130-170 billion is required annually to address Africa’s 

infrastructure needs.14 Nations such as Angola and Democratic Republic of Congo whose 

infrastructure had been destroyed by protracted internal conflicts required larger finance.15 

Thus, the infrastructure funding gap varies significantly among countries as seen in Figure 

5.1 below. 

 

 

 
10 Abdulai, Chinese Investment in Africa, pp.126-127. 

11 Alves, “China’s ‘Win-Win’ cooperation: Unpacking the impact of infrastructure-for-resources deals in 

Africa”, p. 210. 

12 African Development Bank Group, “African Economic Outlook 2018”, African Development Bank 

Group, 2018, p.63, available at 

https://www.afdb.org/fileadmin/uploads/afdb/Documents/Publications/African_Economic_Outlook_2018

_-_EN.pdf. 

13 World Bank, “Africa’s Infrastructure: A Time for Transformation”, Washington: World Bank, 2010. 

14 See African Development Bank Group, “African Economic Outlook 2018”, p.63. 

15 Peter Konjin, “Chinese Resources-For-Infrastructure (R4I) Swaps: An Escape from the Resource Curse?”, 

South African Institute of International Affairs (SAIIA), Occasional Paper 201, September 2014, p.12, 

available at https://www.researchgate.net/publication/311844260_Chinese_Resources-For-

Infrastructure_R4I_Swaps_An_Escape_from_the_Resource_Curse, accessed 20 August, 2015. 
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 Figure 5.1: Africa’s Infrastructure Index- 2018 16 

 

 
 

 
16 Libya (not listed in this chart) was previously among the top ranked African nations for its infrastructure, 

but following the conflict it experienced in 2011 and ensuing instability its infrastructure stock has 

diminished. Source: African Development Bank Group, “African Economic Outlook 2018”, p.72. 



 

257 
 

Africa’s traditional partners only allocated a limited amount of their resources for 

infrastructure development in Africa.17 They prioritized education and public health, 

allocating over 80% of their aid assistance to both sectors.18 Hence, Beijing’s approach to 

focus on the improvement and establishment of hard infrastructure in Africa sometimes 

tagged the ‘weapon of mass construction’,19 has contributed substantially to bridging 

Africa’s infrastructure gap, helping to facilitate economic growth in the region.20 Most 

sectors in which Beijing has invested, and the technology utilised, have aligned with 

Africa’s infrastructure needs. The PRC strategically targeted productive infrastructure, 

particularly the power and transport sector (mostly hydropower, roads and railways), 

which were in a derelict condition. They became the two largest beneficiary sectors (two-

thirds of the total) in Beijing’s infrastructure investment in Africa.21  

 
17 Abdulai, Chinese Investment in Africa, p. 127. 

18 Junyi Zhang, “How does Chinese foreign assistance compare to that of developed countries?”, Brookings, 

25 August, 2016, available at https://www.brookings.edu/opinions/how-does-chinese-foreign-assistance-

compare-to-that-of-developed-countries/, accessed 10 July, 2017; Alicia Zhang, “Loaning Stability for 

Development: Chinese Aid and African Consequences”, Harvard Political Review, 28 December, 2017, 

available at http://harvardpolitics.com/world/loaning-stability-for-development-chinese-aid-and-african-

consequences/ , accessed 11 January, 2018.  

19 Daniel Nzohabonimana, “Boom Town: Kigali Chinese’s Investment”, African Sentinel, 10 January, 2014, 

available at http://www.africansentinel.net/Boom-Town-Kigali-s-Chinese.html, accessed 02 September, 

2015. 

20 Chris Alden and Ana Cristina Alves, “China and Africa's Natural Resources: The Challenges and 

Implications for Development and Governance”, Global Insight, Johannesburg: South African Institute of 

International Affairs, September 2009, pp.1-24, available at 

http://www.voltairenet.org/IMG/pdf/China_and_Africa_s_Natural_Resources.pdf, accessed 25 August, 

2016; Hess and Aidoo, Charting the Roots of Anti-Chinese Populism in Africa; Mengjie, “China 

commended for its role in addressing infrastructure gap in Africa”, Xinhua, 27 April, 2017, available at 

http://www.xinhuanet.com/english/2017-04/27/c_136241218.htm, accessed 28 May, 2017; Joyce Chimbi, 

“Africa can learn China rural growth lessons”, Global Times, 10 July, 2016, available at 

http://www.globaltimes.cn/content/993319.shtml, accessed 12 April, 2017; Abdulai, Chinese Investment in 

Africa, pp. 126-127; Zhang, “Loaning Stability for Development: Chinese Aid and African Consequences”. 

21 David Shinn and Joshua Eisenman, China and Africa: A Century of Engagement, USA: University of 

Pennsylvania Press, 2012, pp. 95-96, p. 153; V. Foster, et al., “Building Bridges: China's Growing Role as 

Infrastructure Financier for Africa”, The World Bank, Washington, 2008.  
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Nigeria, Ethiopia, Djibouti, and Kenya provide examples of some of China’s numerous 

infrastructure projects in Africa. In Nigeria, China through 2016 was involved in projects 

estimated to be worth at least $1.7 billion.22 In December 2013, the PRC completed 

rebuilding the 1,160 km of railway connecting Nigeria’s prime commercial city Lagos 

(located in the Southern part of the nation) to Kano (the largest city in the Northern 

region), at the cost of $166 million.23 In 2017, China completed and opened Africa’s first 

cross-border electrified trans-national railway, which cost $3.4 billion.24 Mostly funded 

by China,25 it runs 750km from Djibouti to Ethiopia, significantly reducing both travel 

time and costs between the two Sub-Saharan countries. With a maximum speed of 160 

km per hour for passenger trains, and 120 km per hour for cargo trains, trade that once 

took three days by road from the Ethiopian capital of Addis Ababa to the strategic Red 

Sea port of Djibouti was reduced to 12 hours.26 Over 90% of Ethiopia’s trade travels via 

Djibouti, providing for an estimated 70% of Djibouti’s port activities.27 This has proved 

beneficial to the citizens of Djibouti, as the nation lacks natural resources, unlike many 

 
22 Abdulai, Chinese Investment in Africa, pp. 126-127. 

23 Jen Alic, “China in Africa: Partners in the Year of the Snake”, Economonitor, 02 January, 2013, available 

at http://www.economonitor.com/blog/2013/01/china-in-africa-partners-in-the-year-of-the-snake/, 

accessed 16 September, 2015. 

24 Nectar Gan, “Why China-built electric railway linking landlocked Ethiopia to sea matters to Beijing and 

Africa”, South China Morning Post, 11 January, 2017, available at 

http://www.scmp.com/news/china/diplomacy-defence/article/2061124/why-china-built-electric-railway-

linking-landlocked, accessed 02 March, 2017. 

25 China’s Exim Bank financed 70% of the project and was built by China Civil Engineering Construction 

Corporation and China Railway Construction Corporation. See Laura Zhou, “All aboard for Africa’s 

heartland – on a train built in China”, South China Morning Post, 10 January, 2017, available at 

http://www.scmp.com/news/china/diplomacy-defence/article/2060971/all-aboard-africas-heartland-train-

built-china, accessed 02 March, 2017; Gan, “Why China-built electric railway linking landlocked Ethiopia 

to sea matters to Beijing and Africa”. 

26 “China is playing a crucial role in Africa’s future that will benefit all countries involved”, South China 

Morning Post, 30 January, 2017, available at http://www.scmp.com/comment/insight-

opinion/article/2066412/china-playing-crucial-role-africas-future-will-benefit-all, accessed 15 February, 

2017; Gan, “Why China-built electric railway linking landlocked Ethiopia to sea matters to Beijing and 

Africa”. 

27 Gan, “Why China-built electric railway linking landlocked Ethiopia to sea matters to Beijing and Africa”. 
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countries in the region.28 With a better source of electricity in place, the prospect for 

further development has increased, as nearby land can easily be used for the establishment 

of commercial centres. It has also paved the way for a 2,000 km track, which can extend 

the line across Africa to the Atlantic Ocean.29 In May 2017, Mombasa-Nairobi Standard 

Gauge Railway, built and funded by the PRC was successfully launched. The eventual 

goal is for the railway to link Kenya, Uganda, Tanzania, Rwanda, Burundi, South Sudan 

and Ethiopia.30  

 

China also funded and constructed rail networks across Angola, Mozambique, and 

Zambia,31 with roads in nations including Ethiopia, Angola, Democratic Republic of 

Congo, Mozambique, and Mali. The long road from Mogadishu to Hargeysa-Burco 

linking different parts of Somalia was built by China.32 In Kenya, the PRC rebuilt the 350 

 
28 The country is without natural resources, relying mainly on tourism and rent generated from nations who 

have built naval bases in Djibouti. 

29 Gan, “Why China-built electric railway linking landlocked Ethiopia to sea matters to Beijing and Africa”; 

Laura Zhou, “All aboard for Africa’s heartland – on a train built in China”, South China Morning Post, 10 

January, 2017, available at http://www.scmp.com/news/china/diplomacy-defence/article/2060971/all-

aboard-africas-heartland-train-built-china, accessed 02 March, 2017. 

30 Yun Sun, “Foresight Africa viewpoint – China’s engagement in Africa: What can we learn in 2018 from 

the $60 billion commitment?”, Brookings, 30 January, 2018, available at 

https://www.brookings.edu/blog/africa-in-focus/2018/01/30/foresight-africa-viewpoint-chinas-

engagement-in-africa-what-can-we-learn-in-2018-from-the-60-billion-commitment/, accessed 25 April, 

2018. 

31 Prem Ramburut, Paul N. Buatsi, and Richard A. Owusu, “The Chinese Dragon Engages Africa”, in Yue 

Wang and Prem Ramburuth (ed.), Thirty Years of China’s Economic Reform: Institutions, Management 

Organization and Foreign Investment, New York: Nova Science Publishers, 2010, pp.155-167. 

32 Abdulkadir Osman Farah, “Geopolitics, Transnational Spaces and Development: Reflections on the 

Involvement of the US and China in Somalia”, in Li Xing, Abdulkadir Osman Farah, and Timothy M. Shaw, 

China-Africa Relations in an Era of Great Transformation (eds.), UK: Ashgate Publishing Ltd, 2013, 
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km express road from Isiolo to Moyale connecting Kenya’s farms and ports to Ethiopia, 

lifting trade between both nations.33  

 

There are multitudes of other infrastructure projects executed by China across the 

continent such as dams in Ghana,34 a gas plant in Equatorial Guinea, airports in Ethiopia, 

seaports in Tanzania, stadiums in Angola and Mozambique, schools in Sierra Leone and 

Liberia, hospitals in Kenya, Mali, and Uganda, broadcast buildings and communication 

technologies in Nigeria, Tanzania, Congo, and Kenya, government and residential 

buildings in Mozambique and Angola, agriculture and mining in Zambia, Mozambique, 

 
33 Aleksandra Gadzala and Marek Hanusch, “African Perspectives On China-Africa: Gauging Popular 

Perceptions and their Economic and Political Determinants”, Afrobarometer Working Papers, No. 117, 

January 2010, pp. 1-22, available at https://www.files.ethz.ch/isn/112383/AfropaperNo117.pdf, accessed 

26 February, 2016. 

34 By 2008, China had committed to constructing twenty-seven dams in nineteen African nations. See David 

Shinn and Joshua Eisenman, China and Africa: A Century of Engagement, USA: University of Pennsylvania 

Press, 2012, p.155.  
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Zimbabwe, South Africa, Angola, Ghana, Democratic Republic of Congo, Nigeria, 

Gabon, and Cameroon, and water and irrigation systems in Ethiopia and Mozambique.35  

 

As part of its program for African industrialization, Beijing is also ambitious in developing 

industrial parks in the region. For example, in 2016, China completed the building of the 

Hawassa Industrial Park in Ethiopia which cost $250 million. This has attracted numerous 

 
35 Eleanor Albert, “China in Africa”, Council on Foreign Relations, 12 July, 2017, available at 

https://www.cfr.org/backgrounder/china-africa, accessed 29 September, 2017; Earl Conteh-Morgan, 

“China’s Arms Sales in Africa”, Sustainable Security, 19 April, 2017, available at 

https://sustainablesecurity.org/2017/04/19/chinas-arms-sales-in-africa/, accessed 20 April, 2017; Eric 

Olander, Cobus van Staden, and Iginio Gagliardone, “China’s Controversial, Out-Sized Role in Africa’s 

Digital Revolution”, ChinaFile, 17 November, 2016, available at http://www.chinafile.com/china-africa-

project/chinas-controversial-out-sized-role-africas-digital-revolution, accessed 21 January, 2017; Matthias 

Busse, Caren Erdogan, and Henning Mühlen, “China's Impact on Africa – The Role of Trade, FDI and Aid”, 

Kyklos, vol. 69, issue 2, 22 April, 2016, pp. 228–262, available at doi: 10.1111/kykl.12110, accessed 27 
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Political Economy of China in Africa: The Case of Mozambique”, presented at the 34th AFSAAP 

Conference Flinders University 2011, available at http://afsaap.org.au/assets/Robinson.pdf, accessed 12 

December, 2015; Centre for Chinese Studies, “China’s Engagement of Africa: Preliminary Scoping of 

African case studies Angola, Ethiopia, Gabon, South Africa, Zambia”, A Research undertaking by the 

Centre for Chinese Studies for The Rockefeller Foundation, University of Stellenbosch, November 2007, 
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textile and garment companies both local and international.36 In 2017, China started the 

construction of an industrial park in Uasin Gishu County located at Kenya, estimated to 

cost Sh200bn ($2 billion), in a three-phase project.37 Over 18 firms have signed to set up 

industries on the parks. The first phase will provide for industries in areas including agro-

processing, energy, machinery, engineering, electronic, construction, and pharmaceuticals 

on 700 acres.38 The second phase will cater for a science and technology hub, which will 

be sitting on 86 acres. An Olympia City with various facilities (such as schools, social 

halls, a public square, and wildlife conservancy) is expected to be built on 1,000 acres in 

the last phase of the project.39 China is also positioned to develop renewable energy as an 

alternative source of power in Africa and has played a major role in expanding the 

renewable energy productive capacity on the continent.40 This is important as further 

improvement in power stability is undoubtedly required to advance the industrialization 

process.41 Renewable energy will be a more reliable and cheaper method of facilitating 

energy access42 in a region where 75% of energy consumption (predicted to triple by 
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2040) depends on fossil fuels, which by far account for the largest source of global 

greenhouse emissions.43  

 

It is apparent that most of Beijing’s assistance to Africa has involved physical 

infrastructure, in line with the development needs of the continent. For example, about 

70% of Chinese aid to Sub-Saharan African went towards infrastructure spending.44 In 

2012, Chinese companies completed contracts worth $40.83 billion (45% higher than in 

2009), consolidating Africa’s position as China’s second largest overseas construction 

contract market.45 A notable feature of some of the infrastructure projects built by China 

is that they are located in areas neglected by other nations.46  

 

Countries that have gained most from these projects and capital investment include Sudan, 

Nigeria, and Angola, where China has enjoyed significant oil and mineral rights, implying 

that Beijing’s primary objective was to develop infrastructure to support resource 
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extractive industries.47 In other words, Beijing in being driven by its need for resources, 

invested heavily on infrastructure required to assist in exporting key commodities from 

Africa to China. Despite this observation, it is clear that these efforts in Africa boosted the 

continent’s capacity for economic growth.  

 

5.2.2 Alternative Source for Funds  

China’s growing economic strength and emergence as a financer of African development 

projects has changed the donor landscape on the continent. It has strengthened Africa’s 

bargaining power vis-à-vis other aid providers, mainly the West.48 To put this in context, 

in the Cold War era, the condition was simply to remain loyal to the donor for support to 

be received. However, with the end of the Cold War, aid conditions became particularly 

stringent. Also, during this period, the West exercised a near monopoly on development 
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assistance. Western donors enforced various conditions, some of which intruded into the 

internal affairs of the recipient state.49  

 

This invasive situation may be traced to highly dysfunctional state-led development 

strategies, which were adopted by most nations in Africa in the 1960s and 1970s to address 

the structural economic problems. Consequently, in the 1980s and 1990s,50 Africa 

accepted the strict terms tied to aid by Western donors, and international institutions, 

primarily the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and World Bank with their Structural 

Adjustment Programs (SAPs). The SAPs backed by the West used trade liberalization and 

economic deregulation as main pillars to enforce prescriptions that were found to be 

burdensome, counter-productive, and far from the continent’s needs. Non-compliance to 

stipulations resulted in aid termination.51 This worsened Africa’s developmental 

problems, generating negative outcomes that included increased unemployment, debt, 

trade deficits, inequality, poverty, illiteracy, starvation, social unrest, and instability.52 

SAPs attracted widespread criticism for contributing to Africa’s under-development. The 

problem with SAPS, as expressed by the African Union and UN Economic Commission 

for Africa, was that: 

They implicitly assumed that free market forces would drive investment and 

overall economic growth, and failed to pay adequate attention to formidable 

supply constraints and endemic market failures, including weaknesses in 

economic and socio-political institutions and inadequate physical infrastructure 
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and human capital … More importantly, SAPs weakened the capacity of the States 

to design and implement appropriate policies to alter the structure of their 

economies and accelerate progress towards achieving Africa’s social development 

goals.53 

 

When China appeared with the capital that Africa needed, it provided both an alternative 

and a welcome opportunity for the continent to be unfettered from Western aid 

impositions. As Brautigam pointed out, “China does not claim to know what Africa must 

do to develop … and [maintains] that countries should be free to find their own pathway 

out of poverty.”54 China offered loans that had fewer conditions and less bureaucracy. The 

cost of transactions and interest rates were below market value.55 Repayments could be 

easily rescheduled. This gave African governments the leverage required to re-negotiate 

the rules of the aid and loans system by which they felt they had traditionally been held 

hostage.56 They could now balance China’s offers against other donors such as the USA, 

EU, Japan, and the international organizations, including the World Bank who has made 
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efforts to reform and improve its policies towards Africa (although it is still more 

conditional than the PRC), as for example evidenced in its loan to Tunisia in 2011.57 

 

The Chinese presence also mitigated large-scale external finance from the West which 

declined and became difficult to receive. According to the European International 

Contractors (EIC), in 2009, EU and its member countries allocated $1 billion for 

infrastructure works for Sub-Saharan Africa and $1.5 billion for all of Africa.58 In light of 

decreasing FDI from industrialized nations and other traditional donors, funds from 

Beijing have helped in closing the gap. For instance from 2013 to 2015, Africa received 

loans of about $42 billion from China for the development of physical infrastructure.59 

Additionally, projects avoided by other donors due to high risk and difficulty have been 

financed by China.60 It is reported that from 2007 to 2017, the PRC government, banks, 

and contractors extended $143 billion in loans to African governments and their state 

owned- enterprises (SOEs).61 
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5.2.3 Competitive Pricing for Projects 

The presence of Chinese firms in Africa intensified competition for the construction of 

infrastructure projects. The result was that many other foreign companies reduced prices 

in order to compete.62 However, Chinese firms with their lower costs were in a position 

to often outbid their counterparts. Large Chinese companies tend to be state owned or at 

least state-supported, with access to cheap funds from government banks in China at better 

rates, without reliance on foreign sources. Moreover, they are less subject to short-term 

demands from shareholders compared to their Western competitors who are constantly 

scrutinized and under pressure to produce profits.63  

 

For example, China’s involvement in Angola ended the dominance of Portuguese and 

Brazilian firms and effectively lowered the price of construction.64 Likewise, for the 

development aspects of Ghana’s oil, China edged out Western enterprises, winning 

contracts for projects.65 For both countries, this translated into cost savings and decreased 

debt repayment. 

 

5.2.4 Prompting Other Nations to Strengthen Engagement with Africa 

China’s accelerated engagement with Africa prompted various nations including Turkey, 

Singapore, Israel, India, Malaysia, South Korea, Russia, Brazil, Japan, Germany, UK, and 

New Zealand, to rethink and strengthen their ties with the continent.  
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Turkey declared 2005 as a “Year of Africa” in a move to establish closer relations with 

Africa, and in 2008 signed a regional trade agreement with 35 African nations.66 Also in 

2008, the “Turkey-Africa Summit” was held in Istanbul with the participation of 49 

African states.67 In 2009, there were only 12 Turkish embassies on the continent. By 2016, 

the number had risen to 39.68 Between 2015 and 2016, Turkish President Recap Tayyip 

Erdogan toured Africa thrice, making the building of relationships with the continent a 

priority of his government’s foreign policy.69 In February 2018, Turkey held an economic 

and business forum with the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS),70 

a body that promotes prosperity in the region and represents 15 countries with a combined 

population of approximately of 320 million.71  

 

Singapore’s engagement with Africa has shown promise. By 2014, there were over 60 

Singaporean firms operating across the continent. At the 2016 Africa Singapore Business 

Forum, numerous agreements were signed, including an Air Service Agreement (ASA) 

with Nigeria, the Avoidance of Double Taxation (DTA) with Ethiopia, and a bilateral 
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investment treaty with Mozambique.72 These trends could be strengthened if Singapore 

continues to engage in Indian Ocean cooperative agenda such as the Indian Ocean Rim 

Association (IORA). 

 

When Benjamin Netanyahu travelled to Africa in 2016, he was the first sitting Israeli 

prime minister to officially visit the continent in more than three decades. He met with 

leaders from seven countries to foster Israeli-African partnerships.73 This was followed 

by two more visits in 2017: one to Liberia where he addressed the Economic Community 

of West African States on strengthening collaboration with Israel; and on the other he met 

with leaders from 11 African countries (vice president of Nigeria, prime minister of 

Ethiopia, and presidents of Botswana, Ethiopia, Namibia, South Sudan, Tanzania, Togo, 

Uganda, Zambia and Rwanda), announcing the opening of an Israeli embassy in Kigali, 

capital of Rwanda.74  

 

India’s Prime Minister Narendra Modi also met with numerous leaders (presidents Jacob 

Zuma of South Africa, Filipe Nyusi of Mozambique, Uhuru Kenyatta of Kenya, and John 

Joseph Magufuli of Tanzania) when he visited Africa in 2016.75 His focus was on 
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reinvigorating ties with the continent, seeking new avenues of cooperation, and enhancing 

people-to-people contacts. As Beri remarked: 

Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s visit to Africa will go a long way in cementing 

ties with the African countries in the field of food security, energy and defence. At 

the same time, this visit will put to rest criticism of India’s visibility deficit in the 

region. Over the years, India had been critiqued for the lack of high level visits to 

the continent. Comparisons were often made in the media with the frequent visits 

by the Chinese leaders to the continent. The Prime Ministerial visit to Mozambique 

was after a gap of 34 years, to Kenya after 35 years and to South Africa after a gap 

of 10 years.76 

 

India has become a strong player in IORA and IONS, and has an interest in developing its 

own and joint projects with Japan in Africa, in part to counter-balance China’s expansion 

of activities around the Indian Ocean and through BRI. 

 

As part of its initiative to strengthen relations with Africa, Malaysia organized the 

inaugural Africa Day in Malaysia in June 2016. This was aimed at promoting Malaysian 

investments in Africa and vice-versa. In the same year, over eight trade promotional 

events for greater economic activities with African nations were organized.77  
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In pursuit of building a strategic partnership with the continent, South Korea hosted the 

first Korean Expo in South Africa in 2011,78 and renewed strategic engagement with sub-

Saharan Africa.79 This was largely driven by the Korea-Africa Forum, the Korea-Africa 

Economic Cooperation, and the Korea Africa Industry Cooperation.80 Here we see South 

Korea living up to its foreign policy agenda as an active Middle Power that has interests 

beyond Northeast Asia.81 

 

In 2006, Russia’s President Vladimir Putin visited Africa (South Africa and Morocco), 

and President Dmitry Medvedev in 2009 was in Egypt, Nigeria, Angola, and Namibia to 

deepen and broaden relations with the continent.82 Russia’s 2013 Foreign Policy Concept 

stated: “Russia will enhance multifaceted interaction with African states…with a focus on 

improving political dialogue and promoting mutually beneficial trade and economic 

interaction and contribute to settling and preserving regional conflicts and crises in 
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Africa.”83 In October 2016, President Vladimir Putin in his address at Russia’s premier 

annual Valdai Conference noted that Africa could not be on the periphery of international 

relations.84 In March 2018, Russia’s foreign minister Sergey Lavrov visited Ethiopia, 

Zimbabwe, Mozambique, Angola, and Namibia to strengthen economic, diplomatic, 

military and cultural relationship with Africa. Agreements were signed to establish 

economic zones. Russia is also planning to establish a logistic facility in Eritrea.85 In 2019, 

Russia hosted the first meeting of the Russia-Africa Summit aimed at boosting Russia’s 

influence on the continent. All African states were represented. African attendants included 

43 heads of state. President Putin noted that trade between Russia and Africa doubled in 

the five years since 2014 to over $20 billion, and predicted that it will further double by 

2024. He promised cooperation without political or any form of interference in African 

affairs, as part of his ideology to appeal to Africa.86  

 

Following China’s example, Brazil developed stronger links with Africa, recording 13 

presidential visits to 29 African nations between 2003 and 2013.87 Brazil established 

partnerships with the African Union and other institutions including the Economic 

Community of West African States (ECOWAS), the New Partnership for Africa’s 
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Development (NEPAD) and Southern African Customs Union (SACU).88 To expand its 

involvement in Africa, Brazil opened more embassies on the continent, and supported the 

inclusion of South Africa in BRICS (Brazil, Russia, India, China and South Africa) and 

the IBSA dialogue forum (India, Brazil and South Africa).89 Major Brazilian companies 

are active in Africa and have been involved in sectors including mining, construction, 

agriculture, management consultancies, steel and electromechanical services.90 

 

Japan’s also reinforced relations with Africa after a period of relative neglect. China’s 

dissatisfaction with Japan’s failure to properly acknowledge its World War II war crimes 

and the tension over claims to the Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands in the East China Sea have 

partly influenced their rivalry in Africa. Prime Minister Shinzo Abe visited Ivory Coast, 

Mozambique, and Ethiopia in 2014 in an effort to expand Japan’s presence on the 

continent.91 He met with the leaders of the respective countries, including 10 other West 

African leaders who gathered in Ivory Coast. His was the first visit of a Japanese leader to 

a francophone West African nation, and the first tour of Africa in eight years in fulfillment 

of the promise he made at the Fifth Tokyo International Conference of African 
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Development (TICAD V) in June 2013.92 While in Ethiopia, the headquarters of the 

African Union, he gave a policy speech titled, Japan’s Diplomacy towards Africa: 

Strengthening Each Individual, One by One”, appealing to all nations on the continent to 

choose Japan as its true partner with an emphasis on Japan’s unique attributes.93 He also 

declared, “Africa is a frontier for Japan’s diplomacy.”94 In total, a delegation of 33 

Japanese firms, organizations, and universities accompanied him. This visit coincided with 

Beijing’s Foreign Minister Wang Yi’s African tour.95 

 

Prime Minister Abe followed up his visit by attending the Sixth Tokyo International 

Conference on African Development (TICAD-VI) Summit held in Nairobi, Kenya, in 

2016. This brought together over 35 heads of state and 1700 business representatives from 

Japan out of the total 4000 registered participants.96 One of the key aims of TICAD is to 

mobilize support for the continent’s socio-economic development, including peace and 
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security.97 The Summit was significant, as it was the first time since it began in 1993 that 

TICAD was held in Africa,98 thereby “enhancing the principles of African ownership and 

international partnership that underpins the TICAD Process.”99 Mirroring President Xi 

Jinping’s promise of $60 billion to Africa during the 2015 FOCAC Forum, Prime Minister 

Abe announced $14 billion in Japanese aid and trade with Africa in addition to 

development assistance.100 In August 2018, Japan hosted the TICAD summit in Yokoma 

pledging $20 billion over a period of three years to support its interest in developing critical 

infrastructure and facilitating human resource development in Africa, and to assist the 

advancement of Japanese firms into Africa.101 Japan has also been increasingly involved 

in non-traditional security issues that impact on the east coast of Africa, with its own base 

in Djibouti and an active role in marine and anti-piracy efforts across the Indian Ocean. 

 

Germany’s Chancellor Angela Merkel and the British Prime Minister Theresa May visited 

Africa in 2018. Merkel was in Nigeria, Ghana, and Senegal accompanied by almost 12 

senior business leaders to deepen investment ties. May was in Nigeria, South Africa, and 

Kenya pushing for increased UK-Africa trade and security co-operation to combat 

terrorism. A number of trade agreements were signed.102  
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New Zealand has also joined the list of countries that are keen to establish their foothold 

on the continent. In 2014, the Africa Union and New Zealand co-published the maiden 

edition of the African Union Handbook. A year later (2015) New Zealand was appointed 

to a non-permanent UNSC seat. However, New Zealand developed relations beyond its 

initial courting of the continent to gain support in securing a UNSC seat to include 

strengthening commercial and security ties with the continent. For example, New 

Zealand’s dairy exports to Africa have increased, accounting for up to 12% of its total dairy 

exports in 2018. New Zealand’s military staff accepted senior positions in UN missions to 

Mali and South Sudan in an effort to gain peacekeeping and operational experience.103  

 

Meanwhile, the EU (Africa’s biggest trading partner accounting for 36% of all African 

exports) is investing more on the continent. In the fifth EU-Africa Summit held in 2017 at 

Abidjan, EU pledged to increase funding to Africa to $54 billion by 2020 to fortify relations 

with emphasis on job creation, vocational training, transportation, energy efficiency and 

sustainable agriculture.104 EU is also aiming to put in place a comprehensive trade 

agreement with Africa.105 This can be seen as part of a wider EU effort to secure improved 

human development in Africa in order to support it wider European strategic objectives 

including controlling migration, managing climate change and environmental impacts.  
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These growing interests have transformed the continent’s international engagement and 

presented African nations with an opportunity to maximize their bargaining power. It is a 

competition that inherently provides better choices for advancing the continent’s 

development.  

 

5.2.5 Increasing Demand for Commodities 

China’s rapid economic rise and the consequent demand for Africa’s resources resulted in 

a commodity boom that substantially improved the terms of trade of resource-rich African 

nations. With rising prices, profits, and an expanding market, commodity exploration and 

production increased in Africa. This stimulated economic growth in a continent where 

most of the countries are endowed with natural resources.106 It is reported that in the 2000 

to 2008 period, about one quarter of Africa’s economic growth was due to high profit 

margins gained from commodities.107 For example, the gold price which was lower than 

$400 an ounce in 1999 rose to over $1500, and oil which was trading for about $30 a 

barrel in 2004 rose to more than $147 a barrel in 2008. At the time of writing (2019), gold 

was trading at about $1465 an ounce and oil at $62.00 per barrel, much higher than what 

they traded two decades ago. While the commodity boom cannot be solely attributed to 

Beijing’s increased demand, it was highly supported by China’s competition for resources.  

 

5.2.6 Enhancing the Affordability of Goods  

The majority of Africans have benefited from the expanded availability of competitively 

priced Chinese manufactured products which have appeared in local markets.108 
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Generally, some of these Chinese goods can be less than half the prices of similar imports 

from the West or other traditional sources, enhancing the buying power of African 

consumers and reducing the overall cost of living. For the middle-class, and especially 

poor citizens, this is a positive outcome that has provided a wide range of items from 

which to choose, some of which they are able to afford for the first time.109  

 

Considering the prices of Chinese goods, even people living on less than $1 daily are able 

to purchase some of the products.110 In a survey gauging Cameroonian perceptions of 

China’s presence in the country, 81% of the respondents specified they were pleased with 

the entry of Chinese goods into the country and that certain items including clothes, shoes, 

office goods, kitchen utensils, mobile phones, and electronics were no longer exclusively 

for the wealthy.111  

 

Despite some of the products being of low quality, the availability of inexpensive 

consumer products has considerably minimised the exploitation of local consumers, 

improving the livelihoods of the population.  

 

5.2.7 Maintaining Security 

Although there are various crisis and threats across different global regions confronting 

the international community, Africa remains one of the most volatile regions in terms of 

security. Among the countries that have experienced severe conflicts are Liberia, Sierra 

Leone, Guinea, Ivory Coast, Rwanda, Burundi, Democratic Republic of Congo, Uganda, 
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Chad, Ethiopia, Eritrea, Somalia and Sudan. Notwithstanding efforts to resolve and end a 

number of conflicts, the continent is still plagued with numerous insurgencies and 

instability. It is reported that in one year, 2015, there were 14,640 conflicts in Africa 

(including localized conflicts and border incidents),112 representing the highest number of 

armed conflicts in the world.113 Therefore, China’s involvement in the maintenance and 

enforcement of security in the continent, mainly through conflict mediation, training, 

peacekeeping, and financial contributions, may be regarded as a positive contribution.  

 

The PRC actively participated in the mediation efforts that saw the end of the crisis 

between the Democratic Republic of Congo and Rwanda,114 and was also commended for 

its later diplomatic role (through special envoy diplomacy) which assisted in resolving the 

conflict in the former Sudan.115 China worked with the UN to provide de-mining exercises 

to a number of African nations – Angola, Chad, Sudan, South Sudan, Eritrea, Guinea-

Bissau, Ethiopia, Democratic Republic of Congo, Zimbabwe, Mozambique, Burundi, and 

Rwanda.116 The PRC has provided military assistance and training that has strengthened 

the technology and security capabilities of various African countries, and sub-regional 
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organizations on the continent.117 In 2012, the PRC collaborated with the Angola police 

to deal with Chinese gangs operating in Angola.118  

 

Beijing’s provision of UN peacekeepers to conflict-affected nations is notable and has included 

supervising cease-fire agreements, supporting local law enforcement officers, and providing 

civilian protection. By 2017, over 80% of Beijing’s peacekeeping personnel were spread 

across various missions in Africa, mostly in Mali, South Sudan, Liberia, the Darfur region 

in western Sudan, and Democratic Republic of Congo. China is also playing a positive role 

in the peace and security of the region through financial assistance. For example, during the 

UN Peacekeeping Summit in September 2015, President XI Jinping announced a $100 million 

grant to the African Union towards the construction and operation of the African Standby Force 

and the African Capacity for the Immediate Response to Crisis.119  

 

Capacity building for Africa’s security’s sector and technological cooperation to improve 

Africa’s capability to maintain peace and stability constitute an important part of China’s 

2015 Africa Policy Paper. Consequently, Beijing has trained several African military 

professionals in Chinese institutions including China Military Academy, the Air Force 

Aviation Academy, the Dalian Naval Academy, and the PLA’s National Defense 

University exposing them to Chinese security management and control system.120 In 2016, 
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Beijing inaugurated the China-Africa Defense and Security Forum. The first meeting was 

held in Beijing in 2016 and representatives from 50 African nations attended.121 

Combating terrorism and piracy in Africa was included and prioritized in the agenda.122 

The PRC has also provided loans to numerous African nations including Nigeria, Uganda, 

Ghana, Sierra Leone, Senegal, Cameroon, Mauritius, and Zambia for policing and 

domestic security, law and order enforcement purposes. Some of the funding went 

towards acquiring military equipment such as security telecom networks, patrol ships and 

CCTV systems.123  

 

While ensuring peace in Africa serves to protect Beijing’s economic interests on the 

continent as well as its defence and diplomatic objectives, it is fair to say that China is 

helping to deal with Africa’s precarious security situation. This gives China needed 

military experience as well as supporting its soft power credentials as a leading global 

power. 

 

5.2.8 Improving Health Care 

The PRC’s health initiatives have supported the advancement of the health of many 

Africans in an effort that is widely acknowledged on the continent. 

 

As part of its medical assistance, Beijing has supplied free medicines and equipment to 

the continent, provided treatment for millions of people, and has helped in preventing 
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various infectious diseases.124 For example in 2002, Beijing donated 100,000 bottles of 

an anti-tuberculosis medicine worth $900,000 to help fight the disease.125 Furthermore, in 

2003, China donated malaria drugs worth about $2.4 million to Nigeria, 126 and in 2006, 

supplied support materials to Nigeria following the ‘bird flu’ outbreak in the nation.127 At 

the 2006 FOCAC meeting, President Hu Jintao announced that the PRC would provide 

$37.5 million in grants for anti-malaria drugs over a three-year period128 During the Ebola 

outbreak in Africa (2013-2016), China committed over $120 million to fight the epidemic, 

and pledged to construct a 100-bed treatment facility in Liberia where the disease was 

more deadly and prominent.129 In collaboration with the international community, China 

has worked with organizations including the Gates Foundation and World Health 
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Organization (WHO) on providing malaria and HIV/AIDS treatment in Africa.130 At the 

60th annual WHO meeting held in Switzerland in 2007, China announced a donation of 

$8 million to WHO, for strengthening public health systems in Africa.131 Beijing is also 

part of the international team tasked to design the African Centres for Disease Control and 

Prevention.132 China contributed an extra $2 million to its 2016 budget towards this 

cause.133  

 

Sending a medical unit was always one of the first agreements made whenever Beijing 

established diplomatic relations with an African country.134 Hence, numerous medical 

teams have been deployed by the PRC to Africa since 1963, but increased in recent 

decades.135 In 2003, the Chinese government sent over 860 medical staff to 34 nations in 

the continent.136 Approximately, 900 health personnel were sent in 2009 to about 100 
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hospitals and health treatment centres.137 This practice has been institutionalized with the 

health department of each Chinese province.138 The province of Hunan, for example, 

looks after Sierra Leone, Cape Verde and Zimbabwe; while Shanxi province takes 

responsibility for Mauritania, Guinea, and Sudan; Fujian sends teams to Botswana; and 

Yunnan manages Uganda.139 Some of these health practitioners are doctors and have 

treated infectious diseases such as HIV/AIDS and malaria, performed surgical operations, 

conducted acupuncture therapy, provided immunizations, and trained local medical 

staff.140 

 

The medical crew usually reside in the designated country for a two-year period, with 

options for extended time.141 The recipient country pays for their expenses including 

airfares, stipends, and for some medication and equipment. However, Beijing covers the 

travel, drugs, and equipment costs for the poorest of the host countries, and grants 

permission for drugs to be sold in the hospitals in order recoup some of the expense.142 

During the Ebola outbreak in Africa, China sent medical practitioners including doctors 

and nurses to the three most affected countries: Sierra Leone, Guinea, and Liberia.143At 

the height of the crisis, the PRC was one of the first countries to deploy a medical team to 

the region.144 Although reports vary, it can be estimated that China has sent over 20,000 

medical personnel to more than 45 nations on the continent, providing treatment for over 
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240 million patients.145 In Equatorial Guinea for example, almost every family has 

received treatment from a Chinese doctor either through a medical crew operating in a 

particular hospital or a private Chinese clinic.146 

 

China has also provided training for African health professionals in diverse fields: from 

the 30 students who attended a Chinese Ministry of Health training program in 2002 on 

how to prevent and treat tropical diseases, to the training of over 3,000 healthcare 

practitioners from various African nations in 2014.147 At least seven training sessions have 

been organized by China’s National Health and Family Planning Commission for African 

officials responsible for health and demographic affairs on how to handle issues regarding 

family planning, maternal and child health, population increase, and the high mortality 

rate in pregnant women and children.148 In 2010, Beijing hosted a Sino-African forum on 

traditional medicine and pharmaceuticals which drew delegates from 21 African 

nations.149  

 

Additionally, China has established, renovated, and constructed medical infrastructure 

including hospitals, clinics, pharmaceutical plants, and other health care facilities in 
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Africa.150 For example, in December 2000, to promote Chinese techniques of diagnosing 

infectious diseases, China and Nigeria reached an agreement to establish a tropical 

infectious disease centre in Nigeria.151 Since 2000, China has renovated at least two 

hospitals in Gabon to improve facilities and quality of treatment offered.152 In 2004, the 

Kenyatta National Hospital in Kenya was renovated and equipped by China at no cost. 

The renovation and equipment was estimated at $3.8 million.153 At the 2006 FOCAC 

Summit, China pledged to build 30 hospitals and 30 demonstration centres in Africa.154 

In 2010, China’s “Peace Ark” hospital ship, in its maiden voyage, visited the Africa 

nations of Kenya, Tanzania, Djibouti and Seychelles, offering the local residents health 

services.155 In 2011, China opened the Jackson F. Doe Memorial Regional Referral 

Hospital in Liberia which Beijing built at a cost of $10 million.156 It is estimated that from 

2000 to 2012, not less than $3 billion has been committed by the PRC to about 250 health 

projects (encompassing water and sanitation sectors) in Africa.157 
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Another recent initiative has been the introduction and establishment of Chinese built 

portable container hospitals in Africa. Funded by the Chinese Ministry of Science and 

Technology at the cost of $2.3 million, each hospital is made up of 10 containers and 

consists of rooms for general clinics, pharmacy, treatment, and back-up power supply.158 

According to developers of the hospitals, they are designed for long- term use and will 

function for decades if well maintained.159 They are usually placed in villages and rural 

areas where the inhabitants have limited access to healthcare facilities.160 Councillor 

Thulani Kunene representing a remote area in South Africa acknowledged in a show of 

appreciation, “We are grateful to the Chinese government because we have had numerous 

incidents where people’s lives were at risk because of the distance needed to be travelled 

to the only clinic within reach ... Some people even give birth on the road side on their 

way to the clinic. This is a relief to the people in my community.”161 

 

Despite visible strains and pressure on China’s domestic health resources, and the 

declining interest of Chinese doctors to serve overseas in a medical team – partly owing 

to the growing lucrative nature of China’s health system162 – there have been no 
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indications that the PRC will scale down its health and medical assistance to Africa. 

Rather, China continues to reinvigorate its commitment to provide medical assistance to 

the continent. For example, at the December 2015 FOCAC forum, President Xi Jinping 

pledged a $60 billion package to support Sino-African cooperation for the next three years 

and public health was one of the main beneficiaries.163 Africa is benefitting from a partner 

who has experienced similar challenging health issues and tackled them in a 

comprehensive manner.  

 

5.2.9 Encouraging Human Development 

Beijing is dedicated to the development and improvement of human resources in Africa, 

and is facilitated by China-Africa education cooperation. This has featured prominently 

in FOCAC agenda since its inauguration in 2000 and the rate of increase is notable both 

in scale and intent. For example, the number of Africans studying in China more than 

quadrupled from 1,388 in 2000,164 to 5,900 in 2007.165 Enrolments have largely been 

facilitated by the increased number of scholarships that Beijing has awarded to African 

students to study in China particularly, in the 2007 to 2017 decade. 166 For instance, in 

2005, China granted 1,200 annual scholarships to African students and by 2012 the 

number reached 5,500.167 It is estimated that in 2013, there were approximately 12, 000 

African students studying in China with financial support from Beijing, surpassing those 
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offered by other nations.168 Forty percent of these scholarships are awarded towards 

postgraduate studies in various disciplines.169 In 2017, 60,000 African students from at 

least 50 states in the continent were recipients of Confucius Institute Scholarships (CIS): 

this figure is expected to rise to 100, 000 by 2020.170 The scholarships usually cover 

tuition, accommodation, food, flights, plus a stipend of about $250 per month.171 In 

addition to scholarships, two major reasons attracting African students to China are 

improvement in the quality of programs offered, and the PRC’s growing global 

reputation.172  

 

In most cases competency in Mandarin Chinese language is required prior to commencing 

the main program, serving as an effective avenue of transmitting Chinese culture.173 To 

quote Lai, “The mastery of Chinese language is seen as an indispensable tool for 

understanding China, conducting commerce and business transactions, and landing a good 

and new career for people around the world.”174 The duration of the language study can 

be up to two years. A large proportion of African graduates have become proficient in 

Mandarin. Generally, the students tend to return to Africa upon graduation unlike many 

who study in Western nations and remain in the host country, contributing further to the 
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brain drain on the continent.175 For example, many Tanzanians who graduated from 

Chinese universities have used their fluency in Mandarin, and experiences in China, to 

devise strategies aimed at improving Sino-Tanzanian engagement.176 Similarly, Gabonese 

students who studied in China have assisted in advancing Sino-Gabonese relations upon 

their return to Gabon.177 A similar situation pertains to many other nations on the 

continent. 

 

Aside from students, many African professionals have been to China for internships or 

training programs where they are exposed to Beijing’s cultural approach and development 

model.178 In recent years, China has provided courses on administration to several 

government officials including those from Gabon and Ethiopia;179 operational 
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management and leadership training for military personnel,180 including Tanzanian army 

officers;181 military cadres from Namibia,182 and agricultural programs for African 

farmers.183 Other areas where professional training is offered include health, engineering, 

investment, research, education, and economic management.184 It is reported that from 
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2000 to 2003 China trained 6000 African professionals, 14,600 more between 2004 and 

2006,185 and up to 40, 000 by 2012.186  

 

This education and training initiative is supported by China’s Ministry of Education 

(MOE) and provided by various local institutions including Jilin University, Northeast 

Normal University, China Agricultural University, Peking University, Zhejiang Normal 

University, Tianjin University, Beijing Language and Cultural University, Beijing 

Foreign Studies University, Tongi University, Fudan University, and Shanghai 

International Studies University.187  

 

Additionally, China has built educational institutions in Africa and many in the neglected 

rural areas. From 2005 to 2013, the PRC committed at least $642 million to build and 

rehabilitate learning facilities in Angola, such as primary and secondary schools, technical 

institutes and a university campus.188 Other examples are three schools in rural areas of 
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Liberia, a campus built for the University of Liberia costing $23 million completed in 

2010,189 schools in rural areas of Sudan, and an institute in one of the universities.190  

 

5.2.10 Advocating for Africa in Global Forums 

China’s committed engagement with Africa has earned the continent an invaluable partner 

in international forums. As a permanent member of the Security Council, the PRC uses 

its strong standing to help advance Africa’s causes at UN meetings.  

 

To provide a perspective, following the independence of many African nations in the 

1960s, the newly liberated countries with developing nations from other regions pushed 

for changes towards actualizing a more equitable universal system mainly via the UN 

body. This resulted in diverse Resolutions such as the New International Economic Order 

(NIEO) and the Permanent Sovereignty of States Over their Natural Resources (PSNR).191 

The outcome which was to assist in the advancement of these countries only led to 

stagnation and underdevelopment in many cases, particularly in the 1970s and 1980s, 

partly owing to the absence of capital flow from the West. Rather than fight or continue 

to counter a Western-structured international system, many developing nations had to 

yield to the extent of signing treaties they previously abhorred.192  

 

The rise of China and the intermediary voice it offers Africa has been helping to reform 

this international system towards a more inclusive order. It has developed South-South 
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cooperation. Also, it should be noted that South Africa’s inclusion in the BRICS 

intergovernmental organization can largely be attributed to China’s support, despite 

opposing voices from various quarters, including the West.193 This changing international 

context is positively reshaping Africa’s development. 

 

While there is still a great deal to be achieved, there are indications that the reforms 

associated with the emerging new global economic and geo-political order, are potentially 

beneficial to Africa. In short, the changing international system is likely to be shaping to 

the continent’s advantage. 

 

5.3 Pitfalls for Africa 

Besides the positive impact of China’s relations with Africa, there are a number of 

concerns and challenges. These negative implications include: the undermining of liberal 

democracy and good governance; militarizing the continent; attaching unfavorable 

‘strings’ to aid; generating trade imbalances; mortgaging the future; creating a new cycle 

of debt and dependence; hindering industrialization and creating unemployment; violating 

labour, social and environmental standards; providing poor quality goods and 

workmanship; and increasing the level of corruption. These will now be addressed. 

 

5.3.1 Undermining Liberal Democracy and Good Governance 

In a liberal democracy, political representatives are competitively chosen through free and 

fair elections, and are held accountable for their actions by an independent judicial system 

that enforces the law. By nature and practice, this helps to ensure proper checks and 

balances, freedom of expression, protection of the rights and liberties of citizens, 
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transparency, accountability, rule of law, and fair distribution of a state’s wealth and 

resources for the betterment of all.194  

 

Like any other system, democracy has its flaws. For example, with so many rival voices 

and bureaucratic channels, it can hinder or retard development. This is because democratic 

governments, particularly in developing countries, sometimes find it arduous to push 

through legislation beneficial for the economy, which a decisive benevolent dictator could 

easily do.195 Despite such an observation, it is often the case that nations acquire a greater 

degree of dictatorship and less evidence of benevolence, suggesting a drift towards 

imperfect, hybrid regimes or contested democracies. This has been the norm in Africa 

where the majority of its countries remain underdeveloped with much of the populace 

impoverished amidst rich resource endowments.196 Arguably, under a democratic rule of 
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law, ‘good governance’197 and the incentive to cater for the welfare of all is more likely a 

reality than in non-democracies such as autocratic, oppressive, and dictatorial regimes.198  

 

Increasingly, during the 21st century, the global community has come to recognize the 

crucial value of good governance and sound economic management encouraged by 

modern liberal democracy.199 Africa itself established the New Partnership for Africa’s 

Development (NEPAD) in 2001 through the African Union, as a consensus framework to 

nurture a culture of good governance. This was to preserve the rule of law, an independent 

judiciary, human rights protection, freedom of the press, civil society, and also to promote 

stability, poverty reduction and sustainable development on the continent.200 The actions 

of the West and international organizations also stirred Africa towards this direction:  

Following pressure by Western governments and institutions, through conditions 

attached to development aid and finance, African countries have gradually moved 

from dictatorships to democratic regimes. Today there are more democracies (even 

if they are not robust) in Africa than at any time since the mass decolonization in 
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the 1960s. Rule of law, transparency and accountability, freedom of speech and 

human rights have been improving in many states.201 

 

Beijing, however, hardly cooperates with the West in these efforts. The PRC has 

repeatedly engaged with corrupt governments, and provided assistance to African regimes 

shunned by the global community.202 Echoing this point, Lafargue noted, “China’s 

engagement provides such regimes with the opportunity to escape from these measures 

and supports state leaders who suppress opposition political movements and civil society 

which call for democracy, transparency, the rule of law, and the end of corruption…”203 

 

The nature of Chinese engagement with Africa has often involved separating business and 

investment ventures from politics. This is based on a long-standing foreign policy of 

mutual respect, equality, and non-interference in the domestic affairs of other countries. 

Beijing sees human rights as a Western creation that is inappropriate for China with 

reference to its socialist political system and its culture which values duties of the state, 

community and family over personal rights- much like traditional African values. 

Additionally, China maintains that civil and political rights should not come before 

economic, social and cultural rights.204 The objective (at least in theory) is to protect and 

respect the national sovereignty and territorial integrity of its international partners. This 

approach, which excludes democratic values or regards them as secondary, has 
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undermined efforts to progress good governance and human rights norms on the 

continent.205  

 

In most cases, “China has refused to use its economic or diplomatic power as leverage 

against governments that commit even the most extreme human rights abuses or corrupt 

practices. It justifies its ‘clean hands’ stance by pointing to its longstanding policy on non-

interference.”206 China has voted against measures towards the enforcement of good 

governance and protection of civil liberty in Africa at different forums, including the UN 

Security Council. This has exacerbated conflict and violence in many African countries. 

The spillover effect includes more autocratic and repressive governments in neighbouring 
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states, adding to human rights violations on the continent.207 African leaders and corrupt 

elites who have benefitted from bad governance see China as an all-weather friend and 

vice-versa.208  

 

A well known case is that of Robert Gabriel Mugabe, the authoritarian President of 

Zimbabwe who eventually succumbed to political and military pressure and resigned in 

2017 at the age of 93 years after ruling the country for 37 years. He maintained support 

from Beijing even at the height of international pressure against his oppressive regime. 

Robert Mugabe and his party retained power by fraudulent elections and brutality. For 

decades, Zimbabweans suffered from egregious human rights abuse, and high levels of 
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political violence inflicted by security forces loyal to Mugabe’s government. Zimbabwe 

was ranked one of the world’s most repressive nations, and President Mugabe as one of 

the most uncompromising leaders in Africa. The decline in GDP has largely been 

attributed to extreme corruption and the poor economic policies of Mugabe’s government. 

For similar reasons, inflation rose to high levels, poverty was widespread, unemployment 

reached 80%, food shortages were severe, life expectancy dropped to 37 years, and 

millions of people fled the country.209  

 

Despite this, the PRC repeatedly sided with Zimbabwe and opposed sanctions targeted at 

freezing the sale of weapons and buying of commodities from Zimbabwe which sustained 

Mugabe’s ruling party. China signed numerous trade agreements with Zimbabwe, 

becoming the nation’s biggest foreign investor. In preparations for elections, Beijing 

supplied attire bearing the emblem of Mugabe’s party, offered devices used in jamming 

opposition radio stations, and riot control equipment in the event of demonstrations.210 

Commenting on China’s relationship with Zimbabwe, during his visit to China in 2015, 

President Mugabe affirmed, “I am glad that Zimbabwe and China speak the same language 

on many issues”; he described President Xi and his wife Peng Liyuan as, “true and dear 

friends of the people of Zimbabwe”.211  
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In the same year, Mugabe was honored with the 2015 Confucius Peace Prize award, which 

is the Chinese version of the Nobel Peace Prize, to the dismay of the international 

community.212 

 

The Darfur genocide is another clear example of the role Beijing can play in bolstering 

ruthless governments. As the UN estimated, as many as 300,000 people were murdered 

during the crisis.213 At the height of the massacre in 2004, the PRC’s position in the UN 

Security Council obstructed international efforts that might have forced President Omar 

Al Bashir’s government214 to stop the ethnic cleansing in Darfur. China blocked the 

sanctions that were to be applied against Sudan and continued to invest in Sudan, as well 

as supplying weapons. This enabled Sudan to conduct its military operations as it saw fit 

and also gave the regime continued legitimacy. Defending Beijing’s actions, China’s 

deputy foreign minister in an interview said, “Business is business. We try to separate 

politics from business. Secondly, I think the internal situation in the Sudan is an internal 
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affair, and we are not in a position to impose upon them.”215 With sustained criticism from 

the international body and threats from several activists and policymakers to boycott the 

2008 Beijing Olympics (calling it the ‘genocide Olympics’ which worried China) as well 

as condemnation from the African Union, Beijing eventually submitted to these 

demands.216 After this, China played a critical role in persuading the Sudanese 

government to allow the AU/UN peacekeepers to be stationed in Darfur.  

 

Ethiopia also presents itself as a case worth noting, in view of suppression of dissent, 

opposing political voices and independent civil society during the tenure of Prime 

Minister Meles Zenawi – particularly in relation to the electoral fraud and violence that 

accompanied the 2005 and 2010 elections. It was a period when Ethiopia moved towards 

a single party regime. The European Union, United States, and the World Bank 

condemned Zenawi’s government. Supported by human right activists, they demanded 

improved governance and threatened to suspend financial assistance to Ethiopia. 

However, despite the sustained backlash from the international community (given the loss 

of lives, jailing of political rivals as well as local and international journalists), Beijing 

refrained from criticizing Ethiopia. This served as leverage for Ethiopia in ignoring 
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requests for reforms by the United Nations.217 Moreover, China has also been one of the 

main actors involved in compounding governance problems in countries that include 

Cameroon, Democratic Republic of Congo, Guinea, Chad, Angola, Liberia, Malawi, Sao 

Tome, and Kenya.218  

 

Also, Beijing has abstained from criticizing coups including those which occurred in 

Central African Republic (2003), Guinea (2008), Mauritania (2008), Madagascar (2009), 

and Niger (2010). Rather, it has expanded its business activities in all five nations and 

granted their requests for financial aid.219 During the political crisis in Kenya in 2008, an 

editorial in the People’s Daily which upset the opposition party captured the Chinese view 

on democracy in Africa: “Western-style democratic theory simply isn't suited to African 

conditions but rather it carries with it the root of disaster. The elections crisis in Kenya is 
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just one example.”220 This further highlights the PRC’s disagreement with the notion that 

democracy is a necessary prerequisite to development.221 

 

The reality is that while most Western firms are unable to engage in business transactions 

with unsavoury regimes for economic profit, Chinese companies – many of which are 

state owned (or backed by the state) – are positioned to benefit from little or no 

competition. There are cases where Western firms have engaged with such regimes; 

however, unlike their Chinese counterparts, they are held accountable by civil advocacy 

groups both in their respective countries and overseas.222 An example is Talisman Energy, 

an independent Canadian oil company that had a 25% stake in Sudan’s Greater Nile 

Petroleum Operating Company (GNPOC). It had to withdraw from what was a profitable 

venture in 2003, due to campaigns launched against its presence in Sudan by human right 

groups.223 Faced with sharp falls in its share price and enterprise value in addition to 

pressures from the Canadian and United States governments, Talisman eventually sold its 

investment in GNPOC to an Indian firm.224  
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Chinese companies are not subjected to similar state mechanisms for accountability and 

have often ignored international advocacy groups. This is not to give the West a reason to 

claim the moral high ground vis-a-vis China. Western states have provided military and 

financial support for dictators like President Hosni Mubarak of Egypt, President Mobutu 

Seko of the Democratic Republic of Congo, the late Samuel Doe of Liberia, and even 

warlords to achieve their national interest, including political support and military 

bases.225Also, Mugabe and the West were at one stage partners but, “having been rejected 

by the West, he designed a new ‘Look East’ policy.”226 Despite this, there is 

acknowledgement that generally Western policies towards Africa tend to do more for the 

promotion of democracy, good governance, and conflict prevention, which are conducive 

to Africa’s long-term development.227  

 

Owing to growing international pressure and the need to provide security for its citizens 

and investments in Africa, China has accommodated some flexibility to its non-

interference policy. Still, it has excluded political, human rights/humanitarian and 

economic reforms in its dealings with Africa. This is in strict compliance with the Beijing 

Declaration of the Forum on China-Africa Cooperation (2000) which states: “The 

politicization of human rights and the imposition of human rights conditionalities on 

economic assistance should be vigorously opposed.”228  
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Understandably, such conditions attached to economic assistance can be harmful, as 

demonstrated by Western-driven structural adjustment programs which had an adverse 

impact on the continent. Nevertheless, as Habib argued: “…if the target of the conditions 

is an authoritarian government, and the purpose is to protect citizens from arbitrary action 

and repression, then such conditionality can have positive outcomes.”229 As a result, both 

African and Western civil society movements are concerned that progress made towards 

protecting the rights of citizens in Africa are being threatened by Beijing.230 An 

investigation conducted to find out if World Bank loan conditions have been affected by 

the emergence of other donors, utilizing panel data for the 54 African nations over the 

1980-2013 period, revealed that recipients of Chinese aid received 15% fewer conditions 

for every percentage-point increase in Beijing’s aid, weakening its effect in pushing Africa 

towards democracy.231  

 

This leads to the conclusion that while China’s non-interference policy represent an 

alternative to the punitive prescriptive policies of the West, it could complicate democratic 

consolidation and reverse gains made towards good governance.  
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5.3.2 Militarizing the Continent 

China’s indiscriminate transfer of weapons to Africa has had a negative impact on the 

continent’s security. These weapons used by authoritarian regimes to preserve their hold 

on power abound across Africa, fuelling and prolonging conflicts in the region.232  

 

Beijing’s arms sales to Africa have grown over time and have come to dominate the arms 

market. In the period 1996 to 2003, China sold about $900 million worth of weapons, 

accounting for approximately 18% of the continent’s total imports, only behind Russia.233 

By 2016, 75% of African states were in possession of military equipment manufactured 

by the PRC,234 having established an arms transfer agreement to large African nations 

such as Nigeria, Ethiopia, Egypt, Democratic Republic of Congo, South Africa, and 

smaller states like Equatorial Guinea, Republic of the Congo, Sierra Leone, Eritrea, and 

Burundi, with suitable finance options in place.235 It is reported that between 2008-2012 

and 2013-2017, China’s share of African arms imports rose from 8.4% to 17%.236 

Additionally, the PRC does not place human rights or democratic conditions on arms 

sales, and its policy of non-interference in the political affairs of African nations translates 
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into the availability of Chinese weapons in the continent.237 In essence, China is 

benefitting from selling arms to incumbent governments, opposition forces, and various 

human rights abusers facing sanctions or shunned by other manufacturers in the 

international arena.238 This is a practice aptly described as “a blatant case of self-interested 

behavior”.239  

 

For example, it is well documented that Chinese weapons were implicated during Sudan’s 

repression of rebels in Darfur and the ensuing massacre of thousands in the region, 

following a revolt in 2003.240 According to estimates, the PRC provided up to 90% of the 

small arms and light weapons delivered to the Sudanese government from 2004 to 2006,241 

which reduced any incentive to stop the genocide. It is reported that between 1996 and 

2003, Beijing sold approximately $100 million worth of arms to Sudan, including fighter 

aircraft and helicopter gunships.242 The weapons were financed from Sudan’s oil revenue. 
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Some were used in displacing indigenous land owners to provide a pathway for the 

exploration, acquisition and transportation of oil to China.243 In 2004, at the insistence of 

China together with Russia, the United Nations Security Council excluded Sudan from 

the arms embargo that was imposed on individuals and non-government forces active in 

Darfur. When the embargo was expanded in 2005, to include the Sudanese government, 

China together with Russia abstained from voting.244 The PRC continued to supply 

weapons to Sudan in violation of UN Security Council Sanctions including resolution 

1556 and 1591.245 Also, the three weapon manufacturing factories which China assisted 

in establishing in Sudan weakened the impact of the sanctions.246 Despite an International 

Criminal Court’s warrant for the arrest of Sudanese President Omar Hassan al-Bashir for 

war crimes against humanity, he was received in China.247  

 

Furthermore, in South Sudan – Africa’s youngest nation – government forces loyal to 

President Salva Kiir engaged in mass rape and recruitment of child soldiers; they used 

Chinese manufactured weapons towards the elimination of Khartoum-backed rebel 

groups, supporting former Vice President Riek Machar. Both warring parties received 

arms from China in a civil conflict that resulted in the death of thousands and displacement 
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of almost five million people.248 During the middle of the crisis in 2014, Beijing shipped 

a consignment of military weapons including grenade launchers, 100 guided missile 

systems, machine guns, over 9000 automatic assault rifles, and 20 million rounds of 

ammunitions amounting to $38 million to the South Sudanese government. 249 This was 

exported by Norinco, China’s largest arms producer, via the port of Mombasa in Kenya. 

Khartoum-backed rebels were also supplied new military hardware from China.250 At the 

same time, the PRC tried to be a peace-broker in the conflict.251  

 

The case of Zimbabwe also demonstrates how Beijing has violated international 

restrictions on supply of arms to rogue regimes, strengthening their capacity for 

intimidation of citizens and leadership consolidation. In 2000, China delivered light 

weapons to Zimbabwe in exchange for eight tonnes of Zimbabwean ivory.252 In 2004, 

despite a US and EU arms embargo, China sold Zimbabwe 12 fighter aircraft and 100 
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military vehicles worth at least $200 million.253 This made it difficult for the West to stop 

the flow of arms into Zimbabwe. In a prominent case in April 2008, the An Yue Jiang, a 

Chinese ship loaded with 77 tonnes of small arms valued at $1.2 million for onward travel 

to Zimbabwe, was intercepted in Durban, South Africa.254 This consignment, which was 

to be delivered in the midst of the disputed presidential election, attracted unprecedented 

negative media coverage and the vessel became known as China’s ‘ship of shame’.255 It 

generated friction between the PRC and several African nations including Mozambique, 

Angola, Namibia and Zambia, as they publicly condemned the shipment.256 There are 

conflicting reports on what eventually happened with the arms. According to the 

Zimbabwean government and other sources, the arms were offloaded in Pointe Noire, 

Republic of the Congo, and then transported by air to Zimbabwe.257 However, China, 
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South Africa, the US, and some commentators maintain that the weapons were returned 

to China.258  

 

Outside the aforementioned nations, further examples can be drawn from Ethiopia, 

Eritrea, Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC), Liberia, Sierra Leone, and Libya, among 

others. During the conflict between Ethiopia and Eritrea (1998-2000), the PRC sold 

sophisticated weapons costing over $1 billion to both parties in violation of the resolution 

passed by the UN urging nations not to provide arms to either.259 Chinese weapons were 

used in Eastern DRC in interethnic warfare involving civilian deaths in the early 2000s. It 

is reported that 17% of small arms seized by peacekeepers in the Congo were of Chinese 

origin and despite the UN arms embargo imposed on the country in 2003, the armed 

groups and militias in Kivu province, Bunia, and in Ituru were supplied weapons from 

China.260 Children, as young as 11 years old were provided arms and forced to 

participate.261 Between 2001 and 2003, ignoring sanctions imposed on Liberia, Beijing 

continued both to export weapons to the country and buy its timber.262 In the conflict that 

occurred in Sierra Leone, Beijing kept on selling weapons to the country disregarding the 
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sanctions in place.263 It is reported that in 2011, PRC exported arms worth $200 million 

to the Gadhafi regime in Libya to combat NATO and rebel forces.264  

 

While the international arms industry has had a chequered history in ensuring its weapons 

are not sold illicitly in Africa, China’s record in this area is even less impressive. For 

instance, various Chinese weapons have been found commonly in use by extremist 

organizations, pirates, warlords, and rebel groups in Somalia.265 Also, when the Chadian 

rebel forces almost toppled the Idriss De’by Chad led government in April 2006, the 

weapons used included Chinese rifles, rocket grenades, and artillery pieces.266 Although, 

some of these weapons may have been captured or sold on the black market, but the ready 

supply still suggests a problem for PRC’s image. 

 

China is yet to sign and ratify the 2014 Arms Trade Treaty to prevent supply of weapons 

to regimes that may use them to commit genocide or other war crime atrocities. The PRC 

still prioritizes state sovereignty such that human rights considerations and non-

proliferation of weapons are only secondary in Beijing’s foreign policy towards Africa. 

The danger is that this could further militarize and destabilize the continent by 

discouraging foreign investment and curbing societal development.  

 

5.3.3 Unfavorable Conditions Tied to Aid Offers 

Except for the recognition of the One China policy, PRC’s aid is frequently alluded to as 

‘no strings attached’. This is mainly due to the absence of terms associated with aid from 
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the West such as democratic and economic reforms, transparency, and protection of 

human rights. However, China’s aid offer to Africa is not only conditional upon adherence 

to the One China policy. There are commercial and diplomatic ‘strings’ packaged with 

such aid and loans. 

 

The commercial conditions often require projects to be completed by Chinese 

corporations, including the hiring of staff and acquisition of products from China.267 Many 

of the skilled and unskilled workers employed come from China in addition to the 

materials utilized. This is aligned to the goal of Beijing’s Going Out strategy whereby 

Chinese labour and companies benefit.  

 

In 2004, for example, Beijing offered Angola a loan of US$2 billion to help the nation 

with much needed infrastructure after the devastating thirty-year civil conflict that took 

its toll on the nation. Angolan firms268 were permitted to bid only up to 30% of the projects 

and the remaining 70% was reserved for Chinese enterprises.269 Additionally, at least 50% 

of all procurements which included materials, equipment, goods, and services were to 
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come from China.270 Almost everything down to cement and nails used for the projects 

were Chinese products,271 and some Chinese firms even established their own brick 

factories to ensure frequent flow of cement and materials from China.272 In some projects 

less than 5% of products were obtained from the domestic market.273 Local workers were 

rarely hired but for a few as security guards. This limited the transfer of knowledge, skills, 

and technology. The explanation provided included facilitating quick completion of 

projects.274  

 

At the FOCAC meeting in 2006, Ghana was granted a $66 million loan from Beijing to 

expand its telecommunication infrastructure and $30 million towards the national fibre-

optic project. This was followed by another loan of approximately $600 million for the 

construction of Bui hydroelectric dam, in 2007.275 Similar to Angola, the projects were 

completed by Chinese companies and most of the materials and capital equipment used 

were imported from China. The contract for the Bui dam allowed for 600 workers to be 

brought from China.276 Other African states which reflect similar experiences include 

Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC), Zambia, Zimbabwe, Tanzania, Ethiopia, Uganda, 

and Namibia.  
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China loaned DRC $3 billion in 2007, for the development of cobalt, copper mines, and 

construction of infrastructure. Only 12% of the work was required to be subcontracted to 

Congolese firms.277 In 2008, Zambia received a loan of $48 million from the PRC towards 

the improvement of the nation’s telecommunication infrastructure. All equipment and 

services for the loan were awarded to Huawei Technologies.278 In 2009, China gave 

Namibia a loan of $55.3 million to purchase industrial scanners for its ports and airports 

conditional upon awarding the tender for providing the scanning equipment to Nuctec, a 

Chinese firm.279 Zimbabwe contracted a loan from Beijing in 2010, partly to be used in 

linking the Zimbabwean fiber-optic network to the East African Submarine Cable System 

under the Indian Ocean in Mozambique. The agreement included awarding all technology 

and services to Chinese corporations.280  

 

Generally, Chinese funded loans for the development of telecommunications networks in 

Africa have been tied to Huawei Technologies and Zhongxing Technology(ZTE). Both 

Chinese firms have executed more telecommunications projects in Africa than other 

similar acclaimed competing firms in the world.281 Tanzania and China signed a $1.7 

billion agreement in 2014 to contribute towards the development of housing, power, and 

business infrastructure in Tanzania. The main executor of the project was a Chinese 
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company, China Railway Jianchang Engineering.282 In 2013, China approved a $600 

million loan for the construction of a new railway to connect Addis Ababa with Djibouti. 

Predictably, the project was completed by a Chinese construction company.283 The $1.7 

billion project funded by China for the construction of the largest hydroelectricity dam at 

Uganda was contracted to China’s Sino Hydro Power Company for implementation, and 

the workforce included 1,000 Chinese expatriates.284  

 

The diplomatic conditions imposed are not only predicated on the sine qua non acceptance 

of the One China principle which has compelled nearly all African states that once 

recognized the Republic of China (ROC) on Taiwan to abandon it for the recognition of 

the People’s Republic of China,285 but also the prerequisite to support Beijing at the 

United Nations and other international forums.286 Consequently, China has repeatedly 

received the support of African states in defeating motions targeted to censure its human 

rights violations. Also, Africa’s assistance was crucial to its successful campaign in the 

bid to host the 2008 Olympic Games,287 as there were efforts to prevent Beijing due to its 
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disrespect for human rights. The negative reality is that African nations with abusive 

regimes have in turn relied on China’s support.  

 

Lastly, as Beijing conceals details concerning its foreign aid to Africa states, it may require 

a contractual undertaking from the recipients not to disclose any information to the 

public.288 This creates an environment, which can only be detrimental to Africa given the 

propensity of corruption on the continent.  

  

5.3.4 Trade Imbalances within an Asymmetrical Relationship 

The asymmetries in the Sino-Africa trade profile are profound. Significant trade deficits 

exist between the parties. This is contrary to Beijing’s assertion that it is at an equal footing 

as developing nations, and that trade exchanges are mutually beneficial. When Africa’s 

trade with China is aggregated, trade appears even. For example, looking at trade figures 

for the five-year period from 2006 to 2010 (with Africa aggregated) as seen in figure 5.2, 

the economic engagement looks balanced.  

 Figure 5.2: Sino-Africa Import profile from 2006 to 2010 289 

 

 Year 

 

 China Imports from  

 Africa $US 

 

Africa Imports from  

 China $US 

 

 2010  63,495  65,045.3 

 2009  43,184   53,851.5 

 2008  55,883   56,743 
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 2007  36,320  39,906 

 2006  28,768  29,468 

 

 

However, serious imbalances reminiscent of the traditional North-South model290 is 

evident in the Sino-Africa trade relationship upon examining China’s trade with each 

African state (disaggregation of the China-Africa trade) as illustrated in figure 5.3 below, 

using 2010 exchanges as an example.  

 Figure 5.3: Import profile between China and each African State in 2010 291 

  

Countries 

 

Africa’s Import from China 2010 

(Cost in US $) 

 

 

China’s Import from Africa 

2010 (Cost in US $) 

1  Egypt 6.6 billion 918 million 

2  Morocco 2.7 billion 450 million 

3 Tunisia 1.1 billion 125 million 

4 Tanzania 1.4 billion 400 million 

5 Ethiopia 1.3 billion 274 million 

6 Ghana 2.1 billion 123 million 

7 DRC 2.5 billion 521 million 

8 Nigeria 7.4 billion 1.1 billion 

9 Benin 2.5 billion 126 million 

10 Togo 1.5 billion 62 million 

11 Kenya 2 billion 39 million 

12 South Africa 11.9 billion 11.4 billion 

13 Liberia 4.8 billion 23 million 
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14 Uganda 284 million 27 million 

15 Djibouti 489 million 1 million 

16 Eritrea 22 million 1 million 

17 Mauritius 433 million 10 million 

18 Madagascar 436 million 105 million 

19 Comoros 15 million Nil 

20 Seychelles 16 million (2003-2010) 4 million (2003-2010) 

21 Guinea Bissau 10 million  Nil 

22 Cameroon 595 million 462 million 

23 Guinea 464 million 55 million 

24 Burundi 37 million 15 million 

25 CAR 26 million 25 million 

26 Rwanda 55 million 39 million 

27 Sierra Leone 72 million (2006-2010) 7 million (2006-2010) 

28 Senegal 349 million (2006-2010) 26 million (2006-2010) 

29 Mali 253 million 7 million 

  

Countries 

 

Africa’s Import from China 

2010 (Cost in US $) 

 

 

China’s Import from Africa 

2010 (Cost in US $) 

30 Ivory Coast 603 million 111million 

31 Gambia 206 million Nil 

32 Niger 301 million Nil 

33 Botswana 166 million 65 million 

34 Zimbabwe 344 million 246 million 

35 Mozambique 574 million 201 million 

36 Lesotho 51 million (2002-2009) 2 million (2002-2009) 

37 Somalia 79 million (2003-2010) 36 million (2003-2010) 

38 Malawi 88 million 31 million 

39 Sao Tome 2 million Nil 

40 Cape Verde 24 million Nil 

41 Swaziland 18 million 15 million 

42 Angola 2.2 billion 22.8 billion 
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43 Sudan 2.2 billion 6.7 billion 

44 Libya 2.3 billion 4.5 billion 

45 Congo-

Brazzaville 

389 million 3.2 billion 

46 Zambia 341 million 2.5 billion 

47 Algeria  1.2 billion 4.4 billion 

48 Gabon 248 million 952 million 

49 Equatorial 

Guinea 

502 million 599 million 

50 Burkina Faso 53 million 121 million 

51 Namibia 264 million (2009) 310 million (2009) 

52 Mauritania 313 million 968 million 

53 Chad 353 million 496 million 

 

 

The 12 states highlighted in green had a surplus but the others (41 states) carried a deficit. 

This means the majority of the African nations (approximately 75%) had an unfavourable 

trade relationship with China in 2010.  

 

The composition and nature of trade between China and Africa is to be blamed for this 

deficit. China’s imports from the continent are heavily concentrated on commodities (raw 

materials and agricultural products). The African market is flooded with diversified 

manufactured items (consumer and capital goods) from China, allowing for minimal trade 

in intermediate products. African states which enjoyed favourable trade balances such as 

Angola, Sudan, Libya, Congo-Brazzaville, Zambia, and Gabon had abundant oil and/or 

other resources. Those less endowed suffered deficits as in the case of Egypt, Morocco, 

Tunisia, Tanzania, Ethiopia, and Benin. Nonetheless, countries well-endowed with 

commodities like Nigeria, Ghana and South Africa experienced deficits as shown in the 

figure. This is because approximately 85% of Nigeria’s exports to China consisted of 

unprocessed gas and petroleum products. On the other hand, Nigeria imported mostly 
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value-added goods.292 The heavy inflow of consumer goods into Ghana also led to a huge 

deficit.293 Similarly, South Africa was overwhelmed by inexpensive manufactured items 

coming from China.  

 

This has raised concerns from various scholars and leaders. The widely held view is that 

this replicates Africa’s traditional standing with the Western industrialised nations and if 

this trend continues, the continent will no more develop under China than it has under the 

influence of the West.294 South African president Jacob Zuma during his address at the 

2012 fifth FOCAC meeting held in Beijing stated: “Africa’s commitment to China’s 

development has been demonstrated by supply of raw materials. …This trade pattern is 

unsustainable in the long term. Africa’s past economic experience with Europe dictates a 

need to be cautious when entering into partnerships with other economies.”295 This echoed 

the warning from his predecessor, President Thabo Mbeki, in 2006:  

The potential danger in the relationship between Africa and China is that it is 

possible to build an unequal relationship, the kind that has developed between 

African countries as colonies. The African continent exported more material and 
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Elcano, ARI149, 15 October, 2010, pp.1-7, available https://www.files.ethz.ch/isn/122669/ARI149-

2010_Mohan_China_Ghana_Aid_dependency_Oil_Economy.pdf, accessed 18 June, 2016. 

294 Stephen Marks, “Introduction”, in Manji and Marks (eds.), in African Perspectives on China in Africa, 

2007, pp.1-14; Stephen Marks, "China in Africa - the new imperialism?", Pambuzuka News, 02 March, 

2006, available at https://www.pambazuka.org/global-south/china-africa-new-imperialism, accessed 25 

April, 2016; Shaw, “China’s Impact on Human Rights in Africa”. 

295 See Leslie Hook, “Zuma warns on Africa’s trade ties to China”, The Washington Post, 19 July, 2012, 

available at https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/asia_pacific/zuma-warns-on-africas-trade-ties-to-

china/2012/07/19/gJQAFgd7vW_story.html?utm_term=.fbac6d1adb99, accessed 25 August, 2016.  
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imported goods, condemning it to underdevelopment, being only a supplier of raw 

materials.296 

 

Responding to the closure of several textile mills in Africa owing to the influx of cheap 

consumer goods from China, Moeletsi Mbeki, vice chairman of the South Africa Institute 

of International Affairs (SAIIA), lamented: “Africa sells raw materials to China and China 

sells manufactured products to Africa. This is a dangerous equation that reproduces 

Africa’s old relationship with colonial powers.”297 Wilfrid Wonani who once headed the 

Chamber of Commerce in Zambia added, “We are back where we started. Sending raw 

materials out, bringing cheap manufactured goods in. This isn’t progress. It is 

colonialism.”298 Similarly, Lamido Sanusi, former governor of the Central Bank of 

Nigeria and Emir of Kano (a Northern state in Nigeria), at the time of writing remarked: 

“So China takes our primary goods and sells us manufactured ones. This was also the 

essence of colonialism. The British went to Africa and India to secure raw materials and 

markets. Africa is now willingly opening itself up to a new form of imperialism.” 299 With 

this trade pattern, Beijing is bound to face more criticisms from Africans at both the elite 

and grassroots levels. 

  

There is no indication that Africa is changing. Soon after Zuma’s caution, in Uganda, 

China won approval for the development of Kingfisher oil field, believed to hold at least 

200 million barrels of oil in an agreement worth $2 billion, and to exploit 230 million tons 

of phosphates. China was also contracted by Nigeria to construct a $1.5 billion railway, 

 
296 “Mbeki warns Africa on relationship with China”, Mail and Guardian, 13 December, 2006, available at 
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297 Wilfrid Wonani cited in M. Jacques, When China rules the world: The rise of the middle kingdom and 

the end of the western world. London, UK: Penguin Books Ltd, 2009, p.330. 
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August, 2007, available at http://www.nytimes.com/2007/08/21/world/africa/21zambia.html?_r=0, 

accessed 22 August, 2015. 
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at https://www.ft.com/content/562692b0-898c-11e2-ad3f-00144feabdc0, accessed 08 May, 2015. 
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in its bid to upgrade the Lagos-Kano line.300 This trade profile has continued, and the 

imbalance has worsened even at the aggregate level. By the end of 2012, 93.5% of Africa’s 

exports to China consisted of primary commodities including oil and minerals, precious 

stones and non-monetary gold while it imported mostly low-technology labour-intensive 

manufactured products, despite having a large pool of unskilled or semi-skilled workers 

that can produce the goods.301 Table 5.1, a summary of Sino-African trade in the year 

2014 followed a similar pattern. Most exports from China to Africa were composed of 

raw materials while African imports from China were mainly manufactured items.  

 Table 5.1: Trade between China and Africa 2014 (Imports in US$m) 302  

 China’s imports from Africa   Africa’s imports from China 

 

Minerals, fuels, & related materials 

53,470  

 

Machines and transport equipment 42, 

830  

 

Commodities and transactions, n.e.s.303 

26, 951  

 

Manufactured goods 28,185 

 

Crude materials, inedible, except fuels, 

17,923  

 

Miscellaneous manufactured articles 

18,562 

 

Manufactured goods 14, 514  

Chemicals and related products, n.e.s. 

7,621 Food and live animals 2,746 

 

 
300 Rotberg I. Rotberg, “Is Sino-African Trade Unsustainable?”, China US Focus, 10 October, 2013, 

available at https://www.chinausfocus.com/finance-economy/is-sino-african-trade-unsustainable, accessed 

12 August, 2016. 

301 Hannah Edinger and Ron Sandrey, “Structural Transformation: Is China bad for Africa’s 

industrialisation?”, Bridges Africa, vol.2, issue 6, Frontier Advisory Deloitte, September 2013, pp. 1-8 

available at https://www2.deloitte.com/content/dam/Deloitte/za/Documents/strategy/za_is-china-bad-for-

south-africas-industrialisation_03122015.pdf, accessed 25 October, 2016. 

302 Source: UNCTAD cited in Abdulai, Chinese Investment in Africa, p.67. 

303 n.e.s – stands for not elsewhere specified. 
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In 2015, African exports to China totaled $67 billion while imports from China (mainly 

goods) amounted to $102 billion. According to another report, in 2014-2015, Africa 

recorded a deficit of $53 billion in its trade with China, raising concerns in African policy 

circles.304 For example, during this period Kenya had a large trade deficit with the PRC 

exporting $90 million worth of goods to China (consisting of mostly commodities) and 

importing 6.5 billion.305 In 2018, China-Africa trade was $204.19 billion: China’s exports 

to Africa were $104.91 billion, while its imports from Africa amounted to $99.28 billion, 

making Africa’s recorded trade deficit with China $5.63 billion, which was an 

improvement.306 However, as China’s economy slows down, it will most likely try to 

export more manufactured goods to Africa and import less from the continent. The deficit 

could even go higher posing a major challenge to African states.  

 

The continent’s development potential will surely be eroded should this imbalance 

continue. Irrespective of Beijing’s ‘win-win’ and ‘equality’ rhetoric, as Kornegay 

observes, “Africa is at a strategic comparative disadvantage in its [trade] relations with 

China.” 307 It contradicts, questions, and makes mockery of China’s assertion of adhering 

to the principle of offering more and taking less.308 

 

 
304 See Joshua Eisenman and David Shinn, “China’s Strategy in Africa”, in Joshua Eisenman and Eric 

Heginbotham (eds.), China Steps Out: Beijing's Major Power Engagement with the Developing World, New 

York: Routledge, 2018, p.140. 

305 International Monetary Fund, “Direction of Trade Statistics Yearbook”, Washington DC: International 

Monetary Fund, 2016, p. 319. 

306 “Statistics on China-Africa Trade in 2018”, Ministry of Commerce PRC, 26 January, 2019, available at 

http://english.mofcom.gov.cn/article/statistic/lanmubb/AsiaAfrica/201901/20190102831255.shtml, 

accessed 21 April, 2018. 
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Jansson, (eds.), New Impulses from the South: China’s Engagement of Africa, pp. 3-12. 
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September, 2019, available at https://qz.com/africa/1377957/china-africa-summit-xi-jinping-cautions-
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5.3.5 Mortgaging the Future 

Given the model under which China operates, particularly its engagement mode of 

resources-for-infrastructure, African leaders could overcommit in selling a large 

proportion of their resources too quickly and too far into the future. The danger is that in 

a focused effort to sign agreements for the repair or construction of new infrastructure 

facilities (such as roads, railways, refineries, stadiums, hospitals, schools, and theatres), 

they may exhaust their resources, depriving the continent of optimal maximization and 

returns for its resources, after enduring the environmental degradation that extraction 

involves. For example, South Africa exports a large quantity of its chromite to China at 

the expense of local ferrochrome producers who have warned that any decrease in the 

availability of chromite ore for domestic use may impact negatively on further 

investments in ferrochrome smelting plants in the country.309  

 

The PRC’s resources-for-infrastructure approach is not unique to Africa.310 What 

distinguishes the Africa case is the heavy reliance on such deals for their capital 

development. Such conditions can lead to the so-called Dutch disease or resource curse, 

as witnessed in the Netherlands following the development of the natural gas fields; the 

country became almost dependent on the export of the commodity, resulting in 

deindustrialization and inflation.311 Also, the regular capital that is generated from 

resources exploitation tends to enrich a small group of elites and its cohorts, feeding 

corruption.312 Embezzlement and wastage of public funds deprives the development of 

other sectors which can result in negative consequences, as in the case of Sudan (see the 

 
309 “South Africa: Engaging China”, Business Day, 9 May, 2006, available at 

http://allafrica.com/stories/200606210261.html, 21 June, 2006, accessed 10 May, 2015. 

310 For instance, Beijing has also used similar infrastructure for resources arrangement programs with 

nations in South America and Central Asia.  

311 Joshua Eisenman, “China–Africa Trade Patterns: Causes and Consequences”, Journal of Contemporary 

China, vol. 21, no.77, September 2012, p.807; Fabrizio Carmignani and Abdur Chowdhury “The 

Geographical Dimension of the Development Effects of Natural Resources”, Environmental and Resource 

Economics, vol. 52, issue 4, 2012, pp. 479–498. 

312 Eisenman, “China–Africa Trade Patterns: Causes and Consequences”, p. 807. 
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rise and fall of Sino-Sudanese trade in figure 5.4). Sudan failed to develop other sections 

of its economy despite the continuous flow of large amounts of capital from its oil 

resource. The massive reduction in oil revenue due to the secession of South Sudan stunted 

economic growth.  

Figure 5.4: Sudan’s total trade with Beijing- 2000-2013, and exports to China as % of 

GDP 313 

 

 

Additionally, corrupt public officials may commit their nations to contracts that grant 

China lopsided gains in return for personal benefits, although this can also be further 

hampered by ignorance, bad advice or poor judgement on their part. Chinese investors, 

like other investors, can be presumed to be motivated by self-interest. Moreover, they 

have accrued extended experience having negotiated other international high level 

 
313 Source: See IMF Direction of Trade Statistics. http://www.imf.org/ in Ralph Achacoso, Is China the 

Answer? The Effect of Chinese Engagement on Economic and Human Development in Africa, Master’s 

theses, City College of New York, 2015. 
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investments in countries such as Australia, New Zealand, Brazil, Singapore, Japan, India, 

and the US.314 

 

5.3.6 Creating a New Cycle of Debt and Dependence 

The flow of Chinese loans to African states could place a burden on the continent, 

especially as the bulk of Beijing’s financial assistance has taken the form of commercial 

or concessional loans with low interest rates rather than outright grants or soft loans.315 

This can create a new level and cycle of unsustainable debt after earlier the hard-fought 

battle to have some of the continent’s debt cancelled.316 Hilary Benn (once UK Secretary 

for International Development) shared the same opinion, “If countries are borrowing to 

the extent that their debt becomes unsustainable then that undermines all the work that has 

been done in trying to tackle unsustainable debt. The issue for debt is not debt per se, it's 

can you afford it?" 317 Similarly, Paul Wolfowitz (former World Bank President) viewed 

it “a problem”.318  

 

 
314 Laryea, “Promoting good governance through ICT systems: Improving transparency and reducing 

corruption”, in Buckley (ed.), Debt-for-development exchanges: History and new applications, pp. 260-295; 

Laryea, “Implications of the rise of the BRIC countries for Africa”, p. 182. 

315 Richard Schiere and Alex Rugamba, “Chinese Infrastructure Investments and African Integration”, in 

Richard Schiere, Léonce Ndikumana and Peter Walkenhorst (eds.), China and Africa: an Emerging 

Partnership for Development?, African Development Bank Group, 2011, Tunisia: African Development 

Bank Group, 2011, pp.6-22; Porcaro, “China’s Engagement in Africa and Its Economic and Political 

Consequences”; Deborah Brautigam, "Chinese Development Aid in Africa: What, Where, Why and How 

Much?", in Jane Golley and Ligang Song, Rising China: Global Challenges and Opportunities, Canberra: 

Australia National University Press, 2011, pp. 203-223.  

316 Alden and Alves, “China and Africa's Natural Resources”, p.21; Chris McGreal, “Chinese aid to Africa 

may do more harm than good, warns Benn”, The Guardian, 08 February, 2007, available at 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2007/feb/08/development.topstories3, accessed 12 February, 2016. 

317 Hilary Benn quoted in McGreal, “Chinese aid to Africa may do more harm than good, warns Benn”. 

318 Paul Wolfowitz quoted in McGreal, “Chinese aid to Africa may do more harm than good, warns Benn”.  
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Xing and Shaw point out that with only 5% of the developing world’s income Africa 

carries 11% of the developing world’s debt.319 The PRC’s loan to Africa stood at 

approximately $24 billion in 2007320 and by 2015 rose to $94.4 billion (see figure 5.5) 

potentially pointing to a serious debt crisis in the future. Angola received the most about 

$19.2 billion in cumulative loans, representing approximately a fifth of Beijing’s loans to 

the continent. Other top recipients included Ethiopia, Sudan, DRC, Nigeria, Ghana, 

Uganda, Zambia, Tanzania, Cameroon, Cote d’Ivoire, and Kenya (see figure 5.6).  

 Figure 5.5: Chinese Loans to Africa from 2000 to 2015 321 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
319 Xing and Shaw, “From “Politics in Command” to “Economics in Command”, in Xing, Farah, and Shaw, 

China-Africa Relations in an Era of Great Transformations (ed.), p.8.  

320 Abdulai, Chinese Investment in Africa, p.83. 

321 Source: Hopkins SAIS China-Africa Research Initiative.  
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Figure 5.6: Chinese Loans to African Governments from 2000 to 2015- Lenders and 

recipients (millions of US$, unadjusted) 322 

 
322 Source: Hopkins SAIS China-Africa Research Initiative. 

 

Country Eximbank CDB  
Supplier's 

Credits 
Other TOTAL 

Regional 100 354 0 2000 2454 

Algeria 0 0 0 9 9 

Angola 6937 8775 22 3491 19224 

Benin 777 0 0 131 908 

Botswana 90 0 0 841 931 

Burkina Faso 0 0 0 0 0 

Burundi 47 0 0 52 99 

Cameroon 3632 45 2 43 3723 

Cape Verde 81 0 0 56 137 

CAR 0 0 60 43 104 

Chad 606 0 0 0 606 

Comoros 8 0 0 0 8 

ROC 2433 0 238 165 2836 

Cote d'Ivoire 2449 0 0 72 2521 

Djibouti 1301 0 0 616 1917 

DRC 3067 0 0 20 3088 

Egypt 77 300 0 54 432 

Equatorial 

Guinea 
1121 0 478 23 

1622 

Eritrea 488 0 0 16 504 

Ethiopia 7245 655 4165 1003 13067 

Gabon 750 0 0 278 1027 

The Gambia 0 0 0 0 0 

Ghana 1536 1000 469 172 3176 

Guinea 608 0 0 38 646 



 

332 
 

Guinea-Bissau 0 0 0 0 0 

Kenya 6319 240 0 290 6849 

Lesotho 0 0 0 8 8 

Liberia 0 0 0 0 0 

Libya 0 0 0 0 0 

Madagascar 56 0 0 0 56 

Malawi 239 0 0 0 239 

Mali 903 0 0 79 981 

Mauritius 377 0 0 54 431 

Mauritania 381 0 0 89 470 

Morocco 501 0 0 14 516 

Mozambique 1686 100 0 93 1878 

Namibia 489 0 222 18 729 

Niger 684 0 0 19 703 

Nigeria 2610 0 390 500 3499 

Rwanda 151 0 0 74 224 

Sao Tome & 

Principe 
0 0 0 0 

0 

Senegal 1497 0 0 21 1518 

Seychelles 62 0 0 1 63 

Sierra Leone 48 0 12 0 60 

Somalia 0 0 0 0 0 

South Africa 0 411 0 0 411 

Sudan 4837 0 598 1043 6477 

South Sudan 182 0 0 0 182 

Swaziland 0 0 0 0 0 

Tanzania 2086 200 0 62 2348 

Togo 570 0 0 14 584 

Tunisia 123 0 0 3 126 

Uganda 2806 0 0 71 2877 

Zambia 1768 176 0 512 2456 

Zimbabwe 1325 40 290 61 1715 

TOTAL  63,052   12,297   6,946   12,147   94,441  
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African officials may be entrapped or tempted to borrow irresponsibly from China, instead 

of reducing the debt imbalance.323 For example, China’s $9 billion loan to DRC in 2008 

(through Exim Bank), which was almost the size of the nation’s entire GDP that year, in 

return for mining concessions raised questions about fairness, capability, and burden of 

repayment.324 It was eventually reduced to $6 billion, following IMF criticisms and that 

of the international community.325 Beijing’s agreement to loan Ghana $3 billion in 2012 

through the China Development bank (CDB), which represented about 10% of Ghana’s 

annual GDP,326 prompted a local Ghanaian analyst to remark, “We don’t know who CDB 

is, but just that we owe them a lot of money.”327 The collateral for the loan included 13,000 

barrels of crude oil per day from Ghana’s Jubilee oil field. China requested readjustment 

to 15,000 barrels as oil prices decreased coupled with the fall in Ghana’s gold and cocoa 

revenues; this removed $1.3 billion from Ghana’s foreign exchange earnings, arousing a 

wave of controversy between both parties.328 The Addis Ababa-Djibouti major railway 

project financed by China and launched in January 2017 is projected to cost Ethiopia 

approximately $4 billion. This represents about a quarter of the country’s 2016 budget of 

$12.57 billion. It was provided at a concessional rate so as not to place a significant burden 

on the government, or affect other developmental projects.329 Even if the economy keeps 
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growing at the steady pace witnessed in recent years, it is unfathomable how the debt 

(which is a long-term loan) can be serviced and repaid. 

 

The problem of debt and dependence has spread to other African nations as well. In 2015, 

when Angola’s state oil company (Sonangol) found it difficult to service its finance 

overdrafts from China, the PRC sent financial specialists to Angola to assist in 

restructuring its credit accounts and afterwards reopened the credit facilities.330 As at 

2018, more than 70% of Kenya's external bilateral debt was from Beijing.331 In 2018, the 

President of Congo paid a visit to China to clarify the amount of money owed to Beijing 

amidst concerns of ambiguity.332 Many analysts and international institutions such as the 

IMF have raised concerns and cautioned African nations about this emerging debt 

crisis.333 Still, they accumulate loans and leave the burden of repayment to future 

generations and at the same time anticipate debt forgiveness, which, in turn, may prove to 

be counter-productive. In almost all cases of debt distress PRC does write off or 

restructure debt.334 Nevertheless, as Beijing’s foreign reserves decline (for instance, 

between 2014 and 2017, China's foreign reserve declined by 20%) it could become 

increasingly difficult for the PRC to offer debt cancellations.335 This had already occurred 

in the much publicized case of Sri Lanka which serves as a cautionary tale for Africa: in 

2018, it had to grant Beijing a 99-year lease for a Belt and Road Initiative port after being 
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unsuccessful in attracting enough business and failing to persuade China to waive the debt, 

leaving Sri Lanka billions of dollars in potential losses.336 In the same year, Harare City 

Council (backed by the Zimbabwean government), which had obtained finance from 

Beijing to boost water supplies, requested for the loan repayment to be deferred despite 

the financial penalty to be incurred if granted.337 Rather than follow the Sri Lankan case, 

African countries need to learn from Malaysian Prime Minister Mahathir Mohamed who, 

during a visit to Beijing in 2018, terminated over $20 billion worth of planned Chinese 

infrastructure projects to avoid further debt for his country.338  

 

It is worth stressing that Chinese demand for Africa’s natural resources depends on the 

health of the Chinese economy. As displayed in figure 5.7, China’s economy gradually 

slowed with GDP falling from a high of 10.6% in 2010 to 6.8% in 2017, 339 with 

expectations for further declines in the coming years reaching 5.8% in 2022 and 4.6 by 

2030.340 While this is to be expected in a maturing economy, it has affected the global 

economy. However, the negative effects have been more severe in Sub-Saharan Africa 
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(SSA), as China is focussing more on domestic consumption and scaling down commodity 

imports, on which the region depends for foreign revenue.341  

Figure 5.7: China’s GDP from 2010 to 2017 and anticipated growth by IMF from 2018 

to 2022 342 

 
 

According to information supplied by IMF, a one percentage point fall in China’s 

domestic investment growth results in an average of about a 0.6 percentage point decrease 
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in export growth of SSA nations.343 This means that the resource-rich countries on the 

continent, such as DRC, Ghana, South Africa, Zimbabwe Angola, Nigeria, and Zambia, 

are the most affected by the state of the Chinese economy.344 Thus, while the GDP of sub-

Saharan Africa grew by 5% in 2011,345 it decreased to 1.4% in 2016 (recording the worst 

growth in over 20 years), and 2.6% in 2017.346  

 

On the whole, China’s imports from Africa declined from approximately $116 billion in 

2014 to $70.4 billion in 2015, mainly as a result of China’s decreased demand for crude 

oil and continuing fluctuations in commodity prices.347 Angola, for instance, exported $31 

billion worth of oil to China in 2014, but reduced the amount to $16 billion in 2015.348 

Meanwhile, in the same period, China exported $102 billion worth of consumer products 

to Africa recording an increase of 3.6%.349 In 2016, African exports only procured $40 

billion.350 This, in turn, has partly accounted for the fall in the value of many African 
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currencies.351 This emphasizes the consequences of Africa’s reliance on natural resource, 

and the danger of finding itself in a situation where it depends mainly on Beijing for the 

development of its economies or to stimulate industrial development.  

 

5.3.7 De-industrialization and Unemployment  

Whilst the huge volumes of Chinese affordable goods and its infrastructure projects in 

Africa have been commended, there exist adverse implications for the manufacturing and 

employment sector throughout the region. Beijing’s exports in value-added consumer and 

capital goods provided stiff competition for African manufacturers. As a consequence, 

many local industries collapsed and the establishment of new ventures declined. This, in 

effect, has been de-industrializing the continent, hampering development goals, and 

displacing thousands of much needed jobs. As shown in Figure 5.8, the textile, clothing, 

and footwear sectors (which constitute the main exports from China) are among the 

affected.352 In most developing nations, these afore-mentioned sectors are crucial at the 

early stages of development, given their labour-intensive nature.353 African firms are 

finding it difficult to match the price of similar Chinese products due to access to cheap 

labour by Chinese companies (which reduces production cost) and tariff reductions. Other 

factors include the absence of adequate trade barriers to protect African businesses, and 

the supportive government policies and financial assistance Beijing offers its 
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companies.354 It is estimated that between 2004 and 2014, the textile sector in Africa lost 

up to 750, 000 jobs.355  

 Figure 5.8: Percentage of China’s Top 6 Exports to Africa, 2000– 2016 356 

 

  
 

 

The factory closures and loss of employment encountered in the South African textile, 

clothing, and footwear industries, are illustrative. In the clothing sector, Chinese imports 
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increased from $55 million in 1995 to about $870 million in 2006. During this period, 

Chinese footwear and textile imports also recorded a significant increase.357 Efforts by the 

South African government in 2006 via the WTO forced China to implement a voluntary 

trade restraint, leading to import quotas on Chinese textile and clothing in 2007.358 This 

was still insufficient to stop the massive flow of Chinese goods into South Africa leading 

to the closure of over 800 factories, and thousands of people having their employment 

terminated.359 It is reported that employment in the clothing sector fell from 210,000 in 

2002 to about 100,000 in 2010,360 with severe impacts on poverty.361 Similar occurrences 

are recorded in other countries, including Angola, Ethiopia, Nigeria, Ghana, Senegal, 

Uganda, Lesotho, Kenya, Malawi, and Tanzania, Swaziland, Madagascar, Zambia, and 

Mozambique.  

 

Angola’s modest textile industry and the furniture making factory collapsed due to 

imported textiles and furniture from China.362 Chinese made shoes flooded the Ethiopian 

market forcing hundreds of footwear manufacturers to close and some to reduce the 
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number of its employees.363 With the closure of over 170 domestic textile producers, 

Nigeria recorded significant levels of unemployment losing up to 350,000 manufacturing 

positions,364 inciting protests from trade unions.365 Chinese textile suppliers accounted for 

approximately 80% of textiles in the Nigerian market in 2010.366 Also, Chinese nationals 

are known to illegally engage in trading of textiles and other products.367 The country has 

become a dumping ground for almost all Chinese manufactured goods, hampering 

industrial development in the nation.368 China has failed to regulate its exports despite 

acknowledging the challenge.369 Imported Chinese goods have also affected Ghanaian 

manufacturers, causing massive loss in jobs.370 Ghanaian textile companies complained 

about their textiles designs being copied by Chinese manufacturers who then flood Ghana 

with massive quantities of counterfeit textiles sold for half the price of the genuine 

products. Reports reveal that about 60% of textiles in the Ghanaian market are not 

 
363 Hess and Aidoo, Charting the Roots of Anti-Chinese Populism in Africa; Centre for Chinese Studies, 

“China’s Engagement of Africa”. 

364 Shinn and Eisenman, China and Africa, p. 305; Clarke and Okumu, “China and The Shadow of Colonialism 

Still Looming Over Africa”; Kinfu Adisu, Thomas Sharkey, and Sam C. Okoroafo, “The Impact of Chinese 

Investment in Africa”, International Journal of Business and Management, vol. 5, no. 9, September 2010, 

pp.1-9. DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.5539/ijbm.v5n9p3, accessed 24 August, 2016. 

365 Hofstedt, “China in Africa: An Africom Response”, pp.79-100. 

366 Shinn and Eisenman, China and Africa, p. 305. 

367 Palash Gosh, “Nigeria to deport Chinese migrants engaged in illegal trading”, International Business 

Times, 23 May, 2012, available athttp://www.ibtimes.com/nigeria-deport-chinese-migrantsengaged-illegal-

trading-699724, accessed 11 June, 2016. 

368 Samuel Onuoha Udeala, “Nigeria-China Economic Relations Under the South-South Cooperation”, 

African Journal of International Affairs, vol. 13, numbers 1&2, 2010, pp. 61–88, available at 

http://docplayer.net/28685369-Nigeria-china-economic-relations-under-the-south-south-cooperation.html, 

accessed 21 November, 2015.  

369 Udeala, “Nigeria-China Economic Relations Under the South-South Cooperation”, pp.73-75. 

370 Oyejide Ademola, Abiodun Bankole, and Adeolu Adewuyi, “China-Africa Trade Relations: Insight from 

AERC Scoping Studies”, European Journal of Development Research, A.O. vol.21, no. 4, 2 0 0 9 ,  pp.485-

505.  



 

342 
 

authentic.371 An industry that previously employed over 30,000 in the 1990s could only 

provide 3000 positions by 2015.372  

 

Both in Senegal and Uganda, businesses have complained about being undercut by 

cheaper products from China.373 Government officials in Lesotho threatened to evict 

Chinese merchants from the country as local traders expressed their discontent with the 

numerous Chinese goods which had been crowding them out of the market.374 Under the 

African Growth and Opportunity Act (AGOA), Lesotho accounted for the largest apparel 

industry growth. Between 2004 and 2005, 25 textile factories closed down, leaving 23,000 

people unemployed.375 Many Kenyan textile manufacturers have been driven out of 

business as China is flooding the country with cheap and low quality textiles, adding to 

unemployment.376 Malawi introduced legislation in 2012 to ban Chinese traders from 

operating in certain parts of country and the government of Tanzania had done the same 

in 2011.377 In 2007, the inability to compete with cheap Chinese imports saw the closure 
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of a major textile mill in Zambia, resulting in the loss of about 1000 jobs.378 Manufacturers 

and retailers in Swaziland, Madagascar, and Mozambique had all expressed concern about 

the negative impact the influx of Chinese products was having on them.379 Rwandans have 

criticized Chinese companies for taking jobs and contracts away from them.380  

 

At the same time, the requirement for Chinese labour and materials to be used in Chinese 

funded infrastructure activities in Africa has not been furthering the development of local 

economies, employment, and knowledge transfer.381 Throughout the continent, Chinese 

nationals are hired to undertake unskilled work, including on roads and in mines that can 

be executed by Africans, and this has attracted negative sentiment from the local 
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population.382 Examples abound, including in Zambia, Angola, Namibia, Somalia, 

Lesotho, Kenya, Malawi and Ethiopia. In Zambia, Chinese nationals have worked as 

bricklayers, plumbers, carpenters, and pushed wheelbarrows in construction sites, as noted 

by Michael Sata, former president of the country. 383 In Namibia, union officials 

questioned why Chinese bricklayers were brought to work in the country when there were 

abundant unemployed Namibian bricklayers.384 In Angola, where there were over 100,000 

Chinese workers employed in 2011,385 providing employment for the Angolans would 

have helped mitigate the effects (such as criminal activities) of their prolonged civil war. 

Many Ethiopian construction companies have been faced with substantial hardships as 

materials that can be produced locally are brought in from China.386 In Somalia, Chinese 

nationals have been employed as cooks and drivers.387 

 

Chinese firms have argued that the shortage of skilled Africans, language barriers, and 

pressure to complete projects according to tight deadlines, compel them to bring in 

Chinese workers. This may validate a few cases, yet it cannot explain why Chinese 

citizens are performing activities that can be done by Africans even in farmlands – in 2009 

there were reportedly one million Chinese farm labourers, 388 – where a high 
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unemployment rate and poverty are major socio-economic challenges. Labour costs in 

most African states are lower than in China. In addition, the impact of the ‘new normal’ 

economy suggest the need to spread manufacturing to Belt and Road countries which 

include African states. 

 

China’s preference for unprocessed raw materials, above all, has been undermining 

African states’ ability to create employment and develop value-adding capabilities.389 For 

instance, China’s policy of exempting taxes for imported unprocessed logs secures 

Beijing’s timber industry, but presents a constraint to the continent’s quest for value-added 

exports.390  

 

As former South African Minister of Trade, Rob Davies, admonished in 2011 at the World 

Economic Forum on Africa: “The building of the domestic market and consumer 

industries is fundamental if we’re going to move further forward. …We have to occupy 

that productive space as African countries.”391 With millions of Africans facing 

unemployment, Sanusi Lamido advised that Africa must: 

…actively fight off Chinese imports promoted by predatory policies… [and] … 

recognise that China – like the US, Russia, Britain, Brazil and the rest – is in Africa 

not for African interests but its own. The romance must be replaced by hard-nosed 

economic thinking. Engagement must be on terms that allow the Chinese to make 
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money while developing the continent, such as incentives to set up manufacturing 

on African soil and policies to ensure employment of Africans.392 

 

5.3.8 Violation of Labour, Social and Environmental Standards  

Chinese companies including state-owned enterprises do not routinely comply with 

workers’ rights and fair social practices. Cases of discrimination, nepotism, and 

harassment have been recorded against the majority of Chinese firms. They tend to employ 

Africans for menial jobs even when they are suitable for higher level duties.393 Most of 

the skilled higher paid positions are allocated to Chinese nationals, justifying it with 

reasons including language and cultural disparity. Some Africans who are hired in senior 

roles have been disrespected and sometimes paid less than their Chinese counterparts 

undertaking the same task.394  

 

Many employees in China regularly work in tough conditions for long hours and rarely 

complain even without adequate compensation. African workers are expected to make 

similar sacrifices at the expense of their work entitlements.395 They are subjected to poor 

employment conditions including long working hours in unhealthy workplaces with lax 

safety standards or regulations, and often paid salaries lower than the minimum market 
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rate.396 Staff members who demand higher pay and safer working environments are 

regarded as lazy or disloyal, and are therefore harassed.397 Employees who refuse to work 

in unsafe locations or attempt to lodge grievances to regulators risk being dismissed.398 

Many people have been injured and lives lost in ensuing disputes. 

 

In 2006, in a copper mine in Zambia (Chambishi Copper mine) owned by the China Non-

Ferrous Metal Mining Company, several employees were injured when Chinese managers 

shot workers protesting over non-payment of wages, poor working conditions, safety rules 

that were ignored by management, and termination before the end of the agreed 

employment term. 399 They complained about poor wages and being required to pay for 

their own safety equipment, such as helmets which should be supplied by the employer.400 
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Those unable to purchase safety items were allowed to work. In 2005 at the same mine, 

at least 49 Zambian workers died due to an accidental explosion.401 Initially, it was 

difficult to identify victims as management did not keep a record of local employees.402 

Explaining why the accident occurred, Keegan Chibuye, a Zambian observer said that 

from the onset, “They [the Chinese] were careless…safety was not their priority. 

Everything was about productivity no matter what.”403 Reports reveal that the workers 

operated in a tight space and had not been trained on the handling of hazardous 

materials.404 Following these incidents and many others, the Zambian government closed 

the operation in 2013.405 In 2010, two Chinese supervisors were charged with attempted 

murder at the Zambian Collum Coal Mining Industries Ltd operation (a different mine 

owned by the Chinese) after opening fire on employees protesting against working 

conditions, wounding 12 people.406 These events may have most likely instigated the 

killing of a Chinese supervisor who was thrown into an underground pit by local miners 
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in August 2012.407 Labour disputes also featured in many other Chinese businesses in 

Zambia such as the textile factories, where wages and working conditions were 

abysmal,408 with people working up to 12 to 18 hour shifts often involving hard labour, in 

breach of employment regulations.409 Zambians employed in management roles earned 

less than their Chinese colleagues, as was also reported in Kenya.410  

 

The incidents fuelled anti-Chinese resentment in Zambia. Michael Sata who was then 

leader of the opposition party made them a central focus in his political campaign. With 

strong rhetoric, he vowed to eradicate Chinese misconduct against workers. He 

successfully toppled the ruling party, becoming the President of Zambia in 2011, after 

three previous failed attempts.411 Upon assuming office, the late leader toned down his 

language. This attracted calls from Human Rights Watch, urging him to uphold workers’ 

rights in line with his electoral promises.412 Chinese discriminatory and exploitative 

practices are not limited to Zambia. 
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Late in 2002, a fire at a Chinese owned plastics factory killed 45 local workers in Nigeria, 

reportedly unable to escape because their Chinese managers locked the doors of the 

building.413 There are cases of illegal use of child labour and unsafe working conditions 

in Democratic Republic of Congo.414 In Tanzania and Sierra Leone, Chinese businesses 

have been found to flout occupational safety and health standards, pay low wages, and 

make staff work for longer than normal hours.415 

 

In Zimbabwe, workers suffered abuses at the hands of their Chinese managers. They were 

paid low wages, required to put in long hours in an unsafe atmosphere.416 In June 2011, 

riot police had to be called in when workers took Zhenhg Nihai, a Chinese manager, 

hostage at a chrome mine for failing to pay the outstanding salaries and wage arrears of 

$174,000.417 In the same month, workers in Harare involved in building a large military 

college in the city went on a rampage, complaining of being beaten by their Chinese 

employers, paid low salaries, denied protective clothing, and forced to work long hours 

(late into the night).418 Research carried out on the relationship between Chinese 

employers and local workers for the Zimbabwe Congress of Trade Unions stated: “We 

discovered that working relations in Chinese firms are so deplorable, they are worse than 

working conditions with any other group of investors. They can be regarded as worse than 

in the colonial period.” 419 This is similar to the findings of a research study on Chinese 
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companies in Namibia which accused them of engaging “in labour practices that border 

on [a] colonial mentality.” 420 This is not surprising as Chinese firms in Namibia and South 

Africa often evade paying employees the legal minimum wage, social security, 

allowances, and other benefits.421 Similar observations have been made in Rwanda where 

employees have been dissatisfied with Chinese firms disregarding safety requirements.422 

 

In Namibia, South Africa, Angola and Malawi, the legal provisions for equitable 

employment which encourage the hiring, promotion and retention of women, people with 

disabilities, and those disadvantaged during the Apartheid regime (particularly in South 

Africa) were violated by Chinese businesses.423 For example, female employees in Angola 

who were found pregnant lost their jobs in a measure designed to avoid paying them 

maternity leave.424 In Malawi almost all female employees in Chinese projects were hired 

as casuals, in addition to being exposed to inadequate safety regulations.425  

 

There have been allegations of sexual harassment against Chinese enterprises in 

Namibia,426 and offensive remarks about Africans, including statements referring to the 

majority of Africans as thieves.427 These accusations are not unique to Namibia.428 In 
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Nairobi, Kenya, a Chinese restaurant was shut down for refusing to admit black Africans 

after 5pm. The owners saw Africans as a security threat to Chinese clients. Many similar 

occurrences are concealed in order to protect Sino-African relations.429 A Chinese national 

in Mozambique admitted that his impression was that Africans were backward, not bright, 

and that black coloured skin made him uncomfortable.430  

 

Chinese entrepreneurs in Ghana have abused workers, labelling them as lazy and not 

trustworthy. Some have dismissed employees for minor issues and complained that 

Ghanaian tenacity for preserving cultural values such as attendance of funeral and clan 

events hinders productivity.431 As Abdulai observed: 

This insensitivity and disrespect of Chinese migrants towards their African host 

can have a devastating impact on Chinese– African relations … these Chinese 

migrants are commenting on the deep seated culture of an African people that 

speaks to the humanism and Ubuntu culture of Africans, especially the way of 

paying respect to the departed.432 

 

Additionally, many Africans face racial discrimination in China. The perception is that 

there is definitely a racial hierarchy and Africans are placed at the bottom below 

Americans and Europeans.433 In 2017, following complaints by Africans in China, 

pictures of Africans compared with images of animals native to Africa had to be pulled 

down from an exhibition. WeChat was made to apologize for including a racial epithet as 

the translation for “black foreigner” (黑老外) in another derogatory incident. The negative 

perception of China’s attitude towards the African race was similarly portrayed in China’s 

recent box office hit, Wolf Warrior II. In the film, Chinese special forces embarked on a 
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rescue mission to an unidentified African country to save Chinese citizens and locals from 

mercenaries and insurgents. The African actors in the film are depicted as poor, helpless, 

and reliant on the goodwill of China. This image of a weak Africa served to showcase 

Beijing’s ascension, power and pre-eminence. Such dehumanization of Africans 

reinforces racism. It suggests that, in the minds of the Chinese, Africans are held in 

minimal esteem. This is contrary to Beijing’s rhetoric of not having the same historical 

background as the West in race-relations and discriminatory practices.434 

 

Furthermore, Chinese firms do not always adhere strictly to standard international 

environmental norms, resulting in concerns over the environmental impact of Chinese 

engagement with Africa. Many projects in sensitive or controversial locations shunned by 

others including World Bank, Western donors, and foreign firms have been embraced by 

Beijing and its companies. Some of these projects such as the hydropower dams and 

mining operations resulted in loss of species, ecosystems, displacement of people, damage 

and disruption to livelihoods435 Recommended post rehabilitation activities designed to 

mitigate negative effects (such as chemical discharges and hazardous waste, particularly 

in the case of mining) are often avoided by the Chinese authorities, putting the lives of 

many at risk and causing death.436  

 

Equally disturbing are China’s contribution to illegal mining, timber logging, wildlife and 

marine activities harmful to Africa’s habitats. Despite international sanctions prohibiting 

the buying of unlawfully harvested timber, Beijing purchases hardwood cut illegally by 

 
434 Zahra Baitie, “A Chinese exhibit comparing Africans to animals shows the problematic racial attitudes 

in China”, Quartz Africa, 24 October, 2017, available at https://qz.com/africa/1110191/africans-in-china-

an-exhibit-comparing-africans-to-animals-shows-the-chinese-problematic-racial-attitudes/, accessed 31 

October, 2017. 

435 Power, Mohan, and Tan-Mullins, China's Resource Diplomacy in Africa; Ali Askouri, “China’s 

investment in Sudan: destroying communities”, Pambazuka News, 14 December, 2006, available at 

https://www.pambazuka.org/global-south/china%E2%80%99s-investment-sudan-destroying-communities, 

accessed 12 October, 2015.  

436 Power, Mohan, and Tan-Mullins, China's Resource Diplomacy in Africa: Powering Development?.  



 

354 
 

local Africans which is then shipped to China, aided by regulatory and customs 

loopholes.437 Many Chinese timber firms in Africa are involved in timber smuggling. This 

encourages predatory deforestation, decreasing the capacity of African forests to absorb 

carbon dioxide, which can help reduce the impact of fossil fuel emissions.438 Other 

offences have included buying and smuggling of elephant ivory and rhinoceros (rhino) 

horns, a practice which promotes animal poaching and endangers species.439 In 2011, over 

100 tusks, rhino horn and pangolin scales were discovered in a container of timber 

belonging to a Chinese company.440 China has also been involved in unauthorised fishing 

in Africa, depleting marine resources and causing ecological problems.441 Ghana, Sudan, 

Mozambique, Gabon, Zambia, Kenya, Madagascar, Ivory Coast, Malawi, Angola, 

Equatorial Guinea, South Africa, Sierra Leone, Guinea, and Somalia are amongst African 

countries with occurrences of environmental abuses, as discussed below. 
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Endowed with large gold deposits, Ghana has been swamped by illegal Chinese gold 

miners.442 Over 50,000 Chinese nationals have been engaged in illegal mining in the 

country.443 Illegal mining known as ‘Galamsay’444 in Ghana has long permitted local 

populations to utilise their crude traditional skills (artisanal or surface mining) to pan for 

gold. However, foreigners were prohibited from doing so.445 Chinese nationals assisted 

by corrupt law enforcement and government officials, including traditional leaders 

unlawfully partook in Galamsay with impunity. Chinese citizens went beyond traditional 

local methods, integrating the use of toxic chemicals. They also used excavators, 

bulldozers and other mechanical equipment for gold mining.446 These activities destroyed 

forests, streams, and rivers, causing widespread environment degradation,447 leading to 

frequent clashes between the Chinese and local inhabitants. The Ghanaian government 

had to clamp down heavily on offenders following sustained pressure from various 

avenues. Thousands of Chinese immigrants were deported in an exercise that displeased 

the PRC. Though denied by Beijing, it is alleged that China’s refusal to allow Ghana 

access to the $3 billion loan facility approved for infrastructure development projects in 

Ghana) was a retributive response, aimed at sending a strong signal to Ghana about 
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Beijing’s unhappiness with the arrests and repatriation of Chinese citizens.448 In 

Democratic Republic of Congo many Chinese citizens were expelled for illegal mining 

and for flouting basic environmental standards.449  

 

Continuing with Ghana, the Bui hydroelectric dam predominantly located in the Tian 

District of Brong-Ahafo region of Ghana, financed by China and constructed by China’s 

Sinohydro Corporation Ltd, is known to be plagued with various environmental and 

corporate social responsibility breaches. The local population was not included in the 

consultation and decision making process, and were denied access to free information. 

Worse still, sufficient measures were not taken to protect people’s health and livelihoods. 

The resettlement plans and compensation offered were inadequate.450 Housing 

alternatives that were provided had limited access to essential amenities such as water and 

electricity. The Sudanese local residents faced the same experiences with the Chinese-

constructed Merowe Dam, as environmental conditions were ignored.451 Some of them 

were forcibly evicted without being compensated.  

 

In Mozambique, there are documented grievances by NGOs and local residents over the 

negative environmental effects of the Mpanda Nkuwa, funded and constructed by China. 

Similar to the Ghanaian experience, there was no proper consultation process, adequate 
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compensation, and the resettlement process was poor.452 Further to this, Chinese 

companies have been caught shipping uncertified timber out of Mozambique, conducting 

large scale poaching, and fishing illegally with prohibited equipment in Mozambican 

waters.453 Chinese nationals have been associated with the devastation of first class timber 

in the northern province of Mozambique.454  

 

Likewise in Gabon, Chinese companies have disregarded sustainable logging practices, 

cutting young trees whose trunks are yet to mature.455 Law enforcement standards are 

weak in Gabon due to maladministration, enabling timber operations that are damaging to 

its forests.456 Logs have been found abandoned at Gabon’s beaches with cases of tax 

evasion by foreign firms, minimizing the benefits of a timber industry which is Gabon’s 

largest source of export revenue after petroleum.457 The conduct of Chinese oil companies 

in Gabon has been found wanting. Sinopec was criticized for polluting the environment 

and for prospecting for oil in an eminent national park declared a nature reserve in 2002 

by the Gabonese government.458 In 2006, the Gabonese authorities suspended the drilling 

operations of a Chinese oil company because of dangerous environmental practices.459  
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The Zambian government closed down a Chinese owned mining company, Collum Coal 

Mining, in 2006 for creating air pollution. 460 In 2007, a $200 million Chinese manganese 

mine operated by Chiman Manufacturing Ltd in Kwabe (located approximately 150 

kilometres from Lusaka, the country’s capital) was closed. The mine emitted air pollution 

beyond the statutory limits permitted, affecting both staff and nearby residents.461 A 

diplomat from China and a military officer were both arrested and detained in Zambia on 

charges of smuggling 27kg of ivory valued at about $140,000, in June 2013. 462 Similarly, 

in 2014, a Chinese national was arrested and detained in Kenya for suspected ivory 

smuggling. In the same year, a Chinese vessel containing illegally logged timber 

(rosewood) from Madagascar worth $13 million was intercepted by Kenyan authorities.463 

In January 2018, six people were detained in Ivory Coast after being caught with over half 

a ton of ivory, leopard parts and also half a ton of pangolin scales. The pangolin (a 

mammal) has become one of the most trafficked animals, as demand for its scales has 

soared in China where they are used in traditional medicine.464 In Malawi, there are 

accounts of ivory smuggling.465 
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The consequences of unsafe environmental practices by Chinese mining firms including 

air and water pollution caused by hazardous wastes is evident in Angola. Farming and 

fishing communities have had their livelihoods destroyed, and health endangered. 

Equatorial Guinea has equally suffered from violations by Chinese extractive companies 

and many local residents have died. To quote a civil activist, “They [the Chinese] don’t 

observe environmental issues. Children and cows who have come to drink [from] ponds 

where they have dumped toxic waste have died.” 466  

 

South Africa is confronted with China’s involvement in the illegal trade in ivory and rhino 

horn. It is home to approximately 80% of the world’s rhino population. The nation lost as 

many as 1015 rhinos to poaching in 2014,467 and Chinese nationals are linked to the 

poaching and smuggling of these wildlife products.468 China is responsible for an 

estimated 70% of the world trade in elephant ivory and almost 80% of the reported 

seizures of illegal rhino horns in Asia between 2009 and 2014.469 Rhino horns are used 

for medicinal purposes in China and so the influx of Chinese immigrants into South Africa 

has resulted in the growth of rhino horn trafficking, which presages disaster for South 

Africa’s remaining rhino population.470 As a ranger observed, “It’s an incredibly 

profitable trade…They’ve not only run the parks’ stockpile right down, but elephants are 
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now being poached across the border from Botswana and other neighboring countries to 

fulfil the demand, which seems to be bottomless.” 471  

 

The demand for abalone is also high. This is considered to be a delicacy by the Chinese, 

and a strong connection between South African gangs and Chinese syndicates has been 

established.472 Chinese fishing boats have also been caught fishing illegally in South 

Africa and criticized for the same practice in Sierra Leone, Guinea, and Somalia. The 

Chinese fishing operators have been condemned for catching smaller species, encroaching 

on a major source of food for local inhabitants and revenue for small scale poor African 

fishermen.473  

 

Ultimately, the responsibility rests with African governments. They do not provide 

adequate legislation to cater for the rights of their citizens and protection of their 

environments. Enforcement officers lack the capacity to implement given laws with 

rigour. They may omit to do so for a variety of reasons, including lack of facilities, 

improper training, greed and corruption.474 As an example, in 2006, some corrupt Ivorian 

officials assisted a Dutch oil trading firm in dumping hazardous chemical wastes in 

Abidjan, capital of Ivory Coast, for a payment of $20,000, resulting in at least eight 
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Ivorians dying and 100,000 people becoming ill.475 Ghanaian officials only acted to curb 

the Chinese illegal gold mining activities, which was wrecking its environment, after 

outcries from the victims in the affected areas, and pressure from environmentalists, civil 

society groups, and non-governmental institutions worldwide.476 Even so, this does not 

excuse the PRC’s inadequate and discouraging response in dealing with these issues. 

 

In 2017, Beijing officially banned the sale of ivory in China to help stop the decimation 

of elephants in Africa, but this needs to be forcefully enforced.477 Beijing also promised 

to “…undertake 50 projects for green development and ecological and environmental 

protection in Africa to expand exchanges and cooperation with Africa on climate change, 

ocean, desertification prevention and control, and wildlife protection… and incentivize 

those who have made outstanding contribution in anti-poaching and combating the illegal 

trade of wildlife”.478 However, more often than not, Beijing has simply displayed 

indifference or an uncooperative attitude towards the efforts of African authorities to 

 
475 Lydia Polgreen, “Oil Company to pay $200 Million in toxic dumping in Ivory Coast”, New York Times, 

15 February, 2007, available at https://www.nytimes.com/2007/02/15/world/africa/15ivory.html, accessed 

15 July, 2015; “Victory! Estonia launches toxic tanker investigation”, Greenpeace International, 27 

September, 2006, available at https://www.greenpeace.org/archive-international/en/news/features/estonia-

seizes-probo-koala-060927/, accessed 15 July, 2015. 

476 Abdulai, Chinese Investment in Africa, p. 109. 

477 Lili Kuo, “Africa is Changing China as much as China is changing Africa”, Quartz Africa, 08 January, 

2018, available at https://qz.com/africa/1168130/africa-is-changing-china-as-much-as-china-is-changing-

africa/, accessed 09 January, 2018; Javier Hernandez, “In Banning Ivory Trade, China Saw Benefits for 

Itself Too”, New York Times, 02 January, 2017, available at 

https://www.nytimes.com/2017/01/02/world/asia/china-ivory-ban-elephants.html, accessed 19 January, 

2018. 

478 Ministry of Foreign Affairs PRC, “Forum on China-Africa Cooperation Beijing Action Plan (2019-

2021)”, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, PRC, 05 September, 2018, available at 

https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/zxxx_662805/t1593683.shtml, accessed 08 December, 2018. 

 



 

362 
 

redress standards.479 For example, in Ethiopia where the labour organizations are 

relatively strong, Chinese firms continually demonstrated the will to flout standards. 

Workers affiliated with unions or those who attempted to start one faced overt hostility.480 

This poses a risk to the African continent and dampens the responsible development of its 

society. 

 

5.3.9 Poor Quality of Goods and Workmanship 

Concerns over inferior items from China have raised tensions in Africa. China has flooded 

the African market with products that are poorly made. There are cases of manufacturers 

using a high quality sample to secure contracts and later supplying a lower quality product 

after receiving down-payment.481 Chinese products destined for customers in the West are 

found to be of better standard compared to that of African clients.482 Many Africans have 

viewed this as unfair and exploitative.  

 

For example, Cameroonians noted that while the goods were bought cheaply, they became 

expensive considering the cost of subsequent repairs. They also complained of Chinese 

producers counterfeiting genuine products to deceive clients in search of durable 

products483 This reflects the experiences of many Ethiopians who bought Chinese made 

shoes that appeared to be of high quality only to discover the opposite,484 and that of 

Namibians who were offered poor quality items.485 In Zimbabwe, cheap manufactured 
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Chinese products are ridiculed and irreverently referred to as zhing zhong.486 For instance, 

“Of three MA60 passenger jets the Chinese sent to Mugabe, one has never managed to 

fly, one had to make an emergency landing at Victoria Falls, injuring many passengers, 

and the third caught fire on take-off in Harare… All are now grounded.”487  

 

South Africa and Nigeria, both significant trading partners of China, are also major 

recipients of low quality Chinese brands. In 2006, the Nigerian government, threatened to 

lodge a case with WTO for punitive action against Beijing for the inflow of inferior goods 

to the country.488 This is not surprising as even counterfeit Chinese pharmaceutical drugs 

are sold in the Nigerian market.489  

 

Beyond inferior goods, work undertaken by Chinese companies in Africa is generally 

perceived to be sub-standard.490 Beneficiaries of Chinese built infrastructure such as 

highways, dams, hospitals, schools, stadiums, bridges, and railroads have complained 

about quality.491 Rwandan officials reported the use of sub-standard materials by Chinese 

construction companies. They recorded as many as 84 hazardous cases in 2012, and 120 
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in the following year. About 33 cases were deemed serious due to the use of inferior and 

outdated electrical materials or poor installations.492  

  

Angolans have questioned the short life span of works completed by Chinese firms. The 

Chinese-built general hospital in Launda is a case in point. Constructed by China Overseas 

Engineering Group (COVEC) in 2006, the 80,000 square-meter double-storey building 

had to be torn down in June 2010, when it began to disintegrate.493 This shoddy structure 

contrasted with a private hospital that was erected by a Portuguese company in the same 

year.494 Potholes have been identified in newly tarred roads and buildings whose roof had 

been blown off as a result of poor workmanship by Chinese contractors in Angola.495 In 

Zambia, a road built by a Chinese company collapsed.496  

 

By no means does this suggest that Chinese companies are incapable of providing good 

quality construction. However, they need to implement measures to ensure quality control, 

and be more mindful of tendering below-cost-bids. Many of the firms have submitted low 

bids in order to win contracts or break into the market.497 There are instances where 
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Chinese firms have offered to complete projects at prices below 50% of rivals, 498 and 

perhaps in an effort to break even or secure some profit, have had to compromise quality. 

An engineer who was employed by a Chinese firm (Real Constructions Ltd) in Rwanda 

stated, “cheapened project value was due to cost-cutting measures that impacted the 

integrity and quality of projects.” 499 The Rwanda Bureau of Standards (RBS) confirmed 

that China was the source of most low standard products, including electrical installation 

cables, roofing sheets and other products.500 

 

Some Chinese companies secure contracts and sell them to other Chinese firms for high 

profits, as in the case of China International Fund (CIF). It had no construction experience 

but won projects to build houses, factories, an airport, railways and roads in Angola.501  

 

5.3.10 Increased Level of Corruption 

African leaders have contributed to the problems of Chinese exploitation of the continent. 

There is a deficit of good governance, with many leaders failing to govern in the interest 

of social, political, and economic development, as supported by the optimum sustainable 

use of available resources. For most African countries, those in political office are often 

interested in private benefits and not the welfare of the populace. Based on findings from 

six African case studies, the Centre of Chinese Studies at the University of Stellenbosch 
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in South Africa reported that its “over-riding observation” was that “the government, 

particularly the executive, in many cases in Africa is comprised of a political elite whose 

reality is very much removed from the rest of the population.”502  

 

Corrupt leaders do exist in every nation but at an exceptional level in most African 

countries. It is an axiom that Africa is well endowed with resources crucial for the 

continent’s growth. However, it has been devastated by massive corruption at the very 

top. The few ruling elites have denied others the dividends from the continent’s immense 

resources, making it home to some of the poorest nations in the world,503 with little to 

celebrate after decades of revenue from commodity exports. One of the deleterious effects 

of poor and corrupt governance is that corruption as a means of livelihood has become 

widespread in Africa. It is woven deep into the fabric of society, “arising from the 

wrongful conduct of the political leadership and top-level echelons.” 504 

 

In 2002, The African Union estimated that corruption had cost African economies more 

than $148 billion a year.505 It is not uncommon to hear about cases of outright 

embezzlement of funds from state coffers and syphoning of capital offshore. Libyan 

officials maintained that their late leader Colonel Gaddafi stole an estimated $200 billion 

from the nation’s oil revenues.506 Mobutu Sese Seko, former president of Democratic 
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Republic of Congo (previously known as Zaire), reportedly looted about $5 billion; this 

is similar to that stolen by late Nigerian President Sani Abacha. Deposed President Hosni 

Mubarak of Egypt was accused of embezzling an estimated $70 billion.507 Angolan’s 

President Jose Eduardo dos Santos was rated as one of the wealthiest African leaders after 

enriching himself with proceeds from resource exports, and his daughter Isabel don Santos 

was reported to be Africa’s richest woman.508 Despite his country being among the poorest 

in the world, former president, the late Robert Mugabe, was reported to be worth over $1 

billion.509 Between 2009 and 2013 (part of Mugabe’s tenure), about $15 billion of state 

funds were unaccounted for.510  

 

Thus, corruption is considered to be a major macroeconomic problem plaguing Africa. In 

Lerrick’s view, “Corruption is not just one of the causes of intractable poverty in Africa. 
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It is the root cause.”511 Uneki concurs: “In the past four decades, corruption is probably 

the only “industry” in post-independence Africa that has maintained steady growth. 

Economic, political, and social development have either stagnated or degenerated into 

crises management.” 512 In the 2016, 2017 and 2018 Corruption Perception Index released 

by Transparency International (TI), about half of the countries in Africa ranked as the 

most corrupt countries in the world.513  

 

By and large, corruption prevails in a nation when institutional checks and mechanisms 

of accountability are absent and a functional disciplinary system is lacking. So there must 

be laws, conventions, and initiatives to discourage corrupt activities and to punish 

offenders. Internal reform, transparency, and effective governance nationally are crucial, 

but this represents a long process. Given the nature and scale of corruption in Africa, it 

would require a proactive agenda and concerted effort by the international community to 

minimize, let alone eradicate, corrupt practices by African officials.  

 

Beijing’s refusal to support international initiatives on fiscal transparency and 

accountability, such as the Extractive Industries Transparency (EITI), and its 

unwillingness to commit to the entrenchment of ethical standards of values designed to 

tackle corruption have not helped.514 Sino-Africa investment and financial agreements, 

including loans to Africa, have excluded anti-corruption measures, unlike that of Western 
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nations and institutions,515 making it easier for African rulers to use resource wealth for 

private enrichment and self- aggrandizement.516 Thus, lax Chinese investment standards 

have been frustrating the will of the global community to discourage corrupt and illegal 

activities. 

 

Following the disappearance of at least $4.2 billion from Angola’s oil earnings account 

between 1997 and 2002,517 the IMF strengthened its demands for more transparency and 

accountability when Angola requested a loan in 2004.518 Angola was able to avoid the 

demands when Beijing offered the nation a similar credit facility that did not entail 

openness in public accounting as required by IMF.519 Also, when Portugal sought to 

examine corruption allegations against high-ranking Angolan officials, Angola was 

eventually able to ward off the investigation and secure an apology. This was done after 

warning Portugal that China was placed to take over Portugal’s commercial activities in 
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Angola. Portuguese companies have been active in Angola and being Angola’s main 

source of imports, Portugal was not prepared to sacrifice its economic interests in its 

former colony to China.520 In 2011, the IMF found a $32 billion accounting discrepancy 

in Angola’s 2007 to 2010 financial report, which in that period amounted to a quarter of 

its total GDP.521 Despite significant earnings from oil exports and other commodities like 

diamonds, many Angolans have continued to live in arduous conditions, lacking access to 

running water, electricity, education, and health care. The infant mortality rate was the 

highest in the world in 2015 with one in six children dying before reaching five years, and 

over 30% of children showing signs of malnutrition.522 Preventable and treatable diseases 

such as diarrheal, cholera, and measles are rampant and the nation has the only known 

cases of urban polio.523 A study on child poverty in Angola was concluded based on 

statistics from the 2015-2016 Multiple Health Indicators Survey. This uses the Multiple 

Overlapping Deprivation Analysis (MODA) developed by UNICEF. The study revealed 

that three out of four children below 18 years were living in poverty in Angola. 524 The 

percentage was worse in rural areas (96%) compared to the urban areas 62%.525 TI ranked 

Angola in the 2016 Corruption Perceptions Index among the ten most corrupt countries in 

the world.526 At the same time, the president and other elites grew wealthier. 
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To present another case, following long negotiations, the Nigerian government committed 

to a series of conditions proposed by the World Bank aimed at tackling corruption in order 

to secure the $5 million needed towards the improvement of its national railway. Just 

before the agreement was concluded (in 2007), China offered Nigeria not a few million 

dollars but $9 billion for the reconstruction of the entire railway system; this offer was 

made without requiring measures to combat the corruption that crippled the railways in 

the first instance.527 Furthermore, the resources-for-infrastructure agreement between 

China and Nigeria, including those signed in the last years of ex-president Olusegun 

Obasanjo, were criticised for lack of transparency. It is alleged that they were not designed 

for development, but to serve his personal interests and political ambition.528 In Nigeria, 

the dysfunctional state-owned oil company is a partner in all oil and gas projects, ensuring 

the ruling elites a constant flow of revenue without accountability.529  

 

The notoriety of Nigeria’s corruption by its governing officials has long earned the 

country its reputation as one of the most corrupt places in the world.530 Amidst its vast 

resource riches, 35 million more Nigerians were living in abject poverty (less than $2 per 

day) in 2013 than in 1990.531 In 2016, the figure stood at 112 million out of the nation’s 
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population of 167 million (67.1% of the population) lived below the poverty level.532 By 

the end of 2017, it had risen to about 152 million out of 190 million of the country’s total 

population (80% of the population), according to the African Development Bank.533 Also, 

the nation’s unemployment rate is alarming and those who are employed have not been 

paid regularly. In 2018, 35 out of 36 Nigerian states were unable to pay salaries, pensions 

and other entitlements.534 This has been a continuing problem due to the looting of the 

treasury. 535 Most Nigerians lack the basic necessities of life leading to homelessness, high 

infant mortality rate, low life expectancy, massive migration (contributing to the ‘brain 

drain’ and refugee crisis), and increased crime including terrorism. By the end of 2019, 

Nigeria is positioned to overtake India as the nation with the highest number of poor 

people.536  

 

Like Nigeria, resources-for-infrastructure swaps have been conducted in other countries, 

including Gabon, Democratic Republic of Congo, Zimbabwe and Ethiopia. These have 

been marked by poor accountability and monitoring requirements. Price negotiations for 

agreed infrastructure projects were not based on open tender processes, serving the corrupt 

African elites and Beijing’s interest. Major agreements were reached behind closed doors, 
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in a sector notorious for corrupt practices.537 Except for the interest rate and repayment 

periods, financial details were hardly disclosed.538 Again, the consequence is deteriorating 

conditions for millions of Africans.  

 

Chinese companies on various occasions have offered bribes to African officials to secure 

business ventures and strengthen partnerships.539 For instance, it is alleged that Shanghai 

Construction Group of China paid $20 million to some Ghanaian high-level officials, 

inducing them to cancel the winning bids by two other firms, Epiferm Ghana and Vamed 

Engineering; eventually they won the license to erect a football stadium in the city of 

Accra.540 In 2009, Nuctech, a Chinese company owned by Hu Haifeng (son of former 

president Hu Jintao) was involved in a bribery and corruption scandal. Namibia’s Anti-

Corruption Commission (ACC) charged the company for fraud and money laundering 

after it had won a $55 million contract facilitated by illegal inducements to supply 

scanning equipment to Namibia.541 China loaned Namibia the money for the contract on 

the condition that the tender for supplying the equipment was awarded to Nuctec.542 

During the same period, the PRC secretly offered scholarships for study in China to 
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children of Namibian leaders, including the president, minister of justice, and inspector 

general of police.,543 Later suspended from his position, it is alleged that the commander 

of Namibia’s military force, received a bribe of $700, 000 from a Chinese arms 

company.544  

 

A survey was conducted involving 29 African countries with about 98,449 respondents to 

investigate Chinese development finance projects in Africa in the 2000 to 2012 period. It 

concluded that Chinese aid projects enhanced local corruption in Africa, contrary to World 

Bank aid projects which drove local economic activity and did not fuel corruption.545 It 

was found that other bilateral donors, such as Japan and the United States whose anti-

corruption policies might not be as explicit as that of the World Bank, appeared to reduce 

local-level corruption in Africa when compared to China.546 Although in 2006, Beijing 

ratified the United Nations Convention against Corruption, China’s efforts are more 

concentrated on its internal activities than its external commercial operations. In 2011, 

Bribe Payers Index (BPI) by TI ranked China 27th out of 28 (only behind Russia) of the 

world’s largest economies whose firms were perceived to offer bribes abroad.547 Five 

years earlier (in 2006) it was ranked 29th out of 30 countries also by TI.548 Against this 

backdrop, it is not surprising to note increased corruption in African nations that received 

more Chinese loans and decreased corruption in those that received less. Figure 5.9, 

below, shows how Chinese loans influenced corruption in Africa, in the 2012 to 2015 

period. 

 
543 Shinn and Eisenman, China and Africa, p. 355. 

544 Shinn and Eisenman, China and Africa, p. 355. 

545 Ann-Sofie Isaksson and Andreas Kotsadam, “Chinese aid and local corruption”, AidData, Working Paper 

33, December 2016, available at 

http://docs.aiddata.org/ad4/files/wps33_chinese_aid_and_local_corruption.pdf, accessed 25 May, 2017. 

546 Isaksson and Kotsadam, “Chinese aid and local corruption”. 

547 Transparency International, “Bribe Payers Index 2011”, Transparency International, available 

at https://www.transparency.org/whatwedo/publication/bpi_2011, accessed 18 November, 2015. 

548 See Transparency International at https://www.transparency.org/search, accessed 18 November, 

2015. 
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Figure 5.9: Impact of Chinese Loans on Corruption in Africa measuring in the 2012 to 

2015 period 549 

 

 
 

As Zhang warned: “While both Western aid and Chinese loans have their pitfalls, China’s 

ploy to win over African leaders, regardless of consequences, leads to increased 

corruption in recipient nations. Although China ignores its ties to corruption today, if this 

corruption provokes instability, the world may not have the same luxury in the future.”550 

 

5.4 Conclusion 

This chapter has discussed the benefits and pitfalls of the rise of Chinese engagement in 

Africa. It finds that there are indisputable benefits and prospects for Africa visible in 

diverse areas including infrastructure building, human development, and numerous 

investments on the continent. As an alternative source of capital, it has adequately enabled 

 
549 Source: Transparency International, cited in Zhang, “Loaning Stability for Development: Chinese Aid 

and African Consequences”. 

550 Zhang, “Loaning Stability for Development: Chinese Aid and African Consequences”. 

 

http://harvardpolitics.com/world/loaning-stability-for-development-chinese-aid-and-african-consequences/
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Africa to re-negotiate the traditional rules of Western aid by which it had been bound. 

Further, it has resulted in higher commodity prices and leverage from competition for 

natural resources on the continent. It has challenged many other global actors, prompting 

them to re-examine, strengthen, and become more proactive in their relationships with 

African countries. Some have expanded their investments on the continent. The 

engagement can potentially serve as a catalyst for diversification of African economies 

and African entrepreneurship. Nevertheless, there are incontrovertible drawbacks and 

implicit dangers for the continent which are not to be ignored. 

 

While Chinese loans to the continent have extricated African countries from Western aid 

and its conditions, the price is that key improvements in democratic governance, human 

rights protection, rule of law, transparency and market oriented reforms may slip. This is 

concerning, as African governments are increasingly attracted to China’s unconditional 

loans, which Beijing defends on the basis that it does not want to interfere in the internal 

affairs of other states. Another concern is Africa’s increased borrowings and over-reliance 

on China. This may launch the continent into a new cycle of debt, both monetarily and 

politically. How this will be paid remains problematic. Over dependence on China must 

be tackled to mitigate the looming dangers of a debt crisis.  

 

Moreover, other strings attached to Chinese aid, such as utilizing Chinese nationals and 

products to execute projects (which ensure that a sizeable portion of the loan reverts back 

to China) and the glut of cheap goods from Beijing, carry negative implications of 

hampering employment, industrial development and sustainable growth on the continent. 

Labour costs in most African states should be lower than in China, plus the idea of the 

‘new normal’ economy does suggest the need to spread manufacturing to Belt and Road 

countries, which include African states. 

 

Also worrisome is Africa’s over-dependence on commodity exports to China. This has 

created a one-dimensional economy and could exacerbate the continent’s incapacity to 

diversify its exports. This can be expected to worsen trade imbalances. There is the added 

risk to African countries of not maximizing their natural resources if they sell too much, 
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too quickly, depriving the continent of long-term optimal returns in the years ahead. 

African communities remain vulnerable to the destabilizing consequences of rampant 

labor, social, environmental and quality violations by Chinese companies, of which 

African policy-makers have not done enough to combat. The issue of Chinese nationals 

often existing in parallel societies in their host nations, independent of local customs and 

cases of disrespect for indigenous values is concerning. This must not be overlooked, as 

it is contributing to anti-Chinese sentiments. 

 

On the whole, Chinese unprecedented interest in Africa has provided African officials a 

unique opportunity to develop the continent. Failure to take full advantage of it is likely 

to prove costly. If this relationship is not competently managed and sound judgement 

exercised, Africa risks selling its economies cheaply to China. African nations must 

diversify their exports and eventually manufacture many of the goods currently being 

imported from Beijing. Capability for this exists in the continent’s large pool of skilled 

and unskilled workers, many of whom are unemployed. African governments must take 

responsibility and put in place effective regulations and monitoring apparatus to protect 

their citizens and environment rather than depend on others.  

 

Needless to say, Africa’s development will remain elusive with the weight of unparalleled 

corruption on the continent, fueled by Chinese involvement. It is therefore highly 

imperative to nurture a responsible leadership, and to adopt a combined internal and 

external strategy in order to significantly minimize or even eradicate corruption. 
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Chapter 6: Australian Engagement with Africa: Historical 

Background and Motivation 

 

6.1 Introduction 

In order to understand the various dimensions of Australia-Africa engagement, it is 

necessary to trace when and how Australia-Africa relations evolved. To this end, a 

historical analysis and overview of Australia’s engagement with Africa is presented 

through the different historical phases. From this background, it is possible to delve into 

the motives behind the increase in Australia’s activities in Africa since the turn of the 

millennium, before concluding with an evaluation of the importance of Africa to 

Australia.  

 

6.2 Historical Background  

Australia’s engagement with Africa is long standing. Both share a unique historical 

relationship that predates the establishment of Australia, as an independent nation on 1 

January, 1901, when a collection of six British colonies (New South Wales, Victoria, 

Queensland, South Australia, Western Australia and Tasmania) united to form the 

Commonwealth of Australia guided by a federal system of government. These colonies 

had been under the law-making power of the British government, although they were 

partly self- governing and almost operated like six separate nations. For instance, each 

colony had its own government and laws, defence force, and stamps. They charged tariffs 

and imposed taxes on items that passed through their borders as separate entities.1  

 

From the outset, settlement in these colonies was multi-racial in nature, not only because 

the first Australians, the Aborigines, inhabited the land, but also because “at a time when 

 
1 See Australian Government, “Federation”, Australian Government, available at 

https://www.australia.gov.au/about-government/how-government-works/federation, accessed 21 July, 

2015; Parliamentary Education Office, “Closer Look-Federation”, Commonwealth of Australia, available 

at https://www.peo.gov.au/learning/closer-look/federation-cl.html, accessed 03 May, 2018. 
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race was a malleable construct … a flexible category and the signifiers of difference were 

uncertain.”2 People could easily and freely relocate from one colony to the other, and 

between metropole and colony.3 Africans were among the early non-European arrivals. 

Others included Indians, Chinese, and Afghans (who were camel caravanners and assisted 

in the exploration of Australia). They inhabited the colonies in the late 18th century with 

European settlers particularly from Britain.4 Some of the Africans were sailors who 

worked on ships en route from Africa to Australia through Asia,5 and African American 

runaway slaves who escaped from their masters during the American Revolution. The 

latter had sought freedom with the British and ended up fighting for the British army.6 

Most of them were uneducated. Following the end of the war, many stayed in England 

unemployed and feeling neglected. Their situation would later result in involvement in 

minor criminal offences for which they were charged, convicted and sent to the colonies. 

This was a period when Australia was regarded as a remote outpost of the British empire, 

useful as a prison for deporting ‘criminals’. Many only stole to survive or meet the basic 

necessities of life. On board the convict ship that arrived in Australia in 1788 were 11 

African Americans; these were the above-noted runaway slaves who went to England and 

engaged in crime to survive.7  

 
2 Devleena Ghosh and Heather Goodall, “Unauthorised Voyagers across Two Oceans: Africans, 

Indians and Aborigines in Australia”, in Ehud R. Toledano (ed.), African Communities in Asia and the 

Mediterranean: Identities between Integration and Conflict, The Harriet Tubman Series on the African 

Diaspora, Africa World Press, New Jersey, 2011, p.131.  

3 Ghosh and Goodall, “Unauthorised Voyagers across Two Oceans: Africans, Indians and Aborigines in 

Australia”, p.131. 

4 Andrew Jakubowicz, “Australia’s Migration Policies: African Dimensions”, Background paper for African 

Australians: A review of human rights and social inclusion issues, Australian Human Rights Commission, 

May 2010, p.4, available at https://www.humanrights.gov.au/publications/african-australians-project-

australia-s-migration-policies-african-dimensionsaustralia. 

5 Ghosh and Goodall, “Unauthorised Voyagers across Two Oceans: Africans, Indians and Aborigines in 

Australia”. 

6 Cassandra Pybus, Black founders: the unknown story of Australia's first Black settlers, Sydney: UNSW 

Press, April 2006.  

7 Pybus, Black founders. 
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Some of the notable convicts included: Black Ceaser sentenced to seven years for stealing 

4lbs of bread and money, and who would eventually emerge as Australia’s first 

bushranger; John Coffin for stealing plates; John Williams for the theft of liquor, silver, 

clothes, among other items; and John Moseley for impersonating a seaman in order to 

obtain his wages. There was also John Randall for stealing a watch-chain and who later 

served as a private in the New South Wales Corps; and John Martin for stealing a bundle 

of clothing. It is reported that John Martin’s son married John Randall’s oldest daughter, 

raising 14 children and that their descendants number over 25, 000 Australians.8 Another 

prominent figure was William Blue (after whom Blue Point in Sydney was named) who 

arrived in New South Wales as a convicted felon in 1802. Like the rest, this man was of 

African descent. He became the first ferryman on Sydney Harbour and died a much-

celebrated founding figure in the penal colony of New South Wales in 1834.9  

 

Although the arrivals were only few, their numbers were sufficient to influence the 

establishment of a literacy test in 1897. This was later followed by the Immigration 

Restriction Act of 1901 (the ‘White Australia Policy’) at the time of Federation. Both 

measures encouraged discrimination similar to the practices of imperial societies in that 

era. They emphasized white supremacy and functioned to restrict the movement of 

‘coloured races’ to Australia and to prevent non-Europeans from having a say on the 

affairs and policies of the nation. Although mainly directed against further Chinese 

immigration, African natives, received special mention during debates concerning 

immigration restrictions and denial of franchise rights.10 For the best part of three 

generations, Australia’s racial act effectively put an end to any legal non-white or non-

 
8 Pybus, Black founders. 

9 Pybus, Black founders. 

10 James Jupp, From White Australia to Woomera: the story of Australian immigration, Port Melbourne: 

Cambridge University Press, 2007; Marilyn Lake, “From Mississippi to Melbourne via Natal: The Invention 

of the Literacy Test as a Technology of Racial Exclusion”, in Ann Curthoys and Marilyn Lake (eds.), 

Connected Worlds: History in a Tansnational Perspective, Canberra: Australian University Press, 2005, pp. 

209-230; Kenneth Rivett, (ed.), Immigration: Control or Colour Bar? The Background to “White Australia” 

and a Proposal for Change, Parkville: Melbourne University Press, 1962. 
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European migration from Africa.11 Even so, naturally, in their new found home, some of 

the African men married and had children with other inhabitants. As Daniel wrote, 

“records show without doubt that [African’s] lived and raised very large families 

throughout early Australian history and contributed in many ways to [it] progress. Some 

reports put levels of African people from 2-4% of early settlement population.”12  

 

Nevertheless, support for Australia’s racist policy weakened in the late 1950s, as reform 

groups and social movements in Australia called for integration. As many Australians 

interacted with other races, it soon became apparent to them that they posed no threat to 

the nation. In addition, this was a time when the anti-colonial struggle was prevalent. 

European powers were losing their footholds: the Dutch departed Indonesia; the French 

left Indochina and the British vacated the Malayan peninsula and archipelago.13 In 1958, 

the literacy test was eventually abolished, and in 1959 migrants gained approval to reside 

in Australia. In 1965, the Australian Government agreed that non-Europeans could take 

up Australian citizenship after 15 years of being a resident. In 1966, the discriminatory 

model of immigration control further weakened when the Australian Government signed 

the United Nations Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial 

Discrimination.14 However, final abandonment of the remaining elements of the White 

Australian Policy happened a decade later under the government of Gough Whitlam. The 

 
11 Jakubowicz, “Australia’s Migration Policies: African Dimensions”, pp. 8-9. 

12 See Patricia Attard Daniels, “African arrived on the First Fleet to Australia 1788”, Wordpress.com, 17 

May, 2013, available at https://cafedesheba.wordpress.com/2013/05/17/africans-arrived-on-the-first-fleet-

to-australia-1788/, accessed 26 June, 2018. 

13 Jakubowicz, “Australia’s Migration Policies: African Dimensions”, pp. 8-10.  

14 Jakubowicz, “Australia’s Migration Policies”, p.10. 
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bar on African native immigration was now lifted enhancing Australia’s image on the 

African continent. 15 

 

Returning to Australia’s contact with Africa prior to 1901, it is documented that 

Australia’s first military involvement overseas was in Africa in 1885, when the various 

British colonies sent forces to support the British Empire in reasserting control over Sudan 

that fell to the Mahdist. Australia sent a military contingent of 750 men inclusive of an 

infantry battalion and two batteries of artillery to take part in the campaign against the 

Muslim uprising.16 In 1899, soldiers from the colonies fought in the British conflict in the 

Anglo-Boer War in South Africa which ended in 1902, marking the second involvement 

of Australian troops in an overseas mission. Australia sent eight contingents totaling 

16,175 men and before the service ended, Australia became a Federation. The last few 

military personnel left for Africa as Australian soldiers.17 When the war ended, some 

Australians remained in South Africa and worked in the mining sector.18 In the later gold 

 
15 David Mickler and Tanya Lyons, “Locating Australian Engagement with Africa”, in David Mickler and 

Tanya Lyons (eds.), New Engagement Contemporary Australian Foreign Policy Towards Africa, Australia: 

Melbourne University Press, 2013; David Mickler and Nikola Pijovic, “Engaging an Elephant in the Room? 

Locating Africa in Australian Foreign Policy”, Australian Journal of Politics and History, vol. 61, no.1, 

2015, p. 104, available at https://doi.org/10.1111/ajph.12089, accessed 10 April, 2016; Jakubowicz, 

“Australia’s Migration Policies”, p. 5. 

16 David Mickler, “Australia and Insecurity in Africa: New Interests and Influence”, in Mickler and Lyons 

(eds.), New Engagement Contemporary Australian Foreign Policy towards Africa; Peter Firkins, The 

Australians in Nine Wars: Waikato to Long Tan, New York: McGraw-Hill Book Company, 1972, p.5; Peter 

Dennis, et al., The Oxford Companion to Australian Military History, Melbourne: Oxford University Press, 

1995, p. 575; Jeffrey Grey, A Military History of Australia, Melbourne: Cambridge University Press, 2000, 

p.46. 

17 Tanya Lyons and Elizabeth Dimock, “The State of African Studies in Australia”, paper presented at the 

26th annual conference of the African Studies Association of Australasia and the Pacific 2003 Conference 

Proceedings; Matthew Cuttell, AFRICOM and Australian Military Engagement in Africa, Monograph, 

School of Advanced Military Studies, US Army Command and General Staff College, Fort Leaven worth, 

Kansas, 2008; Chris Coulthard-Clark, Where Australians Fought: The Encyclopaedia of Australia’s Battles, 

New South Wales: Allen and Unwin, 1998; Parliamentary Education Office, “Closer Look-Federation”’. 

18 Jakubowicz, “Australia’s Migration Policies”, p.5. 
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rushes, miners from South Africa also came to Australia and vice-versa as many 

Australians moved to South Africa to take advantage of similar situations and benefits.19  

 

Engagement between Australia and Africa continued throughout the 20th century, 

although there were seasons of neglect and engagement sometimes occurred in an adhoc 

manner. Early in the century, Australia witnessed the spread of Garveyism to Aboriginal 

Australians. Garveyism was an ideology that advocated Black Nationalism. It came from 

African Americans using available news outlets, and voices from the African continent 

including Shadrach James, a Mauritian whose influence and impact on the Aboriginal 

leaders is believed to have played a role in the establishment of the Australian Aborigines’ 

League in 1933.20 When the First World War began, Australia’s military forces served 

with the British in Africa. Their assistance included the defence of the Suez Canal in Egypt 

against Turkish forces. It was while in Egypt during this period that the Australian and 

New Zealand Army Corps (ANZAC) identity began to emerge. This was the launch for 

the ANZAC campaign at Gallipoli in the Ottoman Empire. It represents a significant 

moment in Australian’s history, commemorated as ANZAC Day on April 25. Australian 

troops also participated in the Allied efforts in North Africa in the Second World War.21  

 

Apart from both World Wars, Australia participated in numerous multilateral military 

assignments through the United Nations in Africa, including deploying: 

• a medical team to support the UN Operation in the Congo (ONUC) from 1960 to 

1961;  

• 46 RAAF personnel to monitor a ceasefire between Isreal and Egypt from 1976-

1979; 

 
19 Jakubowicz, “Australia’s Migration Policies”, p.5. 

20 Ghosh and Goodall, “Unauthorised Voyagers across Two Oceans: Africans, Indians and Aborigines in 

Australia”. 

21 Cuttell, AFRICOM and Australian Military Engagement in Africa; Mickler, “Australia and Insecurity in 

Africa”, in Mickler and Lyons (ed.), New Engagement Contemporary Australian Foreign Policy towards 

Africa; Jakubowicz, “Australia’s Migration Policies”; Firkins, The Australians in Nine Wars: Waikato to 

Long Tan. 
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• a military contingent of 150, as part of the Commonwealth Monitoring Force 

(CMF) in Zimbabwe from 1979 to 1980 to monitor Rhodesian forces, cantonment 

of guerrillas, and return of refugees; 

•  a military force of six Australians through the Commonwealth Military Training 

Team Uganda (CMTTU) from 1982 to 1984 to help in training the Uganda National 

Liberation Army instituted after Idi Amin’s government was overthrown;  

• military personnel of 300 to United Nations Transition Assistance Group 

(UNTAG) which helped in providing engineering support and supervision of 

elections in Namibia 1989 /1990.22  

• a military contingent of 45 officers to support the United Nations Mission for the 

Referendum in Western Sahara (MINURSO) between 1991 and 1994; 

• military troops to back UN missions in Somalia between 1992 and 1995 – UN 

Operation in Somalia (UNOSOM 1), Unified Task Force in Somalia (UNITAF) 

numbering 1100, and the United Nations Operation in Somalia (UNOSOM 11); 

and 

• personnel of 300 forces to the United Nations Assistance Mission to Rwanda 

(UNAMIR11), and in 1994 dispatched 20 military personnel to join with UN 

operation in Mozambique (ONUMOZ).23  

• ADF officers to assist the United Nations Mission in Ethiopia and Eritrea 

(UNMEE) between 2001 and 2005;24 

• personnel of 20 to 25 from Air Force, Navy and Army to United Nations Mission 

in South Sudan (UNMIS) since 23 September, 2011 (ongoing);  

• 27 ADF members working (2019) and ongoing under Operation Mazurka are 

assisting the Multinational Force and Observers (MFO) in the Sinai, Egypt. The 

 
22 The Senate Standing Committee on Foreign Affairs, Defence and Trade, “Australia’s involvement in 

peacekeeping”, Commonwealth of Australia, Senate Printing Unit, August 2008, available at 

http://www.aph.gov.au/binaries/senate/committee/fadt_ctte/peacekeeping/report/report.pdf. 

23 The Senate Standing Committee on Foreign Affairs, Defence and Trade, “Australia’s involvement in 

peacekeeping”.  

24 “Operations”, Australian Peacekeeper and Peacemaker Veteran’s Association, 2019, available at 

https://peacekeepers.asn.au/operations/, accessed 01 October, 2019. 
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MFO is a non-UN organization established in 1981 to oversee long-standing peace 

agreements in the region;25 and 

• maritime force to support international efforts to promote maritime security in the 

Middle East region (operation Manitou) which include Somalia and Egypt since 

June 2014-ongoing.26 

 

The century marked the opening of a number of Australian diplomatic missions in Africa 

in the following countries: South Africa (1946), Egypt (1950), Ghana (1957), Nigeria 

(1960), Tanzania (1962), and Kenya (1965).27 These posts facilitated bilateral 

communication helping to address Australian concerns, and protect its interests in the 

region.28 For example, though an unsuccessful endeavour, the Australian post in Egypt 

was useful in mediating between the United Kingdom, Egypt and Israel in the Suez Crisis 

of 1956 during the prime-ministership of Robert Menzies.29 In another development, from 

the 1960s, under a scheme known as the Special Commonwealth African Assistance 

Program, Australia started offering aid to Africa comprising scholarships and finance for 

modest projects. By the early 1980s, Australia’s diplomatic presence in Africa had 

increased, and so did the scholarships and other forms of development assistance to the 

continent, which rose to six percent of total aid.30 Apart from trying to support the newly 

independent African states in the presence of the Cold War, Australia also saw this 

assistance as a way of preventing the propagation of Communism on the continent.  

 

 
25 “Global Operations”, Australian Department of Defence, 2019, available at 

https://www.defence.gov.au/Operations/, accessed 01 September, 2019; “Operations”, Australian 

Peacekeeper and Peacemakers Veteran’s Association. 

26 “Operations”, Australian Peacekeeper and Peacemakers Veteran’s Association. 

27 Mickler and Pijovic, “Engaging an Elephant in the Room?”, pp. 103-104. 

28Mickler and Pijovic, “Engaging an Elephant in the Room?”, pp. 100-120. 

29 Samuel M. Makinda, “National Interests and Altruism in Australian Foreign Policy Towards Africa”, in 

Mickler and Lyons (eds.), New Engagement Contemporary Australian Foreign Policy Towards Africa; 

Mickler and Pijovic, “Engaging an Elephant in the Room?”. 

30 Makinda, “National Interests and Altruism in Australian Foreign Policy Towards Africa”, pp.41-44. 
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At this juncture of history, Australia played a pivotal role in questioning and challenging 

the legitimacy of ‘apartheid’ after the first half of the 20th century, more so in the 1970s, 

in Australian-African relations. This was an essential part of the engagement deserving 

attention. The word ‘apartheid’ is the name for the particular socio-racial ideology 

officially established in South Africa in the 20th century (from 1948) by the National Party 

that ruled the nation until 1994. Apartheid literally means ‘separation or apartness’ in 

Afrikaans. It was systematically implemented under the guise that each ‘race’ would best 

prosper if it developed separately, but in practice apartheid served to ensure that the white 

minority, who accounted for 20 percent of the nation’s population, continually dominated 

the non-white majority.31 Advocating segregation, the real objective was not only to 

alienate whites from non-whites but also to separate non-whites from each other and to 

divide South African blacks along racial lines in order to weaken their political power and 

effectiveness in every facet of life. Social, political, and economic discrimination 

prevailed, alongside various restrictions on non-white races particularly the black 

majority. This was backed by enacted laws such as the Prohibition of Mixed Marriages 

Act of 1949 which protected the ‘purity’ of the white race, outlawing marriages between 

Europeans and non-Europeans, followed by the legislation in 1950 to ban sexual relations 

between whites and non-whites. Legislation in the form of the Population Registration 

Act No. 30 registered people based on their identity in one of the designated racial groups. 

This resulted in classifications such as Bantu (Black Africans), Coloured (mixed race), 

Asian (meaning Indian and Pakistani) and white. This found support in the Group Areas 

Act No.41 of 1950, which separated the races into different residential zones, and a series 

of Land Acts implemented to allocate over 80% of the nation’s land to the white minority. 

 
31 Katie Nodjimbadem, “A Look Back at South Africa Under Apartheid, Twenty-Five Years”, 

Smithsonian.com, 15 October, 2015, available at https://www.smithsonianmag.com/history/what-did-

apartheid-south-africa-look-180956945/, accessed 30 June, 2018; Angela Thompsell, “What Was Apartheid 

in South Africa?”, ThoughtCo, 05 March, 2018, available at https://www.thoughtco.com/apartheid-

definition-4140415, accessed 30 June, 2018; Marissa Evans, “Apartheid (1948-1944)”, BlackPast.org, 21 

February, 2009, available at http://www.blackpast.org/gah/apartheid-1948-1994, accessed 30 June, 2015; J. 

Palmowski (ed.), Oxford Dictionary of Contemporary World History, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

p.26.  

https://www.thoughtco.com/prohibition-of-mixed-marriages-act-43464
https://www.thoughtco.com/prohibition-of-mixed-marriages-act-43464
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A number of laws allowed for restriction on property ownership,32 with many Africans 

forcibly relocated into racially segregated neighbourhoods. 

 

Furthermore, the Native Urban Areas Acts put in place in 1952, the Native Labor Acts 

and the Reservation of Separate Amenities Act both established in 1953 imposed more 

limits on the black majority in the country.33 The discriminatory divide was such that 

separate facilities which included different public transportations (such as taxis, buses and 

trains), schools, churches, restaurants, post offices, cinemas theatres, hotels, beaches and 

seashores were established for whites and non-whites.34 The right to vote was restricted. 

Apartheid was so institutionalized and entrenched into the South African political system 

that despite consistent formidable opposition from outside and within South Africa, which 

produced the respected national leader Nelson Mandela, it remained in effect for about 

five decades. The official repeal of the apartheid legislation eventually occurred in 1990 

when the ban on Nationalist movements ended and Nelson Mandela gained his freedom 

after 27 years’ imprisonment.35 This move welcomed the first free and fair electoral 

process in South Africa in 1994, leading to the formation of a democratically elected 

government with Nelson Mandela emerging as the first black President.  

 

Australia initially supported apartheid but moved from being a staunch defender of the 

apartheid regime in South Africa and the rebel government in Zimbabwe to become a 

strong opponent of apartheid and an advocate of African nationalists in Zimbabwe. 

Australia became “…a key player in crafting the financial sanctions strategy which finally 

 
32 Evans, “Apartheid (1948-1944)”; Thompsell, “What Was Apartheid in South Africa?”; History, 

“Apartheid”, History, available at https://www.history.com/topics/apartheid, accessed 30 June, 2015. 

33 Evans, “Apartheid (1948-1944)”.  

34Evans, “Apartheid (1948-1944)”; History, “Apartheid”; Nodjimbadem, “A Look Back at South Africa 

Under Apartheid, Twenty-Five Years”. 

35 Nodjimbadem, “A Look Back at South Africa Under Apartheid, Twenty-Five Years”; Thompsell, “What 

Was Apartheid in South Africa?”. 



 

388 
 

brought down apartheid in South Africa.”36 The background to this is that Australia had 

suffered a backlash in the 1950s and 1960s because of its perceived sympathy for the 

white minority government in South Africa. Canberra had argued that apartheid was a 

domestic political issue and should not be addressed in Commonwealth or UN forums. 

Australia’s representatives variously refused to back sweeping resolutions put forward to 

the UN aimed at ending South Africa’s minority leadership.37 However, under Gough 

Whitlam’s Labour government (1972-1975), Australia not only abandoned its 

discriminatory laws as previously noted, but adopted a more engaged foreign policy in its 

approach towards Africa. Canberra publicly condemned apartheid and supported the 

independence cause of Rhodesia, gaining the friendship of African states.38 Whitlam’s 

government voted along with many states against Britain and United States, calling for 

stringent sanctions on the apartheid regime and the Portuguese who occupied some 

territories in Africa.39  

 

Whitlam saw Australia re-join the UN’s Special Committee on Decolonization that was 

committed to self-determination throughout the world. The Australian government under 

the previous Prime Minister, John Gorton, had withdrawn from the Committee in 1969. 

Whitlam also quickly brought to an end Australia’s status as a colonial power in Papua 

New Guinea. When the United Nations and the Organization of African Unity organized 

an International Conference of Experts for the Support of Victims of Colonialism and 

Apartheid in Southern Africa in Oslo, two Australian diplomats attended in support of the 

event.40 By 1973, along with Sudan, Indonesia, Yugoslavia, the USSR and Britain, 

Australia was involved in a Security Working Group to consider ways of making effective 

sanctions against Rhodesia. They voted in favour of the tougher resolutions, instigated by 

 
36 Gareth Evans, “Idealism and Realism in Australian Foreign Policy”, Hedley Bull Lecture, The Australian 

National University, University of Sydney, 14 August, 2012. 

37 Mickler and Pijovic, “Engaging an Elephant in the Room?”, pp. 100-120.  

38 Mickler and Nikola Pijovic, “Engaging an Elephant in the Room?”, p.104. 

39 David Goldsworthy, “Australia and Africa: New Relationships?”, The Australian Quarterly, vol. 45, no. 

4, December 1973, Australian Institute of Policy and Science, pp. 58-72. 

40 David Goldsworthy, “Australia and Africa”, pp.60-64.  
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the group to ban importation of Rhodesian goods. Although Britain, United States and 

France abstained from voting, it was successful.  

 

Australia prohibited trade with Rhodesia. Sporting teams racially selected from South 

Africa, could not visit Australia. South Africans were now required to secure a visa before 

they could visit Australia. The government promoted multilateral efforts and for this 

reason made financial contributions through the United Nations to support the needs of 

marginalized citizens in Southern Africa.41  

 

Additionally, in June-July 1973, Senator Donald Willsee, a cabinet Minister in Whitlam’s 

government, undertook an extensive tour of Africa that included Ghana, Nigeria, Kenya, 

Tanzania, Zambia, Ethiopia and Mauritius, while Prime Minister Whitlam attended the 

Commonwealth Conference in August of the same year at Mauritius. Since the visit of 

Prime Minister Harold Holt in 1961, no senior Australian minister had toured Africa. The 

government saw this as an opportunity to further Australia’s stance against racism, to 

improve its image, and to solicit Africa’s support against French nuclear tests in the 

Pacific. Both visits were successful and all African states except Mauritius supported 

Australia’s position on French nuclear testing.42  

 

Malcolm Fraser, who served as Australia’s prime minister from 1975 to 1983, voiced his 

strong opposition to South African apartheid, emulating the campaign of his predecessor. 

Similarly, he favoured a multilateral approach. In international forums, he was relentless 

in his condemnation of apartheid, advancing Australia’s standing in the global 

community. For example, in June 1977, during a Commonwealth Heads of Government 

Meeting (CHOGM) held in London, Fraser associated Australia with the anti-apartheid 

and anti-racist liberation groups in South Africa and Rhodesia respectively. In his speech, 

he mounted a vehement attack against racism and openly referred to Rhodesia as 

 
41 David Goldsworthy, “Australia and Africa”, pp.60-64.  

42 David Goldsworthy, “Australia and Africa”, pp. 60-64. 
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Zimbabwe for the first time contrary to Britain and the US who were less sympathetic to 

the plight of subjugated black Africans: 

Southern Africa is the most pressing area for action to secure human rights. 

Policies based on the false and pernicious premise of one race's superiority over 

another, one race's right to subjugate another, are the most flagrant violation of 

fundamental human decency…. The proponents of apartheid claim that they are 

pursuing policies of educational and economic equality. Even if this claim is taken 

at face value, apartheid must fail. The more people achieve educational and 

economic equality, the more they will reject political inferiority. There should be 

a rapid move towards majority rule in Zimbabwe. A failure to achieve this and 

achieve it quickly will most likely lead to disaster.43 

 

Crowning the Fraser government’s foreign policy achievements was the instrumental part 

Australia played in securing the liberation of Zimbabwe in 1980, leading to the formation 

of a majority government headed by Robert Mugabe.44  

 

Condemnation of apartheid was continued under the prime-ministership of Bob Hawke 

(1983 to 1991) and that of Paul Keating (1991 to 1996), again with active use of 

multilateral institutions (mainly the Commonwealth and United Nations), which was 

proving effective. Both leaders publicly challenged apartheid, called for dialogues and 

spearheaded initiatives to force the South Africa regime to abandon racial divisions and 

discriminatory policies. They demonstrated their opposition by lending weight to UN 

resolutions and implementing various UN sanctions imposed against South Africa, 

including suspending investments, loans, sporting and cultural activities, and supply of 

 
43 Malcolm Fraser, Prime Minister’s Address to the Royal Commonwealth Society, London, 3 June 1977, 

available at https://pmtranscripts.pmc.gov.au/release/transcript-4414, accessed 23 June, 2015. 

44 Richard Higgott, “Australia and Africa”, in P.J Boyce and J. Angel (eds.), Independence and Alliance: 

Australia in World Affairs 1976-80, Australian Institute of International Affairs, Sydney: George Allen and 

Unwin, 1983, pp, 248-259. 
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military equipment.45These policy commitments enhanced Australia’s engagement with 

the continent. Following the abolition of apartheid, South Africa joined the 

Commonwealth and became Australia’s largest recipient of aid and scholarships in 

Africa.46  

 

Australia’s awareness of Africa also increased with the arrival of black South African 

students in the country. They assisted in forming coalitions to counter apartheid and the 

white rulers in Rhodesia. Moreover, the crises that erupted in Africa, including the 

Ethiopian-Eritrean conflict, civil conflict in Somalia, Sudan, Rwanda, and the Democratic 

Republic of Congo (in which millions lost their homelands), brought many Africans to 

Australia under the country’s refugee policy,47 which further facilitated Australia’s 

relations with the continent. 

 

After the demise of apartheid and erosion of imperialism in the continent, interest in the 

affairs of Africa dampened. Additionally, with the end of the Cold War and the economic 

rise of Asia, Africa’s strategic importance to Australia generally dwindled.48 The 

prevailing apprehension in the Cold War era that Communist regimes may gain control of 

vital areas and transport networks in Africa (which could further endanger and isolate 

Australia globally) was no longer a matter of concern.49 Aside, from Australia’s 

participation in the United Nations peacekeeping missions in Somalia and Rwanda in the 

 
45 Stewart Firth, Australia in International Politics: An Introduction to Australian Foreign Policy, 2nd edn, 

New South Wales: Allen and Unwin, 2005, NSW, p.67; Mickler and Pijovic, “Engaging an Elephant in the 

Room”. 

46 Makinda, “National Interests and Altruism in Australian Foreign Policy towards Africa”, p.44. 

47 Jakubowicz, “Australia’s Migration Policies: African Dimensions”.  

48 Makinda, “National Interests and Altruism in Australian Foreign Policy Towards Africa”, p. 148; Mickler 

and Lyons, “Locating Australian Engagement with Africa”, in Mickler and Lyons (eds.); Mickler and 

Pijovic, “Engaging an Elephant in the Room?”. 

49 Makinda, “National Interests and Altruism in Australian Foreign Policy Towards Africa”, in Mickler and 

Lyons (eds.), New Engagement Contemporary, p.148. 
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late 1990s, Africa faded in Australia’s foreign policy focus.50 This was in spite of the need 

for stronger strategic relations with Africa, as recommended in the mid-1990s by an 

Australian Government investigation on ‘Australia’s Relations with Southern Africa.’51  

 

Nonetheless, since the turn of the millennium, Australia has gradually taken steps to raise 

its engagement with Africa. To demonstrate its new interest in the continent, in 2002, 

Australia played a critical part in Zimbabwe’s suspension from the Commonwealth for 

electoral fraud and various human rights atrocities. Australia later imposed sanctions on 

the government of Zimbabwe, while granting refuge to a number of Zimbabweans fleeing 

from the repressive rule of President Robert Mugabe (a man Australia originally supported 

in the bid to gain Zimbabwe’s independence). Australia helped in feeding thousands of 

Zimbabweans faced with starvation through the World Food Program (WFP) by making 

financial contributions to the organization.52  

 

In mid-2004, Australia re-established a High Commission in Accra, Ghana,53 following 

20 years of absence; and in 2005 opened a diplomatic mission in Tripoli, Libya.54 In 2006, 

the Australian government set up a committee to provide a report on Trade and Investment 

relations with North Africa, and in 2009 established a Joint Standing Committee on 

 
50 Mickler and Pijovic, “Engaging an Elephant in the Room?”, pp. 100-120.  

51 Australia Parliament Joint Standing Committee on Foreign Affairs, “Defence and Trade, Inquiry into 

Australia's relations with Southern Africa”, Joint Standing Committee on Foreign Affairs, Defence, and 

Trade, Canberra: The Committee, 1996. 

52 Jolyon Ford, “Australian-African Relations 2002: Another Look”, Australian Journal of International 

Affairs, vol. 57, issue 1, 2003, pp.17-33, pp.27-28; Joel Negin and Jolyon Ford, “Rebuilding Zimbabwe: 

Australia’s role in supporting the transition”, Policy Brief, Lowy Institute for international policy, October 

2009, pp.4-6, available at www.lowyinstitute.org. 

53Australia High Commission, “Ghana”, Seek, available at https://seekghana.com/places/accra/australian-

high-commission-ghana/, accessed 03 July, 2015. 
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Foreign Affairs and Trade to inquire and report on Australia’s relationship with the 

countries of Africa.55  

 

The Australian government established a policy of broadening and deepening its 

engagement with African states in 2008 and thereafter sought improved diplomatic 

relations with all African countries.56 In 2009, Quentin Bryce, Governor General of 

Australia (2008-2013), embarked on a tour of Africa to reassert Australia’s growing 

engagement with the continent. She visited nine African states, these being Mauritius, 

Namibia, Zambia, Botswana, Mozambique, Ethiopia, Kenya, Tanzania and the 

Seychelles. In these state visits, she incorporated meetings with the president of each 

nation.57 The Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade (DFAT) established an African 

Taskforce to formulate an Africa policy for Australia led by Ambassador Matthew 

Neuhaus, also in 2009.58 This was followed (in 2010) with the signing of a Memorandum 

of Understanding (MOU) between the Australian Government and African Union. Both 

parties agreed to cooperative relationships in trade, investment, peace and security issues, 

agriculture and food security, democratic governance, human rights preservation, climate 

change, and the attainment of the Millennium Development Goals.59 
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In 2012, Australia appointed a Special Envoy to Africa in the person of Bob McMullan, 

and announced the opening of a new embassy in Dakar, Senegal. This became the first in 

a Francophone African country and subsequently strengthened Australia’s relations with 

the International Organization of the Francophonie, as well as galvanizing its investment 

and political interest in the region of West Africa.60  

 

Australia maintains diplomatic relations with all 54 African states and its defence force 

continues to function in peacekeeping missions on the continent (see above). The 

Australian government has substantially increased its aid budget to Africa. Its investment 

in the region has also grown, particularly in the mining and resource sector where it is 

heavily present.61 For example, 2014 witnessed the signing of another MOU between the 

state of Western Australia and the Common Market for Eastern and Southern Africa 

(COMESA) to facilitate amongst other projects the sharing of knowledge and technology 

in various fields, particularly in mining, petroleum and agriculture.62  

 

Taken together, the opening of a new embassy in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia (housing the 

headquarters of the African Union), its increased partnership with the African 

Development Bank (ADB) (and pursuit of membership in the Bank), and strategic ties 

established with regional organizations, are indicative of Australia’s awareness of Africa’s 

importance and its renewed quest to engage the continent in many ways. The regional 

organizations include African Union (AU), Economic Community of West African States 

(ECOWAS), East African Community (EAC), Economic Community of Central African 

 
60 Bob Carr, “Opening of new Embassy in Senegal”, Australian Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, 

Media release, 09 May, 2012, available at 
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States (ECCAS), Southern African Development Community (SADC), International 

Conference on the Great Lakes Region (ICGLR), Intergovernmental Authority on 

Development (IGAD), and Common Market for Eastern and Southern Africa (COMSEA). 

Kevin Rudd, in his capacity as Australian Minister for Foreign Affairs, added, “Our new 

Embassy in Ethiopia, the home of the African Union, is a symbol of Australia’s deeper 

engagement with Africa — politically, economically and strategically.”63 

 

6.3 Motivation for Contemporary Engagement 

"We have neglected a continent of nearly 1 billion people and we have to engage 

for very good economic, political, foreign policy and strategic reasons and there is 

a lot we have in common with Africa that we can take advantage of…”64 

 

The above statement was made by Australian Minister for Foreign Affairs Stephen Smith 

(2007-2010), under the leadership of two prime ministers, Kevin Rudd and Julia Gillard. 

He spoke in defence of Governor-General Quentin Bryce’s 19-day, nine country tour of 

Africa as a driving force behind Australia’s renewed interest in Africa. Inaugural Director 

of the National Security Program at the Australian Strategic Policy Institute (ASPI), Carl 

Ungerer had agreed when he said that “continuing a policy of benign neglect towards a 

quarter of the world’s countries [was] no longer sufficient to meet Australia’s long-term 

national interests”.65 Mickler and Pijovic added: 

… ignoring Africa — an enormous resources-rich continent, comprised of a highly 

diverse one-billion population, fifty-four states and a plethora of regional 
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governance institutions — has become increasingly difficult. On the one hand, 

rapid economic growth, a resources boom, growing consumer markets, greater 

democratisation, and new political influences have over the past fifteen years, 

positioned Africa as an attractive destination for foreign investment as well as an 

increasingly coherent actor pursuing continent-wide interests and demanding a 

voice in international politics. On the other hand, a range of conflicts, ongoing 

poverty and pervasive human security crises continue to create both critical 

humanitarian needs and security threats that transcend the continent’s borders.66 

 

Australia’s more entrenched engagement with Africa aligns with the global trend, in 

which states not traditionally deeply engaged with the continent (such as Brazil, South 

Korea, Israel, and Japan) become so in the current era.67 Major powers, such as the United 

States and China, have also increased their presence in Africa, making it crucial for 

Australia as an important middle power to take advantage of the opportunities of closer 

relations with the continent, notwithstanding the difficulties thereof. Accordingly, 

Australia’s increased attention to Africa is in the context of enhancing its economic, 

political and security interest, as elaborated below.  

 

6.3.1 Economic Factor 

The Australian government recognizes Africa as a continent of great economic potential.68 

It is well informed of the commercial opportunities available in Africa that can be 

undertaken by its enterprises to the benefit of Australia’s economy. As former Foreign 
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Affairs Minister Bob Carr noted, “Africa is rich in arable land, mineral resources and 

energy deposits, with 30 per cent of the world’s mineral resources; 10 per cent of the 

world’s oil reserves; and 8 per cent natural gas stores.”69  

 

Australia is maximizing its opportunities in a competitive international environment by 

developing stronger and new economic alliances with African states to support Australian 

companies in the region. Many global investors have moved to Africa, which saw the 

direct foreign investment (FDI) rising from $9 billion in 2000 to $80 billion in 2012, 

according to data available from the African Development Bank (ADB).70 Former 

Australian Minister for Trade, Simon Crean, in a 2010 speech at a Mining Conference in 

Africa remarked, “The Australian Government is driving hard and is committed to 

fostering a stronger trade and investment relationship between our two great continents. I 

firmly believe we can take this partnership to a new level with great mutual benefits for 

Australia and Africa.”71 Carr added, “The economic revolution taking place in Africa, 

with its impacts on democracy and governance, highlighted the continent’s potential. 

That’s why Australia is committed to better, stronger, more robust engagement with 

Africa…”72  

 

This economic engagement is dominated by resource and mining interests, as expressed 

by several Australian government leaders and officials. Australia like other competitive 

global investors is keen to utilize the valuable natural resources, and the large market 

provided by Africa’s young and growing population (with a median age of 20 years 
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against 30 in Asia and 40 in Europe).73Australia is thus reinforcing commercial 

cooperation with the continent, leading to increases in its mining investment and trade in 

the region.  

 

Against this backdrop interest in the resource/mining sector and trade are major economic 

factors motivating Australia-Africa relations.  

 

6.3.1.1 Resource / Mining Interests 

Endowed with vast resources, the mining industry remains the backbone of Australia’s 

economy. Similar to Australia, Africa is a custodian of abundant resources. However, 

unlike Australia, in Africa’s case, the exploration activity is relatively low making it home 

to some of the largest untouched resources in the world.74 Amanda Stolze, an Australian 

exploration geologist who worked in Africa, commented during an interview with Tanya 

Lyons: “Australian mining and exploration companies see Africa as underexplored 

compared to Australia. There are many underdeveloped sites in Africa, and with new 

technologies, the opportunities to extract more offers a lot of potential. In some countries 

‘nothing’ has happened since the end of colonialism.”75 For instance, it was reported that 

from 2008 to 2013, the in-ground value of discovery in Africa stood at $687 billion, 
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representing 26% of the value of global discoveries by Australian Securities Exchange 

(ASX) firms within the same period basing the valuation on August 2014 prices.76  

 

Another attraction concerns African mining policies being less restrictive than those of 

Australia. For example, Australia has higher taxes and royalties, tighter mining approval 

processes and stricter environmental protection regulations. Africa with fewer restrictions 

and more flexibility is more attractive for mining ventures. Illustrative is the perspective 

expressed by John Borshoff, executive director of Paladin Energy, an Australian mining 

company with uranium interest in Africa: “The Australians and the Canadians have 

become over sophisticated in their environmental and social concerns over uranium 

mining, the future is in Africa.”77 While such a view suggests an exploitative attitude to 

environmentally lax countries, it also reflects how Australian businesses in the mining 

sector choose to operate to avoid stringent rules, higher taxes, and cumbersome approval 

procedures. These can lead to significant costs increases. The Minerals Council of 

Australia reported in 2012 that in Australia the cost of iron ore projects was over 30% the 

global average, and thermal coal projects cost 66% more than world average.78 Thus, 

Australian mining companies seek to diversify their operations away from Australia where 

it has become one of the most expensive nations in the world to engage in mining.79 

Additionally, while some resource rich countries adopted nationalization policies, African 

countries on the whole have provided a better climate for foreign investors. Moreover, the 

 
76 SNL Metals and Mining cited in Jim Redden and Ian Satchwell, “Sharing the benefits: enhancing 
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resources on the continent are of high grade, which is another attractive feature for mineral 

investment. 

 

Estimates reveal that Australia’s resource investment in Africa including oil and gas 

ventures was approximately $20 billion by 2010,80 rising to $24 billion in 2011.81 Its 

overall investment in Africa reached about $30 billion in 2017, with the majority in 

mining, equalling Australia’s combined total investment in South Korea, India and 

Thailand.82 Australian firms are in aggregate the biggest mining exploration investors, by 

dollars committed and invested in the African, South East Asian and Scandinavian 

regions, and the second biggest in North Asia and Latin America region.83 Australia’s 

mining sector accounts for the largest share of the nation’s foreign investment. For 

example in 2013, the mining investment overseas was A$143 billion accounting for 29% 

of FDI, followed by finance and insurance at 28%, and manufacturing at 13%.84 
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Australian mineral and resources companies boast of more projects in Africa than any 

other region in the world.85 They have not only built mines in Africa, but are expanding 

them geographically and numerically.86 There are variations in the number of Australian 

mining companies and projects reported on the continent, however, there is overall 

agreement that they are in the hundreds.87 Statistics in 2017 reveal that at least 170 

companies operate across Africa,88 and over 200 publicly listed in the ASX are involved 

in more than 700 resource projects in 35 nations,89 with a market capitalization that 

surpasses $200 billion.90 There are also hundreds of Australian firms not listed on the 

ASX undertaking mining activities in Africa.91 Outside Australia, the region with the 

largest concentration of Australian mining projects is Sub Saharan Africa accounting for 

36% compared to- 22% in Asia Pacific, 17% in Latin America, and 14% in the US and 
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Canada combined.92 Countries with the largest Australian projects on the continent 

include Tanzania, South Africa, Burkina Faso, Mali, Namibia, Ghana, Zambia, Botswana, 

and Ivory Coast, as shown in Figure 6.1.  

 Figure 6.1: Number of projects and companies by countries 93 

 

  

Australian projects cover a wide range of commodities including gold (the main mineral 

of interest), uranium, copper, coal, graphite, and nickel, and are well diversified, as evident 

in Figure 6.2. Aluminium and silver are other attractive minerals (see Figure 6.3). The 
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companies cover a variety of oil and gas projects.94 Some are mainly service mining 

companies. There exist companies that deliver mining services such as consulting, project 

managing, and engineering.95 

 Figure 6.2: Commodities mined by Australian firms 2013 and 2016 96 
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96 Source: AAMEG, “Australia and Africa Assessing the scale and potential of Australian engagement in 

Africa”, February 2017, p.8. 
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 Figure 6.3: Australian mining operations in Africa by 2013 97 

  

  

The Australian companies involved on the continent vary in size, covering the full range 

of big, medium, and smaller firms.98 Companies that have operated in Africa include BHP 

Billiton, Rio Tinto, Woodside Petroleum, Sundance Resources, Alvin Mining, Resolute 

Mining, Perseus Mining, Tiger Resources, Regal Resources, and Sphere Resources. Other 

examples include Aquarius Platinum, Terramin, Genalysis, Lycopodium, Equinox, Roc 

Oil, Oil Search, Bannerman Resources, Paramount Resources, Azumah Resources, 

 
97 Source: SNL Metals and Mining cited in Satchwell and Redden, “Sharing the benefits: enhancing 

Australia’s global leadership in the mining value chain” p.55. 

98 AAMEG, “The Economic and Political Significance of the Australian Resources Industry Presence across 

the African Continent”. 
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Gryphon Minerals, Adamus Resources, Discovery Metals, Zambezi Resources, Moto 

Gold Mines, and Riversdal Mining.99  

 

Out of the 5000 delegates from Africa and other parts of the world that attended the 2011 

Mining (Indaba) conference held in Cape Town, South Africa, Australian with over 800 

participants (including high commissioners, ambassadors, senior trade commissioner, 

representatives from over 400 Australian companies) clearly dominated the event.100 

Unsurprisingly, Australia has gained wide recognition for its active engagement in 

Africa’s extractive industries. There are strong indications that this will persist given its 

quest for low-cost and highly profitable mining projects in Africa, and as the Australia 

Africa mineral & Energy Group (AAMEG) noted: 

The Australian pipeline of investment and prospective investment in Africa 

remains substantial . . . The potential for future growth is demonstrated by the fact 

that just 5% of current mining projects are producing assets, with the balance in 

various stages of exploration and development. . . Should even a small portion of 

these development assets move into production, the scale and impact of our 

Australian footprint in Africa will be exponentially larger. Importantly, in bringing 

the requisite capability to the development of Africa’s “new economy” and with a 

large and expanding footprint, the Australian mining industry provides a unique 

 
99 AAMEG, “The Economic and Political Significance of the Australian Resources Industry Presence across 

the African Continent”, p.4; Thomas Clarke and Charles Okumu, China and the shadow of colonialism still 

looming over Africa, The Conversation, 02 August, 2012, available at https://theconversation.com/china-

and-the-shadow-of-colonialism-still-looming-over-africa-8941; Kevin Rudd, “Africa provides a rich seam 

for resources sector”, The Australian, 24 October, 2011, available at 

https://www.theaustralian.com.au/national-affairs/opinion/africa-provides-a-rich-seam-for-resources-

sector/news-story/7f08153c6eb27198dde22096525d8cf1?sv=be17ddfff676a854c5a5fa3ae3e5f162; 

Donnelly and Ford, “Into Africa: How the Resource Boom is Making Sub-Saharan Africa More Important 

To Australia”, pp.56-59.  

100 Negin and Denning, “Study of Australia’s approach to aid in Africa”. 
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platform for the efficient progression of the Australian national interest in 

Africa.101 

 

6.3.1.2 Trade and Market Interests 

Another important component of Australian’s emerging engagement with Africa is trade 

and market interest. Australia’s then Minister of Trade, Simon Crean, speaking at the 

Mining Indaba Conference in South Africa noted not only the existing, “strong mining 

and resource links between Australia and Africa”, but also a desire “to build on that 

foundation to broaden our trade and investment partnership…”102 Australia is aware of 

benefits that can be derived from Africa’s rapidly growing population, and the consumer 

spending which is forecasted to reach $US1.4 trillion by 2020.103 This is reflected in 

Australia’s 2017 Foreign Policy White Paper which states that, “The Government is also 

working to expand and diversify commercial links with Africa. Africa’s population of 1.2 

billion will double by 2050 and its growing urban middle class is creating new demand 

for goods and services. Africa is already a major overseas market for our mining 

services.”104 This has culminated in the signing of various trade agreements with 

numerous states on the continent, such as the agreement between Australia’s then prime 

minister, Julia Gillard, and Nigeria’s president at the time, Goodluck Jonathan, when the 

 
101 AAMEG, “The Economic and Political Significance of the Australian Resources Industry Presence 

across the African Continent”, p. 4.  

102 Crean, “The Australia-Africa partnership”.  

103 Ann Harrap, “Australian Mining Engagement in Africa”, Resource Investor, March 2011, available at 

http://www.resourceinvestor.com/2011/03/02/australian-mining-engagement-africa, accessed 12 

December, 2015. 

104 “2017 Foreign Policy White Paper”, Australian Government, p.62, available at 

https://www.fpwhitepaper.gov.au/foreign-policy-white-paper, accessed 12 June, 2018. 



 

407 
 

latter visited Australia in 2011.105 As a result, the Australian-Nigeria Trade and 

Investment Council was established.106 

 

Trade between Australia and Africa has been progressing at a steady pace. Australia’s 

then foreign minister, Julie Bishop, highlighted that Australia’s total trade with the 

continent as a whole had risen from AUD$7 billion in 2009 to AUD$10 billion in 2014.107 

From 2010 to 2012, exports to Ghana increased by 76% and Mozambique by 29%.108 

Australia’s largest trading partners in the region are Nigeria and South Africa.109 

According to reports, Australia’s trade volume with Nigeria reached A$350 million 

between 2016 and 2017 with wheat products being the main exports from Australia.110  

 

Sectors that have recorded trade growth include mining, education, and agriculture. Africa 

is an attractive market particularly for Australian mining suppliers, because goods and 

services for mining projects are major exports to the continent. Africa lacks a substantial 

 
105 Soji Omotunde, “Ties between Nigeria and Australia have become beneficial”, interview with Former 

Ambassador Ayoola OLukanni, The Nation, 24 February, 2013, available at 

http://thenationonlineng.net/ties-between-nigeria-and-australia-have-become-beneficial/, accessed 26 

October, 2015. 

106 Omotunde, “Ties between Nigeria and Australia have become beneficial”; Asafu-Adjaye, “Is Africa the 

new frontier in emerging markets?”, p. 22. 

107 Julie Bishop, “Address to Africa Down Under Conference”, delivered 04 September, 2015, Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs, 04 September, 2015, available at 

https://foreignminister.gov.au/speeches/Pages/2015/jb_sp_150904.aspx?w=tb1cagpkpx%2fls0k%2bg9zke

g%3d%3d; see also AAMEG, Australia and Africa Assessing the scale and potential of Australian 

engagement in Africa, .p.4.  

108 Asafu-Adjaye, “Is Africa the new frontier in emerging markets?”.  

109 Asafu-Adjaye, “Is Africa the new frontier in emerging markets?”. 

110 “Nigeria & Australia trade relations hit $350 million”, Footprint To Africa, 16 March, 2018, available at 

http://footprint2africa.com/topics/trade/nigeria-australia-trade-relations-hit-350-million/, accessed 17 

February, 2018; “Australia/Nigeria trade transactions hit N100bn”, The Punch, 25 January, 2018, available 

at http://punchng.com/australianigeria-trade-transactions-hit-n100bn/, accessed 17 February, 2018. 
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manufacturing base, guaranteeing continuity.111 Education as a major contributor to 

Australia’s export revenue has become a key part of the trade exchange as more Africans 

have been choosing to study in Australia.112 For instance, over 4800 African students 

commenced studies in Australia in 2015.113  

 

Agricultural interests covers a range of products including wheat, vegetables, seafood, 

alcoholic beverages, and highly processed foods. It also includes livestock. For example, 

to improve and boost livestock exports to Africa, Australia implemented a number of 

(MOUs) such as: 

• ‘Cooperation on Agricultural Issues’with Eritera (2005); 

• ‘Trade in Live Animals’ and ‘Handling and Slaughter of Australian Live Animals’ 

with Egypt (2006); and 

• ‘Trade in Live Animals’ with Libya (2007) and with Sudan (2009)114  

 

In 2008-2009, Australia exported about A$927 million worth of agricultural products to 

Africa.115 Australia’s five largest agricultural trading partners during this period included 

 
111 Advisory Group on Australia-Africa Relations, “A Strategy for Australia’s engagement with Africa”; 

“Australian mining projects making progress in Africa”, National Resources Review, 31 August, 2016, 

available at https://www.nationalresourcesreview.com.au/projects/australian-mining-projects-making-

progress-africa/, accessed 20 September, 2016; Scott Ryan, Speech delivered at the Africa Australia 

Association’s third International Forum, 16 October, 2014, available at 

https://ministers.education.gov.au/ryan/africa-australia-associations-third-international-forum; Bill 

Johnston, “Australia’s trade and investment relationships with the countries of Africa Submission 5”, 

presented to the Foreign Affairs Defence and Trade References Committee, Department of the Senate, 

Parliament House, Canberra, 14 August, 2017, available at 

https://www.aph.gov.au/DocumentStore.ashx?id=5f3f5298-86fd-437d-bf5d. 

112 “Australia/Nigeria trade transactions hit N100bn”.  

113 Advisory Group on Australia-Africa Relations, “A Strategy for Australia’s Engagement with Africa”. 

114 Department of Agriculture, Fisheries and Forestry (DAFF), “Review of Australia’s Relationship with 

the Countries of Africa”, to Joint Standing Committee on Foreign Affairs, Defence and Trade, Submission 

No. 26, 17 December, 2009. 

115 DAFF, “Review of Australia’s Relationship with the Countries of Africa”. 
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Sudan with estimated imports of A$266.6 million, Egypt with imports amounting to 

approximately A$262.2 million, South Africa whose imports were around A$150.4 

million, Mauritius with estimated imports valued at A$88.7 million, and Algeria with 

about A$42.3 million in imports.116 The five nations accounted for 87.4% of Australia’s 

agricultural exports to the continent.117 Agricultural exports to Africa have been growing. 

For instance, they grew from about A$401 million in 2006 to approximately A$464 

million in 2009. However, in the same period, African exports to Australia declined from 

about A$238 million to around A$188 million, leading to a balance of trade in favour of 

Australia. 118 In 2010, the value of Australia’s exports in goods and services to Africa 

stood at A$4.4 billion while imports from Africa totalled A$4.1billion,119 favouring 

Australia. In 2012, Australia’s goods and services exports to South Africa amounted to 

A$1.9 billion while imports from South Africa stood at A$1.3 billion120 recording a trade 

surplus for Australia. Commodities are among the main items imported from Africa. As 

DFAT reported, crude petroleum (one of the most important commodities in the world) 

accounted for 57.0% of Australia’s merchandise imports from Africa121 and has remained 

a major item imported from Africa. For example, in 2016, crude oil accounted for 60% of 

Australia’s merchandise imports from Africa as shown in Figure 6.4. 

 

 
116 DAFF, “Review of Australia’s Relationship with the Countries of Africa”. 

117 DAFF, “Review of Australia’s Relationship with the Countries of Africa”. 

118 DAFF, “Review of Australia’s Relationship with the Countries of Africa”. 

119 “Australia’s trade with Africa and the Middle East 2010”, Market Information and Research Section 

Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade November 2011, Australian Department of Foreign Affairs and 

Trade, available at https://dfat.gov.au/about-us/publications/Documents/Trade-Africa-Middle-East.pdf, 

accessed 25 October, 2017.  

120 Australia Africa Minerals and Energy Group, (AAMEG), “Submission to the Australian Federal 

Government for consideration in the development of the Foreign Policy White Paper”, AAMEG, 23 

February, 2017, available at https://www.fpwhitepaper.gov.au/sites/default/files/submission/170222-204-

australia-africa-minerals-and-energy-group.pdf, accessed 25 October, 2017. 

121 DFAT, Submission No.116, pp.1359-160 cited in The Parliament of Commonwealth of Australia, 

“Inquiry into Australia’s Relationship with the Countries of Africa”, to Joint Standing Committee on 

Foreign Affairs, Defence and Trade, June 2011.  
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 Figure 6.4: Africa crude exports to Australia in 2016 122 

 

  

In 2017, African-sourced oil accounted for 17.4% of Australia’s crude oil imports.123 

Other growing sectors included telecommunications, infrastructure, professional services 

and retail. In all, while Australian trade with Africa has remained comparatively small, 

 
122 “Australia’s trade and investment relationships with the countries of Africa”, Foreign Affairs, Defence 

and Trade Committee, Commonwealth of Australia, June 2018, p. 5, available at 

https://apo.org.au/sites/default/files/resource-files/2018/06/apo-nid179451-1187526.pdf, or at 
http://www.aph.gov.au/senate_fadt, accessed 11 February, 2019. 

123 Fessehaie Abraham, “Should Australian ODA re-engage in Africa”, Submission 32 for Australia’s trade 

and investment relationship with the countries of Africa, Parliament of Australia, available at 

https://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Committees/Senate/Foreign_Affairs_Defence_and_Trad

e/TradeinvestmentAfrica/Submissions, accessed 25 November, 2018. 
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the large African market will provide further rapid increases that will sustain a deeper and 

broader relationship with the continent. 

 

6.3.2 The Political Factor 

Australia’s engagement with Africa is not only based on commercial considerations but 

also part of its aspirations to enhance diplomatic and political ties with the continent as 

highlighted in various official policies and statements. The then Minister for Trade, Simon 

Crean, in explaining his visit to Africa in 2010 emphasized that it was, “part of an overall 

strengthening of diplomatic, political and economic contacts between Australia and 

Africa…”124 Africa with its 54 countries has a strong presence in international forums. 

Hence, developing a close relationship with the continent is advantageous for lobbying 

for votes and also for advancing Australia’s standing, as evidenced, when in 2013, support 

from Africa was instrumental in earning Australia a term in the Security Council. This 

seat provided Australia the opportunity to influence critical global security decisions at 

the topmost level and, amongst other benefits, to advance its international image. With 

this in mind, key factors influencing Australia’s political interests in Africa include 

boosting multilateral ties as well as its middle power status, and strengthening its 

international image. These are expanded upon below. 

 

6.3.2.1 Boosting Multilateral ties 

Australia’s re-engagement with Africa has been strongly motivated by a desire to deepen 

bilateral and multilateral ties with the continent and secure added support in international 

forums. The African continent with its numerous states, regional institutions such as the 

African Union coupled with South Africa’s inclusion in BRICS (Brazil, Russia, India, 

China and South Africa), and the G20 represents an influential force on the global scene. 

This is not surprising for a continent with about a quarter of the votes in the United Nations 

General Assembly, backed with the ability to vote cooperatively as a bloc with a united 

voice when needed. This provides the continent a capacity to shape international issues 

 
124 Crean, “The Australia-Africa partnership”. 
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and the global agenda. This was evident in the above-mentioned instance of it supporting 

Australia for non-permanent membership at the UN Security Council: 

As a committed multilateralist, Australia recognises the need to work closely with 

African countries to make progress on important international issues including 

trade liberalisation, climate change, refugees, UN reform, advancing human rights 

protections, disarmament and international security and addressing global poverty. 

Australia recognises the important role Africa plays in the international 

community and supports sensible reform of the Security Council to reflect the 

modern world . . . In Africa, as in all regions of the world, Australia will also seek 

to build support for its candidacy for a temporary seat on the United Nations 

Security Council in 2013-14.125 

 

Australia vied for the same seat in 1996 but lost because it did not win many votes from 

Africa. Following this unsuccessful outcome, Australia would soon come to realize that 

African (and to some degree from Pacific and Caribbean) support was indispensable in its 

bid to join the UNSC and needed to expand its involvement and communication with the 

continent. As a result, in 2010, in the prelude to the 2012 election for a seat in 2013, 

Australia applied a range of diplomatic measures including increased aid and more visits 

in both directions. Australia announced that its aid to Africa would double to AUD$400 

million by 2015. Between 2009 and 2010, it made an unprecedented number of official 

visits to Africa including visits by former Foreign Minister Stephen Smith, former Trade 

Minister Simon Crean, former Governor General Quentin Bryce, former Defence Minister 

Joel Fitzgibbon and former Parliamentary Secretary for International Development 

Assistance Bob McMullan. These visits were part of Australia’s campaign efforts for the 

UNSC position. In 2009, Australia also welcomed a number of visits by African senior 

government officials, including the foreign ministers for Tanzania, Kenya, Rwanda, 

Botswana and Mozambique, more than the previous ten years combined.126  

 
125 “Review of Australia’s Relationship with the Countries of Africa”, Submission No. 46 to Joint Standing 

Committee on Foreign Affairs, Defence and Trade, Australian Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade 17 

March, 2010, p.32.  

126 “Review of Australia’s Relationship with the Countries of Africa”, Submission No. 46, pp.33-34. 
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Australia eventually secured the seat in 2012, defeating rival nations including Finland, 

having gained 50 of the 54 available African votes.127 “With 129 votes required, Australia 

received 140 in the first round of the ballot at the United Nations headquarters in New 

York.”128 It is notable that the day the election was held was also the day that Australia 

scheduled to review and decide the continuation of funding for the Australia-Africa 

Partnerships Facility (AAPF).129  

 

As noted above, Australia has established relations with various regional organizations in 

Africa and enjoys diplomatic ties with all 54 African UN-member states. This includes 

the Republic of South Sudan, Africa’s newest nation following a joint communique that 

Australia and South Sudan signed in a meeting at the United Nations General Assembly 

in September 2011. At the time of writing (2018), Australia has 17 diplomatic posts spread 

across the continent- four Embassies located in Ethiopia, Zimbabwe, Morocco and Egypt, 

eight Consulates stationed in Angola, Botswana, Djibouti, Malawi Mozambique, 

Namibia, Uganda, and Zambia, and five High Commissions situated in South Africa, 

Nigeria, Ghana, Kenya, and Mauritius. Similarly, there are 17 African missions located in 

Australia from various African states: nine Embassies operated by Algeria, Ivory Coast, 

Egypt, Ethiopia, Libya, Morocco, Sudan, Tunisia, Zimbabwe; and eight High 

 
127 Nikola Pijovic, “Australia’s place in the world: Middle power, significant power, or top 20 nation?”, 

Policy Forum, 17 December, 2014, available at https://www.policyforum.net/australias-place-world/, 

accessed 21 January, 2015; S. Lewis and N. Christensen, “Charity Black Hole: $400 million poured into 

Africa as Rudd chases UN seat”, Courier Mail, 25 May, 2010; Mickler and Pijovic, “Engaging an Elephant 

in the Room?”, p. 107.  

128 Tony Eastley and Lisa Millar, “Australia wins seat on UN Security Council”, 19 October, 2012. 

129 AusAID “Australia-Africa Partnerships Facility: Final Design Document”, 26 November, 2009, 

available at www.ausaid.gov.au/publications/pubout.cfm?ID=1420_6154_5993_3406_3750&Type=; 

Tinashe Jakwa, “Policy insight: Improving Australia’s relations with the African continent”, Foreign Brief, 

26 September, 2017, available at https://www.foreignbrief.com/advisory/policy-insight/policy-insight-

australia-africa-relations/. 
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Commissions operated by Botswana, Ghana, Kenya, Mauritius, Nigeria, South Africa, 

Uganda, and Zambia.130 

 

6.3.2.2 Boosting Middle Power Status 

Although there is no standard or agreed definition of a ‘middle power’, it is generally 

accepted that middle power states are those “…weaker than the great powers in the system 

but significantly stronger than the minor powers and small states with which they normally 

interact.”131 Another definition is: “a state that holds a position in the international power 

spectrum that is in the ‘middle’—below that of a superpower, which wields vastly superior 

influence over all other states, or of a great power, but with sufficient ability to shape 

international events.”132 According to Gareth Evans, middle powers “are best described 

as those states which are not economically or militarily big or strong enough, either in 

their own regions or the wider world, to impose their policy preferences on anyone else 

— but which are nonetheless sufficiently capable, credible and motivated to be able to 

make an impact on international relations.”133 Middle powers can improve global 

relations, according to Evans, through innovative ideas and creative diplomacy, including 

 
130 Australia Government, “Embassies Consulates”, Australian Government, available at 

https://www.australia.gov.au/information-and-services/passports-and-travel/embassies-and-consulates, 

accessed 04 June, 2018. 

131 Carsten Holbraad, Middle Powers in International Politics, London: Macmillan, 1984.  

132 Meltem Muftuler Bac, “Middle Power Politics”, Encyclopeadia Britannica, available at 

https://www.britannica.com/topic/middle-power, accessed 26 July, 2018. 

133 Gareth Evans, “Australia and South Korea: Strengthening Middle-Power Bonds”, Global Asia, 25 June, 

2018, available at https://www.globalasia.org/v13no2/feature/australia-and-south-korea-strengthening-

middle-power-bonds_gareth-evans, accessed, 27 July, 2018. 
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building bridges between developed and developing nations, avoiding hypocritical or dual 

standards, acting as honest mediators, and promoting a fairer international order.134  

 

Andrew Carr focuses on the systemic impact of effective middle power activism and their 

influence on regional norms to provide a functional definition of middle powers: “states 

that can protect their core interests and initiate or lead a change in a specific aspect of the 

existing international order”.135 Middle powers assert a degree of strength and influence, 

provide regional or sub-regional leadership, cultivate groupings, act as leaders and 

mediators, counterbalance powers, and also exhibit the qualities of a good multilateral 

citizen to facilitate peace and prosperity.136 They are capable of building cooperative 

partnerships or coalitions to achieve objectives. The IBSA states (India, Brazil, and South 

Africa) and the MIKTA group (Mexico, Indonesia, South Korea, Turkey and Australia) 

provide examples of coalition building. David and Roussel see a middle power as “a state 

which has significant international and global interests and defends them by adopting a 

security and foreign policy style distinct from that of the Great Powers”.137 Most literature 

 
134 Gareth Evans, “Australia and South Korea: Strengthening Middle-Power Bonds”, in Carl Ungerer, “The 

“Middle Power” Concept in Australian Foreign Policy”, Australian Journal of Politics and History, vol. 53, 

no. 4, 2007, pp.539-543. This is more of a liberal and constructivist outlook on the role of middle powers; 

a realist reading would focus more on power factors such as military and economic strength as well as 

geostrategic advantages. 

135 Andrew Carr, “Is Australia a Middle-Power? A Systemic Impact Approach”, Australian Journal of 

International Affairs, vol, 68, no. 1, 2014, p. 79, see https://doi.org/10.1080/10357718.2013.840264.  

136 Allan Patience, “Imagining middle powers”, Australian Journal of International Affairs, vol. 68, no. 2, 

2014, pp. 210-224; Allan Patience, Australian Foreign Policy in Asia: Middle Power or Awkard Partner, 

Cham: Springer International Publishing, 2018. 

137 Charles-Philippe David and Stephane Roussel, “‘Middle Power Blues”: Canadian Policy and 

International Security after the Cold War”, The American Review of Canadian Studies, vol. 28, no. 1, 1998, 

p.135, available at https://doi.org/10.1080/02722019809481566.  
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on middle power policy agrees that middle powers can function to advance and contribute 

to international relations in the spaces neglected by great or super powers.138  

 

While there is no international list of accepted middle powers, Australia’s geographic size, 

geopolitical significance, economic strength, military competence, soft power diplomacy, 

and foreign policy approaches, fit the definition and profile of a middle power. Arguably, 

Australia’s alliances (for example, in the UN, ASEAN, and the Pacific Islands Forum), 

peace initiatives (such as support for UN peacekeeping operations), functional leadership 

(for example its pivotal lead against apartheid, and its role in the UN Transitional 

Authority in Cambodia), and the desired demonstration of good international citizenship, 

characterize Australia as a middle power. 

 

Similar to Canada, Norway, Turkey, and South Korea, Australia considers itself a middle 

power. This is evident in public speeches made by senior government officials including 

former foreign ministers Gareth Evans, Bob Carr, and Kevin Rudd.139 For instance, 

supporting Australia’s pursuit for a seat in the UNSC, Carr argued, “as a creative middle 

power, we will be an effective voice for the small and medium countries of the world and 

we will look to promote the interests of our nation and our region.”140Although, it was 

during the Whitlam period that Australia started experimenting with middle power 

 
138 James Manicom and Richard Reeves, “Locating Middle Powers in IR Theory and Power Transition”, in 

Bruce Gilley and Andrew O’Neil, (eds.), Middle Powers and the Rise of China, Washington, DC: 

Georgetown University Press, 2014, p. 23. 

139 Kevin Rudd, “Australia’s Foreign Policy Priorities and Our Candidacy for the UN Security Council”, 

speech delivered as Australian Minister of Foreign Affairs to the, National Press Club Canberra, 01 June, 

2011; Gareth Evans, “Australia should have a seat on UN Security Council”, SBS News, 03 September, 

2013, available at https://www.sbs.com.au/news/australia-should-have-a-seat-on-un-security-council-

evans, accessed 26 August, 2015; Bob Carr, “We Can Be a Voice for Small and Medium Nations on Security 

Council”, The Australian, 10 April, 2012, available at 

https://foreignminister.gov.au/articles/Pages/2012/bc_ar_120410.aspx?w=sxqmaey78kbkexjgkl1cqg%3d

%3d. 

140 Carr, “We Can Be a Voice for Small and Medium Nations on Security”. 



 

417 
 

diplomacy, it was especially refined during the time of Gareth Evans as Minister of 

Foreign Affairs (1988-1996).141  

 

During the prime-ministership of Kevin Rudd, his government increasingly presented “an 

image of Australia as a principled, positive ‘middle power’”.142 He described Australia as 

a middle power with global interests.143 Some leading government officials like former 

Foreign Minister Alexander Downer have used terms including ‘pivotal power’, 

‘significant power’ and ‘considerable power’ to conceptualize Australia or the label ‘top 

20 nation’, used by former Foreign Minister Julia Bishop. Nevertheless, middle power is 

usually employed in discourses directed to a global audience, with a view that middle 

power cooperation may help achieve regional and global security aspirations.144 As 

Ungerer noted, “Although its use has waxed and waned in official policy discourse and it 

is more commonly associated with Labor governments, the middle power concept itself 

and the general diplomatic style it conveys have been one of the most durable and 

consistent elements of Australia’s diplomatic practice.”145  

 

In an effort to affirm the status of a middle power, Australia needed to re-invigorate its 

global involvement, particularly in regions it neglected or had minimal contact. Canberra 

 
141 Bruce Grant, “Australia playing the power game”, The Age, 18 April, 2008, available at 

https://www.theage.com.au/national/australia-playing-the-power-game-20080418-ge6zad.html, accessed 
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142 Negin and Ford, “Rebuilding Zimbabwe: Australia’s role in Rebuilding Zimbabwe”, p.5.  

143 Kevin Rudd, “Australia’s Foreign Policy: Looking West”, 12 November, 2010, available at 

http://www.foreignminister.gov.au/speeches/2010/kr_sp_101112.html, accessed 11 January, 2015. 
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International Affairs, vol. 71, issue 4, 2017, pp. 355-370, available at DOI: 
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had to carry out middle power obligations; a constructive engagement with the African 

continent was an integral part in fulfilling this objective.146  

 

As Canberra continues to seek to shape the global order for the better and to protect its 

interests, diplomatic relations with Africa can only work to Australia’s advantage and 

provide it an opportunity to further accentuate its role as a middle power in the 

international arena. This is important to Australia, with the growing tension between the 

United States and China, which is changing the global landscape amongst other 

international dynamics.147  

 

6.3.2.3 Boosting International Image 

The image and recognition of being a good international citizen and continually acting as 

one is valuable to Australia:  

Across the world, while from time to time we may have our critics, Australia 

represents a positive international brand - a significant force for good in the world 

where we are rightly seen as not just prosecuting our national interests, but equally 

promoting the global and regional order that supports us all.148 

 

This demands a commitment that involves projecting “Australia’s identity beyond its 

borders”,149 taking initiatives rather than being reactive, and working towards the global 

public good and not only narrow self-interest. When it came to Africa, Australia had failed 

to recognize its potential and that the continent was changing, as a former foreign minister 

 
146 Negin and Ford, “Rebuilding Zimbabwe: Australia’s role in Rebuilding Zimbabwe”. 

147 Nick Alexander, “The Party that dug the Well”, Voice, 17 January, 2014, available at 

http://www.laborvoice.com.au/feature-article/the-party-that-dug-the-well/; see also Graeme Dobell, 

“Gareth Evans: incorrigible optimist”, The Strategist Australian Strategic Policy Institute, 30 October, 2017, 

available at https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/gareth-evans-incorrigible-optimist/, accessed 27 July, 2015. 

148 Kevin Rudd, “Australia’s Foreign Policy Priorities and Our Candidacy for the UN Security Council”, 

speech to the, National Press Club Canberra, 01 June, 2011. 

149 Makinda, “National Interests and Altruism in Australian Foreign Policy towards Africa”, p.47. 
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had noted.150 Australia needed to intensify diplomatic and political engagement with 

Africa, as it risked undermining its status as a good international citizen. It had to play a 

more active role in assisting with the numerous development and security challenges faced 

on the African continent, and which impacted on global stability and prosperity. 

Effectively, by doing so, it was abiding to the principles of its policy statement: 

Australia wants to be a good international citizen. That reflects a key Australian 

characteristic: a commitment to help people less fortunate than ourselves, a belief 

in a fair go for all . . . Australia's standing as a good international citizen, working 

regionally and internationally, is critical to promoting and advancing Australia's 

foreign policy and national interests.151  

 

The notion of good international citizen is now an accepted canon in Australian foreign 

policy statements and is seen as a major contributor to the country’s soft power.152 

Maintaining a stable relationship with Africa will be another test of Australia’s 

credentials, as a good international actor, having pledged its commitment to Africa for the 

long term, and vowed to make outstanding contributions to the continent: 

As a committed multilateralist, Australia wants to work closely with African 

nations to tackle the challenges of this century . . . It is difficult to imagine progress 

on issues such as climate change, the millennium development goals, trade 

liberalisation, disarmament, and United Nations reform without working closely 

with Africa, African countries and the African Union . . . It also reflects Australia's 

commitment to be a good international citizen, and to support Africa, which 

remains the continent with the highest percentage of people living in absolute 

poverty, in making progress towards the Millennium Development Goals.153 

 
150 Stephen Smith, “Australia and Africa: Looking to the Future”, speech delivered as Australian Minister 

for foreign Affairs at the University of Sydney International Forum on Africa, 19 March, 2010. 

151 “Policy Statement on Australia’s International Development Assistance”, Australian Government, 2009, 

available at https://www.budget.gov.au/2009-10/content/ministerial_statements/ausaid/html/ms_ausaid-

03.htm, accessed 11 February, 2015. 

152 See “2017 Foreign Policy White Paper”, Australian Government. 

153 Smith, “Australia and Africa: Looking to the Future”. 
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While the above speech was made in 2010, by 2019 the sentiment had not changed.  

 

6.3.3 Security Factor 

Australia’s national interests in Africa, as discussed below, includes the safety of its 

citizens and economic activities on the continent: these cannot be secure in an insecure 

Africa. The range of identified threats, including violent extremism and terrorist 

operations from fragile states and non-states actors, have remained prevalent and acute in 

Africa. This challenge has caused global instability, potentially affecting Australia’s 

commercial interest in the region particularly its vast mining engagement on the continent. 

Foreign nationals face the risk of abduction with reported cases of piracy and kidnapping 

of foreigners including Australian citizens. Australia’s economic pursuit in Africa would 

be improved if the continent was not characterized by complex volatility such as that 

posed by religious extremists in Somalia, Nigeria, Kenya, Egypt, and many other African 

nations. Australia’s diplomatic advances, which had witnessed an increased number posts 

and staff on the continent, expose it to greater vulnerability. Conflict in Africa has also 

been a strain on Australian resources, which have had to meet the resulting humanitarian 

needs. For example, the number of African migrants and refugees absorbed by Australia 

had grown substantially in the decade 2008 to 2018 (further discussed in the next chapter). 

Although Africa has been achieving greater stability, increased international support is 

still required to sustain this momentum and to deal with emerging threats in order to make 

Africa a more welcoming environment.  

 

With a growing recognition of the implications of ignoring insecurity in weak states, 

Australia’s modest defence involvement with the countries of Africa has gradually 

strengthened. Canberra has raised contributions and support for UN peacekeeping 

missions, humanitarian operations, and provided smaller contingents for a limited period 

to assist with required UN operations. It has developed stronger defence links with the 

African Union, and subsequently stationed a Defence Attaché on the continent. The post 

is at the Australian Embassy in Ethiopia (where the AU has its headquarters) to “help 

identify areas of cooperation and identify scope for further Defence engagement and 
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support in niche areas to help promote peace and stability in Africa.”154 The duties include 

supporting broader Australian military relations with Africa based on Australia’s national 

interests.155  

 

This development is significantly in line with its stated commitment in the 2009 Defence 

White Paper:  

It will remain in Australia's interests to encourage peace and stability in Africa as 

part of our contribution to global security, through targeted defence cooperation 

and capacity building in areas such as peacekeeping. These efforts will contribute 

to Africa's capacity to manage its security, and a newly-established Defence 

Attaché to the African Union will strengthen Australia's ability to engage with 

Africa in areas of mutual interest.156  

 

In its 2016 Defence White Paper, which is the most recent as at the time of writing (2019), 

Canberra pledged to engage Africa in order to continue to address threats emanating from 

ungoverned parts of Africa to curtail extremism, illegal distribution of weapons, 

propaganda to ferment conflict, and challenges to global stability which include 

radicalization, terrorism, piracy, and drug smuggling. Australia specified ongoing 

contribution and support for the United States led Combined Maritime Forces operations 

 
154 “Submission to the Joint Standing Committee on Foreign Affairs Defence and Trade Inquiry into 

Australia’s Relationship with the Countries of Africa”, Submission Number 30, Department of Defence, 

Australia, Canberra, 17 March, 2010. 

155 See Joint Standing Committee on Foreign Affairs Defence and Trade, Inquiry into Australia’s 

Relationship with the Countries of Africa, Report, Commonwealth of Australia, 23 June, 2011, para 7.41, 

pp.183-184. 

156 “Defending Australia in the Asia Pacific Century Force 2030: Defence White Paper, 2009”, Department 

of Defence Australia, p.99, available at 

http://www.defence.gov.au/whitepaper/2009/docs/defence_white_paper_2009.pdf, accessed, 04 March, 

2015. 
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in Africa (a multinational effort to encourage regional cooperation and promote a secure 

maritime environment).157 

 

It also entailed enhancing security in Africa with like-minded allies, especially the United 

States and the UK, that have converging interests within Africa. These include shared 

concerns in the Indian Ocean region (inclusive of maritime security), which has become 

more politicized since China’s naval presence there (see Chapter 3). For Australia, a stable 

and secure Africa is crucial in the larger context of international security. As Cuttell 

pinpointed:  

Australia’s concept of security has evolved to include a more global and expansive 

view with a realization of the expanding role that the military will perform in 

securing national interests. Australia’s defence and foreign policy have witnessed 

a transition of the role of the military from national defence (based on geography) 

to national security (based on interests and values).158 

 

In addition to multilateral defence cooperation programs mostly through the African 

Union, Australia has developed closer bilateral relations with various African states 

including Kenya, Uganda, South Africa, Rwanda, Algeria, Djibouti, Morocco, Ethiopia, 

Nigeria, Cameroon, Tanzania, Lesotho, South Sudan, Ghana, Burundi, Burkina Faso, and 

Botswana, particularly in the decade 2009 to 2019. The Australian Federal Police (AFP) 

has stationed liaison offices in South Africa, Lebanon and UAE that share the 

responsibility of working strategically in Africa to provide cooperation and security 

guidance on issues not limited to international crime and terrorist acts. The office in 

Lebanon covers Algeria, Mauritania, Tunisia, Egypt, Morocco, and Libya, and the UAE 

 
157 “2016 Defence White Paper”, Australia Department of Defence, 2016, available at 

https://www.defence.gov.au/WhitePaper/Docs/2016-Defence-White-Paper.pdf, accessed 11 July, 2017. 

158 Cuttell, AFRICOM and Australian Military Engagement in Africa, p. 49. 
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office is responsible for Somalia, Sudan, South Sudan, Chad, Djibouti, and Eritrea. The 

other African nations fall under the post in South Africa.159  

 

Thus, a range of key security related objectives aimed at combating terrorism, advancing 

peacekeeping missions, and safeguarding maritime interests, are in keeping with 

Australia’s strategic national goals. They have combined to propel Australia’s defence 

engagement with Africa.  

 

6.3.3.1 Combating Terrorism  

 

Canberra is concerned that a growing generation of Africans committed to terrorism a 

term which has attracted some 250 definitions but which can be parsimoniously defined 

as “the employment of fear to gain an objective”160 –sees this as a major threat to Australia 

and the international community as a whole. This concern is expressed in several official 

documents including the Department of Defence 2010 counter-terrorism White Paper, 

Australian Government, 2017 Foreign Policy White Paper, and the 2017 Australia New 

Zealand Counter-Terrorism Committee National Counter-Terrorism Plan.161 Terrorist 

activities in the Middle East have expanded to different parts of Africa, and have 

continued to attract new supporters. The problem of state fragility in North Africa and 

 
159 See Australian Federal Police, “AFP across the world”, Commonwealth of Australia, available at 

https://www.afp.gov.au/what-we-do/our-work-overseas/afp-across-world#euro, accessed 04 August, 2018. 

160 M. L. R. Smith. and David Martin Jones, “What Carl Might Have Said about Terrorism: How Strategic 

Theory can Enlighten an Essentially Contested Debate”, Infinity Journal, vol. 6, issue 2, 2018, pp. 31-32, 

available at https://kclpure.kcl.ac.uk/portal/files/100484062/IJ_Volume_6_Issue_2_Article_6.pdf, 

accessed 20 December, 2018. 

161 Department of Defence, Securing Australia: Protecting our Community, Counter-Terrorism White Paper, 

Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet, Canberra, 2010; Australia New Zealand Counter-Terrorism 

Committee, “National Counter-Terrorism Plan”, Commonwealth of Australia, 2017, available at 

https://www.nationalsecurity.gov.au/Media-and-publications/Publications/Documents/ANZCTC-

National-Counter-Terrorism-Plan.PDF, accessed 13 June, 2018; “2017 Foreign Policy White Paper”, 

Australian Government. 
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Sahel region has led to widespread distribution of arms, available for use in many African 

states.162 In 2008, an Australian photographer was kidnapped by terrorists in Somalia and 

subjected to abuse for about a year.163 In 2013, the Westgate shopping mall in Nairobi, 

Kenya, was attacked by al-Shabab Islamic militants, leading to the death of at least 67 

people, including locals and foreign nationals. An Australian was one of the foreigners 

killed in the attack.164 Also in 2013, Al-Qaeda-affiliated fighters attacked a gas facility in 

Southern Algeria killing 37 foreigners along with 11 locals.165 Algeria recorded another 

attack by Al-Qaeda's North Africa branch, Islamic Maghreb (AQIM), on a gas plant 

jointly owned by Algerians and foreign investors, in 2016.166 

 

Furthermore, in 2015, al-Shabab militants brutally killed at least 147 people, mostly 

Christian students singled out at a university in north-eastern Kenya.167 In the same year, 

Islamic militants killed 19 people including an Australian at the national museum in 

Tunisia. Also in 2015, at least 21 people died when a group linked to Al-Qaeda fired 

indiscriminately at guests in the Radisson Blu Hotel in Bamako, Mali, which was hosting 

 
162 “2017 Foreign Policy White Paper”, Australian Government p.48. 

163 “Nigel Brennan and Amanda Lindhout's horrific ordeal as hostages in Somalia”, News.com.au, 02 

September, 2013, available at https://www.news.com.au/world/nigel-brennan-and-amanda-lindhouts-
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https://www.aljazeera.com/news/africa/2013/01/20131215502836355.html, accessed 04 April, 2015. 
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diplomats and other guests.168 In December 2016, Islamic militants went to Cairo’s Coptic 

Cathedral in Egypt, and murdered 25 worshippers during a Sunday mass.169 In January 

2016, the terrorist group Ansar Dine kidnapped two Australians in Burkina Faso and one 

was still in captivity as at the time of writing.170 Terrorist groups including Al-Qaeda in 

the Islamic Maghreb have found kidnapping for ransom to be a lucrative venture and have 

kidnapped many Westerners in nations including Mali, Burkina Faso, and Niger over 

time.171  

 

Although later rescued, in June 2016, seven workers in Nigeria employed by a Perth-based 

mining company including three Australians fell victim to kidnappers (a gang of 30 

heavily armed militants), in a deadly attack on their convoy. They were under the 

protection of armed police and security officers during the attack.172 Over 300 lives were 

lost and hundreds seriously injured in the bombing that hit the centre of Mogadishu, 

Somalia, in 2017, carried out by the militant group al-Shabaab.173 The United States lost 
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four soldiers to state-affiliated Islamic militants in Niger in 2017.174 In July 2018, Islamic 

militants attacked and killed nine police officers in Tunisia. In Nigeria, Islamic Boko 

Haram group and the Islamic Fulani Herdsmen have been abducting and killing civilians 

in what has turned the country into a danger zone that has caused civil unrest. Calls for 

secession have become commonplace. This is problematic for a country that went through 

a civil war from July 1967 to 15 January, 1970. Mali and surrounding neighbors have been 

used as a bases by terrorists with improvised explosive devices (IEDs) and weapons. From 

2013 to 2014, terrorist attacks around the world increased by 35% and statistics from the 

United States revealed that over 32,000 people died in terrorist attacks in 2014.175 In the 

six-month period between January and June 2018, Jihadist groups killed over 100 people 

in Africa.176  

 

These terrorists groups, whether Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL, also known 

as Islamic State or IS, ISIS and Daesh), Al-Qaeda (AQ), Boko Haram, al-Shabab militants, 

Ansar Dine, Fulani herdsmen, and other networks generally hold similar beliefs, 

worldview, and broad ideology from which they draw their inspiration.177 Some groups 

are affiliates of ISIL and AQ, which were curbed in the Middle East. Their planning has 

been continuous with operational training, logistics information and effective propaganda. 

Most dangerous is the violence associated with their extremist ideologies linked to 

perceived local grievances. They have been able to turn domestic disputes into a global 
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cause, and intentionally target unarmed civilians. In keeping with the parsimonious 

definition of terrorism as “the employment of fear to gain an objective” (noted above), 

they are frequently trying to carry out catastrophic attacks to inflict mass casualties with 

the objective of instilling fear in pursuit of their cause. Islamist extremists have reached 

an unprecedented level of activity and geographic extent in Africa which has seen their 

combat capabilities and organization improve. Islamist extremist ideas are not the only 

justification for their violent tactics. They can include ideological, political, social, 

economic or religious views, such as right or left wing fanatical beliefs.178  

 

A more internationally focused Australia is concerned about these dangers posed to its 

economic and strategic interests in Africa. For example, in 2017, over 30% of ASX-listed 

firms were engaged in mining projects in nations in West Africa and the Sahel with high 

terrorist risk. Australian firms were also in Tanzania, Kenya and other African countries 

dealing with terrorist groups including al-Shabaab.179 As previously mentioned, Australia 

is one of the largest mining investors in Africa. In an occurrence in May 2018, in Cabo 

Delgado province in Mozambique, Islamist terrorists (responsible for many other 

incidents around the area) beheaded ten locals in the village of Monjane. This location is 

home to several Australian mining firms including Syrah Resources a graphite mining 

company. Syrah grew into a major company after developing the Balama graphite mine, 

on what is regarded as the largest graphite deposit in the world.180  

 

Apart from its direct interests, Australia is aware of the impact of transnational terrorism’s 

on people in Africa, and beyond that to the detriment of the global security environment. 

Hence, Canberra assists with mechanisms to combat the terrorist agenda and tactics, and 

to facilitate joint security interventions. When President Mahamadou Issoufou of Niger 

visited Australia in October 2017, Australia’s prime minister at the time, Malcolm 
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Turnbull, pledged to help Niger strengthen its counter-terrorism capabilities and skills.181 

Along with Chad and Mali, Niger is a bridge between North and Sub-Saharan Africa, 

making it important in the fight against terrorism. These three nations are transit routes 

for locally based Al-Qaeda and Islamic State affiliates.182 Niger has been at war with Boko 

Haram, notorious for its abduction of about 300 secondary school students in Nigeria. 

Most of the 1000 United States troops positioned at the Lake Chad Basin (Nigeria, Niger 

Cameroon and Chad) are in Niger. The United States is due to complete the construction 

of a significant drone base in Niger in 2019. Its purpose is to track the movements of 

Islamist rebels and violent extremist organizations in the Sahel region.183 Australian 

military forces are also in Africa to join the fight against Boko Haram.184 In an expansion 

of Australia’s military engagement in Africa, Australian SAS forces have mounted secret 

operations in African countries including Nigeria, Kenya and Zimbabwe in the bid to 

counter terrorism.185 With Australia’s commitment to fight terrorism, which is rising in 

Africa, its security relations with the continent are set for the long term.  

 

6.3.3.2 Safeguarding Maritime Interests 

Sea-lanes are attracting increased attention as their strategic role in advancing political, 

economic and defence security has been rising. Transportation of goods and energy across 

countries and regions is still heavily reliant on maritime routes and any interruption can 
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prove costly. Also in conflicts, control of sea lines of communication (SLOCs) and naval 

strength can effectively hold the opponents to ransom. In addition, criminal activities by 

pirates and terrorists have made protection of sea-lanes a global priority. Resultantly, 

many nations including the United States, China, Japan, the United Kingdom, Russia, 

India, France, Germany, Canada, Norway, and South Korea continue to invest in boosting 

their naval power and maritime capabilities. 

 

Australia as a continent surrounded by ocean and heavily dependent of seaborne trade is 

also in pursuit of maritime security. A consequence of its quest is increased Australian 

engagement with Africa, which represents an important geopolitical region in that 

strategic shipping routes pass through the Middle East, the East Africa littoral and into the 

Southeast Asian Archipelago before heading to China, South Korea and Japan.  

 

Thus, it is not surprising that the Indian Ocean should become a site of strategic rivalry. 

The Australian Government’s ‘2017 Foreign Policy White Paper’ states:  

The Indian Ocean has become an important focus for Australian strategic policy 

in recent years. Vital trade and energy routes for Australia and many of our most 

important economic partners transit the Indian Ocean. Half of the world’s 

container traffic and one-third of bulk cargo traverses the Indian Ocean. Around 

40 per cent of the world’s offshore oil production comes from the Indian Ocean. 

Over the next 20 years, the Indian Ocean will see a substantial increase in intra-

regional maritime trade, including in energy, food and other natural resources. The 

Indian Ocean region is also likely to become a more significant zone of 

competition among major powers, with China, India and the United States all 

increasing their levels of military activity in this region.186  

 

Clearly, strategic competition over the waterways has made the Indian Ocean highly 

contestable among major powers. Besides, the Indian Ocean region which separates 
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Australia’s west from Africa’s east coast remains a vital thoroughfare for regional trading 

and is of growing economic significance to Australia.187  

 

Especially noteworthy, Australia is the only OECD nation that is home to an extensive 

Indian Ocean coastline, offering Australia a comparative advantage, though France does 

have territories and bases in the region and remains engaged to some degree as well.188 

The distance between Australia’s southern city of Melbourne and the Vietnamese capital, 

Hanoi (7,723km) is similar to that between Perth in West Australia and Durban in South 

Africa (7,870km). Additionally, the distance between Perth and the city of Nairobi in 

Kenya (8,904km) is less than the 9,217km distance between Melbourne and Beijing.189  

 

Understandably, Australia as a two-ocean nation is seeking to capitalize on this 

geographic proximity. This makes any instability in the SLOCs detrimental to Australia’s 

national interest, particularly its strong mining and agricultural sectors, and beyond those 

for the international community’s globalized trading system. Criminal activities such as 

piracy, terrorism, and drug smuggling threaten Indian Ocean security. The Australian 

Defence Department has noted that “there are a number of significant inter-state and intra-

state conflicts along its periphery.190 It has said the Indian Ocean had “an increasingly 

strategic role to play within the ADF’s primary operational environment”; and, moreover: 

“short of war, Australian defence planning will have to contemplate operational concepts 

for operating in the Indian Ocean region, including with regional partners with whom we 

share similar strategic interests”.191  
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Responding to this challenge, the Australian Defence Force has sustained contributions to 

the US-led Combined Maritime Forces and a number of UN operations as part of a 

multinational effort to prevent maritime crime in Africa.192 For example, the ADF has 

cooperated with the UN Office for Drugs and Crime (UNODC), and the Regional Fusion 

and Law Enforcement Centre for Safety and Security at Sea (REFLECS-3) on measures 

to stop piracy.193 The ADF has participated in the United Nations Contact Group on piracy 

off the Coast of Somalia.194 The Somali Coast is popular for piracy operations aided by 

the chaos and disorder in the nation. It has also helped with planning and capacity building 

in the Gulf of Guinea and the Horn of Africa to support African maritime security 

efforts.195  

 

The importance of the Indian Ocean is reflected in a change in terminology from ‘Asia-

Pacific’ to ‘Indo-Pacific’ in Australia’s defence and foreign affairs documents. As one 

analyst of the defence white papers over time has observed: “Defence embraces the Indo–

Pacific as the defining geographic expression of strategy and seeks a new India 

dimension.”196 Unsurprisingly, Australia is also an active member of the Indian Ocean 

Rim Association (IORA) and the Indian Ocean Naval Symposium (IONS). Both 

organizations aim at strengthening regional cooperation and sustainable development 

within the Indian Ocean region, which is fundamental to collective prosperity. IORA 

consists of 22 member states including eight African nations and the IONS has 23 
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members including six African countries.197 Both institutions further provide avenues for 

Australia to enhance engagement with Africa and protect maritime interests.  

 

6.3.3.3 Advancing Peacekeeping Missions 

Australia has a long history of assisting with both finance and personnel for peacekeeping 

and safety enforcement missions in Africa. This has been the case even when there had 

been a significant decrease in Australia’s development funding to Africa. In 2017, it was 

reported that Australia’s aid flows and funds for peacekeeping missions was around 

A$500 million.198 In the 2016-2017 financial year, Australia contributed A$219 million 

contributed towards UN Peacekeeping missions in nations including Mali, Ivory Coast, 

Central Africa Republic, Democratic Republic of Congo, South Sudan and the Dafur 

region in Sudan, Liberia and Mali.199 Australia remains one of the ten top donors to the 

UN peacebuilding investment and more than two-thirds of the funds are dedicated to 

Africa.200 As at 2018, Australia was the 11th largest contributor to the United Nations 

peacekeeping budget for Africa.201  

 

In terms of ground-based involvement, Australia has been part of many peacekeeping 

operations in Africa including some of the most dangerous and difficult missions. 

Between 1992 and 1994, for instance, more than 1100 Australian personnel were involved 

in peacekeeping and humanitarian operations in Somalia, a country that has a long-held 

 
197 See “Indian Ocean Rim Association (IORA)”,  IORA, 2017, available at https://www.iora.int/en, 

accessed 21 October, 2019; See also “Indian Ocean Naval Symposium (IONS)”, Royal Australian Navy, 

available at https://www.navy.gov.au/ions, accessed 21 October, 2019. 

198 Advisory Group on Australia-Africa Relations, A Strategy for Australia’s engagement with Africa”; 

Bishop, “Address to Africa Down Under Conference”, delivered 04 September, 2015. 

199 “Aid program performance report 2016-2017 Sub-Saharan Africa”, Australian Government Department 

of Foreign Affairs and Trade, September 2017, available at https://dfat.gov.au/about-

us/publications/Pages/sub-saharan-africa-aid-program-performance-report-2016-17.aspx. 

200 “Africa and the Middle East”, Australian Government Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade.  

201 “Africa and the Middle East”, Australian Government Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade.  
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reputation as dangerous to peacekeepers and law enforcement officers. From 1994 to 

1995, 300 Australian forces including medical personnel participated in the United 

Nations Mission to Rwanda in what was deemed a risky mission.202 Since the turn of the 

century, Australia has participated in various multinational peacekeeping missions in 

Africa including the UN Mission in Ethiopia and Eritrea (UNMEE), UN Operation in 

Mozambique (ONUMOZ), United Nations Missions in Sierra Leone (UNAMSIL), and 

the UN Mission in Sudan (UNMIS). Other examples include International Military 

Advisory and Training Team (IMATT) in Sierra Leone, UN-AU Mission in Darfur, and 

the UN Department of peacekeeping Operations (UNDPKO) in the horn of Africa.203 

Australian forces have also been active in South Sudan.204  

 

The provision of technical and training support to strengthen UN peacekeeping missions, 

including the training of African defence personnel, has been a part of Australia’s 

peacekeeping efforts in Africa.205 Australia is a nation with considerable expertise in 

peacekeeping operations having led missions in Cambodia and East Timor, and having 

sent over 65,000 troops to at least 50 global peacebuilding assignments.206 The ADF has 

contributed to the building of African peacekeeping capability through both the 

development of multilateral relationships with the United Nations, African Union, 

Commonwealth of Nations, and separate bilateral engagements with individual countries 

including Botswana, Kenya, and Uganda. In a multilateral effort, Australia and the 

African Union co-hosted a symposium dealing with the safety and protection of civilians 

 
202 The Parliament of Commonwealth of Australia, “Inquiry into Australia’s Relationship with the Countries 

of Africa”. 

203 Cuttell, AFRICOM and Australian Military Engagement in Africa; See also Senate Foreign Affairs, 

Defence and Trade Committee, cited in Oladayo Nathaniel Awojobi, “Evaluating Australian Development 

Assistance Approach Towards Africa”, International Journal of Economics, Commerce and Management, 

Vol. II, Issue 10, October 2014, p.9. 

204 Advisory Group on Australia-Africa Relations, A Strategy for Australia’s engagement with Africa”.  

205 The Parliament of Commonwealth of Australia, “Inquiry into Australia’s Relationship with the Countries 

of Africa”.  

206 Mickler, “Australia and Insecurity in Africa: New Interests and Influence”, in Mickler and Lyons (eds.), 

New Engagement Contemporary Australian Foreign Policy towards Africa, p.163. 
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in conflict areas.207 In short, Australia’s peacekeeping operations in Africa demonstrate 

sustained commitment to protect its national interest on the continent for the long term. 

 

6.4 Conclusion 

The main aim of this Chapter was to investigate the history of Australia-Africa relations 

and to assess what has spurred Australia’s recent engagement with the continent. It finds 

that Australia and Africa have had a long relationship, which predates Australia becoming 

a federation. Moreover, Africans feature in Australia’s emergence as a nation. The 

relationship has gone through different historical periods and, notably, the joint 

renunciation and battle against apartheid was a specific historical process that invigorated 

the engagement. Despite occasional periods of neglect, it is an engagement that has gained 

momentum since the millennium.  

 

A number of underlying motives share responsibility for Australia’s more recent attraction 

to Africa. These motives encompass economic, political and security interests. Resource 

extraction and the need to develop closer trade and investment relations with Africa are 

the main economic drivers. They provide the key material reasons for the growing 

relationship. Australia’s quest to boost its image, power, status, and to secure a sound 

diplomatic identity in the global arena are political considerations that have further drawn 

the nation to Africa, a continent that has increasing influence on international 

organizations particularly with the volume of votes it holds. This has played an invaluable 

role in Australia’s successful campaign for a temporary seat in the United Nations Security 

Council.  

 

In the area of security, Australia’s defence relationship with Africa is significant and has 

several facets including its notable interest in the Indian Ocean region, and the need for 

stability within African states. This is important for Australia’s prosperity as it involves 

the protection of its citizens and assets both at home and abroad, which is inextricably in 

 
207 The Parliament of Commonwealth of Australia, “Inquiry into Australia’s Relationship with the Countries 

of Africa”.  
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line with its national objectives. In all, Australia is looking to Africa to contribute to the 

enhancement of its national interests.  

 

However, it must be said that Australia needs to invest more in the region to enhance long-

term relations. Any form of neglect is to be avoided. This includes the reduction of vital 

aid below recommended OECD levels (as has been the case), irregular visitations, and 

adoption of ad hoc measures. Australia would be better positioned to pursue continuous 

strategic policies to improve its prospects on the continent in the years ahead. 
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Chapter 7: Australian Engagement with Africa: Mode of 

Engagement, Benefits and Pitfalls for Africa 

 

7.1 Introduction 

This chapter concerns Australia’s mode of engagement with Africa including the benefits 

and pitfalls for the continent. As will be shown, the engagement approaches adopted by 

Australia are vital for the building of friendship and credibility in Africa. They have 

provided a platform for the development of Australia’s profile on the continent and for 

pursuance of policies in line with its interests. The increased engagement has brought with 

it a range of benefits and opportunities for Africa facilitating developmental programs but 

also pitfalls and impediments that need to be addressed. Doing so would not only advance 

mutual interests but in view of Africa’s significance also contribute to global security and 

prosperity. Beyond this introduction, the chapter is structured into the following sequence: 

mode of engagement; benefits for Africa; pitfalls for Africa; and finally a conclusion. 

 

7.2 Mode of Engagement 

Australian has utilized a range of tools to nurture its relations with Africa. The main tools 

as discussed below include multilateral, aid, high level visit, cultural, health and sports 

diplomacy, and collaboration with inter-governmental organizations, non-governmental 

organizations, civil organizations, and volunteers. In addition, an advisory group and a 

reporting committee have been established by the Australian government. Finally, there 

is an appeal to shared experience.  

 

7.2.1 Multilateral Diplomacy  

In addition to working through the Commonwealth of Nations, United Nations, forming 

strategic ties with regional organizations (see Chapter 6) and building bilateral relations, 

Australia has effectively utilized multilateral forums in the form of conferences and 

partnerships to amplify its influence in Africa. The African Down Under Mining 

Conference (ADU), Australia-Africa Universities Network (AAUN), and Africa Australia 

Technology + Infrastructure Conference (AATIC) held annually during the Australia-
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Africa week include multilateral forums focussed on boosting and addressing Australia-

Africa relations.1 The 2019 Australia Africa week took place in Perth in September, 

encompassing diverse programs linking universities, business groups, diaspora 

communities and senior government officials. The focus was to build alliances and to 

strengthen learning, research, and economic advancement.  

 

The ADU conference (initiated in 2003) is the single largest Africa business forum that 

occurs outside Africa. For instance, more than 800 delegates attended the 2016 conference 

in addition to over 50 exhibitors and media attendees from both Africa and Australia.2 

Connected with other events such as academic and energy seminars, it has been central to 

Australia’s development of resource industry relationship and partnerships with Africa 

and has advanced to become the world’s second biggest mining investment forum closely 

behind the Mining Indaba conference at Cape Town.3  

 

The AAUN, which attracts and hosts diverse participants and scholars from academia, 

government, business, and NGOs, has contributed to building networks serving 

Australia’s interests. The AAUN framework is guided by the UN Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs), the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) and the UN Paris Climate 

Accords (COP). It is also shaped around the AU Africa Agenda 2063, and the Australian 

national policies including the 2017 Australian International Strategy White Paper. The 

conference held in September 2019 emphasized the theme of economic sustainability, 

with DFAT and the Australian Centre for International Agricultural Research (ACIAR) 

as the major sponsors. The AATIC forum also offers an opportunity to interact with 

African decisions makers and industry executives. The Australian Crawford Fund Annual 

 
1 “Africa and the Middle East”, Australian Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, available at 

https://dfat.gov.au/geo/africa-middle-east/Pages/africa-region-brief.aspx, accessed 15 October, 2018.  

2 Australia-Africa Minerals & Energy Group (AAMEG), “Australia and Africa Assessing the scale and 

potential of Australian engagement in Africa”, AAMEG, February 2017, p.2.  

3 Bob Carr, “Africa Down Under”, speech delivered at the African Down Under Conference, 28 August, 

2012, available at https://foreignminister.gov.au/speeches/2012/bc_sp_120829.html, accessed 09 July, 

2015. 
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Conference on food security provides an example of another framework aimed at 

stimulating a favourable working relationship and building concrete partnerships between 

Australia and Africa.4 

 

7.2.2 Aid Diplomacy 

Australia’s aid and development are central to its engagement approach. It has utilized aid 

as a primary conduit and soft power strategy for advancing Australia’s global ambitions. 

For example, the 2018 OECD Development Co-operation Peer Reviews of Australia’s aid 

program established that Australia’s overseas aid is highly effective and places Australia 

in a better position to influence international relations.5  

 

Although the budget allocation is small when compared to that of some other regions like 

the Pacific and South East Asia, Australia’s aid assistance to Africa has enjoyed a 

significant increase over the years. For example, from a low base at A$33 million in 2003,6 

it increased to about A$100 million in 2007 7 and to approximately A$116 million in 2009, 

reached about A$200 million in 2011, 8 and rose to almost A$450 million by 2012, 

accounting for 10% of total Australian aid.9 Between 2008 and 2013, it had grown by over 

 
4 Alice de Jonge,"Australia-China-Africa investment partnerships", Critical Perspectives on International 

Business, vol. 12, issue 1, 2016, pp. 61-82, available at http://dx.doi.org/10.1108/cpoib-01-2014-0003, 

accessed 02 February, 2017. 

5 OECD, “OECD Development Co-operation Peer Reviews: Australia 2018”, OECD, 2018, available at 

DOI:https://doi.org/10.1787/9789264293366-en, accessed 21 May, 2019. 

6 Joel Negin, “Australia Development Policy in Africa”, in David Mickler and Tanya Lyons (eds.), New 

Engagement Contemporary Australian Foreign Policy Towards Africa, Australia: Melbourne University 

Press, 2013, p.136. 

7 David Mickler and Nikola Pijovic, “Engaging an Elephant in the Room? Locating Africa in Australian 

Foreign Policy”, Australian Journal of Politics and History, vol. 61, no.1, 2015, pp. 100-120, available at 

https://doi.org/10.1111/ajph.12089, accessed 10 April, 2016. 

8 Negin, “Australia Development Policy in Africa”, in Mickler and Lyons (ed.), New Engagement 

Contemporary Australian Foreign Policy Towards Africa p.136.  

9 Mickler and Pijovic, “Engaging an Elephant in the Room? Locating Africa in Australian Foreign Policy”. 
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200%, outstripping that of other regions such as 30% for East Asia and 27% for the Pacific 

region.10 In the 2016-2017 financial year, about A$500 million was allocated towards 

Africa’s development and security.11 The aid to the continent has focused on priority 

sectors in Africa: education, health, agriculture, and security. For instance, of the 

estimated A$500 million provided to Africa 2016-2017, A$160 million went for United 

Nations peacekeeping missions in Africa.12  

 

The Australia Award Program, which has offered thousands of scholarships to Africans 

for study and training in Australia (mostly through the AusAID scholarship scheme), 

accounts for the largest component of its aid package to Africa.13 For example, in 2009, 

the scholarships awarded amounted to about A$166 million, growing to around A$213 

million in 2010 and to approximately A$273 million in 2011.14 This has benefited 

educational institutions in Australia where most funds are spent (a few being in 

partnership with institutions in Africa), thereby boosting Australia’s economy. According 

to the then Australian Foreign Affairs Minister Julie Bishop, between 2011 and 2018, the 

program provided over 4,800 different opportunities to applicants from 51 African 

countries.15 The nations included Algeria, Angola, Benin, Botswana, Burkina Faso, 

 
10 Negin, “Australia Development Policy in Africa”, in Mickler and Lyons (eds.), New Engagement 

Contemporary Australian Foreign Policy Towards Africa, p.136. 

11 Julie Bishop, “Address to Africa Down Under Conference”, delivered 04 September, 2015, Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs, 04 September, 2015, available at 

https://foreignminister.gov.au/speeches/Pages/2015/jb_sp_150904.aspx?w=tb1cagpkpx%2fls0k%2bg9zke

g%3d%3d. 

12 Bishop, “Address to Africa Down Under Conference”. 

13 Negin, “Australia Development Policy in Africa”, in Mickler and Lyons (ed.), New Engagement 

Contemporary Australian Foreign Policy Towards Africa, p.141. 

14 Tanya Lyons, “Education in Australia’s Relationship with Africa”, in Mickler and Lyons (ed.), New 

Engagement Contemporary Australian Foreign Policy Towards Africa, p.217. 

15 Rhian Deutrom, “Julie Bishop defends federal scholarships to African students after Pauline Hanson’s 

attack”, The Australian, 02 May, 2018, available at https://www.theaustralian.com.au/news/nation/hanson-

attacks-federal-scholarships-to-african-students/news-story/410aa5e5f657b7a4f763bdcf3e169e18, 

accessed 23 May, 2018. 
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Burundi, Cameroun, Cape Verde, Comoros, Republic of Congo, Djibouti, Egypt, 

Ethiopia, Gambia, Ghana, Kenya, Lesotho, Liberia, Libya, Malawi, Mali, Mauritius, 

Morocco, Mozambique, Namibia, Nigeria, Rwanda, Sao Tome & Principe, Senegal, 

Seychelles, Sierra Leone, South Africa, Swaziland, Tanzania, Togo, Tunisia, Uganda, and 

Zambia.16 However, some of these opportunities are aimed at “linking African studies 

research to Australian foreign policy”,17 supporting Australia’s interests. Over 450 

scholarships for studies related to mining are in place to advance Australia’s resource 

interest on the continent.18  

 

Another strategic aspect of Australia’s funding is its increased commitment to providing 

urgent humanitarian assistance to affected communities in Africa. When the Horn of 

Africa suffered drought in 2011 leaving over 13 million people in need of food,19 Australia 

donated A$112 million representing its biggest foreign humanitarian effort in financial 

terms.20 This was in addition to the $13.6 million donation from the Australian public 

matched by the government in fulfilment of its dollar for dollar pledge.21 During the El 

Niño-related drought (which spread across Africa in late 2015 and early 2016), Australia 

provided at least $45 million for emergency food assistance.22 In the 2016-2017 financial 

 
16 “$320 Million Rorted for Foreign Scholarships”, One Nation, 02 May, 2018, available at 

http://www.onenation.org.au/320-million-rorted-for-foreign-scholarships/, accessed 23 May, 2018. 

17 Lyons, “Education in Australia’s Relationship with Africa”, in Mickler and Lyons (ed.), New Engagement 

Contemporary Australian Foreign Policy Towards Africa, p.217. 

18 Bishop, “Address to Africa Down Under Conference”. 

19 “The World Crisis in the World Today: Lives Hang in the Balance”, CARE, 2011, available at 

http://www.care.org/emergency/horn-of-africa-food-poverty-crisis-dadab-2011/index.asp, accessed 01 

August, 2015. 

20 “Horn of Africa Humanitarian Crisis, 2011”, Australian Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, 2014, 

available at http://www.ode.dfat.gov.au/publications/documents/horn-of-africa-crisis-2011-brief.pdf, 

accessed 01 August, 2015. 

21 “Horn of Africa Humanitarian Crisis”, 2011. 

22 “AID Program Performance Report 2016-17, Sub-Saharan Africa”, Australian Department of Foreign 

Affairs and Trade, September 2017, pp.9-14, available at http://dfat.gov.au/about-

us/publications/Documents/sub-saharan-africa-appr-2016-17.pdf. 
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year, Australia spent roughly A$95 million on humanitarian funding due to conflicts on 

the continent. The money covered a range of needs including food, security, health, and 

accommodation for displaced local residents.23 About A$5 million went towards the crisis 

faced in the Northern part of Nigeria owing to Boko Haram atrocities.24 Australia also 

constructed residential accommodation for young local residents and provided IT 

equipment for visually impaired secondary school students in Enugu, in the Eastern part 

of Nigeria. In the 2017 to 2018 financial year, Australia contributed at least A$25 million 

in humanitarian funding to conflicts in South Sudan and Somalia, in addition to the A$25 

million allocated to nine African countries from its core funding to the World Food 

Programme.25 To further address humanitarian hardships and advance development in 

Africa, the Australian diplomatic missions on the continent administer grants under the 

Direct Aid Program (DAP) provided by the Australian government. An estimated A$6.6 

million of DAP funding (accounting for 30% of global DAP funding) was allocated to 

African nations in the 2017-2018 financial year. This financed around 200 projects across 

the continent, “supporting Australia’s wider foreign and trade policy interests and public 

diplomacy objectives”.26 Approximately A$25 million was allocated to 28 African nations 

for community development projects between 2018-2019.27  

 

 
23 “Africa and the Middle East”, Australian Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade. 

24 “Why Australia is committed to Nigeria’s Rapid Economic Development-Amb. Lehmann”, An exclusive 

interview with African Leadership Magazine, the Australian High Commissioner to Nigeria, His 

Excellency, Ambassador Paul Lehmann, African Leadership, 16 June, 2017, available at 

http://africanleadership.co.uk/why-australia-is-committed-to-nigerias-rapid-economic-evelopment-amb-

lehmann/, accessed 15 August, 2017. 

25 “Development assistance in Sub-Saharan Africa”, Australian Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, 

available at http://dfat.gov.au/geo/africa-middle-east/development-assistance-in-sub-saharan-

africa/Pages/humanitarian.aspx. 

26 “Development assistance in Sub-Saharan Africa”, Australian Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade. 

27 William Hicks and Pichmon Yeophantong, “Why Africa Matters to Australia”, Australian Institute of 

International Affairs, 02 May, 2019, available at 

https://www.internationalaffairs.org.au/australianoutlook/why-africa-matters-australia/, accessed 09 May, 

2019. 
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Australia, moreover, has undertaken ‘aid-for-trade’ initiatives in states including South 

Africa, Mozambique, Malawi, Lesotho, Tanzania, Zambia, Botswana, Kenya and Uganda. 

In 2010, this represented 10% of Australia’s total aid to Africa. The objective is to offer 

development assistance for the trade-related needs of developing countries to facilitate 

better participation in the global trading environment and to promote regional commercial 

initiatives.28 This has been effective in increasing the export capacity and improving trade 

outcomes of developing nations.29  

 

Additionally, the Australian public has responded to poverty issues and natural disasters 

in Africa with acts of generosity. Beyond large aid providers, such as CARE Australia’s 

hunger relief programs to East Africa,30 this can also include small and local initiatives. 

One community minded example known to this researcher is that of the All Saints 

Anglican secondary school in Australia’s state of Queensland. In 2018, it raised funds to 

provide a young Tanzanian girl, Furaha Chami, a scholarship to complete her education. 

With her mother suffering from bone cancer and her father deceased, she had stopped 

attending school. Such endeavours, often encouraged by the Australian government, are 

gaining currency.  

 

 
28 Simon Crean, “The Australia-Africa partnership”, Australian Minister for Trade speech to the Mining 

Indaba Conference, Cape Town, South Africa, 02 February, 2010, available at 

http://trademinister.gov.au/speeches/2010/100202_indaba.html, accessed 06 July, 2015. 

29 “Inquiry into the strategic effectiveness and outcomes of Australia’s aid program in the Indo-Pacific and 

its role in supporting Australia's regional interests”, Joint Standing Committee on Foreign Affairs, Defence 

and Trade, Australian Council For International Development, June 2018, p.12, available at 

https://acfid.asn.au/sites/site.acfid/files/FINAL%20ACFID%20Submission%20Aid%20Effectiveness%20

Indo%20Pac%20June%202018%20%281%29.pdf, accessed 02 October, 2018. 

30 Care, “East Africa Hunger Crisis Millions at Risk of Starvation”, Care Australia, 2019, available at 

https://www.care.org.au/appeals/famine/, accessed 03 October, 2019. 
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Although, the Australian government (in 2015) reduced by billions of dollars its foreign 

aid budget in a measure to reduce the nation’s growing deficit,31 aid diplomacy will 

remain an efficient modality in the achievement of Australia’s key objectives in Africa. 

Nevertheless, Canberra’s aid focus on Asia and the Pacific has come at the expense of aid 

to Africa and other regions. Australia has slumped to the bottom third of OECD nations 

in terms of generosity, ignoring the UN mandated target for wealthy countries.32 This may 

reflect poorly on Australia’s image and impact on the achievement of its global interests. 

Canberra certainly needs to address the comparative disorder in its aid policies.  

 

7.2.3 High Level Visits 

Australian leaders, various senior officials, as well as business and industrial 

professionals, have visited Africa on various occasions for political, economic and 

security reasons. Among these was the January 2009 visit by the then Foreign Affairs 

Minister Stephen Smith to Addis Ababa, Ethiopia, to attend a meeting of the Executive 

Council of Foreign Ministers of the African Union (AU). This marked the first time an 

Australian foreign affairs minister had attended an AU meeting since its establishment in 

2002. In his address to the AU, Smith emphasized Australia’s interest in cultivating deeper 

relations with Africa and announced a number of initiatives including scholarship 

increases, agricultural support, facilitating better health care, and cooperation in peace and 

security issues.33 A year later, he went to the Southern African Development Community 

(SADC) meeting in Botswana where he was again the first Australian foreign affairs 

minister to participate in a SADC meeting, which was followed by a visit South Africa. 

 
31 Bill Birtles, “Australian aid groups turn to other countries for funding in wake of foreign aid budget cuts”, 

ABC, 16 July, 2015, available at http://www.abc.net.au/news/2015-07-16/australian-aid-groups-turn-to-

other-countries-for-funding/6623020, accessed 16 July, 2015. 

32 Kate Lyons, “’Dereliction of duty’: five charts that explain Australia’s approach to foreign aid”, The 

Guardian, 05 June, 2019, available at https://www.theguardian.com/australia-

news/2019/jun/05/dereliction-of-duty-five-charts-that-explain-australias-approach-to-foreign-aid, accessed 

08 June, 2019. 

33 Stephen Smith, “Presentation to the Executive Council of the African Union”, Commonwealth of 

Australia, 29 January, 2009, available at 

https://foreignminister.gov.au/speeches/2009/090129_african_union.html. 
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During these visits, he met with South Africa’s deputy president, foreign minister, 

Botswana’s president and its foreign minister.34 

 

Also in January 2009, the then Trade Minister Simon Crean attended the Mining Idaba 

Conference in South Africa and met with high-level officials including mining ministers 

from South Africa, Tanzania, Mozambique, Mali, Ghana, Senegal, Eritrea and Namibia. 

He also met with the minister for national planning in the presidency, the finance minister, 

the minister for trade and industry, and the minister for economic development. In 

February 2009, the then Defence Minister Joel Fitzgibbon visited the AU in Ethiopia and 

discussed peace and defence cooperation.35 In March 2009, Quentin Bryce, the then 

Governor General of Australia, embarked on a three-week, tour of Africa visiting ten 

nations to reinvigorate Australia’s growing engagement with the continent.36 In 

November 2009, Bob McMullan, then Parliamentary Secretary for International 

Development Assistance visited Malawi, Uganda, Kenya and South Africa and met with 

key ministers for the strengthening of ties.37 Mike Kelly, who was Parliamentary Secretary 

 
34 Hannah Climas, “Australia, North Africa and the Arab Spring: Engaging Beyond Trade and Security?”, 

in Mickler and Lyons (eds.), New Engagement Contemporary Australian Foreign Policy Towards Africa, 

p.33. 

35 Climas, “Australia, North Africa and the Arab Spring: Engaging Beyond Trade and Security?”, in Mickler 

and Lyons (eds.), New Engagement Contemporary Australian Foreign Policy Towards Africa, p.33; Joel 

Fitzgibbon, “Minister for Defence meets with African Union Representatives and Counterparts in Ethiopia”, 

Media Release, 18 February, 2009, available at 

http://www.minister.defence.gov.au/Fitzgibbontpl.cfm?CurrentId=8773, accessed 25 June 2015. 

36 See note 57 in Chapter 6.  

37 Bob McMullan, “Travel to Africa”, Parliamentary Secretary for International Development Assistance 

Media Release, 01 November, 2009, available at 

http://www.ausaid.gov.au/minister/release.cfm?BC=Media&ID=1442_2797_7054_3645_50507, accessed 

25 June, 2015; Bob McMullan, “Africa Water Week”, speech by the Hon Bob McMullan, parliamentary 

Secretary for International development Assistance, Johannesburg, South Africa, 11 November, 2009. 



 

445 
 

for Defence Support, attended the AU International Symposium to enhance the 

Protection of Civilians in Conflict Zones on March 2010, in Addis Ababa.38  

 

Kevin Rudd in his position as Foreign Minister attended the 18th Ordinary Session of 

the AU Executive Council meeting in Addis Ababa in January 2001. In his speech, 

he affirmed: “Australia wishes to embrace a new engagement with the continent for 

the future”.39 Kevin Rudd also visited Libya in 2011 and his successor as Foreign 

Affairs Minister, Bob Carr, was in Morocco and Algeria in June 2012.40 At the 2011 

Mining (Indaba) conference held in Cape Town, South Africa, Australia with over 800 

participants including high commissioners, ambassadors, senior trade commissioner, 

representatives from over 400 Australian companies clearly dominated the event. Five 

thousand delegates from Africa and other parts of the world including Australia 

attended.41  

  

Likewise, many high-ranking African officials have also been to Australia. In 2009, 

foreign ministers from nations including Kenya, Tanzania, Mozambique, Botswana and 

Rwanda visited Australia. The overall number of visits to Australia by foreign ministers 

 
38 Mike Kelly, “African Union International Symposium to enhance the Protection of Civilians in Conflict 

Zones”, Media Release, 02 March, 2010, available at 

http://www.mikekelly.alp.org.au/news/2010/03/02/african-unioninternational-symposium-to-enhance-the-

protection-of-civilians-in-conflictzones. accessed 25 June, 2015.  

39 Kevin Rudd, “Executive Council Speech African Union”, Commonwealth of Australia, 27 January, 2011, 

available at https://au.int/en/speeches/20110127-3, accessed 25 June, 2015. 

40 Climas, “Australia, North Africa and the Arab Spring: Engaging Beyond Trade and Security?”, in Mickler 

and Lyons (ed.), New Engagement Contemporary, p.33. 

41 Joel Negin and Glenn Denning, “Study of Australia’s approach to aid in Africa”, (Commissioned study 

as part of the Independent Review of Aid Effectiveness), 21 February, 2011, p.22. available at 

https://dfat.gov.au/about-us/publications/Documents/independent-review-of-aid-effectiveness-study-

africa.pdf, accessed 11 June, 2015; Ann Harrap, “Australian Mining Engagement in Africa”, Hard Assets, 

03 March, 2011. 
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from Africa in 2009 surpassed the previous decade put together.42 Former president of 

Nigeria Olusegun Obasanjo was in Australia in 2002 for a week.43 South African President 

Jacob Zuma along with leaders from other African nations including Nigeria and Kenya 

visited Australia in 2011.44 Jacob Zuma visited again in June 2014.45 In 2017, Issoufou 

Mahamadou, President of the Republic of Niger visited Australia,46 and in 2019 senior 

government representatives from various African states also visited.  

 

7.2.4 Cultural Diplomacy  

Cultural diplomacy, which is related but not confined to government-sponsored public 

diplomacy and its incorporation of ‘soft power’,47 has contributed to closer ties with the 

continent. Illustrative is the Africa cultural expo held in Perth in 2018 that included 

African traditional dance groups, modern fashion designers, and cuisines from different 

 
42 Climas, “Australia, North Africa and the Arab Spring: Engaging Beyond Trade and Security?”, in Mickler 

and Lyons (ed.), New Engagement Contemporary, p.33. 

43 Eddy Odivwri, “Nigeria: Obasanjo Off to Australia for One week”, This Day, 26 February, 2002, available 

at https://allafrica.com/stories/200202260278.html, accessed 22 July, 2015. 

44 “South African President Jacob Zuma concludes his visit to Perth, Australia for CHOGM Meeting”, The 

Diplomatic Society, available at https://www.thediplomaticsociety.com/archive/archive/233-south-african-
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45 “Zuma concludes Australia visit”, Business Report, 16 November, 2014, available at 
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2016. 
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available at https://www.pm.gov.au/media/visit-australia-president-republic-niger, accessed 02 July, 2018. 

47 See Department of Arts and Culture, “Cultural Diplomacy: A Pillar of our International relations”, 
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pacific/, accessed 12 March, 2019; Erik Pajtonka, “Cultural Diplomacy in Theory and Practice of 
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Relations- UMB Banska Bystrica, 2014, pp. 95-108,  
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African states.48 Activities from each African nation served to provide a more rounded 

perspective and better appreciation of the African cultural heritage. Another example is 

the Canberra multicultural festivals that have encouraged participation from Africans.  

  

Cultural links between Australia and African states are also strengthening through the 

growing size of the African diaspora. By 2018 it had reached over half a million,49 

representing a diverse array of African ethnic backgrounds. Although there are cultural 

similarities across the continent, within each African country, the cultural traditions are 

quite diverse with many tribes, ethnic groups, languages, religious beliefs, values, and 

identity. For example, Nigeria the most populous nation in Africa, has three major ethnic 

groups (Ibo Hausa and Yoruba) each with its own language. Many other tribes and 

languages exist in the country.50 Another example is South Africa with 11 official 

languages. Ghana, Kenya, Zambia, and Tanzania, are but a few examples of other African 

countries with different ethnicities and languages. Being from various cultural 

backgrounds, the African diaspora is helping to cultivate positive African-Australian 

relations given their familiarity with both cultural traditions and understanding of the 

social dynamics at play. Many of these migrants have a wealth of connections in their 

respective countries of origin, which has been beneficial to both Africa and Australia. The 

Australian Embassies are also involved in supporting cultural exchanges and programs to 

facilitate Australia’s relations with Africa.51 The annual Australia-Africa summit also 

 
48 “Australian Africa Trade and Investment Expo 2018”, Chamber of Commerce Western Australia 

https://www.ausafritrade.com/.  

49 Yidan Qu (ed.), “What is the Future for Australian Engagement in Africa?”, interview with Matthew 

Nuehaus by Karan Dhamija, Australian Institute of International Affairs, 23 August, 2017, available at 

http://www.internationalaffairs.org.au/australianoutlook/future-australian-engagement-africa/ accessed 02 

July, 2018; Negin, “Australia Development Policy in Africa”, in Mickler and Lyons (ed.), New Engagement 

Contemporary Australian Foreign Policy Towards Africa, p.134. 

50 For instance, the researcher’s father is from the Efiik tribe in Calabar, Cross River State, mother is from 

the Edo tribe in Benin City, Edo State, and grandmother from the Yoruba tribe in Akure, Ondo state. All 
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yoruba respectively. The researcher speaks the languages and a few others. 
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brings together Australia’s diverse African communities to showcases their culture, 

helping to close the gap in cultural understanding.  

 

7.2.5 Health Diplomacy 

Australia has long been involved in a variety of health programs in different regions of 

the continent. For example in Southern Africa, the focus is providing access to clean water 

and helping with sanitation in countries including Malawi, Zambia, Mozambique and 

Zimbabwe.52 In the Horn of Africa, the area of concentration is maternal and child health, 

as in Ethiopia where skilled birth attendance and immunization are inadequate.  

 

Furthermore, to address health problems caused by malnutrition and starvation, Australia 

has implemented initiatives to help with food security on the continent.53 During the 2014 

Ebola outbreak in West Africa, Australia sent health workers to help fight the Ebola 

disease and financed the operation of a treatment centre with a 100-bed facility in 

Freetown, capital of Sierra Leone. Australia committed over A$60 million in funding.54 

In a continent where many nations are deficient in adequate hygiene and medical attention 

for their populations, this approach fosters Australia-Africa relations. Some private aid 

has also been provided by the Australian Government through the Australian NGO 

Cooperation Program (ANCP) to organizations, including the Australian Doctors for 

Africa (ADFA). The ADFA is a volunteer humanitarian organization, offering health 

 
52 Negin, “Australia Development Policy in Africa”, in Mickler and Lyons (ed.), New Engagement 

Contemporary Australian Foreign Policy Towards Africa, pp.139-140. 

53 Negin, “Australia Development Policy in Africa”, pp. 139-140. 

54 Sarah Whyte, “Australian team sent to Africa to tackle Ebola”, The Sydney Morning Herald, 29 

November, 2014, available at https://www.smh.com.au/politics/federal/australian-team-sent-to-africa-to-

tackle-ebola-20141229-12f56c.html, accessed 11 August, 2015; Dan Harrison, “Ebola: Tony Abbott to 

support Australian volunteers' fight in West Africa”, The Sydney Morning Herald, 05 November, 2014, 

available at https://www.smh.com.au/politics/federal/ebola-tony-abbott-to-support-australian-volunteers-

fight-in-west-africa-20141105-11h9i1.html, accessed 11 August, 2015. 
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training and services, medical equipment and infrastructure development for vulnerable 

states in Africa, including Madagascar, Somaliland, Comoros and Ethiopia.55  

 

7.2.6 Sports Diplomacy 

Sport diplomacy is another conduit for projecting Australia’s image in Africa. This is not 

surprising, as it has become a recognized strategy in fortifying international relations. It 

can serve as a more influential foreign policy tool for implementing changes compared to 

the ‘carrot’ of inducement or the punitive ‘stick’ approach. As Stuart Murray noted:  

The interplay between sport, international relations and diplomacy is a long, 

complex and fascinating one. Like music or art, sport is a universal language that 

can transcend acrimonious diplomatic relationships, offer high profile pathways 

for dialogue beyond the negotiating table and, idealistically, unite disparate nations 

and their publics through a mutual affection for physical exercise, competition and 

games.56 

 

For Australia’s DFAT white paper, “Sports diplomacy is an increasingly important aspect 

of diplomatic practice… provides a practical opportunity to inform, engage and influence 

key demographics, particularly youth, emerging leaders and women…” 57 

 

For instance, as part of its effort to promote democracy, human rights and civil society 

development, the Australian government cancelled its national cricket team tour of 

Zimbabwe in 2009. Allowing the tour would have constituted a propaganda boost for 

 
55 Australian Doctors for Africa, “Empowering the people of Africa through access to quality health care”, 

Australian Doctors for Africa, 2019, available at https://ausdocafrica.org/, accessed 21 August, 2019. 

56 Stuart Murray, “Sports Diplomacy”, in Costas Constantinou, Pauline Kerr and Paul Sharp (eds.), The 

SAGE Handbook of Diplomacy, London: SAGE, 2016, p. 617. 

57 “Australian Sports Diplomacy Strategy 2015-18”, Australian Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, 

24 June, 2015, available at http://dfat.gov.au/about-us/publications/Pages/australian-sports-diplomacy-

strategy-2015-18.aspx. 
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Mugabe’s repressive regime, according to John Howard who was then Prime Minister of 

Australia.58  

 

The Australian cricket team toured South Africa in 2014 and 2018 for a four-test series 

between both countries that took place in Durban, Port Elizabeth, and Cape Town.59 The 

team was in post- Mugabe Zimbabwe in July 2018 for a tri-series that featured Zimbabwe, 

Pakistan and Australia.60 At least 15 African countries participated in the 2018 

Commonwealth Games hosted by Australia providing Australia the opportunity to engage 

and connect with senior government officials, sports ministers, athletes and many other 

Africans at the Games. For example, the delegation from Nigeria was led by a former 

president, a former senator, and the sport minister. Memorandums of Understanding 

between Australia and the AU Commission, and with individual African countries, 

include sports cooperation.61  

 

7.2.7 IGOs, NGOs, Civil Organizations, and Volunteers 

Inter-governmental organizations (IGOs) play an increasingly influential role in global 

affairs and are constituted by sovereign states (who are the primary members) to foster 

cooperation and address issues of global impact, including human rights, rule of law, 

commerce, development, poverty, gender balance, and equal opportunity for people with 

 
58 “Influence of Australia's Cricket Boycott of Zimbabwe Debatable”, VOA, 01 November, 2009, available 

at https://www.voanews.com/a/a-13-2007-05-17-voa49/332439.html, accessed 25 May, 2016. 

59 Firdose Moonda, “Australia to tour SA for four Tests in 2018”, ESPN, 05 June, 2017, available at 

http://www.espncricinfo.com/story/_/id/18404907/south-africa-host-australia-rare-four-test-series-march-

april-2018. 

60 Jacob Polychronis, “Australia T20 team: Five burning questions after Pakistan, Zimbabwe tri-series”, 

Foxsports, available at https://www.foxsports.com.au/cricket/australia/australia-t20-team-five-burning-

questions-after-pakistan-zimbabwe-triseries/news-story/7975e8fe175995500497debde82853e8, accessed 

23 August, 2018. 

61 “Africa and the Middle East”, Australian Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade. 
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disabilities. Some IGOs formulate regulations, provide a platform for developing 

coalitions, help in resolving substantial disputes, and take part in determining and 

enforcing punitive measures for offenders “through treaties directly shaping state 

behaviour, or through orchestration supporting the creation of spaces for collaboration 

involving private actors”.62 Nilsson argues that the “moral authority and neutrality” of 

IGOs helps in establishing their legitimacy among diverse actors and thus facilitating the 

quest for solutions.63 

 

IGO’s paly a strategic role in the disbursement of Australia’s aid program internationally 

and more so in Africa, where Australia has primarily functioned via global institutions 

including the World Food Programme, World Health Organization, United Nations 

Children’s Fund, and the World Bank for aid delivery.64  

 

Like IGOs, Non-governmental organizations (NGOs) function prominently in shaping 

international relations. Generally, they are professionalized or responsible private, non-

profit and self-governing bodies/actors relatively free and outside of state control (though 

they may accept financial support from government, official institutions and other 

sources), operating in global settings but can also be said to include many like-minded 

associations that function at the national or domestic level. The main members are 

individuals who usually establish them and to a lesser extent, state officials may be 

involved. NGOs challenge states and demand transparency, accountability, good policies 

and human rights protection for the advancement of public or global interest. As 

demonstrated by their activities, they assume an integral role in advocating fairness, 

effecting good governance, and in modifying or implementing global norms and 

 
62 Adriana Nilsson, “Making norms to tackle global challenges: The role of Intergovernmental 

Organisations”, ScienceDirect, vol. 46, Issue 1, February 2017, p.174, available at 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.respol.2016.09.012 accessed 02 June, 2017. 
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64 Matthew Cuttell, AFRICOM and Australian Military Engagement in Africa, Monograph, School of 
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standards. NGOs are actively involved in humanitarian, environmental and peace building 

issues, lobbying for these causes; they can generate new ideas and approaches for social, 

political, and economic development, and for global sustainability and security.65 For 

example, NGO representatives including those from Amnesty International participated 

in drafting various conventions including the Convention on the Abolition of Torture and 

the Convention on the Rights of the Child.66 NGOs collaborate and interact regularly with 

IGOs (such as the various UN agencies) to achieve their goals.  

 

Australian NGOs have also been instrumental in administering funds provided to Africa 

by the Australian government or the public. They have a longer working history and are 

more involved in Africa than the Australian government. Their experience, long-standing 

connections and involvement with African communities have proved invaluable in 

nurturing relations with the continent.67 About 35% of funding to Australian NGOs 

operating globally ends up in Africa.68 For example, from 2016-2017, several accredited 

Australian non-governmental organizations delivered more than 80 projects in Sub-

 
65 Kerstin Martens, "Examining the (Non-) Status of NGOs in International Law", Indiana Journal of Global 

Legal Studies: vol. 10, issue 2, article 1, 2003, available at: 
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Governmental Organization)?”, Investopedia, 19 May, 2018, available at 

https://www.investopedia.com/ask/answers/13/ngos-get-funding.asp, accessed 08 October, 2018; Kerstin 

Martens, “Mission Impossible? Defining Nongovernmental Organizations”, Voluntas: International 

Journal of Voluntary and Nonprofit Organizations vol. 13, no. 3, September 2002, pp.271- 283, available 

at https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1020341526691, accessed 01 June, 2015; Grantspace, “What is an NGO? What 

role does it play in civil society?”, Grantspace Foundation Center, 2019, available at 

https://grantspace.org/resources/knowledge-base/ngo-definition-and-role, accessed 01 March, 2019. 
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67 Advisory Group on Australia-Africa Relations, “A Strategy for Australia’s engagement with Africa”, 

Australian Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, 14 July, 2017; Negin and Denning, “Study of 

Australia’s approach to aid in Africa”. 

68 Negin, “Australia Development Policy in Africa”, in Mickler and Lyons (ed.), New Engagement 

Contemporary Australian Foreign Policy Towards Africa, p.144. 
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Saharan Africa worth over $20 million.69 Such a strategy offers a range of benefits 

including cost effectiveness, improvement in project alignment and harmonization, and 

boosting the prospects of Australia’s efforts to have a better impact. The efficiency in fund 

allocation has helped in improving food security for over 100,000 people and provided 

better access to water and sanitation for more than 160,000.70  

 

The Australian African Community Engagement Scheme (AACES), initiated by the 

Australian government to cater for the underprivileged (including people with disability) 

and to secure change for women in Africa, is another example of active collaboration with 

Australian NGOs (10 in number) and their African based partners in achieving desired 

outcomes on the continent.71 This five-year partnership (2011-2016) and A$83 million 

community based program focused on three sectors: food security; maternal and child 

health; and water, sanitation and hygiene. They concentrated on 11 countries, namely 

Ethiopia, Ghana, Kenya, Malawi, Mozambique, Rwanda, South Africa, Tanzania, 

Uganda, Zambia and Zimbabwe, emerging as one of the most successful DFAT funded 

schemes on the continent.72 The participating NGOs included Anglican Overseas Aid, 

ActionAid Australia, Australian Foundation for the Peoples of Asia and the Pacific, 

Caritas Australia, CARE International Australia, Marie Stopes International Australia, 

Oxfam Australia, Water Aid Australia, Plan International Australia, and World Vision 

 
69 “AID Program Performance Report 2016-17, Sub-Saharan Africa”, Australian Department of Foreign 

Affairs and Trade, p.3. 
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Australia.73 In this endeavour, Australia is notably committed to the UN Sustainable 

Development Goals including the Addis Ababa action agenda on financing for 

development. In 2018, Australia participated in the voluntary national review, which was 

a high level forum on sustainable development attended by at least 46 nations represented 

by senior government officials including heads of state and ministers. Additionally, 

representatives from the IGOs, NGOs, civil groups and other organizations, and the 

private sector also attended. By embracing such collective partnership to drive progress, 

Australia furthered its global interest in facilitating access to water and good sanitation, 

sustainable energy, food security, poverty elimination, sustainable consumption and 

production patterns, sustainable use of ecosystems, gender balance and equal treatment 

for people with disabilities, social and environmental welfare/responsibility, 74 critical to 

Africa’s development.  

 

Australia has also collaborated with civil society organizations recognizing their role as 

powerful agents of change, particularly their capacity to enable social inclusion, advocate 

for transparent and accountable governments and institutions, and promote community 

level engagement.75 Aside from IGOs NGOs and civil organizations, volunteers also play 

a role. For instance, in 2017-2018, Australia supported 69 volunteer placements in South 

Africa, Tanzania and Swaziland.76 A growing number of Africans who were recipients of 

Australian government scholarships have since occupied senior leadership positions in 

government, regional organizations and key industries in Africa. This influential network 

of leaders is part of a volunteer ambassador group promoting the Australia Awards 

program in Africa, which further raises Australia’s profile on the continent. Today, there 

are at least 24 alumni associations in Africa, including the Australia-South Africa Alumni 

 
73 “The Australian Africa Community Engagement Scheme: Effective Partnerships for Sustainable 

Development Program Review 2011-2016”, p.11. 

74 “Sustainable Development Goals”, United Nations, 2018 available at 

https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/memberstates/australia and also at 

https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/hlpf/2018, accessed 08 March, 2019. 

75 “Development assistance in Sub-Saharan Africa”, Australian Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade. 
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Association (ASAA).77 Illustrative of the activities of such associations was ASAA 

hosting of a career day in 2016. It was targeted at Year 12 female students at Letsibogo 

Girls’ High School where various professionals engaged the students in the process of 

making informed career decisions.78 According to DFAT, as at 2018, there were about 

6000 alumni of Australia Awards program in the continent.79  

 

In sum, Australian NGOs, civil organizations and volunteers provide a greater depth to 

Australia’s engagement with the continent, as they encourage more face-to-face contacts 

and a broader set of interactions between Australians and Africans. This is enhanced by 

Australia working through IGOs and its commitment to the UN SDGs.  

 

7.2.8 Establishment of an Advisory Group and a Report Committee 

As part of its effort to advance and diversify Australia’s engagement with the continent, 

the Australian government set up the Advisory Group on Australian African Relations 

(AGAAR) in 2015. Group members comprise professionals from different sectors 

including academic, government and commercial.80 This was the first time the 

government established a formal mechanism tasked to provide advice on how “to maintain 

relevant and contemporary Australia Africa Strategy in line with national interests and 

opportunities”.81 It has shared the responsibility of informing Australia’s policies on the 

continent. The Australia Africa Week (AAW) was AGAAR’s initiative.  

 
77 “Development assistance in Sub-Saharan Africa”, Australian Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade”. 

78 “Development assistance in Sub-Saharan Africa”, Australian Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade.  

79 “Australia’s trade and investment relationships with the countries of Africa”, Foreign Affairs, Defence 

and Trade Committee, Commonwealth of Australia, June 2018, p. 70, available at 
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Recognizing the potential of the Australian mining industry’s presence in Africa, DFAT 

established the Australia-Africa Minerals and Energy Group (AAMEG) in 2011, 

explaining that the group: 

has been working to build strategic relations with Governments (both in Australia 

and Africa), NGOs, industry and academia, and encouraging more collaborative 

approaches to resources-driven socio-economic development, including the 

establishment of effective Public-Private Partnerships to promote common 

Australian political and strategic interests in Africa.82 

 

In 2007, the Australian government commissioned the Joint Standing Committee on 

Foreign Affairs, Defence and Trade Inquiry into Australia’s Relationships with the 

Countries of Africa, to report and provide recommendations on how to strengthen 

relations with Africa. The committee presented 17 recommendations in June 2011, and 

the government agreed to carry out 14 of them according to the response provided in 

March 2012. Five years later (June 2016), another committee was set up to report on 

Australia's trade and investment relationships with the countries of Africa. They submitted 

their report on 21 June 2018, also with 17 recommendations, which the government is yet 

to respond to as at the time of writing.83  

 

7.2.9 Appeal to Shared Experience 

Reference to similar experiences and situations encountered by Australia and African 

nations is another vehicle employed by Canberra in pushing its engagement with the 

continent. Examples range from historical experiences of colonialism to natural disasters 

visited upon both. Speaking at the African Union Executive Council in 2009, Kevin Rudd 

in his position as Prime Minister said as much: 

 
82 AAMEG, “Australia and Africa Assessing the scale and potential of Australian engagement in Africa”, 
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We come as a developed country, but one from the ‘south’, not the ‘north’ we are 

not from North America. We are not from Europe. We are simply 

Australia…Australia is also a continent of climatic extremes, with deserts, 

savannah and tropical rainforest. By experience, therefore, we understand, 

together with our brothers and sisters in Africa, the harshness of nature. We know 

fire, drought and flood.84 

 

In essence, this distinguishes Australia from other advanced nations that have been marred 

by their imperialist policies and the exploitation of Africa, while at the same time 

signalling that Australia is better placed to empathize with Africans in dire circumstances, 

including harsh natural environmental realities. Such sentiments appeal to the African 

populace. They are intended to advance Australia’s credibility, to build trust and suggest 

ties of solidarity in the relationship.  

 

7.3 Benefits for Africa 

Australia’s engagement with Africa has presented opportunities for the continent, with 

positive impacts on its people, as discussed below. These include widely based support 

for human development, supporting transparency, effective governance and liberal 

democracy, skills and employment development, facilitating environmental management 

and social responsibility, enhancing agricultural productivity and food security, health 

improvement, promoting gender parity and balance, supporting disabled persons, the rise 

in African diaspora contributions, and strengthening security.  

 

7.3.1 Supporting Human Development 

Education is essential for societal development. It represents the cornerstone of a nation’s 

ability to survive and prosper. With Africa’s rapid population growth, the public 

institutions cannot keep pace with demand and private institutions are unaffordable for 
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most citizens.85 In addition, the educational quality of many tertiary institutions in Africa 

cannot meet the required standards to maintain productivity-led growth or meet 

developmental challenges.86  

 

Seen in this light, Australia’s educational assistance to Africa mostly through its expanded 

Australian Awards scholarship scheme is a strategically astute contribution to the 

development of parts of the continent. For instance, Australia committed to spending 

approximately A$100 million from 2015-2019 towards the skills and knowledge 

development of 1,200 African professionals in areas considered to be of high priority by 

their countries.87 In 2015, 200 professionals from 22 African nations including Zambia 

and Malawi won Australian scholarships to study at universities in Australia.88 In 2018, 

Nigerians received 340 scholarships from the Australian government to undertake 

development related programs.89 The scholarships focus on programs that cover trade, 

public policy, health, climate and environment, agriculture, mining, management and 

governance. They are applicable for undergraduate and postgraduate programs including 

at the doctoral level of study. They can be used for short courses (such as mining short-

course programs) through Australian institutions and a few in partnerships with African 

institutions.90 There are also initiatives targeted to facilitate research. The Australia-Africa 

Universities Network (AAUN) launched in Australia in 2012 stands out as an example of 

 
85 Jonge, “Australia-China-Africa investment partnerships", p. 75. 

86 “AID Program Performance Report 2016-17, Sub-Saharan Africa”, Australian Department of Foreign 
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this endeavour. It comprises universities and research institutes from both Australia and 

Africa with the aim of collaborating in research, teaching and other areas.91  

 

Arguably, most scholarship recipients have to undertake the study in Australian 

institutions for the advancement of Australia’s education industry and economy. As 

discussed under the ‘pitfalls’ section below, many recipients have remained in Australia 

contributing to the ‘brain drain’ in Africa. Despite this criticism, the awards have been of 

great benefit to many Africans as well as helping to increase Africa’s human resources 

which in turn leads to capacity building.92 To provide a few examples, the chief of trade 

and international negotiations section at the UN Economic Commission in Africa, the 

deputy national director of agriculture in Mozambique, the principal geologist in the 

Tanzanian Ministry of Energy and Minerals, as well as the chief economist of the Ministry 

of Finance in Zambia all studied in Australia. 

 

7.3.2 Supporting Transparency, Effective Governance and Liberal 

Democracy 

The Australian government is supporting measures aimed at promoting honesty, 

transparency, and effective governance in both public and private sectors on the continent. 

Canberra is also supportive of the Organization for Economic Co-operation and 

Development (OECD) guidelines for multinational corporations that stand against 

corruption and promote accountability and ethical business practices. Although, these 

rules are not binding, the Australian government is committed to ensuring that its 

enterprises adhere to the prescriptions.93  

 
91 Jonge, "Australia-China-Africa investment partnerships", p.76.  
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Furthermore, Australia has provided funds to the Extractive Industry Transparency 

Initiative (EITI) to help African nations to establish ethical code of conduct and comply 

with good governance, anti- corruption and transparency reforms in the resource sector.94 

The IMF network of African Regional Technical Assistance Centres (AFRITACs) has 

also received funds from Australia towards promoting sound financial management that 

is so often lacking in nations endowed with resources.95  

 

Kevin Rudd, for example, in his speech as Australian Foreign Minister noted that Africa 

received an estimated US$200 billion from oil revenue alone in the first decade of the of 

the 21st century.96 However, with weak governance, this wealth in natural resources has 

exacerbated corruption, conflict and human rights abuses. He added that Australia was 

working with African governments to improve the management and regulation of their 

natural resources.97 

 

Australia is using its expertise in mining governance to contribute directly to the 

implementation of responsible resource management and transparent governance in 

projects and transactions. This is done through various approaches including educational 

workshops such as those conducted by Western Australia’s Department of Mines, 

Industry Regulation and Safety (DMIRS) and the Southern Africa Development 

Community (SADC), which have been well attended by African states.98 The SADC 
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workshops concentrate on the efficient utilization of mining income.99 In 2014, hundreds 

of African officials participated in programs including mining governance in both 

Australia and Africa.100 In 2017, 28 African participants attended a short program on 

Minerals and Energy Economics delivered by the Australian National University in 

collaboration with the University of Pretoria. In the same year, a course on Local 

Economics and Social Development in Extractives was organized by the University of 

Queensland in Australia and later in Madagascar.101  

 

Other activities include assistance with mining taxation reforms in nations including 

Liberia, South Sudan, Burkina Faso, Cameroon, Namibia and Uganda,102 and regional 

initiatives for the improvement of the governance of the resource sector across the 

continent.103 Australia was the first nation to commit financial and technical assistance to 

the African Minerals Development Centre formed by AU, African Development Bank 

(ADB) and the UN Development Bank to provide a central hub for the better management 

of the extractive sector in line with the Africa Mining vision.104  

 

As a nation that favours liberal democracy, Australia is an inaugural member of the 

International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance (International IDEA). This 

is an inter-governmental organization of 30 member states, mandated to advance 

worldwide multiparty democracy and its processes of free and fair elections. Australia 

makes annual financial contributions to the Institute, which it chaired in 2012 and vice 

chaired in 2013. The Council has supported democratic programs and electoral capacity 

 
99 Harrap, “Australian Mining Engagement in Africa”.  

100 Bishop, “Address to Africa Down Under Conference”. 

101 “Africa and the Middle East”, Australian Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade. 

102 Carr, “Africa Down Under”. 

103 “Development assistance in Sub-Saharan Africa”, Australian Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade.  

104 “Development assistance in Sub-Saharan Africa”, Australian Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade.  
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building in Africa.105 The Institute has supported democratic programs and electoral 

capacity building in Africa.106 The organization has been of assistance to Australia in 

generating key policies that advocate democratic governance, pluralism, human rights and 

the rule of law in Africa. Canberra has committed to the expansion of many of the 

democratic norms and principles it has long championed in Africa and other regions. Its 

strategy for Africa entails campaigning for effective democracy and inclusive political 

institutions as seen in its dealings with Zimbabwe, which serves as a prominent 

example.107 

 

7.3.3 Skills and Employment Development 

Australia has been especially active in helping to train Africans and improve skills vital 

for securing technical and high level employment. This has been particularly the case in 

the extractive industries where Australia displays significant expertise.108 As the Australia 

Africa Mining Industry Group (AAMIG) highlighted: 

[Australian] Mining and mining service companies are routinely offering 

professional training programmes throughout Africa, providing professional 

development opportunities to mining companies for national staff. The Australian 

mining sector has done an excellent job in identifying and training national mining 

professionals and trades-people, many of whom are now utilising their skills 

throughout Africa and beyond, with earnings being repatriated to their home 

 
105 See International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance (IDEA), “Australian Foreign White 

Paper: Input from the International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance”, IDEA, 27 February, 

2017, available at https://www.fpwhitepaper.gov.au/sites/g/files/net3551/f/submission/170227-347-

international-institute-for-democracy-and-electoral-assistance.pdf, accessed 31 August, 2018. 

106 See IDEA, “Australian Foreign White Paper”. 

107 Joel Negin and Glenn Denning, “Shared Challenges and Solutions: Australia’s Unique Contribution to 

the Future of African Development”, Lowly Institute for International Policy, December 2008, p.6; 

“Australia and Africa: Facing the Challenges as Partners 2003-07”, Australian Agency for International 

Development, Commonwealth of Australia, Canberra, March 2005, p. 6. 

108 Donnelly and Ford, “Into Africa: How the resource Boom is Making Sub-Saharan Africa More Important 

to Australia”, pp.74-75. 
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countries. Ghana, as a more mature African mining economy, represents a prime 

example. Not only has Ghana itself prospered as a nation on the back of developing 

mineral wealth, but is now exporting professional and technical mining personnel 

globally.109 

 

Exploration Geologist Amanda Stoltze expressed a similar view: “…Australian 

companies are making the effort to train local staff, whereas for example the Chinese do 

not train or teach locals, but import their own workers.”110 Indeed, the International 

Mining Centre for Development jointly administered by AusAID, the University of 

Western Australia and the University of Queensland launched in 2011 by the former 

Australian Prime Minister Jillian Gillard, trained at least 2000 Africans between 2011 and 

2015 on various areas of mining.111 Australia has also lent support in equipping displaced 

African people or refugees with various functional job skills to improve their income 

generating capacity and self-esteem.112  

 

Australia’s investment in agriculture represents another avenue in creating employment, 

particularly for the rural and urban dwellers in Africa faced with unemployment. Canberra 

has provided financial support to enhance productivity in the agricultural sectors.113 For 

example, under the Australian Centre for International Agricultural Research (ACIAR) 

10-year strategic plan, up to 15% of ACIAR’s total budget for the 2017-2018 financial 

year was targeted at Africa. Part of the budget went towards increasing farming 

 
109 Australia Africa Mining Industry Group (AAMIG) quoted in Parliament of Commonwealth of Australia, 

“Inquiry into Australia’s Relationship with the Countries of Africa”, to Joint Standing Committee on 

Foreign Affairs, Defence and Trade, June 2011, p.67. 

110 Amanda Stolze quoted in Lyons “From Neglected to Engaged? Australia’s Relations with the Countries 

of Africa 2006-10”, p.92.  

111 Carr, “Africa Down Under”.  

112 “2017 Foreign Policy White Paper”, Australian Government, p.62, available at 

https://www.fpwhitepaper.gov.au/foreign-policy-white-paper, accessed 12 June, 2018. 

113 “Development assistance in Sub-Saharan Africa”, Australian Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade.  
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participation. Scholarships have also been granted to help upskill Africans.114 This is 

important as the agricultural sector accounts for about 32% of Africa’s GDP and presents 

the greatest potential for reducing poverty and increasing employment on the continent.115 

Reports indicate that agriculture offers employment for approximately 60% of the 

economically active population and supports the livelihoods of 80% of Africans.116 For 

instance, in Sub-Saharan Africa growth generated by agriculture can be 11 times more 

effective in decreasing poverty compared to GDP growth in other sectors of the 

economy.117  

 

7.3.4 Environmental Management and Social Responsibility 

Australian firms, on the whole, have adhered strictly to best employment practices and are 

mindful of the sustainability of the environment. As Lumsden and Knight have noted, 

“Australian listed mining companies with African assets have a proven track record of 

management expertise in Africa together with strong corporate governance and a positive 

reputation for sensitivity to local conditions…”118 Some Chinese companies wishing to 

invest in Africa have regarded Australian firms with operations in Africa as a vehicle for 

securing prime assets in Africa. This was the case with Chinese Minmetals Resources 

which bought Anvil Limited and Guandong Nuclear Power Group’s takeover of Extract 

Resources.119 

 
114 Australian Centre for International Agricultural Research (ACIAR), Eastern and Southern Africa, 

ACIAR, 2019, available at https://www.aciar.gov.au/Our-Regions/Eastern-and-Southern-Africa, accessed 

11 November, 2019.  

115 “AID Program Performance Report 2016-17, Sub-Saharan Africa”, Australian Department of Foreign 

Affairs and Trade, p.7; Awojobi, “Evaluating Australian Development Assistance Approach Towards 

Africa”, p.5. 

116 “Africa and the Middle East”, Australian Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade. 

117 “AID Program Performance Report 2016-17, Sub-Saharan Africa”, Australian Department of Foreign 

Affairs and Trade, p.7.  

118 Andrew Lumsden and Lizzie Knight, “Investing in Africa Via Australia- Why It Make Sense”, Corrs 

Chambers Westgarth, 11 October, 2012. 
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Many Australian companies on the continent display corporate social responsibility 

evidenced in their commitment to paying fair salaries, providing reasonable entitlements 

and equal opportunity, respecting human rights, ensuring safe and healthy working 

conditions, combating corruption, treating stakeholders with fairness, and advancing the 

well-being of the local community.  

 

As previously mentioned, Australia supports EITI, and other initiatives including the 

Kimberley Process on ‘conflict diamonds’ and the Voluntary Principles on Security and 

Human Rights. Faced with illegal mining activities known as ‘galamsey’ (carried out 

mostly by Chinese nationals in collaboration with local Africans) the Australian 

government supported Ghana in its efforts to fight this practice that was detrimental to its 

environment, health of the locals, and robbing the Ghanaian economy of significant gold 

revenue.120  

 

In effect, Australia has been involved in facilitating high social, ethical, environmental 

and employment standards, which has remained a pressing need in a continent with weak 

regulatory standards and safeguards. 

 

7.3.5 Enhancing Agricultural Productivity and Food Security 

The dependence on food imports and assistance left most African countries vulnerable 

during the 2007-2008 global food crisis, leading to riots and unrest in many cities.121 

Contributing to the situation was the traditional farming system that has remained intact, 

with relatively large populations reliant on important but vulnerable patterns of family and 

subsistent farming, now increasingly impacted by climate change. Under changing 

environmental conditions, achieving food security in Africa is a major challenge to the 

 
120 Agence de Presse Africaine, “Australia vows to help Ghana fight illegal mining”, Agence de Presse 

Africaine, 15 April, 2017.  

121 Negin, “Australia Development Policy in Africa”, in Mickler and Lyons (eds.), New Engagement 

Contemporary Australian Foreign Policy Towards Africa; see also Negin and Denning, “Study of 

Australia’s approach to aid in Africa”, p.18. 
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continent worsened by the lack of advanced farming systems, including poor 

diversification.122 For example, in Sub-Saharan Africa, smallholder farmers, most of 

whom are women, produce about 80% of the food consumed.123 As reported in 2011, Sub-

Saharan Africa has the highest rate of global food insecurity.124  

 

Drawing on Australia’s longstanding experience and strength in the agricultural and food 

industry, the Australian government is involved in boosting agricultural productivity and 

food security in Africa, deemed as areas of high priority by African leaders. Australia has 

invested large amounts on African Agriculture to help rural and urban farmers with new 

technologies, and resilience programs to minimize the effect of conflicts and natural 

disasters.  

 

Australia’s main investment focus is on technical, research and agri-business areas where 

it commands comparative advantage.125 The Australian Centre for International 

Agricultural Research (ACIAR) is illustrative. It executed 20 major projects valued at 

about A$12 million in Sub-Saharan Africa from 2016-2017 in association with 

multilateral institutions, pan-African associations, national agricultural institutes and 

NGOs. The projects concentrated on areas critical to the improvement of African 

agriculture, which included sustainable intensification, animal husbandry, agroforestry, 

 
122 Katharina Waha, et al., “Agricultural diversification as an important strategy for achieving food security 

in Africa”, Wiley Global Change Biology, 2018, available at 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6055696/, accessed 21 July, 2019. 

123 “Development assistance in Sub-Saharan Africa”, Australian Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade; 

“Aid Investment Plan Sub-Saharan Africa: 2015-2019”, Australian Department of Foreign Affairs and 

Trade, 30 September, 2015, available at http://dfat.gov.au/about-us/publications/Pages/aid-investment-

plan-aip-sub-saharan-africa-2015-16-to-2018-19.aspx. 

124 Parliament of Commonwealth of Australia, “Inquiry into Australia’s Relationship with the Countries of 

Africa”, p. 46. 

125 Jonge,"Australia-China-Africa investment partnerships", p. 72; “Development assistance in Sub-Saharan 

Africa”, Australian Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade; “Aid Investment Plan Sub-Saharan Africa: 

2015-2019”, Australian Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade. 
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harvest management and food processing.126 ACIARR’s program for Sustainable 

Intensification of Maize-Legume Cropping Systems for Food Security in Eastern and 

Southern Africa (SIMLESA) established in 2010 produced strong results in 2016-2017. It 

improved crop yield by 30-60% to the benefit of about 235, 000 households and is 

projected to reach 650, 000 households in nations including Ethiopia, Kenya, Malawi, 

Mozambique, Tanzania Botswana, Rwanda and Uganda by 2023.127 

 

The Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial Research Organisation (CSIRO) which is 

under Australia’s Department of Innovation, Industry, Science and Research (DIISR), has 

also carried out a range of agricultural research in Africa towards the improvement of 

farming on the continent. Research projects include fertilizer-augmented soil enrichment 

strategies, integration of livestock within cropping systems, crop varieties, water 

efficiency, and food security in coastal Africa that includes agroforestry systems.128 

 

Additionally, training opportunities have been made available to African farmers. These 

include Australia training about 100,000 farmers in Zimbabwe in 2010. In the same year, 

Australia provided 70,000 small farmers with seeds and farming equipment and offered 

crop and livestock support for more than 15,000 households in East Africa.129  

 

 

 
126 “AID Program Performance Report 2016-17, Sub-Saharan Africa”, Australian Department of Foreign 

Affairs and Trade, p.8. 
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7.3.6 Health Improvement 

Contaminated drinking water and poor sanitation have resulted in deadly diseases such as 

diarrhea, cholera, dysentery, polio and typhoid in Africa. Over 315,000 African children 

die yearly from diarrheal diseases.130 For example, in 2011, over 42% of Sub-Saharan 

Africans were without safe water and 69% lacked basic sanitation.131 They lose an 

estimated 40 billion hours yearly, as quite often they have to fetch water from distant 

sources and this amount of time equates to a year’s worth of work by Frances’s entire 

labour-force.132  

 

 
130 Coral Walker and Carolyn Logan, “Africa is failing to close the gap on providing water and sanitation”, 

The Conversation, 09 June, 2016, available at https://theconversation.com/africa-is-failing-to-close-the-

gap-on-providing-water-and-sanitation-58820, accessed 02 September, 2019. 

131 Parliament of Commonwealth of Australia, “Inquiry into Australia’s Relationship with the Countries of 

Africa”, p.47. 

132 Asa Regner, “We must leverage women's voice and influence in water governance”, UN Women, 28 

August, 2018, available at https://www.unwomen.org/en/news/stories/2018/8/speed-ded-regner-stockholm-

world-water-week, accessed 28 February, 2019; United Nations estimates cited in, The Water Project, 
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accessed 24 February, 2019. See also UNICEF, “UNICEF: Collecting water is often a colossal waste of 

time for women and girls”, August 2006, UNICEF, available at https://www.unicef.org/press-

releases/unicef-collecting-water-often-colossal-waste-time-women-and-girls, accessed 24 February, 2019; 
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hours-collecting-water.html, accessed 24 February, 2019; United Nations Development Programme, 
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August, 2016, available at 
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Similarly, a 2015 survey on 36 African nations conducted by Afrobarometer (a pan Africa, 

non-partisan research network) showed that almost half of the people (45%) in the region 

lacked clean water and 51% searched for water outside their residence. In addition, 

approximately 68% lacked sewerage infrastructure. Water was the leading problem in 

some nations including Burkina Faso, Guinea, and Niger.133 Australian Water Partnership 

Australia acknowledged: 

Africa is a hotspot of the global water crisis. Drought and hunger are recurring 

events in Africa, destroying people's lives and undermining economic growth. 

Without improved water management, water scarcity will worsen, with global 

population growth, increased water usage and climate change compounding the 

issue.134 

 

By supporting greater access to clean drinking water and sanitation, Australia is helping 

to improve the health and welfare of many Africans. This area is not of high priority to 

most development agencies and often neglected.135 Australia has provided infrastructural 

investments aimed at supplying clean water and sanitation.136 Countries including 

Malawi, Zambia, Mozambique, and Zimbabwe are among the major beneficiaries. 

Australia had committed to providing clean water for 39,000 citizens in Malawi, 39,000 

 
133 The countries surveyed were Algeria, Egypt, Morocco, Sudan (North Africa); Tunisia, Cameroon, 

Gabon, São Tomé and Principe (Central Africa); Burundi, Kenya, Tanzania, Uganda (East Africa); Benin, 

Burkina Faso, Cape Verde, Côte d'Ivoire, Ghana, Guinea, Liberia, Mali, Niger, Nigeria, Senegal, Sierra 

Leone, Togo (West Africa); and Botswana, Lesotho, Madagascar, Malawi, Mauritius, Mozambique, 

Namibia, South Africa, Swaziland, Zambia, Zimbabwe (Southern Africa). See Corah Walker, “Lack of safe 

water, sanitation spurs growing dissatisfaction with government performance”, Afrobarometer, Dispatch 

no.76, 22 March, 2016, available at 

http://afrobarometer.org/sites/default/files/publications/Dispatches/ab_r6_dispatchno76_water_and_sanitat

ion_in_africa1.pdf, accessed 02/09/2017.  

134 Australian Water Partnership, “Inquiry into Australia’s trade and investment relationships with the 
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June 2018, p. 2. 

135 Negin and Denning, “Study of Australia’s approach to aid in Africa”, p. 18. 
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in Zambia, and over 100,000 in Mozambique in the 2012-2013 AusAID budget (see below 

for more recent efforts), and its sanitation program in Zimbabwe was targeting one million 

citizens.137 In the Namkumba village of Malawi, locals and their livestock shared water 

in the same wells but this is no longer the case as more than 11,000 people have since 

gained access to safe drinking water.138  

 

In the area of maternal and infant health, Australia has supported large-scale vaccination, 

immunization, increased skilled birth services, and treatment, particularly in the Horn of 

Africa with the Hamlin Fistula Hospital in Ethiopia being a major recipient.139 

Additionally, Australia has contributed funds towards fighting AIDS, tuberculosis, and 

malaria, which are deadly diseases on the continent.140 Australia has concentrated mainly 

in Sub-Saharan Africa and in May 2017, announced that it would provide $19.3 million 

to South Sudan, Ethiopia, Nigeria and Kenya towards water, sanitation, healthcare and 

food in addition to its 2018-2019 aid commitment to the region for similar purposes.141 

These measures are implemented through partnerships with institutions such as World 

Vision, UNICEF, World Bank, African Development bank and the Australian Enterprise 

Challenge Fund in food security. Other multilateral channels employed include Global 

Funds for Aids, Tuberculosis and Malaria, and the Global Agriculture and Food security 

program.142 
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According to DFAT, in 2016-2017, over six million Africans had improved health 

outcomes through the work of 28 NGOs financed under the Australian NGO Cooperation 

Program (ANCP).  

 

7.3.7 Gender Parity and Balance 

As highlighted by McKinsey Global Institute, “Gender inequality is a pressing global 

issue with huge ramifications not just for the lives and livelihoods of girls and women but, 

more generally, for human development, labor markets, productivity, GDP growth, and 

inequality.”143 According to reports, women generate only 37% of global GDP even 

though they constitute half of the world’s working age population with suggestions that 

they can add as much as $28 trillion or 26% to global annual GDP by 2025, if allowed to 

play a role similar to that of men in the workforce.144 In Sub-Saharan Africa, if women 

participate in the economy identically to men, they could add an estimated $300 billion or 

12% to the region’s annual GDP by 2025.145  

 

This adverse impact of gender imbalance is weighing on a significant number of women 

in Africa, slowing progress on the continent. It has contributed to poor governance and an 

unending cycle of poverty. As noted by AFDB, “Disparities in employment, education, 

political participation, and legal rights severely constrain women in their ability to 

contribute to Africa’s development and to benefit from that growth.”146 While the leading 

five nations with the highest representation of women in the workforce are in Africa 

(Zimbabwe, Malawi, Gambia, Liberia and Tanzania), men occupy more skilled and senior 

 
143 Manyika et al., “How advancing womens’s equality can add $12 trillion to global growth”, McKinsey 

global Institute, September 2015, (see in briefs) available at http://www.mckinsey.com/global-

themes/employment-and-growth/how-advancing-womens-equality-can-add-12-trillion-to-global-growth.  
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146 African Development Bank group (AFDB), “AFDB Gender Forum: Changing the State of Gender 

Equality in Africa”, AFDB, 09 May, 2013, available at https://www.afdb.org/en/news-and-events/afdb-
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positions. For example, according to the International Labour Organization’s statistics 

from 2015, in Sub-Saharan Africa 74% of female employment was informal, compared 

61% for men.147 The percentage of women in wage employment in the non-agricultural 

sector scored lowest in the world with a value of only 8.5%.148 At the same time, African 

countries including Egypt and Algeria are among the worst performers in female 

employment worldwide.149  

 

Insufficient access to education is one of the key reasons for the weak status of women in 

Africa’s economy. OECD statistics of 2016 show that primary education for girls is still 

at a low rate of 67% with only 51% over the age of 15 being literate compared to 67% of 

men.150 While the ratio is almost at parity or equal rates worldwide, this is not the case in 

many African states (although it has gradually narrowed over the years).151 Hervé 

Assah, former World Bank Country Manager for Togo, has identified an underinvestment 

in “the human capital of women” as a major impediment to poverty reduction and a 

limitation to “the prospects for economic and social development”.152 
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Australia has been striving to address these constraints as it regards gender equality an 

important right and mechanism for advancement and stability. One of its foremost 

priorities in its engagement with Africa has been to promote sustainable reforms for 

improved gender balance and women’s empowerment on the continent as specified, for 

instance, in its aid investment policy for Sub-Saharan Africa: 

All investments, regardless of objectives, will effectively address gender issues in 

their design, implementation and monitoring and evaluation. Our investments will 

have robust gender strategies, gender budgets, and work with gender advisors in 

order to contribute to positive gender equality outcomes and women's economic 

empowerment.153 

 

With this in mind, the Australian educational and developmental scholarship awards 

offered to Africans support gender equality by emphasizing equal access and numbers for 

both women and men with practical guidance, strategic initiatives and operational 

commitment to ensure achievement. Of the 91 Australia Awards Fellowships offered to 

Africans in 2016-2017 for study and professional development in Australia, more than 

50% of the recipients were women.154 In 2017, 440 African scholarship recipients 

attended Australian institutions and about 50% were women. In March 2018, Australia 

announced 340 scholarships for Nigerians with almost 50% allocated to women.155 This 

has increased opportunities for women to occupy more leadership and higher skilled roles, 

and to spread their influence across different sectors of the African economy (inclusive of 

development). In January 2017, Canberra gave the African Union A$1 million to collect 

data on the progress of gender equality across the continent. 
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7.3.8 Supporting Disabled Persons 

Globally, disabled persons face different challenges including marginalization, 

discrimination, and deprivation from full societal involvement.156 According to World 

Bank figures, 20% of the most impoverished individuals are disabled157 and about 82% 

live below the poverty line with most of them residing in developing countries.158 

Generally, they lack access to adequate housing, health and educational facilities. It is 

estimated that 30% of children that are out of school are those with disabilities and only 

3% are literate.159 

 

In Africa, approximately 80 million people are living with disabilities.160 While 

commonly regarded as a natural phenomenon in the West, many people on the continent 

still see disability as a spiritual curse.161 This increases the severity of the circumstances 

faced by the disabled in Africa. For example, in South Africa, eight out of ten are 
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unemployed in a country where up to 15% of the population are disabled persons.162 Many 

disabled people do not attend school partly due to inadequate facilities such as wheelchair 

ramps, accessible toilets, appropriate transportation and accommodation to cater for their 

needs.163 Between 500,000 and 600,000 disabled children were not attending school in 

the 2013 to 2015 period.164 In Zimbabwe, there are about 1.4 million people living with 

disability with many lacking equal access to education and employment, and rarely 

advancing to senior positions when able to secure jobs.165 Churches finance most 

institutions that provide education for people with disabilities.166 Australia recognizes the 

discriminatory barriers encountered by the disabled:  

People with disabilities face many barriers that limit their access to opportunities, 

including education and other services, leaving them at risk of social exclusion. 

Harnessing their talents so that they can contribute to national development not 

only extends their right to fair and equal participation, but also maximises the use 

of valuable human capital.167 

 

Thus, Australia’s African policies include measures to mitigate these challenges. It has a 

number of programs including the Australia Awards, DAP, ANCP, volunteers and 

 
162 Eugine Tafadzwa Maziriri, “Six challenges that impede entrepreneurs with disabilities in South Africa”, 

The Conversation, 08 March, 2018, available at https://theconversation.com/six-challenges-that-impede-

entrepreneurs-with-disabilities-in-south-africa-91764, accessed 12 July, 2018. 

163 South African Human Rights Commission, “Research Brief on Disability and Equality in South Africa 

2013-2017”. 

164 South African Human Rights Commission, “Research Brief on Disability and Equality in South Africa 

2013-2017”. 

165 Masarira, “Challenges faced by Disabled persons and how the Government can intervene; Kwenda, 
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humanitarian initiatives that address disabilities issues.168 For example, between 2012 and 

2016, 75 students with disabilities received scholarships via the Australia Award 

scholarship initiative with mechanisms put in place to support those who needed specific 

assistance.169 In the village of Masheedze in Zimbabwe, people with disability (PWD) 

suffered exclusion from the community for many years. Australia has helped in 

establishing initiatives to stop this practice and promote a supportive environment.170  

 

In 2018, Australia’s High Commissioner to Nigeria, Paul Lehmann, advised that by 2020 

approximately 36,700 Nigerians with disabilities would have benefitted from its disability 

funded projects currently in operation, which include buildings and facilities for disabled 

children, computers with specialized software that communicates to blind children, and 

other specialized equipment.171  

 

7.3.9 Rise in African Diaspora Contributions  

Australia has become home to diasporas from all over the world. Diasporas can comprise 

new migrants, people with mixed parentage, descendants of migrants and temporary 

residents in a particular country for study or work.172 In various ways, they contribute 

positively to the development of their respective countries of heritage. They provide for 
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family, friends and other dependants in their home country, as well as provide 

transnational connections and perspectives.  

 

Historically, a diaspora referred to people in exile, scattered or displaced from their 

homelands ‘against their desire’. It was a term especially used for those (like many Jews) 

who lived as aliens in other countries.173 However, contemporarily, diasporas are: 

. . . ethno-national groups whose members reside out of their home country (moved 

from there either forcibly or voluntarily) and who retain a sense of membership in 

their group of origin and a collective representation and concern for the wellbeing 

of their homeland which plays a significant role in their lives in both a symbolic 

and normative sense.174  

 

They are people emotionally attached to their countries, remain connected to one another, 

and are recognized as being diaspora members within their communities. Diasporas utilize 

diverse events and activities such as community functions, ethnic or clubs associations, 

religious affiliations, alumni and professional networks and organizations to maintain 

relations. They also maintain regular contact with each other through online 

communication, social media and travel visits.175  

 

Similar to the characterization of a modern day diaspora, “The African Diaspora consists 

of people of African origin living outside the continent, irrespective of their citizenship 

and nationality and who are willing to contribute to the development of the continent and 
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the building of the African Union.”176 The African diaspora has risen in numbers globally, 

with over 30 million residing in OECD nations and wealthier economies like Australia.177 

This is not surprising as one of the most important and fastest growing types of migration 

by Africans is their movement from the continent to developed countries.178  

 

In recent years, the population of the African diaspora in Australia has surged mainly due 

to the refugee and humanitarian intake, and the skilled migration programs. For example, 

in 2001, about 180,000 African-born people were in Australia. This rose to around 

249,000 in 2006, reached at least 337,000 in 2011, and over 400,000 in 2016.179 Different 

ethnicities feature in this growth, each with its unique culture, history and language. They 

act as instruments of change and development by offering various forms of help to their 

homelands including remittances, which represent the most substantial contribution that 

the Africa diaspora makes to the continent.180 
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For instance, in 2010, people residing overseas sent almost US$464 billion back to their 

home countries. By 2017, it had reached approximately US$614 billion.181 The African 

diaspora sends over US$60 billion yearly in remittances to Africa.182 In 2016, World 

Remit reported that the Kenyan diaspora accounted for the biggest sender of mobile-to-

mobile remittances and Australia was among the leading remittance sending countries.183 

In 2012, remittances by South Sudanese Australians to South Sudan totalled 

approximately A$25 (US$18) million higher than that sent from any other nation.184 

Somalians residing in Australia remit about US$10 million to Somalia yearly.185 A survey 

conducted on 146 Eritrean Australians found that they sent over 9% of their household 

income to Eritrea, an effort seen as a fundamental duty.186 Unlike foreign aid, most times, 

these remittances directly reach the recipients,187 catering for the social and economic 

welfare of millions of Africans. A significant part of the money goes towards human and 

capital investments such as education, housing, health, agriculture and entrepreneurship. 
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Food security, access to schooling and medical care improved considerably in remittance 

receiving households.188  

 

Beside remittances, Australia’s African diaspora donates hundreds of thousands of dollars 

via various mediums including government, welfare, private enterprises, and international 

aid organizations and has established businesses, invested in communication technologies, 

sponsored agricultural projects, built health and social facilities, churches, schools, 

offered scholarships, provided materials and equipment to educational institutions, and 

raised health awareness in its respective countries of origin.189 An impressive example is 

the OCI Foundation, which was co-instituted in 2016 by two members of the Nigerian 

diaspora in Australia, Dr Chris Onyebuchi Ifediora and Nkem Ifediora. Both are medical 

practitioners in Queensland, Australia. Dr Chris Ifediora is also an Associate Professor of 

Medicine at Griffith University, Australia, and a Harvard-certified healthcare leader. 

Nkem Ifediora’s profile includes professional experience in the investment (banking and 

finance) sector. She advocates progressive changes and operates on strong ethical 

principles derived from her Christian background. Each year, the OCI Foundation awards 

several academic scholarships to underprivileged students in Nigeria, most of who reside 

in rural areas.190 Other significant contributions by the OCI include provision of 

educational materials, recreational equipment, medication and treatment, and healthcare 

facilities such as ventilated improved pit latrines and portable water supply to local 

communities. They provide financial assistance to widows, orphanage people with 

disabilities and many disadvantaged members of the society.  
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The OCI collaborates with national and trans-national health organizations as part of its 

objective to create health awareness and prevent diseases at the primary care level.191 In 

2017 and 2018, OCI organized a health symposium on breast cancer, cervical cancer, and 

breast self-examination. Following, the success of the forum, the OCI, in 2019, launched 

the Arm Our Youths Campaign, also known as ‘ArOY Campaign’, aimed at introducing 

breast and cervical cancer preventive campaigns into the academic curriculum of 

secondary schools in Nigeria, an initiative reviewed and supported by the Harvard 

Medical School.192 This is a measure commended by NGOs, government officials and 

elites in Nigeria and has gained community support.193 This is not surprising. In 2012, for 

example, developing nations accounted for 84% of cervical cancer cases and in Nigeria 

alone, approximately 50 million women aged 15 or over were at high risk. In 2017, 8,240 

died out of the 14,089 that suffered cervical cancer in the country. On the other hand, 

breast cancer was responsible for 571,000 global deaths in 2015, and the survival rate in 

developing countries was 10% against 70% in developed nations. In 2019, for increased 

sensitization on cancer, the OCI introduced a mobile phone application to send monthly 

breast self-examination reminders, starting with senior secondary school students.194 

Indeed, the OCI Foundation has transformed lives and provided hope for many by building 

human capacity, promoting good health, empowering women, breaching social 

inequalities, combating poverty, and discouraging youth violence, correlating with AU 
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and UN Sustainable Development Goals. While, OCIs efforts are encouraging, they need 

to be augmented by the international community and diaspora communities from other 

countries, as there are millions of Africans yet to be reached.  

 

The African diaspora has also assisted in facilitating democratic processes in the region. 

For instance, in 2011, up to 8,202 South Sudanese Australians (the highest voting figures 

of any country outside of Sudan) voted in the Southern Sudan Referendum for self- 

determination.195 In Australia’s 2017 Foreign Policy White Paper, Canberra 

acknowledged the various contributions made by diaspora communities including 

remittances and development programs, and stated its commitment to work with them.196  

 

7.3.10 Strengthening Security 

Lastly, Australia’s financial contribution and its security cooperation with many African 

nations has played a constructive role in the pursuit of peace and stability of the continent. 

Its security assistance to various African nations includes Ivory Coast, Central African 

Republic, Namibia, Ethiopia, South Sudan, Mali, Liberia, Kenya, Uganda, South Africa, 

Democratic Republic of Congo, Nigeria, Somalia and Sierra Leone.197 Non-traditional 

security efforts have been undertaken to combat food insecurity, foster the rule of law, 

social cohesion and community resilience, provide development assistance, address local 

sources of grievance, and create improved access to health, education and employment. 

These endeavours promote human and economic development, diminishing the impetus 

for fraud and conflict. They also decrease the probability of falling prey to extremist 
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ideologies and propaganda for violence, as people become less vulnerable, more difficult 

to marginalize and radicalize.  

 

In an interdependent world, threats encountered by African countries also impact 

Australia’s security, especially when it comes to ideological, environmental and human 

security threats. Thus, it is in Australia’s national interest to promote conditions for 

security in Africa.  

 

7.4 Pitfalls for Africa 

While being known as a responsible actor in Africa, Australia has been criticized for 

contributing to environmental and social abuse, corruption and a ‘brain drain’ on the 

continent. Other notable concerns include the trade balance in favour of Australia and the 

very strong focus on resources. 

 

7.4.1 Environmental and Social Abuse  

As previously noted, Australia is helping to ensure high environmental, social and ethical 

standards in Africa. At the same time, it must however be conceded that some Australia 

owned companies have flouted social and environmental standards, with dire 

consequences. Many have been responsible for perpetrating abuses detrimental to the 

welfare and livelihood of millions of Africans. They use their association with Australia 

and its reputation to secure competitive advantage while disregarding Australia’s 

operational and ethical requirements.198 Amongst other reasons are weak local laws and 

infringement penalties in most African countries, contrasting with strong rules and 

substantial penalties in Australia. Many Africans, including Tracey Davies who worked 

as an Attorney in the Centre for Environmental Rights in Cape Town, South Africa, echo 

this view: 
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There is a very strong perception that when Australian mining companies come 

here they take every advantage of regulatory and compliance monitoring 

weaknesses, and of the huge disparity in power between themselves and affected 

communities, and aim to get away with things they wouldn’t even think of trying 

in Australia.199 

 

Such Australians are criticized also for replicating in Africa inadequate compensation and 

benefits for many Australian aboriginals, disadvantaged by uranium mining operations.200 

 

In its mining operations in Mozambique, Rio Tinto an Anglo-Australian multinational 

company and one of the world’s largest mining groups, displaced thousands of 

Mozambicans (mostly subsistence farmers) prior to providing them with adequate housing 

and social amenities.201 In Tanzania where about a third of the population lives below the 

UN-defined poverty line, hundreds of thousands of locals were forcibly evicted from their 

residence to accommodate the interests of Australian uranium mining activities. Some 

witnessed the demolition of their homes as they were being taken to unknown 

destinations.202 Concerns repeatedly raised about the negative impact of uranium mining 

on their water supplies and farmland, including their way of life, received no attention.203 

Resgen, an Australian company operating in the Limpopo province of South Africa, 

promised the local population a school, water and industry, as it established a mine that 
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could produce up to 6.4 billion tons of coal. There has been no indication of the promise 

being kept and the situation of the local inhabitants only worsened due to Resgen’s mining 

operations. One of the locals, Francina Nkosi, travelled to Australia to meet with the then 

Foreign Minister Julie Bishop at the African Down Under Conference in Perth to discuss 

the issue, and raise awareness.204 

 

Industrial staff injuries and deaths of Africans connected to Australian resource companies 

have occurred. An investigation carried out by the International Consortium of 

Investigative Journalists (ICIJ) found that over 380 workers and community members in 

13 African nations died in accidents or from gunshots linked to Australian mining firms 

from 2004 to 2014.205 Aquarius Platinum, an Australian mining company in South Africa, 

accounted for the death of 38 employees over an 11-year period. The company employs 

at least five times more mining workers in Australia but has recorded fewer casualties 

during the same period.206 In Malawi, Paladin African Limited, a subsidiary of Australia’s 

Paladin Energy, faced allegations over the death of two workers and a fire explosion that 

disfigured a worker in the same incident. An investigation initiated by the Namibia 

government in 2013 reported that Paladin Africa Limited breached health and safety 

requirements.207 

 

A South African community activist Sikhosiphi Radebe, was assassinated for opposing 

the mining operations of Australian based Mineral Commodities Limited although the 

company has since declared that it was not involved in the incident. The company faced 

criticism for allowing a cliff face to collapse and its role in substandard land rehabilitation. 

Evidence suggests that Mineral Commodities Limited created warring communities and 
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disparity through unfairness in allocation of benefits.208 An Australian-Canadian mining 

firm, Anvil Mining, which mined copper and silver in the Democratic Republic of Congo 

was rebuked for assisting the Congolese military in an exercise that resulted in 28 people 

being summarily executed and the death of 73 other civilians, a poorly equipped small 

rebel group. Many were raped, several properties looted, and the accused detainees 

disappeared.209  

 

Furthermore, Australian mining companies (similar to their practice in Australia) have 

propagated a market for prostitution and exploitation with some of the mining towns 

having become notorious for having the most expensive prostitutes in Africa. An example 

is Lephalale, South Africa, where there are twice as many men as women. Consequently, 

this has increased exposure to violence, sexually transmitted diseases including HIV 

carriers and teenage pregnancy in the mining areas, placing women at a greater risk.210 In 
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African countries, communities living close to extractive projects suffer heavily from its 

abuses, with women and children the most affected victims.211  

 

7.4.2 Corrupt Practices  

Although the Australian government opposes unconscionable business practice, there are 

many Australian companies that still engage in corrupt and questionable transactions in 

Africa. Such actions weigh on efforts to utilize Africa’s significant mineral wealth in 

developing the region, and improving the well-being of the ordinary citizens, in a 

continent that remains the poorest in the world. For example in Tanzania, from 1998-

2008, government revenue from gold mining amounted to only $US78 million from about 

$2.6 billion that was generated from gold exports. This is despite a long-standing 

democratic tradition and absence of ethnic conflict in the nation, which is uncommon in 

many resource rich African countries.212 Tanzania is the third largest gold producer in 

Africa and holds sizeable deposits of uranium, coal, copper, oil and gas, diamonds and 

other precious commodities. In fulfilment of his campaign promise John Magufuli, who 

was elected Tanzania’s President in November 2015, cracked down on institutionalized 

widespread corruption that hindered the nation’s economy. Many businesses (particularly 

mining companies), some of which are Australian firms, faced allegations of malpractices 

and tax evasion that robbed the nation of valuable income for decades.213 The Australian 
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Stock Exchange suspended trading in the shares of several exploration companies in 

Tanzania.214  

 

In an example of unacceptable behaviour, an Australian firm Sundance Resources 

operating in the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC), agreed to offer a one-third stake 

in its Congolese subsidiary to family members of Congo’s despotic president. In return, 

President Sassou Nguesso gave the company exclusive mining permits in an area close to 

the Cameroon border in an agreement that was signed in August 2007. Some of the stakes 

given to the president’s family later went towards large shareholdings worth millions of 

dollars in its listed Australian company. Indeed, in 2008, Sundance informed the 

Australian Stock Exchange that it would issue shares of about A$13 million to Congolese 

shareholders with no names mentioned. Apparently, Sundance which negotiated the deal 

specified that the Chinese would secure the permit without a suitable inducement.215 The 

mine is one of Africa’s largest iron ore ventures, capable of transforming the ailing 

Congolese economy. In 2010, the chairman and entire board of Sundance Resources died 

in a plane crash during a visit to the location of the iron ore project in Congo.216 

Investigations by French authorities and international NGOs have since reported that the 

 
214 Shadow Governance Intel, “Tanzania’s Crackdown on Mining Companies Intensifies”. 

215 McKenzie, et al., “Australian companies linked to bribe scandals in Sri Lanka and Congo”, The Sydney 

Morning Herald, 24 August, 2016, available at https://www.smh.com.au/business/australian-companies-

linked-to-bribe-scandals-in-sri-lanka-and-congo-20160823-gqyzlp.html; Frederick Ngugi, “Australian 

Firm involved in Bribery Scandal in Congo”, Face Africa, 25 August, 2016, available at 

https://face2faceafrica.com/article/australian-firm-involved-bribery-scandal-congo; “Investigation of two 

Australian companies for bribery scandals”, MiningLink, 25 August, 2016, available at 

http://mininglink.com.au/story/investigation-of-two-australian-companies-for-bribery-scandals; 

“Investigations show Australia needs tougher laws against bribery and corruption”, The Age, 25 August, 

2016, available at https://www.theage.com.au/national/victoria/investigations-show-australia-needs-

tougher-laws-against-bribery-and-corruption-20160825-gr16dn.html. 

216 McKenzie, et al., “Australian companies linked to bribe scandals in Sri Lanka and Congo”. 
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presidential family owned luxury items and real estate assets worth millions of dollars.217 

It would appear they were more committed to a lavish lifestyle than Congo’s development.  

 

Moreover, in 2015, US regulators fined the biggest global mining company, the Anglo-

Australian BHP Billiton, US$25 million for violating the Foreign Corrupt Practices Act 

(FCPA). The company invited 176 government officials mostly from Africa and Asia with 

their spouses and 98 staff of state-owned enterprises to attend the 2008 Summer Olympic 

Games hosted by Beijing. Ultimately, the officials who honored the invitation (60 officials 

plus 24 other guests) enjoyed return business-class airfares and received hospitality 

packages that included event tickets, luxury accommodation, and sightseeing excursions 

worth up to $16,000 per package.218 Among the African officials invited were the 

governor of Katanga Province in DRC whose approval was important in securing a copper 

exploration deal that BHP sought in Congo, Guinea’s minister of mines involved in the 

 
217 Global Witness, “sassou-nguesso’s laundromat: A Congolese State Affair– Part II”, Global Witness, 06 

August, 2019, available at https://www.globalwitness.org/en/campaigns/corruption-and-money-

laundering/sassou-nguessos-laundromat-a-congolese-state-affair-part-ii/, accessed 11 August, 2019; Nick 

McKenzie, et al., “Sundance Resources took risks in Congo business”, Financial Review, 25 August, 2016, 

available at https://www.afr.com/companies/sundance-resources-took-risks-in-congo-business-20160824-

gr04h2, accessed 27 August, 2019; Henry Samuel, “Congo President spent £1m on clothes he never wore 

more than once”, The Telegraph, 16 December, 2013, available at 

https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/africaandindianocean/congo/10521681/Congo-President-

spent-1m-on-clothes-he-never-wore-more-than-once.html, accessed 11 August, 2019. 

218 United States Securities Exchange Commission, “SEC Charges BHP Billiton With Violating FCPA at 

Olympics Games”, United States Securities Exchange Commission, 20 May, 2015, available at 

https://www.sec.gov/news/pressrelease/2015-93.html, accessed 25 August, 2015; Peter Ryan, “BHP 

Billiton hit with $US25m fine over corruption allegations”, ABC, 21 May, 2015, available at 

http://www.abc.net.au/news/2015-05-21/bhp-billiton-hit-with-fine-over-corruption-allegations/6486036, 

accessed 25 August, 2015; Audine Bartlett, “Foreign bribery update: A harsh lesson for a global miner”, 

Carter Newell Lawyers Resources Newsletter, June 2015, available at 

https://www.carternewell.com/icms_docs/218542_Foreign_bribery_update_A_harsh_lesson_for_a_global

_miner.pdf, accessed 25 August, 2015. 
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renewal of a bauxite mining concession held by BHP, and Burundi’s minister of mines 

who was in a position to help BHP’s partner retain its nickel-mining permit in Burundi.219  

 

Corruption is not limited to only extractive industries. For example, BAE an Australian 

firm that exports defence equipment pleaded guilty to allegations of bribery and 

corruption involving the sale of radar to Tanzania, settling for a £30 million fine.220  

 

From number seven ranking in 2012, Australia was demoted to number 13 in the 2016 

Transparency International corruption index.221 Undoubtedly, this corporate corruption 

harms Africa, and does not augur well for Australia’s image. 

 

7.4.3 Brain Drain 

‘Brain drain’ is the expression used to refer to human capital flight. It involves the loss of 

highly trained professionals by one country to another. The movement is mostly from 

developing nations to OECD countries such as the United States, Germany, France, 

United Kingdom, Canada, Australia and New Zealand. 

 
219 Ryan, “BHP Billiton hit with $US25m fine over corruption allegations”; Simon Frazer, “BHP Billiton 

still facing Federal Police investigation over corruption allegations”, ABC, 21 May, 2015, available at 

http://www.abc.net.au/news/2015-05-21/bhp-billiton-still-facing-afp-investigation/6487608, accessed 25 

August, 2015; Paul Gilder, “BHP breaches US anti-corruption laws after offering junkets to Beijing 

Olympics”, The Courier Mail, 21 May, 2015, available at https://www.couriermail.com.au/business/bhp-

breaches-us-anticorruption-laws-after-offering-junkets-to-beijing-olympics/news-

story/427091acaff33976c4b29550369c9083, accessed 25 August, 2015; Richard Baker and Nick 

McKenzie, “US anti-corruption body charges BHP Billiton over Beijing Olympics hospitality”, The Age, 

21 May, 2015, available at https://auschamvn.org/us-anti-corruption-body-charges-bhp-billiton-over-

beijing-olympics-hospitality-reports-the-age-newspaper/, accessed 25 August, 2015. 

220 Chris Douglas, “Corruption Threatens Australia’s Defense Program”, 03 February, 2018, available at 

https://thediplomat.com/2018/02/corruption-threatens-australias-defense-program/, accessed 06 October, 

2017. 

221 Transparency International, “Corruption Perceptions Index”, Transparency International, available at 

https://www.transparency.org/research/cpi, accessed 06 October, 2018. 
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Confronted with a range of issues encompassing religious and social abuse, poor facilities 

and infrastructure, low wages and insecurity, many citizens from developing nations 

including African states are tempted to search for better opportunities overseas.222 

Notably, a significant number of students from developing nations studying in advanced 

countries do not return to their country of origin upon completion of studies.  

 

Furthermore, the skilled migration programs put in place by developed countries 

encourages this loss. There are many African professionals working in developed 

countries. Nigeria alone has over 10,000 academics in the US. A case in point is the 

constant flow of health professionals leaving countries including Ethiopia, Nigeria, 

Ghana, South Africa, Mauritius and Egypt. For example, about 75% of highly trained 

Ethiopian doctors are working and residing overseas. Around 70% of Nigerian doctors are 

employed abroad (most of them trained in Nigeria) with at least 20,000 in the United 

States. Over 5,000 Nigerians are working as doctors in the UK. Ghana has at least 2,300, 

South Africa 1,641, Mauritius 1,234, and Egypt 1,026 of its citizens employed as medical 

practitioners in Europe. 223  

 

Similarly, Australia has retained overseas students and attracted personnel from less 

developed countries through its contemporary migration policies. Australia is highly 

proficient in this act and with the growing Australia-Africa relationship, the flight of 

skilled workers from Africa to Australia has been increasing. While on the one hand 

 
222 Luc Ngwé, “African Brain Drain - Is There an Alternative?”, allAfrica, 20 February, 2018, available at 

http://allafrica.com/stories/201802210103.html, accessed 04 June, 2018. 

223 Online Universities, “10 Countries Facing the Biggest Brain Drain”, Online Universities, 06 July, 2011, 

available at https://www.onlineuniversities.com/blog/2011/07/10-countries-facing-the-biggest-brain-

drain/, accessed 15 January, 2016; Udah, “The African Diaspora in Australia and African Renaissance: 

Harnessing Diaspora Resources and Encouraging Diaspora Investments and Linkages with Africa”; Chioma 

Obinna, “35, 000 doctors have left Nigeria for the UK, US”, Vanguard, 31 December, 2017, available at 

https://www.vanguardngr.com/2017/12/35-000-doctors-left-nigeria-uk-us-report/, accessed 25 January, 

2018; Odiri Uchenunu-Ibeh, “50, 000 Nigerian Doctors Practise Abroad”, Leadership, 06 January, 2018, 

available at https://leadership.ng/2018/01/06/50000-nigerian-doctors-practise-abroad/, accessed 15 

January, 2018. 
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providing scholarships and grants for Africans to study or upgrade their skills in Australia, 

on the other hand, the government is helping them to settle in the country. In the past 

Australia compelled students, particularly from Asia and Africa, to go back to their 

respective countries of origin for at least two years upon completion of studies. However, 

this has changed. At the time of writing, there are provisions for students who undertake 

certain programs to secure permanent residency in Australia without returning to their 

homeland.224 In 2016, approximately 13,000 Africans enrolled in Australian 

universities.225 These included Australian scholarship recipients, those sponsored by their 

respective governments and self- sponsored students. 

 

Similar provisions draw other capable professionals from the continent. At least 55% of 

the 136,000 Africans that migrated from Africa to Australia between 1997 and 2007 came 

as skilled migrants.226 Even some who migrated through other categories including 

recipients of humanitarian visas were highly trained. From 2008 to 2009, up to 14,742 

Africans came to Australia and 13,719 remained.227 Within the same timeframe, 359 

remained out of the 552 African medical practitioners that arrived in Australia.228 

 

 
224 Graeme Hugo, “African Australians Project: Migration between Africa and Australia: a demographic 

perspective (2010)”, Australian Human Rights Commission, 2010, available at 

https://www.humanrights.gov.au/publications/african-australians-project-migration-between-africa-and-

australia-demographic, accessed 22 October, 2015. 

225 See “Australia’s trade and investment relationships with the countries of Africa”, Foreign Affairs, 

Defence and Trade Committee, p.40. 

226 Andrew Jakubowicz, “Australia’s migration policies: African dimensions”, Background paper for 

African Australians: A review of human rights and social inclusion issues, Australian Human Rights 

Commission, May 2010, available at https://www.humanrights.gov.au/publications/african-australians-

project-australia-s-migration-policies-african-dimensionsaustralia. 

227 “Overseas Arrivals and Departures Data”, Department of Immigration and Citizenship (DIAC), 

Australia, 2009, http://www.immi.gov.au/media/statistics/statisticalinfo/oad/#set. 

228 DIAC, “Overseas Arrivals and Departures Data”, 2009. 
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A number of Africa’s brightest and most competent remain in Australia. Many are enticed 

to work in rural areas. For instance, foreign-trained doctors are particularly encouraged 

through legislative requirements and financial incentives to practice in rural places,229 in 

order to alleviate Australia’s workforce shortage in remote locations and to control urban 

density. Illustrative is the Nigerian community in Australia. Relative to migrants from 

other nations, it has on ratio the highest number of skilled professionals in Australia. A 

substantial number of Nigerian doctors (and many others from Sub-Saharan Africa) work 

not just in urban locations but also in rural areas, which as a consequence of the above-

noted legislation and inducements have become increasingly dependent on migrants.230  

 

Australia’s Department of Health and Ageing (DOHA) revealed that foreign medical 

graduates make up about 39% of medical workers in the nation and 46% general 

practitioners in non-urban areas.231 In the decade 2001 to 2011, 14,258 foreign medical 

practitioners arrived in Australia and 11.2% were from Sub-Saharan Africa. 

Approximately, 31,500 midwifery and nursing professionals also came to Australia in that 

decade and 13.8% were from Sub-Saharan Africa.232 In the last five years of the decade, 

the percentage increased by 68.6% with doubling numbers from Nigeria, Ethiopia, Kenya, 

Sierra Leone, Liberia and Zimbabwe. Many also came from countries including Ghana, 

South Africa, Uganda, Zambia and Tanzania.  

 

 
229 Parliament of Australia, “House of Representatives Standing Committee on Health and Ageing”, 

Commonwealth of Australia, 2012; Joel Negin et al.,“Foreign-born health workers in Australia: an analysis 

of census data”, Human Resources For Health, no. 11, vol. 69, 2013, available at doi: 10.1186/1478-4491-

11-69, or https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3882294/. 

230 Austine Akhilomen, “Nigerians in Australia”, Nigerian Reporter, 20 March, 2016, available at 

https://nigerianreporter.com/2016/03/20/nigerians-in-australia/, accessed 04 April, 2016; Soji Omotunde, 

“Ties between Nigeria and Australia have become beneficial”, interview with Former Ambassador Ayoola 

OLukanni, The Nation, 24 February, 2013, available at http://thenationonlineng.net/ties-between-nigeria-

and-australia-have-become-beneficial/, accessed 26 August, 2013. 

231 Parliament of Australia, “House of Representatives Standing Committee on Health and Ageing”.  

232 Negin et al.,“Foreign-born health workers in Australia: an analysis of census data”. 
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Australia’s reliance on foreign health workers is amongst the highest of OECD nations.233 

It is reported that of the 70,231 medical professionals in Australia in 2011, about 53% 

were foreign born. From 2006 to 2011, Australia recorded 15,168 additional medical staff 

with 10,452 (68.9%) coming from overseas, saving Australia approximately US$1.7 

billion in medical education costs. Zimbabwe is one of the developing countries that 

accounted for the large increase.234 It is estimated that by 2025, Australia will likely suffer 

a shortage of 2,700 doctors (3%) and 109, 000 nurses (27%) if this is not addressed.235 

 

African migrants feature in many other sectors of the Australian economy working as 

accountants, academics, engineers, entertainers, IT professionals, journalists, teachers, 

administrators, tradespeople, bankers, technicians, hospitality managers, caterers, sales 

representative, project managers, priests, builders and supervisors. The following 

accounted for the leading 10 fields of South Africans who migrated to Australia between 

2014 and 2015:  

• Accountants 

• Software and applications programmers 

• Auditors, company secretaries and corporate treasurers 

• ICT business and systems analysts 

• Industrial, mechanical and production engineers 

• Secondary school teachers 

• Trades: Electricians, plumbers, builders 

• Other engineering professionals 

 
233 James Buchan, Lucio Naccarella, and Peter Brooks, “Is health workforce sustainability in Australian and 

New Zealand a realistic policy goal?”, Australian Health Review, vol 35, 2011, pp.152-155, available at 

https://doi.org/10.1071/ah10897, accessed 11 November, 015. 

234 Negin et al.,“Foreign-born health workers in Australia: an analysis of census data”. 

235 Health Workforce Australia. “Health Workforce 2025 - Doctors, Nurses and Midwives”, Health 

Workforce Australia, vol. 1, Adelaide, Australia, March 2012, available at 

https://submissions.education.gov.au/forms/archive/2015_16_sol/documents/attachments/australian%20nu

rsing%20and%20midwifery%20accreditation%20council%20(anmac).pdf, accessed 15 January, 2016.  
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• Metal fitters and machinists 

• Computer network professionals236 

The year 2015 witnessed the highest number of migrants leaving South Africa with 

Australia attracting the most followed by the United Kingdom and the United States. 

Many female South Africans are also working as human resources and marketing 

professionals, clerks, specialist managers, salespeople, and program administrators. 237 

 

The conclusion that may be drawn is that Australia’s practices contribute to an African 

‘brain drain’ that is taking a toll on a continent in dire need of every capable human 

resource to face the challenges of development. Put simply, Australia is drawing on staff 

from Africa to cater for the welfare and health of its people. A study led by Canadian 

scientist Edward Mills on nine Sub-Saharan countries (Ethiopia, Kenya, Malawi, Nigeria, 

South Africa, Tanzania, Uganda, Zambia and Zimbabwe) published in 2011, revealed the 

estimated government subsidized cost of training a doctor (in US dollars) to be between 

$21,000 (Uganda) and $58,700 (South Africa). It reported that Zimbabwe and South 

Africa were the worst affected while Australia, Canada, UK and the US benefited most 

from recruitment of foreign doctors. The benefit to Australia was about $621,000.238 

Australia is gaining from the educational investment and training paid for by African 

states. Worse still, this is exacerbating the already weak medical system in Africa. It is 

costing lives, gradually and indirectly killing Africans as highlighted by many African 

 
236 “These are the skills South Africans are taking to Australia”, Business Tech, 22 July, 2016, available at 

https://businesstech.co.za/news/business/130998/these-are-the-skills-south-africans-are-taking-to-

australia/, accessed 29 July, 2016; see also Ezra Claymore, “The top skills South Africans are taking with 

them when moving abroad”, The South African, 27 February, 2017, available at 

https://www.thesouthafrican.com/read-the-top-skills-south-africans-are-taking-with-them-when-moving-

abroad/, accessed 09/10/2017. 

237 Claymore, “The top skills South Africans are taking with them when moving abroad”. 

238 Mills Edward et al. “The financial cost of doctors emigrating from sub-Saharan Africa: human capital 

analysis”, BMJ, 2011, available at https://www.bmj.com/content/343/bmj.d7031, accessed 28 February, 

2016. 
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elites and officially acknowledged by the World Health Organization (WHO) in April 

2006.239  

 

The World Health Organization recommends one doctor to 600 people, which Africa is 

far from achieving. In Zambia, there is only one doctor to 23,000 patients with 44 surgeons 

to the entire populace of 13 million. Only six of them dwell in rural areas, where 60% of 

Zambians reside. The average life expectancy is about 48 years.240 In 2007, Malawi had 

two doctors to 100,000 people.241 Nigeria in Sub-Saharan Africa with the largest 

population in Africa has one medical doctor to 3,500 patients.242 Another report has it as 

one to 4,000 patients.243 Nigeria ranked 10th in the world with 72 deaths in every 1,000 

live births.244 The nation’s maternal mortality rate of 576 in 100,000 live births is one of 

the worst globally. Sub-Saharan Africa has the highest number of maternal and infant 

deaths in the world. Of the 289,000 maternal deaths recorded worldwide in 2013, the 

 
239 Rotimi Sankore, “How the Brain Drain to the West Worsens Africa’s Public Health Crisis”, Pambazuka 

News, 14 September, 2006, available at https://www.pambazuka.org/food-health/how-brain-drain-west-

worsens-africa%E2%80%99s-public-health-crisis, accessed 04 June, 2018. 

240 “How Zambia survives on one doctor for every 23, 000 people”, SBS, 28 June, 2014, available at 

https://www.sbs.com.au/news/how-zambia-survives-on-one-doctor-for-every-23-000-people_1, accessed 

04 April, 2016; Christopher H. Herbst, “The Human Resource for Health Crisis in Zambia: An Outcome of 

Health Worker Entry, Exit, and Performance Within the National Health Labor Market”, World Bank, 2011, 

pp. 1-91. 

241 Aaron Lewis, “Africa’s deadly brain Drain”, SBS, 14 November, 2007, available at 

https://www.sbs.com.au/news/dateline/story/africas-deadly-brain-drain. 

242 Toluwani Eniola and Dolapo Akitoye, “Survival strategies, poor facilities forced us out — Nigerian 

doctors practising abroad”, Punch, 21 January, 2018, available at https://punchng.com/survival-strategies-

poor-facilities-forced-us-out-nigerian-doctors-practising-abroad/, accessed 25 January, 2018; Odiri 

Uchenunu-Ibeh, “50, 000 Nigerian Doctors Practise Abroad”, Leadership, 6 January, 2018, available at 

https://leadership.ng/2018/01/06/50000-nigerian-doctors-practise-abroad/, accessed 15 January, 2018. 
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region accounted for 62%245 and an estimated one in 11 children die before turning five 

years, almost 15 times the average in advanced nations.246 Overall, Africa accounts for 

866 deaths per 100,000 live births. This is partly due to poor medical services, which only 

guarantee 50.9% of all births attended to by a skilled health personnel, far worse than in 

any other region of the world.247 The nursing profession is also subject to depletion of its 

ranks through emigration. Nursing with its direct impact on people is foundational to the 

delivery of any efficient health system.  

 

The shortage of health workers in Australia becomes insignificant when weighed against 

that of Africa where it is a matter of mortality rates. This makes it unethical for Australian 

policymakers to advance recruitment tactics that ‘steal’ ‘poach’ or ‘headhunt’ both skilled 

health workers 248 and numerous professionals from various disciplines on the continent 

without adequate national compensation. Although African governments, NGOs and 

 
245 WHO, UNICEF, UNFPA, World Bank, and UN Population Division, “Trends in maternal mortality: 

1990 to 2013”, Geneva: World Health Organization Press, 2014, available at 

http://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/10665/112682/2/9789241507226_eng.pdf; See also United Nations 

Interagency Group for Child Mortality Estimation (2019) (UN IGME), “Child Mortality Estimates”, UN 

IGME, 2019, available at https://childmortality.org/, accessed 17 October, 2019. 

246 UNICEF, WHO, World Bank and UN Population Division, “Levels & trends in child mortality: Report 

2015”, estimates from the UN Inter-Agency group for child mortality estimation, NY: United Nations 

Children’s Fund, 2015, available at 

http://www.childmortality.org/files_v20/download/IGME%20report%202015%20child%20mortality%20f

inal.pdf. 

247 OECD, “Women in Africa”, OECD, 2016, available at 

http://www.oecd.org/dev/poverty/womeninafrica.htm, accessed 06 September, 2018. 
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doctors”, refer to Transcript, ABC, 23 April, 2012, available at http://www.abc.net.au/7.30/australia-stands-

accused-of-poaching-african/3967672, accessed 4 June, 2018. 
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many other voices from the international community continue to decry Africa’s ‘brain 

drain’, it remains a continuing phenomenon.249  

 

7.4.4 Focus on Resources 

The resource sector has dominated Australia’s economic relations with Africa and this 

could possibly undermine efforts to diversify Africa’s economy. Most exports to Australia 

are primarily unprocessed commodities and the major import from the continent is 

petroleum. For example, crude petroleum largely accounted for 60% of Australia’s main 

merchandise imports from Africa in 2016.250  

  

Gabon, Algeria and Republic of Congo were among the three leading sources of petroleum 

imports.251 The perception is that Australia is in Africa to extract as much resources as 

possible to the detriment of other sectors in need of vitalization.252 This hinders the 

prospects of diversification in the continent. Using the case of Niger as another example, 

Australia’s trade and investment in Niger focuses on securing uranium which run counter 

with Niger’s attempt to diversify its economy. Globally, Niger is the fourth largest 

producer of uranium accounting for 70% of its exports; however, it only contributes 10% 

to the nations GDP.253 Niger is not enjoying the maximum benefit of its uranium 

production as would have been expected, thus it is exploring, “environmentally 

 
249 Jakubowicz, “Australia’s migration policies: African dimensions”, p. 10. 

250 Refer to Figure 6.4: Africa crude exports to Australia in 2016, under Section 6.3.1.2 Trade and Markets 

Interests in chapter 6 of thesis.  

251 “Australia’s trade and investment relationships with the countries of Africa”, Foreign Affairs, Defence 

and Trade Committee, p.5. 
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One-Dimensional Relationship”, in Mickler and Lyons (ed.), New Engagement Contemporary Australian; 
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253 Tinashe Jakwa, “Policy insight: Improving Australia’s relations with the African continent”, Foreign 

Brief, 26 September, 2017, available at https://www.foreignbrief.com/advisory/policy-insight/policy-
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sustainable and economically productive growth”,254 facing the risk of being undermined 

by Australia’s quest. As Australia has invested billions of dollars in mining projects across 

the continent, its actions in Niger are replicated in other resource rich African states. 

Additionally, Australia’s focus on resources may lead African states to overcommit their 

natural resources for mining and underprice their commodities, divesting them of 

maximum returns.  

 

Aggravating the continent’s disadvantageous export profile is that Africa is capable of 

generating most of its main merchandise imports from Australia. This would address 

much needed economic diversification on the continent and its workforce needs, including 

the female labour force. Again, using 2016 as an example, aluminum ore, wheat, coal, 

vegetables, meat, wool and edible products were some of Africa’s main merchandise 

imports from Australia (see figure 7.1) which the continent could produce itself if it 

utilizes to the maximum its arable land and resource wealth. South Africa was a leading 

recipient of aluminum ore and coal, Egypt for vegetables, wheat and wool, Mozambique 

for aluminum ore and wheat, and Nigeria for wheat and edible products.255  
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255 Source: see “Australia’s trade and investment relationships with the countries of Africa”, Foreign Affairs, 

Defence and Trade References Committee, p.4. 
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 Figure 7.1: Africa’s main merchandise imports from Australia in 2016 256 

 

 
 

 

7.4.5 Trade Imbalance 

There is the danger of developing a trade relationship with Australia that is not mutually 

beneficial but working to Australia’s favor as shown in figure 7.2 where approximately 

67% (36 African countries) recorded a deficit in 2016. Of the 54 African nations, only the 

last 18 nations highlighted in purple traded at a surplus.  

 

In 2017, DFAT revealed that Australia’s two-way goods and merchandise trade with 

Africa was about $A7.6 billion.257 This trade was with 41 African countries, as there was 

no trade recorded against 13 nations. Of the 41 nations, 15 recorded a surplus while the 

 
256 “Australia’s trade and investment relationships with the countries of Africa”, p.4. 

257 See, “Africa and the Middle East”, Australian Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade.  
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26 others carried a deficit (approximately 63%) following the same trend as 2016.258 

Clearly, this does not portray an equal footing and can have negative consequences on the 

continent should the pattern continue. 

 Figure 7.2: Import profile between Australia and each African State in 2016 259 

  

 

 

Countries 

 

 

Africa Imports from Australia 

2016 

(Cost in US $) 

 

 

Australia Imports 

from Africa 

2016 

(Cost in US $) 

1 Egypt $308,909,464 $24,910,511 

2 Mozambique $276,267,220 $835,693 

3 Nigeria $142,140,347 $902,772 

4 Ghana $88,978,597 $7,531,075 

5 Mauritius $64,907,056 $19,810,093 

6 Kenya $50,019,475 $22,585,971 

7 Tanzania $39,086,059 $4,183,374 

8 Senegal $17,861,840 $1,741,610 

9 Ivory Coast $15,815,003 $15,294,326 

 
258 The 15 nations that had a surplus were Botswana, Burundi, Comoros, Swaziland, Ethiopia, Gabon, 

Lesotho, Libya, Morocco, Namibia, Nigeria, Rwanda, Sierra Leone, Algeria and Tunisia. The 26 countries 

with a deficit included Angola, Cameroon, Democratic Republic of Congo, Ivory Coast, Djibouti, Egypt, 

Eritrea, Ghana, Guinea, Kenya, Madagascar, Malawi, Mali, Mauritania, Mauritius, Mozambique, Senegal, 

Gambia, Seychelles, Somalia, South Africa, Sudan, Tanzania, Uganda, Zambia and Zimbabwe. The 13 

countries without transactions were Burkina Faso, Benin, Cabo Verde, Central Africa Republic, Chad, The 

Republic of Congo, Equatorial Guinea, Guinea Bissau, Liberia, Niger, Sao Tome and Principe, South Sudan 

and Togo. See “Countries Economies and Regions”, Australian Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, 

2018, available at https://dfat.gov.au/geo/pages/countries-and-regions.aspx, accessed 15 October, 2018.  

259 Source: see Globaledge, “Australia: Trade Statistics”, Michigan State University 2018, available at 

https://globaledge.msu.edu/countries/australia/tradestats, accessed 15 October, 2018. 

 



 

502 
 

10 Malawi $13,935,396 $29,892 

11 Zambia $12,890,797 $434,785 

12 Burkina Faso $10,336,513 $17,213 

13 Mali $8,867,311 $3,190,442 

14 Mauritania $8,610,579 $157,007 

15 Sudan $6,298,395 $547,242 

16 Uganda $6,223,737 $2,676,614 

17 Seychelles $4,854,311 $1,503,515 

18 Guinea $3,233,174 $77,940 

19 Cameroon $3,021,779 $568,986 

20 Djibouti $2,935,723 
 

 

$864,565 

21 Central Africa Republic $2,755,600 $2,826 

22 Democratic Republic of 

Congo 

$2,356,776 $177,845 

23 Niger $1,717,378 $1,223,618 

24 Rwanda $1,699,062 $1,139,028 

25 Libya $1,607,103 $2,088 

26 Eritrea $1,535,979 $23,498 

27 Zimbabwe $1,473,952 $621,904 

28 Benin $1,468,119 $6,181 

29 Chad $1,269,140 $19,029 

30 Liberia $998,584 
 

 

$39,912 

31 Botswana $827,056 $803,889 
 

 

32 Somalia $768,506 $358,855 

33 Guinea - Bissau $220,246 NA 

34 South Sudan $210,579 $33,748 

35 Cabo Verde $132,136 $86,505 

36 Gambia $20,555 $6,951 

37 South Africa $726,878,830 $789,235,140 
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38 Morocco $17,329,968 $49,222,765 

39 Madagascar $7,431,110 $7,466,151 

40 Tunisia $6,939,104 $23,720,882 
 

 

41 Namibia $6,731,160 $7,477,267 

42 Algeria $6,237,054 $238,592,451 

43 Angola $4,457,423 $9,744,317 

44 Ethiopia $3,792,600 $18,130,128 

45 Togo $3,486,662 $8,040,797 

46 Gabon $1,390,466 $438,086,314 

47 Sierra Leone $1,115,455 $1,779,843 

48 Republic of Congo $903,556 $200,288,109 

49 Swaziland $93,268 $2,661,683 

50 Burundi $89,852 $373,203 

51 Equatorial Guinea $48,032 $64,616,586 

52 Lesotho $23,870 $819,923 

53 Comoros NA $10,947 

54 Sao Tome and Principe NA $109,045 

 

 

7.5 Conclusion 

This chapter has examined the dynamics of Australia’s mode of engagement with Africa. 

While the approaches are diverse, they are diplomatic in nature and interrelated, 

functioning collectively to advance Australia’s influence and interest on the continent.  

 

Also analyzed were the beneficial aspects of the growing engagement for Africa and the 

setbacks. Australia is helping to spur development on the continent that promotes good 

governance, transparency, equitable access for Africans, including those with disabilities, 

to contribute and gain equally from the continent’s resources and growth. Australia’s 

effort to help train and upgrade the skills of local people for employment, as well as its 

support for Africa’s agricultural sector to enhance food security is commendable. 
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Likewise, its health initiatives, mostly in the area of clean water and sanitation, are 

contributing to improving longevity on the continent. These health initiatives have 

protected and saved the lives of many women and children. 

 

However, while the positive outcome and future prospects are encouraging, the 

acknowledged visible drawbacks are concerning. Many Australian companies are not 

adhering strictly to environmental, human rights, accountability and transparency 

requirements. The Australian government and African leaders clearly have an opportunity 

to work together to ensure ethical behavior and responsible practice on the continent. 

Further highlighted are the trade imbalances and focus on resources. The trade exchanges 

need fair balance, and the concentration on the resources sector requires minimization. 

 

Lastly, the exit of African health professionals and many other skilled workers have 

critical implications for the region and questions Australia’s positive policies to health and 

education, noted above. Notwithstanding the increase in diaspora contributions to the 

continent, it is worrisome for a continent whose human resources are crucial for 

development. Australia needs to put effective measures in place to limit the ‘brain drain’. 

In any case, Australia’s role in fueling the loss detracts from its self-image of being a good 

international citizen and undermines its soft power agenda. 
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Chapter 8: Chinese and Australian Engagement with Africa: 

Similarities and Differences 

 

8.1 Introduction 

The purpose of this chapter is to examine in what ways and to what extent China and 

Australia are similar or different in their engagement with Africa. It provides a 

comparative overview by highlighting and assessing the main commonalities and 

dissimilarities vis-à-vis their relations with Africa. In order to carry out this examination, 

the chapter consists of three sections: the first and second are on the underlying similarities 

and differences that have been identified in the history of their relations with Africa, 

motivational factors, engagement strategies, and resulting levels of impacts on Africa. The 

last section compares the power dynamics of China as a great power and Australia as a 

middle power in their relationship with Africa.  

 

8.2 Similarities 

In the quest to attain national objectives, China and Australia have actively sought to 

strengthen relationships throughout the African continent and have been pragmatic in their 

engagement. Australia’s interest in Africa is surprisingly similar to that of China. The 

history of their relations with Africa, motivational factors, mode of engagement, and 

impact of their engagement on the continent share fundamental semblances as elaborated 

below.  

 

8.2.1 History of their Relations with Africa 

First, both China and Australia have maintained longstanding relationships with Africa. 

Sino-African relations predate the establishment of the PRC in 1949 and gradually 

developed over the centuries. The relationship evolved in stages, the most notable being 

the Ming dynasty’s early 15th century naval voyages resulting in tribute-trade relations 

and cultural exchanges. However, in more recent history, the relationship suffered a 

setback owing to instability in newly independent African countries and the China’s Great 
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Proletarian Cultural Revolution of 1966-1976. Similarly, Australia’s engagement with 

Africa predates the establishment of Australia, as an independent nation. The relationship 

also experienced different developmental phases, recording dampened interest in the 

affairs of Africa following the end of the apartheid era, the Cold War, and the subsequent 

economic rise of Asia.  

 

Second, they both gave Africa outstanding support in condemning and fighting 

colonialism, imperialism and domination. They strengthened support for freedom 

movements, and advocated for liberation publicly and in multilateral forums. Australia 

opposed apartheid in South Africa and challenged the white domination in Zimbabwe. 

Without military involvement, Australia demonstrated its opposition by lending weight to 

UN resolutions and implementing various UN sanctions imposed against South Africa, 

including suspending investments, loans, sporting and cultural activities, and supply of 

military equipment.  

 

Third, both nations developed political ties with the continent. They paid high-level visits 

and established formal diplomatic relations with some African states. For example, by 

1967, China had up to 13 diplomatic missions on the continent. China’s first diplomatic 

mission on the continent was in Egypt in 1956. Australia had a number of diplomatic 

missions in African states including South Africa (1946), Egypt (1950), Ghana (1957), 

Nigeria (1960), Tanzania (1962), and Kenya (1965).  

 

Fourth, China and Australia built trade and economic relations with Africa, which 

gathered momentum around the same period – the later part of the 20th century. Chinese 

nationals brought into South Africa by colonial powers including the British worked on 

farmlands, sugar plantations, construction projects and mines. They remained and 

maintained employment in Africa even after the end of colonialism. In a similar pattern, 

many Australians who were in South Africa to support the British forces in the Anglo-

Boer War (1889-1902) settled in South Africa when the war ended with a large number 

working mostly in the mines.  
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Fifth, Australia and China both provided aid to the continent including educational 

scholarships, medical assistance and finance for projects yielding different forms of 

support from Africa. For example, without the support of the African nations, Beijing 

would have been unable to claim the ‘China seat’ from the Republic of China(Taiwan), 

and in the 1990s, following the June 4, 1989 Tiananmen Square ‘massacre’, Africa 

displayed indifference and even supported China in the face of severe criticism. 

 

Sixth, Chinese and Australian forces similarly participated in numerous multilateral 

peacekeeping operations in Africa through the United Nations. They sent troops to diverse 

nations including Namibia, Somalia, Mozambique, Liberia and Sierra Leone. The drivers 

of these commitments included systemic support for UN peacekeeping into a region of 

growing significance for global stability and prosperity. 

 

Lastly, Chinese engagement with Africa entered a crucial juncture of its history in the 21st 

century and became widespread across the continent. The same is true of Australia efforts, 

even if engaged in to a lesser degree as a Middle Power. Since the turn of the millennium, 

Canberra gradually took steps to raise its engagement with Africa, prompting increased 

visibility of its footprint across the continent. 

 

8.2.2 Motivational Factors 

Factors motivating China and Australia to engage with Africa are primarily in the context 

of boosting their economic, political and military interests. 

 

Economically, the attraction of resources and consumer markets served to heighten their 

engagement with the continent. Both countries are aware of the abundant and diverse 

natural resources prevalent in the region and available opportunities beneficial to their 

economies. The lion’s share of Chinese and Australian FDI to Africa has targeted mining 

or mining-related activities. China wants to ensure sufficient exposure to commodities as 

evident in the heavy scale of its involvement in Africa’s resource sector. Likewise, 

Australia whose mineral and resource firms account for more projects on the continent 
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than in any other region in the world. Concerning trade, China as an export driven 

economy sees Africa’s population of 1.2 billion (projected to double and surpass India 

and China by 2050) as a vital overseas consumer market for its products. Africa, with a 

low production base, has a growing urban affluent middle class with strong purchasing 

power, rising consumption trends, and a high demand for manufactured goods. Like 

China, Australia recognizes Africa as a populous continent that can potentially provide a 

profitable market for the sale of its goods and services. 

 

Politically, Australia as a middle power and China as a major power are equally interested 

in obtaining diplomatic support from African nations in global forums. Africa enjoys a 

significant presence in global settings and constitutes a valuable ally in international 

politics. With 54 nations, Africa is the largest single regional grouping of nations in 

multilateral institutions like the United Nations and its numerous agencies. It makes up 

more than a quarter of the UN member states and has often displayed a tendency to vote 

as a bloc in international institutions, earning the continent the largest collective voice in 

the United Nations General Assembly. Even in cases where they differ and do not vote as 

a bloc, the majority of them still tend to vote together. Hence, developing a close 

connection with the continent is highly advantageous for lobbying for votes, gaining 

support, and for boosting international image. China acknowledges that Africa’s support 

has been crucial in blocking sanctions against Beijing in global organizations. In addition, 

it assisted China in securing approval to host the Beijing Olympics and importantly helped 

the PRC in gaining the China seat in the UN (inclusive of a permanent a seat at the UN 

Security Council). When the General Assembly met and voted on North Korea’s human 

rights in 2007, the majority of the African nations followed China and voted against the 

resolution or abstained. Only 10 African nations voted for the United States led Western 

coalition. Siding with China again, in June 2019, 43 African nations drafted a statement 

to oppose the United States veto power on judicial appointments at the Appellate Body of 

the World Trade Organization (the world’s highest trade court).1 In the same vein, 

 
1 Daniel Yang, “How China’s Africa alliance is Shifting World Order”, Inter Press Service, 03 December, 

2019, available at http://www.ipsnews.net/2019/07/chinas-africa-alliance-shifting-world-order/, accessed 

03 December, 2019. 
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Australian officials admit that support from Africa was fundamental in procurement of a 

term at the Security Council, which provided the opportunity to influence critical global 

security decisions at the topmost level and to advance its international standing, amongst 

other benefits. 

 

Militarily, China and Australia are both committed to broadening and deepening their 

engagement with Africa in their drive to secure maritime power and navigation security, 

and to build military experience. They recognize the continent’s geostrategic location, 

particularly its proximity to important waterways and chokepoints. One notable example 

is their similar interest in ensuring that the Indian Ocean, with its African littoral, is not 

outside of their control. This is understandable as the Indian Ocean is highly contestable 

among major powers as it accounts for strategic sea lines of communication (SLOCs) 

through which two-thirds of the world’s oil transits, as well as being rich in mineral, 

energy and fish resources. China has taken major steps to establish a presence in the Indian 

Ocean; it has acquired a naval base in Djibouti and conducts of military operations other 

than war (MOOTW) such as counter-piracy in the Gulf of Aden and civilian evacuation 

from conflict zones (for example, Yemen in 2015). Australia, for its part, is the only 

OECD country that is home to an Indian Ocean coastline and understandably seeks to 

capitalize on the comparative advantage this offers, including engagement in multilateral 

fora such as the ARF, IORA, and IONS. 

 

Canberra and Beijing share concerns about the numerous uprisings and conflicts prevalent 

in Africa. They have identified threats associated with terrorism, separatism, extremism, 

piracy, kidnapping, and other criminal activities. These have resulted in the death of their 

nationals (and many other foreigners and local citizens) and heavy commercial losses on 

the continent. Some of the world’s most volatile areas, fragile states, and non-state actors 

engaged in politically motivated violence are located in Africa. Both China and Australia 

concur that their interests, including safeguarding their citizens and assets abroad, cannot 

be secure in a volatile investment environment. Consequently, both are involved in 

assisting with technical and training support, finance, and in supplying personnel for 

international security operations in Africa (such as peacekeeping, anti-piracy activities, 

safety enforcement missions, and search and rescue operations). These endeavours 
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accentuate the national interests of both countries while, at the same time, confirming their 

dedication to international security obligations expected of responsible global actors. 

 

8.2.3 Engagement Strategies 

To nurture their relationship with Africa, there are similar identifiable approaches that 

China and Australia are pursuing.  

 

Particularly visible is the maintenance of high- level visits and meetings. Official visits to 

other nations are an essential feature of China’s international diplomacy. However, it 

appears to be more so in Chinese relations with African nations. Chinese presidents, 

premiers, foreign ministers, and high-level military leaders regularly pay visits to the 

continent. Intensifying high level exchanges between the PRC and each African state on 

a bilateral basis, combined with China’s multilateral relations, are set out in the PRC’s 

second white paper on Africa as a strategy to strengthen traditional friendship, build 

mutual trust, deepen cooperation, and safeguard shared interest.2 Other top government 

officials also travel frequently to Africa for assigned duties. Similar to China, various 

Australian leaders, senior officials, business and industrial professionals have visited and 

met with African elites both in bilateral and multilateral settings to bolster understanding, 

increase communication and trust, develop ties of friendship in line with Australian’s 

government’s policy commitments.3 African leaders, officials and entrepreneurs are 

encouraged to reciprocate these visits.  

 

China has developed a diverse array of cultural initiatives and technical outreach activities 

designed to orient Africans increasingly toward the PRC. This has enhanced 

communication between the people of China and Africa. These initiatives include study 

 
2 See “Full Text: China’s Second Africa policy paper”, China Daily, 05 December, 2015, available at 

https://www.chinadaily.com.cn/world/XiattendsParisclimateconference/2015-2/05/content_22632874.htm, 

accessed 26 June, 2015.  

3 “Africa and the Middle East”, Australian Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, available at 

https://dfat.gov.au/geo/africa-middle-east/Pages/africa-region-brief.aspx. 
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of Chinese language and cultural performances, exchange of personnel, artistic 

encounters, and tourism (see Chapter 4). As well, Australia has pushed strongly to expand 

cultural ties with Africa through a portfolio of activities, which include traditional dance 

performances, cultural expos, and people-to-people exchanges (see Chapter 7).  

 

Furthermore, the PRC and Australia prioritize multilateralism as an approach in engaging 

Africa. They see it as vital in facilitating a more comprehensive relationship with the 

continent and collectively achieving outcomes. Thus, in addition to bilateral diplomacy, 

multilateral institutions encouraged by China contributed to closer ties with the continent. 

For example, Beijing created the China-Africa Joint Chamber of Commerce in 2005 and 

FOCAC in 2006 to foster a continent-wide approach in its relations with Africa. Beijing 

also supported several multilateral organizations in Africa including the Southern African 

Development Community (SADC), the Economic Community of West African States 

(ECOWAS), the Common Market for Eastern, Southern Africa (COMESA), the Forum 

for Economic Cooperation and Trade between China and Portuguese-Speaking Countries, 

and the African Union (AU) which was granted the status of a full FOCAC member by 

the PRC in 2011. Similarly, in addition to bilateral relations, Australia has effectively 

utilized multilateral platforms to strengthen its influence in Africa. The African Down 

Under Mining Conference (ADU), the Australia-Africa Universities Network (AAUN), 

and the Africa Australia Technology + Infrastructure Conference (AATIC) held annually 

during the Australia-Africa week, include multilateral forums focussed on addressing 

issues and formulating policies aimed at boosting Australia-Africa relations. 

 

Arguably, health-based cooperation is an effective strategy equally utilized by China and 

Australia to enhance their interests in Africa. It is an inclusive tool that promotes relations 

at all levels (from government health ministries to rural clinics), enhancing ties. Medical 

practitioners from Australia and Africa have treated millions of Africans with diseases 

including HIV/AIDS, provided immunizations and performed diverse surgical operations. 

During the devastating Ebola outbreak in West Africa (2013-2016), they collaborated with 

the international community to provide treatment, on-the-ground support, and financial 

assistance to the region.  
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Another similarity in both countries’ strategy in Africa lies in the intent of their aid flows 

to the continent. Both nations have used aid as an inducement or a threat to generate 

support from African states. Countries that support the PRC in international forums tend 

to receive additional or greater financial support. When Australia vied for the seat in the 

UN Security Council, the day of the election was also the day that Australia scheduled to 

review and decide the continuation of funding for the Australia-Africa Partnerships 

Facility (AAPF). Examples of similar financial assistance provided to the continent 

include humanitarian aid, development assistance, and grants. Overall, Chinese aid flows 

are more consistent, on the rise, readily available, but less linked to specific mandates that 

prescribe civil reforms in recipient nations or conditions demanding internal reform 

processes. 

 

Appeal to shared identity, enduring historical links and experiences are rallying points 

similarly drawn upon by Australia and China to promote deeper relations with Africa. 

Words or phrases such as partners and partnerships, friendship, solidarity and equality, 

brothers and sisters, collaborative relationship, strategic partnerships, and comprehensive 

strategic partnerships represent the rhetoric that features in their discourses to influence 

the continent.4 Chinese official discourse often recalls historical colonial experiences, 

citing how both were victims of imperialism and recalling their cooperative effort in 

battling against subjugation and exploitation. The PRC describes itself as the largest 

developing nation and refers to Africa as the largest group of developing nations, a 

comparison which fosters the view that both can engage on an equal footing with equal 

gains. Canberra, on its part, often alludes to similar situations experienced by Australia 

and African states. Examples range from historical experiences of colonialism (though in 

Australia’s case, the six Australian colonies were granted independence to become a 

federation in 1901 – much earlier than African colonies, which often fought for their 

independence) to natural disasters they are prone to and have both suffered. Australia 

classifies itself as a developed nation from the ‘south’, not the ‘north’, distinguishing itself 

 
4 “Full Text: China’s Second Africa policy paper”: See also Adel Abdel Ghafar and Anna L. Jacobs, “Beijing 

calling: Assess China’s growing footprint in North Africa”, Brookings, 23 September 2019, available at 

https://www.brookings.edu/research/beijing-calling-assessing-chinas-growing-footprint-in-north-africa/, 

accessed 27 October, 2019. 
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from other Western nations tainted by imperialism and the exploitation of Africa. In this 

context, it uses fora such as CHOGM to build linkages to developing states beyond the 

Indo-Pacific region.  

 

8.2.4 Impact of their Engagement on the Continent 

The increased demand for resources, enhanced agricultural productivity, human 

development, improved health, and increased security are similar benefits that Australian 

and Chinese engagement brought to the continent.  

 

Notably, their interest in Africa’s resources (partly driven by global trends) expanded the 

market, leading to a sharp rise in prices and demand for the continent’s commodity 

exports. This secured a high level of profit and foreign currency, which boosted national 

revenue for a region where most of the countries possess abundant natural resources.  

 

Beijing and Canberra both made agricultural cooperation with the continent a major area 

of collaboration and invested a considerable amount of aid money on African agriculture. 

This has resulted in the implementation of resilience programs, research projects, and 

sustainable strategies that provide new technologies for effective farming systems in 

Africa. Areas of interest have included animal husbandry, agroforestry, harvest 

management, food processing, soil enrichment, livestock integration, and irrigation 

schemes, which have contributed to improving food security in Africa. In accordance to 

forecasts, these measures can significantly raise agricultural production in Africa with the 

capacity to yield billions of dollars from exports per annum for the continent (moreso if 

the United States and Europe can reduce protectionism) and at the same time provide food 

security in the region. 

 

The development of human resources in Africa through numerous educational 

scholarships (including postgraduate studies) to thousands of Africans has also been 

advanced by the PRC and Australia. Aside from students, many African officials or public 

servants have travelled to China and Australia for internships and training programs. 
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Additionally, China has built educational institutions in Africa, and Australia has helped 

in the maintenance of buildings and supply of equipment and facilities in neglected rural 

areas. These educational initiatives are backed by both the Chinese and Australian 

governments. That of Beijing is mainly through China’s Ministry of Education (MOE) 

while Canberra is mostly via the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade (DFAT). Both 

countries have pledged to provide continuing support for the educational development of 

African students and professionals.  

 

Besides education, health is another area of common interest. In addition to a range of 

other medical assistance programs, the PRC and Australia have both improved the health 

and welfare of many Africans through infrastructural investments provided for greater 

access to uncontaminated water and better sanitation (both in rural and urban areas). This 

is a scheme of low priority to most development agencies. Meanwhile, in the realm of 

peace and stability, Australia and China share a common concern that Africa attracts 

increased security attention and monitoring. Hence, they are helping to deal with the 

precarious security situation on the continent through security cooperation, financial 

contributions, and peace-building efforts in various African nations. 

 

The similarities noted above may be regarded as laudatory but they need to be seen 

alongside the major drawbacks of the engagement for a more realistic view: these include 

environmental and social abuse, a focus on unprocessed commodities, mortgaging the 

future, trade imbalances and an asymmetrical relationship, and corruption. 

 

Both countries are implicated in cases of labour, social, and environmental abuses on the 

continent (although Australia to a lesser extent). African governments do not provide 

sufficient legislation to cater for the rights and welfare of their citizens and environments. 

Thus, Canberra and Beijing have taken advantage of Africa’s regulatory weakness to 

perpetrate unfair practices, which have resulted in the exploitation, displacement, 

impoverishment, injury, and death of many people on the continent (see Chapters 5 and 

7).  
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The importation by both countries of primarily unprocessed commodities from Africa 

similarly has undermined efforts to diversify Africa’s economy. This has produced greater 

vulnerability to fluctuating resource prices. The perception is that both are equally 

motivated to maximize their extraction of resources even if this proves to be to the 

detriment of other sectors in need of development.  

 

China and Australia are both guilty of mortgaging Africa’s future. As they continue to 

concentrate heavily on the resource sector, it can lead Africa to under-price and 

overcommit their export commodities from mining. This, in effect, will deprive African 

states of optimal returns for their natural resources. In spite of claims by PRC that it will 

support domestic African industrialization,5 this remains a minor trend at present and 

weigh negatively on the diversification of African economies.  

 

Trade between China and Africa is balanced to China’s favour and not mutually 

beneficial, contrary to many of Beijing’s public assertions. It is asymmetrical and 

reminiscent of the North-South pattern with Africa suffering a trade deficit. Australia’s 

trade and investment in Africa is not especially different. Evaluating Australia’s trade 

profile with Africa has shown a similar trend with most imbalances to Australia’s 

advantage. 

 

Lastly, Chinese firms have been involved in corruption on the continent. They have 

secured business on various occasions through bribes and incentives offered to African 

officials. The same unacceptable behaviour is true of Australian companies, as some in 

return for concessions or business agreements have bribed African leaders, aiding 

corruption.  

 

 

 
5 Full Text: China’s Second Africa policy paper” 
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8.3 Dissimilarities  

Despite the similarities noted above, China and Australia differ in many respects in their 

engagement with Africa. This is attested in various areas including history, motivation, 

non-interference policy, ‘resources for infrastructure’, state involvement and support, 

transparency and anti- corruption measures, outreach and presence, corporate and 

environmental standards, and development. 

 

8.3.1 History 

While Australia and China have had long-standing relations with Africa, the Chinese 

encounter, which originated before China became the People’s Republic, is relatively 

older than that of Australia. Sino-Africa relations date back to two thousand years (202 

BC) when Chinese envoys visited Africa and a magician from the continent came to 

China. China’s first well-documented engagement with Africa was from the 15th century 

when the Ming dynasty admiral, Zheng He, made several voyages to Africa (between 

1405 and 1433). Even so, it still predates Australia’s contact with Africa. On the other 

hand, Australia and Africa share a distinctive linkage that is deeply rooted in the formation 

of Australia. Africans sent as convicts by the British settled in the six multi-racial British 

colonies that saw the establishment of Australia as an independent nation in 1901. They 

lived and raised families throughout early Australian history, contributing in many ways 

to the nation’s progress. There are reports that African people constituted about 2-4% of 

early settlement. 

 

Another point of difference relates to support for British imperial activities in Africa. For 

example, Australian forces fought alongside the British in reasserting control over Sudan 

that fell to the Mahdists and in the Anglo-Boer War in South Africa, which ended in 1902. 

The Chinese were not involved in providing such assistance to the British. Additionally, 

Australia initially joined the British in providing support for the apartheid regime in South 

Africa and a rebel government in Zimbabwe, although Canberra later became a formidable 

opponent of apartheid and an advocate of African nationalists in Zimbabwe. By contrast, 

modern China maintained a consistent policy of support for Africa in the struggle for 

nationalism and fight for freedom.  
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Furthermore, Australia had discriminatory laws and practices that affected non-European 

settlers, including African natives that were particular targets. The laws encouraged 

discrimination similar to the actions of imperial societies of that era. However, Australia 

abolished its ‘White Australia’ policy in 1973 when the new Whitlam Labor government 

came into power. China’s relations with Africa did not have formal discriminatory tags 

attached to it, though patterns of informal prejudice have occurred (see above).  

 

8.3.2 Motivation 

There are economic, political and military considerations that influence Sino-Africa 

relations that do not bear on Australia’s engagement with the continent. 

 

For example, from an economic perspective, China also courts Africa to enhance 

agricultural and food security. Being the largest global food consumer and with only 7% 

of the world’s arable land and 6% of water supply, combined with a declining farming 

population, soil loss and climate change impacts, China seeks to meet its demand for food 

and agricultural products. Africa with 40% of the world’s land presents a means to 

diversify sources and acquire quality agricultural products. Australia with a much smaller 

population, adequate arable land despite arid and semi-arid conditions on much of the 

continent, and advanced or more superior agricultural technology, does not need to rely 

on Africa to maintain food security.  

 

Furthermore, as China’s population ages, and more citizens progress into the middle class 

(consequently raising employment costs), China’s comparative advantage gained from 

low wages has been eroding. Thus, African nations with inexpensive labour and a young 

population provide Chinese firms with the ability to continue to enjoy the dividends of 

lower manufacturing costs, which Beijing has used in edging out many global 

competitors. Although Australia also faces a slowing growth rate in population and an 

aging demographic profile, as well as a higher wage cost, the pursuit of low-wage 

employees on the continent is not an economic stimulus invigorating its engagement with 
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Africa. This is not to say it does not seek workers from Africa but rather does so by 

attracting professionals from the continent through migration policies, as discussed below 

in development. 

 

From the political perspective, there are various interests driving Chinese engagement on 

the continent that differ from that of Australia. The following four are particularly 

noteworthy. 

 

China has long had a desire to shield itself from international criticism regarding human 

rights violations. To this end, it has sought to secure the endorsement of the African states 

in promoting and upholding its own concept of human rights, protecting its internal affairs, 

and circumventing any sanctions against what may be considered a human rights abuse or 

violation, particularly by the West, or as defined by international bodies such as the UN 

Human Rights Council.  

 

Africa’s support for the One-China policy is also important. It is viewed as critical to 

frustrating Taiwan, in its capacity as the Republic of China, in developing political ties 

with the African continent and membership in any formal Inter-Governmental 

Organizations. For Beijing, the PRC will only become a unified nation when Taiwan 

agrees to ‘reunification’ under ‘One Country, Two Systems’, just as Hong Kong and 

Macao had done at the end of the 20th century. 

 

Africa’s diplomatic support has also been viewed as valuable to prevent Japan from 

occupying a permanent seat in the UN Security Council, which would consolidate Japan’s 

position on the global stage. 

 

A strong presence in Africa enables China to further South-South co-operation and 

challenge the global power structure dominated by the West, while at the same time 

enhancing Beijing’s own power and influence.  
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Considerable disparities feature in the security dimension of China’s engagement with 

Africa. Unlike Australia, one facet of Beijing strengthening relations with Africa has been 

to boost the supply of Chinese armaments and to evaluate the performance of these 

weapons in a continent known to have the world’s highest number of conflicts. China 

ranks as the world’s third leading exporter of weapons after overtaking Germany, France 

and the United Kingdom, with Africa accounting largely for the increase. At least two-

thirds of African nations have used Chinese manufactured arms (see Section 5.3.2 and 

note 234 in Chapter 5).  

 

Moreover, US naval dominance and control of critical sea-lines of communication 

(SLOCs) concerns China as its trade and resource routes are thereby rendered vulnerable 

to US interdiction. US military alliances in the Asian region are also troubling for China, 

particularly if it has to resort to the use of force in accomplishing its objective of 

‘reunification’ with Taiwan. The US with its allies could potentially block off SLOCs to 

restrain Chinese commercial activities, as a measure to pressure the PRC in case of any 

crisis over Taiwan or other conflict situations. In addition, China, in comparison to 

Australia, is more concerned over India’s efforts to secure strategic autonomy over the 

Indian Ocean and Japan’s drive to reposition itself again as one of the world’s most 

powerful countries. With competing claims over islands in the East China Sea known as 

Diaoyu in China and Senkaku in Japan, China and Japan face ongoing territorial disputes. 

In a conflict situation, Japan can seek the support of its friends and allies, particularly the 

United States, to frustrate China in global waterways. Hence, Africa, surrounded by 

crucial SLOCs and host to strategic naval military bases, has captured China’s attention. 

In keeping with this interest, China established a military base in Djibouti in 2018. The 

United States, France and Japan, as well as a number of other nations, have acquired 

military bases on the continent. Australia is not one of these, as it relies on the US defence 

alliance and has a history of sending forces abroad when required in support of US military 

operations. It is worth noting, however, that both China and Australia provide security 

support to their firms and citizens in Africa. 
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8.3.3 Non-Interference Policy 

China’s emphasis on respect for African countries embodied in its long-standing core 

policy of non-interference in the domestic affairs of sovereign states stands out as a 

distinctive feature of its strategy in Africa vis-à-vis Australia.  

 

Strict adherence to the policy enabled Beijing to maintain economic, diplomatic and 

military relations and support for any unsavoury regime in Africa against opposition from 

the international community. For example, China refrained from criticizing coups or 

abusive governments regarding such action as meddling in the internal affairs of the states 

and therefore an infringement of national sovereignty. This bolstered poor leadership and 

undermined efforts to promote democracy and the rule of law in Africa. Examples include 

Zimbabwe and Sudan. China provided weapons and willingly granted financial assistance 

to authoritarian leaders. As a consequence, this preserved their grip on power and 

militarized the continent at the same time. It became difficult to enforce economic 

sanctions, apply coercive diplomacy, punitive actions or the use of force to pressure, 

discipline or intervene against governments that perpetrated acts of violence. This 

exacerbated conflict and violence in many African countries such as the Darfur genocide. 

In addition, reference to the non-interference policy allowed Beijing to defend the 

principles of ‘non-conditionality’ or ‘no-strings attached’ which exclude institutional and 

governance reforms, and human rights criteria in its aid to Africa. Due to increased global 

pressure and the need to provide safety for Chinese nationals and assets in Africa, Beijing 

has embraced some flexibility to its non-interference principle via peace keeping 

activities. Still, political, human rights/humanitarian and economic oriented reforms are 

not included in its interactions with Africa. 

 

In contrast, Australia promotes good governance, human rights, the rule of law, and 

emphasizes social development in its engagement process with Africa. Canberra sees this 

as a basic condition for prosperity and security. The Australian government has openly 

condemned the atrocities of despotic leaders like ex-President Omar Bashir of Sudan and 

Robert Mugabe, the authoritarian President of Zimbabwe who eventually succumbed to 
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pressure and resigned in November 2017 at the age of 93 years, after governing the 

country for 37 years. Australia along with members of the international community who 

share the same worldview, encourages democratic values and inclusive political 

institutions in Africa. It cooperates with organizations including the United Nations 

Human Rights Council (UNHRC) to adopt resolutions on human rights issues in Africa. 

Examples include the resolutions to dislodge racism against African women and girl 

athletes; for the promotion of the enjoyment of cultural rights and diversity with due 

attention to persons with disabilities; for freedom of religion and belief; for protection of 

environmental and human rights defenders; and for advancement of human rights, 

democracy and the rule of law (all adopted March 2019).6 Membership at the International 

Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance has provided Australia another channel 

to support democratic programs and electoral capacity building in Africa.  

 

8.3.4 Resources for Infrastructure 

Beijing’s ‘resources for infrastructure’ arrangements, branded the ‘Angola model’ 

(acquired from Japan), became a basic characteristic of China’s mode of engagement with 

Africa. It represents an important point of difference from Australia’s approach to the 

continent. 

 

With this model, China has been able to build hard infrastructure in many resource-rich 

African nations in exchange for natural resources utilized for security and loan 

repayments. Nations including Sudan, Gabon, Congo Brazzaville, Mozambique, 

Zimbabwe, Republic of Congo, Nigeria, and Ghana have entered swap deals with the 

PRC. While this mechanism has been comparatively effective in providing an alternative 

source of funds and competitive pricing for the establishment of physical infrastructure in 

Africa, it also has created a new cycle of debt and dependence on the continent. Of concern 

are how the debt can be sustained and what the long-term impact on African economies 

 
6 See United Nations Human Rights, “Human Rights Council adopts 12 resolutions”, United Nations Human 

Rights, 2019, available at 

https://www.ohchr.org/EN/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=24389&LangID=E, accessed 

25 October, 2019. 
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might be. Some of the infrastructure projects target the flow of resources to Beijing, or are 

deemed to be ‘white elephant’ projects. These are without benefit to the local economy 

(which often the local population struggles to maintain) but appease politicians at the 

expense of national development plans. Examples include the presidential office China 

built in Mozambique,7 the parliament complex in the Republic of Congo estimated at $58 

million,8 and the buildings in Uganda to house politicians including the president and 

ministers.9 Research by AidData, which reviewed of 3,097 Chinese financed projects in 

47 African countries over 2000-2012 period, reported that the projects funded by China 

tend to be in the areas where African leaders and their spouses were born.10 Moreover, the 

unfavourable commercial conditions attached to the loans, including the requirement for 

most staff and products for the execution of the project to be imported from China, favour 

neither employment on the continent nor knowledge transfer and development of local 

people. Instead, the ‘resources-for-infrastructure’ model has generated conflict between 

Chinese and African workers.  

 

Unlike China, Australia has not adopted the ‘resources-for-infrastructure’ arrangement; 

nor has it prioritized large physical infrastructure. Rather, Canberra has focused on 

spending for initiatives directed towards influencing policies reflective of good 

governance, addressing social issues, and committing to poverty alleviation. Examples 

include projects, facilities, and programs for human development, institutional capacity 

 
7 “Moz president unveils Chinese built palace”, IOL, 24 January, 2014, available at 

https://www.iol.co.za/news/africa/moz-president-unveils-chinese-built-palace-1636742, accessed 02 

February, 2016. 

8 “Congo breaks ground on $58m China-funded parliament building”, news 24, 22 May, 2017, available at 

https://www.news24.com/Africa/News/congo-breaks-ground-on-58m-china-funded-parliament-building-

20170522, accessed 24 May, 2017. 

9 Yaslin Mugerwa, “Uganda: President gets News Shs70 billion office Block”, The Monitor, 23 August, 

2011, available at https://allafrica.com/stories/201108231978.html, accessed 24 January, 2016. 

10 Bradley Parks, et al., “Chinese aid is helping African economies, but not in places that need it most”, The 

Washington Post”, 07 October, 2016, available at https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/monkey-

cage/wp/2016/10/07/is-chinese-aid-powering-economic-growth-in-africa-yes-but-our-data-show-unequal-

development/, accessed 24 May, 2017. 
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building, and the sharing of best practices in various sectors including agriculture, 

education, and health. Australia encourages the transfer of knowledge and skills to 

develop the African workforce, so that Africans can become more independent. Australian 

companies have trained and taught many local people and created employment for the 

rural and urban workers on the continent.  

 

8.3.5 State Involvement and Support  

Beijing frequently used the Going Global strategy to assist Chinese companies in their 

investment ventures in Africa, in addition to direct dealings with African officials. Thus, 

these companies have enjoyed a range of assistance, including diplomatic support from 

the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, and low interest on loans for commercial projects from 

several state owned banks. This has provided Chinese multinational companies greater 

access to cheaper capital compared to their Australian counterparts. Indeed, Chinese firms 

have been able to acquire loans of less than one per cent. These firms are mainly state 

owned enterprises including China Minmetals, the China National Petroleum Corporation 

(CNPC) and its subsidiary Petro China; Sinosteel; China National Offshore Oil 

Corporation (CNOOC); Baosteel; and the China National Petrochemical Corporation 

(Sinopec) and its subsidiaries.  

 

The majority of the large companies are owned by the Chinese central, provincial or 

municipal governments, putting them under the control and influence of the state. Beijing 

is reliant on these companies to secure the country’s prosperity. While they do function 

as private sector entities to facilitate their competitiveness in the global market, Beijing’s 

support means they can focus on long-term profits. This avoids the burden of quick returns 

on investments or short-term gains to satisfy investors. The PRC also encourages private 

sector actors to engage in businesses on the continent, in order to complement the 

activities of state enterprises and further boost national economic objectives abroad. 

Moreover, China has applied its model of Special Economic Zones to Africa, notably in 

Zambia, Nigeria, Ethiopia, Egypt, and Algeria. These serve as economic growth nodes 

that further advance Chinese investments on the continent. The Chinese government 

through its companies build the required infrastructure within the zones. 
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Australia, by comparison, does not maintain strong state influence in commercial 

engagements with the continent, and usually refrains from direct business negotiations 

with an African government. Business transactions normally take place through a broad 

range of private enterprises, including multinational companies and small actors that 

characterize Australia’s economic presence in Africa. Although different from China’s 

pattern, Australia has provided support for its firms through governmental bodies 

including the Australian Trade and Investment Commission (Austrade) that operates 

under the umbrella of the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade. Austrade has 

developed economic alliances with African states to support Australian companies in the 

region and maximize their opportunities in a competitive international environment. In 

another difference with China, Special Economic Zones do not feature in Australia’s 

strategy in Africa.  

 

8.3.6 Transparency and Anti-Corruption Measures 

China does not uphold global initiatives on transparency and accountability, such as the 

Extractive Industries Transparency (EITI) guidelines, and refuses to support the 

framework of values vital for tackling corruption in Africa. Although China adopts 

transparency as a condition for its own internal development, it has refused to apply this 

principle in its engagement pattern with Africa. Price negotiations for projects are 

sometimes conducted behind closed doors, rather than being based on competitive 

processes, and are marked by poor accountability and monitoring. In effect, this serves 

the interest of China and corrupt African elites to the detriment of the African populace. 

Examples include ‘resources-for-infrastructure’ negotiations and similar agreements with 

Nigeria, Gabon, Democratic Republic of Congo and Zimbabwe.  

 

Unlike the PRC, Australia is committed to EITI guidelines and has funded EITI to help 

promote ethical codes of conduct, anti-corruption and transparency reforms in Africa. The 

IMF network of African Regional Technical Assistance Centers has also received funds 

from Canberra to assist with enhancing fiscal accountability in Africa, especially in 

countries endowed with natural resources. With its extensive wealth of experience in the 
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extractive industry, Australia is also directly involved in the implementation of taxation 

reforms in mining and responsible resource management including transparency in 

projects and transactions, mostly in the resource sector across the region. Lastly, Canberra 

has been supportive of the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 

guidelines for multinational firms that advocate ethical business standards. Hence, 

Australian firms cannot avoid intense state and international scrutiny, which Chinese 

firms can sometimes escape or disregard with impunity.  

 

8.3.7 Outreach and Presence 

Both countries have enhanced their relations with Africa; but despite Australia’s higher 

number of extractive companies on the continent, it is China whose presence is greater. 

This is largely attributable to Beijing’s outreach initiatives that boost its interactions with 

the continent. Chinese leaders and officials have visited Africa more frequently than their 

Australian counterparts. For example, since 1991, the first overseas visit made by Chinese 

foreign ministers, at the beginning of each year, has been to an African country. Beijing 

also encourages African officials to reciprocate these visits. These leaders are provided 

with lavish hospitality to mark their visits to China. 

 

Furthermore, the establishment of Confucius Institutes across numerous African states has 

provided China greater exposure on the continent. Additionally, more Chinese citizens are 

residing in Africa and the growing number of Chinese communities there is notably higher 

than those found in Australia. Beijing also maintains more diplomatic offices in Africa 

than does Canberra. Being a permanent member of the Security Council, China enjoys a 

strategic advantage for greater recognition on the region. Lastly, securing a base in 

Djibouti further establishes the Chinese footprint on the continent (see Section 3.3.3.1 in 

Chapter 3), while the range of media initiatives utilized by Beijing to advance its influence 

in Africa is a technique unmatched by Australia (see Section 4.2.11 in Chapter 4). 

According to the 2016 white paper on Africa, “People-to-people and cultural exchanges 
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have flourished with nearly 3 million visits made between China and Africa every year, 

garnering greater social and popular support for China-Africa friendship”.11 

  

8.3.8 Corporate and Environmental and Standards 

While both countries are involved in corporate and environmental abuses as noted 

previously, it is not on the same scale. Australia has shown greater accountability, whereas 

Chinese state owned enterprises and private firms are afflicted with various corporate 

responsibility breaches. Standard international environmental norms are only loosely 

followed by most Chinese companies, while their labour record is not much better with 

frequent cases of discrimination, nepotism, and harassment. Numerous employees have 

faced poor working conditions including long working hours in unhealthy workplaces, 

and paid wages lower than the minimum market rate. Many Chinese companies have 

implemented controversial projects shunned by other actors, furthering pollution and other 

forms of environmental deterioration. During negotiations for these projects, local 

residents are often not included in consultations. When forcibly removed from their homes 

and farms for the completion of projects, they do not receive adequate compensation. 

China has also contributed to illegal mining, timber logging, wildlife and marine activities 

harmful to Africa’s habitats. 

 

In this regard, many Australia’s practice clearly diverges from that of China. Australian 

companies have a reputation for complying with best employment conditions, and are 

more conscious of the need for promoting sustainability of the environment. Most 

Australian firms on the continent exhibit corporate social responsibility, evidenced in their 

determination to pay fair wages and reasonable entitlements, offer equal opportunities, 

ensure safe and healthy working conditions, respect human rights, and combat corruption. 

These advance the overall well-being of the local community. For example, Canberra 

assisted Ghanaian officials in efforts to combat illegal mining operations known as 

‘galamsey’, carried out largely by Chinese nationals in collaboration with locals. This 

activity was harming the environment, health of local residents, and depriving the 

 
11 “Full Text: China’s Second Africa policy paper”. 
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Ghanaian government of significant revenue from gold. Arguably, Canberra has been 

more committed to the improvement of responsible business standards on the continent. 

 

8.3.9 Development 

Generally, the educational and training scholarships China offers to African students lack 

specific measures that advance gender parity. They also overlook the disabled who are 

marginalized. This differs sharply from Australia’s support for gender equality. Canberra 

emphasizes equal access and the same numbers of scholarships for both women and men, 

with practical guidance and operational commitment to ensure enforcement. Australia also 

has in place a sizeable number of scholarships for students with disabilities and facilities 

to support their needs. These initiatives are prominent features of its engagement policies 

with Africa, as it seeks to promote sustainable reforms for the development of the 

continent, mitigating discriminatory challenges faced by women and those living with 

disabilities.  

 

On the other hand, many African students remain in Australia upon completion of their 

studies. This is possible through the skilled migration programs offered by the Australian 

government, furthering the negative impact of a ‘brain drain’ on the development of the 

continent. In contrast, the Chinese government encourages African students who study in 

China to return to their respective states upon graduation and assist in enriching the 

continent. Most return, utilizing their language and academic skills to develop the region. 

The majority come from countries that include Tanzania, Cameroon, Nigeria, South 

Africa, Kenya, Togo, Angola, Botswana, Zimbabwe, Egypt, Ethiopia, Zambia, Namibia, 

Ivory Coast, and Uganda. 

 

In addition, compared to Australia, China provides more development finance to Africa. 

Chinese aid includes grants, interest free loans, concessional loans, educational 

scholarships, and humanitarian relief, while that of Australia is mostly centred on 

educational scholarships and humanitarian assistance. 
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8.4 Great and Middle Power Dynamics 

The various elements that characterized Chinese and Australian engagement with Africa 

demonstrated that China as a major power operated in the manner of a great power in 

Africa, while Australia as a classic middle power acted like a middle power on the 

continent. Both dynamics presented similarities and dissimilarities particularly in their 

model of interactions and level of effectiveness on the continent. It is also apparent that 

the techniques (soft and hard power tools) China and Australia systematically utilized to 

display their power status and credentials in Africa highlight the conceptualizations of the 

realist, liberalist and constructivist schools of thought.  

 

China as a greater power had more agency in shaping relations with Africa than Australia. 

China’s financial resources and veto power in the United Nations Security Council has 

yielded results favourable for the PRC. Beijing has used its status to rally greater support 

from African states in international fora. For instance, with the support generated from the 

majority of the African states, Beijing blocked various sanctions against its human rights 

violations. These sanctions were supported by Australia, as discussed above. This 

illustrates the realist and liberalist argument that great powers exert a stronger appeal than 

middle powers in international relations.  

 

Although great powers exhibit greater influence, as evidenced in China’s relations with 

Africa, Australia’s approach as a middle power provided a balance on the continent. Some 

of Australia’s actions modified China’s behaviour in line with constructivist 

interpretations. For example, by taking the important stance against China’s support for 

autocratic regimes in Africa to promote transparency, good governance structures, and 

peace building, Australia displayed the attributes and commitment of a middle power. 

China’s commendable role in changing its non-interventionist stance during the crisis in 

Sudan in favour of conflict resolution – and, moreover, playing a vital role – can be partly 

attributed to Australia’s active diplomacy in its role as a middle power. Canberra ensured 

that Beijing understood the importance of implementing accepted norms to strengthen 

global stability. Sudan was one of China’s first experiences in officially intervening in 

another nation’s internal political processes.  
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Given that middle powers have lesser resources than great powers, they rely on their 

credibility and tend to capitalize on specific areas where they have significant expertise. 

For example, Australia with its recognized ability in mining efficiency and management 

has the largest number of resource firms in Africa, partly explaining its large focus on 

resources on the continent. Australia played a functional role in ensuring that Chinese 

firms adopt good mining practices. The PRC has a huge interest in Africa’s natural 

resources but many of its firms and nationals have been involved in social and 

environmental abuses, including illicit operations.  

 

The realist, liberalist and constructivist perspectives accept that ‘interest’ (to a higher or 

lesser extent) is a motivating factor in international relations. Interests can serve as a 

unifying factor particularly when nations pursue similar agendas. Great and middle 

powers despite recognized differences can cooperate. For example, both China and 

Australia have collaborated to promote peace and stability in Africa to secure the safety 

of their nationals and assets, as evidenced in their support of UN peacekeeping missions.  

 

Both great and middle powers are not limited to hard power strategies, although middle 

powers are more hesitant in adopting force to achieve objectives. Great powers have also 

become increasingly cautious in applying force. The consequences often outweigh the 

benefits. States prefer cooperation and try to prevent conflict or war. Soft power strategies 

have increasingly become popular. Thus, China and Australia pulled together a range of 

soft power resources (see chapters on modes of engagement for each) to build their power 

profile and status in Africa. Soft power is prominent in Chinese and Australia discourse 

despite the different level of power. This supports the realist notion that both material and 

immaterial strengths constitute sources of power and influence. Soft power leanings also 

accommodate liberalist concepts and the ideational and normative sentiments of the 

constructivists.  

 

The rise of multilateralism and international organizations has strengthened the influence 

of middle powers. Much of the influence exercised by Australia in re-shaping the actions 
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of major powers in Africa was through international organizations such as the UN, WTO, 

the Commonwealth, and NGOs. Again, it shows that through coalition building and 

formation of alliances with like-minded actors to take joint action, Australia was better 

able to present its disagreement with some of the decisions of great powers in Africa. 

Canberra found the use of institutions vital for the promotion of democratic principles and 

was able to gain greater access to power than if it acted unilaterally. Not surprisingly, 

Australia later played a leading role in rejecting apartheid in South Africa, and also 

opposed the UK’s support for Ian Smith’s regime in Rhodesia. This advanced Canberra’s 

status as a good international citizen.  

 

Multilateral fora are not only useful for middle power diplomacy. They are also of 

consequence to great powers. For instance, through collaborating with African states in 

FOCAC, the UN and other multilateral organizations, China has challenged the decisions 

of other major powers, including the United States, Britain, and France, notably against 

its human rights record, supply of weapons, and lack of transparency. While the power 

rivalries are realist in nature, Australia’s and China’s use of institutions has liberalist 

overtones, and the constructivist perspective is useful in the interpretation of the 

associated transformative changes. Moreover, by embracing both bilateral and multilateral 

approaches, China and Australia were able to draw on the benefits of globalization 

including trade exchanges and cooperative development.  

 

Great powers and middle powers seek essentially to protect their interests irrespective of 

their rhetoric. This means China and Australia are in Africa to pursue their national 

interests. Like other powers, irrespective of size, they want access to Africa to fulfil their 

ambitions. They seek to protect their citizens and investments. In 2018, China accounted 

for 15% of Africa’s trade12 and since 2009 has been Africa’s largest trading partner. It is 

not surprising that China and Australia have forged military ties with Africa. In 2019, 

China hosted the first China-Africa Peace and Security Forum. In attendance were 100 

 
12 David Shinn, “China’s just another great power in Africa”, East Asia Forum, 17 May, 2018, available at 

https://www.eastasiaforum.org/2018/05/17/chinas-just-another-great-power-in-africa/, accessed 21 May, 

2018. 
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security officials from 50 African states and the African Union, including 15 defence 

ministers.13 China, like a number of other powers, has established a military base in 

Djiboutu for protecting its expanding interests, including maritime security. Australia is 

also interested in maritime security as demonstrated in its policy regarding the Indian 

Ocean.  

 

China is enjoying the loyalty of African states and using it for power advantages over 

other suitors on the continent. For example, there were more African nations in the 2018 

FOCAC meeting than the similarly timed United Nations General Assembly meeting.14 

Australia and China as global power competitors regard Africa as a significant arena to 

boost their image. Australia longs to maintain good global citizenship and China desires 

to be recognized as a responsible power. Although a middle power, Australia has 

comparatively protected its core interest vis-a-vis China’s dominance in Africa. 

 

8.5 Conclusion 

This chapter concentrated on major similarities and dissimilarities between Chinese and 

Australian engagement with Africa. Both countries are well established there, despite 

periods of neglect historically. Both supported the political liberation of Africa, with 

Australia playing an impressive role in helping to end apartheid after its initial support for 

the policy. In their pursuit of economic prosperity, China and Australia see Africa as a 

place of opportunities, especially with its abundant natural resources. Moreover, Chinese 

companies – like their Australian counterparts – recognize the enormous trade and 

commercial benefits derived from catering to the huge market represented by the African 

population.  

 

 
13 Nick Turse, “U.S. Generals Worry About Rising Russian and Chinese Influence in Africa, Documents 

Show”, The Intercept, 14 August, 2019, available at https://theintercept.com/2019/08/13/russia-china-

military-africa/, accessed 16 August, 2019. 

14 Daniel Yang, “How China’s Alliance is Shifting World Order”, 19 July, 2019, available at 

http://www.ipsnews.net/2019/07/chinas-africa-alliance-shifting-world-order/, accessed 20 July, 2019. 
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Similarly, guiding the advancement of China and Australia into Africa is a variety of 

context-specific political and military motives aimed at safeguarding their national 

development. Securing Africa’s large voting bloc yields diplomatic dividends in 

international settings and both nations have drawn on it to boost their status, welfare, and 

influence in the international community. Both recognize that stability in Africa is 

important for prosperity, and likewise Africa’s geographical location that is critical to their 

military and security interest.  

 

However, notable differences have been identified in the history of their engagement with 

Africa as well as in the motivational factors. While China courted Africa for centuries, 

Africa and Australia share a unique relationship ingrained in the birth of Australia. China’s 

interest in Africa is additionally fuelled by agricultural and labour needs, desire to gain 

support for combating criticism, countering the activities of the United States, Japan and 

their allies (for reasons including conflict that may occur in Beijing’s bid to regain Taiwan 

or due to geopolitical and territorial disputes), and the opportunity to supply and test 

military weapons on the continent.  

 

Both countries are strategic in their engagement, using a range of means at their disposal 

to advance their foreign policy agendas. Some of the similar tools used include building 

multilateral ties, visitations and cultural initiatives, aid and health programs, and appealing 

to a shared aspects of identity. Nonetheless, they have employed diametrically opposed 

approaches when dealing with the continent and the most obvious include China’s non-

interference stance, ‘resources-for-infrastructure’ agreements, and greater state 

involvement.  

 

China’s great power role and Australia’s middle power influence in Africa established 

similar and differing features that can also be viewed through the lens of realism, 

liberalism and constructivism combined. Both have expanded cooperation with African 

countries not only in the economic sphere but also in the diplomatic, military, and cultural 

dimensions. It shows that countries have the capability to work together for the common 

good. Regardless of the inherent divergences in their development models (for example 
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China’s focus on economic development in contrast to Australia’s emphasis on liberal and 

democratic norms), they are capable of socializing one another towards stronger levels of 

commitment to the global community. 

 

It can be concluded that the Chinese and Australian presence in Africa has provided 

benefits to the region, even if sometimes overshadowed by the detrimental consequences 

of their activities. However, at a more fundamental level, the Chinese and Australian 

relationship with Africa is unequal and unbalanced, similar to that of the traditional 

Western powers notwithstanding the equality rhetoric often employed in discourses by 

Beijing and Canberra. 
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Chapter 9: Theoretical Application 

 

9.1 Introduction 

This chapter considers how Realism, Liberalism, and Constructivism, which constitute 

the conceptual framework of this study (identified and discussed in chapter 2) have 

influenced various dimensions of Beijing’s and Canberra’s actions in Africa. The chapter 

will draw on evidence to argue that all three are relevant in relation to the interpretation 

of Chinese and Australian engagement with the continent, despite the inherent similarities 

and dissimilarities in their policies towards Africa. The chapter is structured into three 

separate sections, one for each theoretical perspective, followed by the conclusion. 

  

9.2 Realism in Chinese and Australian Engagement with Africa 

Realism as a state-centric theoretical perspective in International Relations contends that 

states are the principal actors in world politics and are committed to the pursuit of power 

in order to protect their survival, sovereignty, and a range of other related national 

interests. In its Neorealist formulation, such pursuit of power occurs in a world that is 

structurally anarchic – that is, there is no higher sovereign authority than the state – and 

is characterized by differences in relative power among state actors. It captures the logic 

behind a fundamental feature in the contemporary international state system, that is, the 

pursuit of the ‘national interest’. For self-preservation, and to avoid deprivation and 

exploitation, the state’s well-being is paramount: it takes preeminence in transnational and 

international engagements. Hence, according to Realism, states are rationally led by 

‘national interest’ (maximizing what is best for one’s own state), rarely allowing morality, 

ideals, normative issues, enmity, benevolence or altruistic motives to interfere with their 

goals). The goals that contribute to the advancement of a state’s interests encompass 

economic, political and military power, as evident in the preceding analysis of Chinese 

and Australian engagement with Africa.  

 

The economic pursuits of China and Australia in Africa are indicative of the advancement 

of self-interest, a pursuit which is accorded priority over other considerations. This is 
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evident in the exploitation of Africa’s natural resource sector and the use of the region as 

a market for manufactured goods. This has resulted in an imbalance in two-way trade 

(discussed in Chapters 5 and 7 respectively). Despite Beijing’s and Canberra’s formal and 

informal assurances to promote African development backed with rhetorical speeches 

distancing them from imperialists and the skewed classical North-South trade pattern, 

their commercial encounter with Africa has not been meritorious. Rather, it has replicated 

the one-sided hegemonic pattern of relations between Africa and the traditional actors they 

have targeted for criticism: securing raw materials from the continent and exporting 

mainly manufactured goods into the region with no significant structural change or any 

apparent transformation, a behavior which conforms to Realist theory. It represents a 

continuation of Africa’s reliance on primary commodity exports. In Beijing’s case, 

Chinese owned enterprises have been portrayed as more unscrupulous than their 

predecessors or competitors.1 As much as possible, China has sought to secure the supply 

of commodities from Africa at the lowest possible prices, and ensured the region remained 

a long-term market for China’s industrial and consumer products at low prices (often for 

inferior products) to drive other competitors out of the market. This is a practice that 

qualifies as a Realist tactic in the economic sphere to advance self-interest.  

 

For both China and Australia, Africa became a source of economic expansion. Indeed, the 

region presented unrivalled trade and investment opportunities, especially with its 

abundant unexplored natural resources, including energy, minerals, timber, agriculture, 

fisheries, arable land, wildlife, and a vibrant work force. Africa also represented a rapidly 

growing and young middle-class population, providing a potential market that was 

congruent with the investor countries’ national interests. Thus, both countries aspired for 

economic influence on the continent. In the Realist mindset, their goal was to maximize 

their share of global power. The primacy of self- aggrandizement exposed them to the 

dilemma of reconciling their economic interests with the development goals of African 

states. It is not surprising that an equally beneficial outcome has been untenable (compared 

to the Liberalist claim of possibilities for mutual gain). This is a Realist challenge that is 

 
1 Thomas Clarke and Charles Okumu, “China and the shadow of colonialism still looming over Africa”, 

The Conversation, 20 August, 2012, available at https://theconversation.com/china-and-the-shadow-of-

colonialism-still-looming-over-africa-8941, accessed 05 January, 2015. 
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familiar to other external players, more specifically the Western actors including the 

United Kingdom, France, Germany, and the United States. As the Realists profess, it is 

hardly possible for nations to make gains in their relative power if they were not self-

interested. In short, China and Australia subordinated African economies for their national 

interests.  

 

In line with Realist interpretations, both countries engaged Africa to build alliances 

towards advancing their political agendas and augmenting their influence. Crucial 

advantages were gained in international forums, including the United Nations where 

Africa commands the largest voting bloc in the General Assembly. For China, some of 

the beneficial outcomes included support for: the One China policy, boosting its global 

power status, challenging and neutralizing Western policies, as well as countering 

perceived hegemony and criticism. In the case of Australia, it sought to boost its middle 

power status and to develop a more favorable image amongst other advantages. It is 

notable that the votes from African states were instrumental in securing Canberra a term 

in the UN Security Council. In Realism, this further captures the underlying role and 

importance of state actors in global settings. 

 

It is not surprising that China and Australia consolidated their military power through 

relations with Africa. As conceived in the realist context, the main elements of power are 

largely military in nature, as each nation endeavors to secure its territorial integrity and 

interests abroad. For example, testing weapons in Africa and establishing its first military 

base in Djibouti furthered China’s defense capabilities. The base will no doubt expand 

Beijing’s sphere of influence and keep other powers in check, including the US, Japan and 

France, who also have bases in Djibouti. In addition, China’s participation in military 

expeditions particularly around the Red Sea, and the Horn of Africa (an area crucial for 

the passage of energy and trade but susceptible to criminal activities) developed Beijing’s 

maritime strength. It represented an effort to break free from dependence on the US for 

protection of the sea-lines of communication (SLOCs), demonstrating the ‘self-help’ 

principle that is fundamental to Realist theory. Relying on the US or other powers for 

maritime control or protection of the SLOCs in an atmosphere of distrust and uncertainty 

can be detrimental to the PRC in conflict situations that challenge the interest of the West 



 

537 
 

or its allies. China’s ultimate goal is to build a military that is not secondary to any other 

force. From a Realist viewpoint, the PRC wants to occupy a position where it can combat 

any threat or deter others from attacking its interests. Therefore, Beijing has used its 

economic wealth to acquire military strength, which accords with China’s aspirations of 

regaining its power status and the capacity to act and exert influence from strategic 

locations like the Indian Ocean. The PRC, as of the time of writing, has the largest and 

one of the most sophisticated military modernization programs in the world. It intends to 

become militarily competitive with its primary rival, the US, through asymmetric means. 

These focus not only on acquisition of advanced weapons platforms but predominantly 

through the work being advanced by its new Strategic Support Force, which entails 

“leveraging the synergies between cyber capabilities, electronic warfare (EW) and 

information operations for military advantage.”2 

 

Australia has equally developed its military assertiveness, including building maritime 

strength in the Indian Ocean (heavily contested by others including China and India), 

preserving balances of power, protecting its territorial integrity, and a range of key related 

security missions that have involved cooperation with Africa. In tune with Realist 

expectations, Australia has carried out small military and surveillance missions in Africa 

to protect its nationals, assets, trade-links, diplomatic relations, and to demonstrate 

defence readiness. Canberra has continued to maintain policies on the continent aimed at 

consolidating national security. 

 

Realist calculations and principles can also be seen in the number of Chinese companies 

on the continent that functioned as private entities to maximize gains even though most 

were state enterprises governed and controlled by central, municipal or provincial 

government. They pursued China’s forays on the continent and focused on sectors key to 

the PRC’s interest such as mining, construction, and trade. They are backed with active 

involvement and strong support from Beijing (including large amounts of capital with low 

interest rates, tax incentives, government subsidies, the establishment of special economic 

 
2 Sean Kanuck, IISS Cyber Report: 29 June to 5 July, IISS, 6 July, 2018, available at 

https://www.iiss.org/blogs/cyber-report/2018/07/cyber-report-29-june-to-5-july, accessed 03 August, 2018. 
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zones on the continent and development of FTAs- free trade agreements) to provide an 

advantage over competitors. This may be interpreted as an economic face of Realism that 

translates into neo- mercantilism. At the same time, non-governmental firms were 

encouraged to extend their businesses to Africa to complement the activities of state 

companies and push Beijing’s Going Global Strategy.  

 

In Realist thought, internal and external state support is vital for success. Thus, despite the 

fact that private or non-state companies acted as harbingers of Canberra’s interest in 

Africa, governmental bodies developed formidable links on the continent to ensure 

commercial, diplomatic and security support for Australian enterprises, which are 

numerous in the region particularly in mining exploration and associated services. They 

encouraged firms (some of which are listed on the ASX) to undertake businesses on the 

continent, offering them support at various platforms. Prominent senior government 

officials attended promotional events held in Africa or Australia, along with 

representatives and entrepreneurs of Australian firms. The Australian government 

orchestrated and sponsored some of the functions.  

 

Another Realist technique employed by China and Australia is designation of aid to the 

continent, often systematically and increasingly disbursed at certain critical periods (as 

displayed when Australia was canvassing for votes on the continent for the UNSC seat), 

and mostly directed at selected states crucial to the achievement of strategic interests. In 

China’s case, the whole notion that aid has ‘no strings attached’ is problematic as Chinese 

aid is often classified (despite the PRC’s publication of foreign aid white papers). Aid may 

exclude certain conditions like democratic reforms absent in China’s aid and sometimes 

present in that of the West. Still, the target is to attain set ambitions. States that behave in 

ways contrary to China’s interest do not attract the same financial benefits and handsome 

rewards for ‘good behavior’ received by nations that support Beijing in international 

forums and its various causes or pursuits such as the One China policy or the BRI. As 

noted in chapters 3 and 4, nations that backed China’s policy received more aid and other 

forms of developmental assistance from Beijing. African states that voted in support of 

China in the UN General Assembly received approximately 85% more development 

assistance than their counterparts who act otherwise. When Malawi broke relations with 
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Taiwan, it received a $260 million loan, a parliament built for $41 million and a hotel 

constructed for $90 million. Sao Tome and Principe terminated diplomatic relations with 

Taiwan switching allegiances to the PRC, as it could not resist the financial overtures from 

China, which Taiwan could not match. Nigeria ordered Taiwan’s trade embassy to move 

out of Abuja after receiving a pledge of $40 billion from Beijing. Similarly, in 2018, 

Burkina Faso severed ties with Taiwan in favor of generous aid offers from China. 

Adopting such a strategy of economic leverage has yielded significant rewards for China 

with Swaziland remaining (at the time of writing) the only African nation that recognizes 

Taiwan.  

 

Aid to Africa secured Australia the votes that earned Canberra a non-permanent seat in 

the UN Security Council, improving their standing on the world stage. As highlighted, the 

day designated for voting was also the day that Canberra nominated to assess the 

continuation of funding for the Australia-Africa Partnerships Facility (AAPF). Aid to 

Africa was of immense commercial help in many areas to both countries, including the 

intense lobbying of African officials in order to increase access to the vast supply of 

resources and sizeable markets. According to the eminent Realist scholar Hans 

Morgenthau, any type of aid is an instrument for a donor state to secure advantages that 

line up with its national agenda.3 John Liska earlier noted that aid could result in the 

expansion of the donor’s spheres of influence and power at the expense of another party 

or actor.4 This, for instance, is applicable to Taiwan, which lost the support of many 

African states to the PRC, and less wealthier states that suffered defeat when Australia 

won the UN seat. Thus, Chinese and Australian aid to Africa is far from being altruistic.  

 

Furthermore, the infrastructure-for-resources program promoted by Beijing as 

development assistance to Africa fits into the Realist explanatory framework. The 

agreement has placed Beijing in a position where it has been able to dictate terms and take 

 
3 Hans Morgenthau, “A Political Theory of Foreign Aid”, American Political Science Review, vol.56, no.2, 

June 1962.  

4 George Liska, The New Statecraft: Foreign Aid in American Foreign Policy, Chicago: University of 

Chicago Press, 1960, p. 12. 
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advantage of weaker states that are comparatively less experienced in international 

negotiations. For example, commercial conditions are attached, such as hiring workers 

and obtaining materials from Beijing, as well as non-disclosure of agreements favoring 

China. Many of the projects have facilitated the acquisition and transportation of 

commodities to China, ignoring the urgent need for local infrastructure. By investing in 

the development of transportation infrastructure in Africa, Beijing opened the door for 

more trade and market opportunities for Chinese enterprises. Some of the infrastructure 

came in the form of prestigious buildings that appeased African leaders and secured the 

chance to win more contracts and concessions. Likewise, Beijing used its non-interference 

policy to acquire natural resources, conduct business (including the supply of loans, goods 

and weapons), and to maintain diplomatic cooperation with countries shunned by rivals, 

thereby maximizing opportunities in the absence of competition (see Chapters 4 and 5). 

This ‘unrestricted approach’ is consistent with the Realist expectation of a state being 

motivated by self-interest and being prepared to ignore ethical implications, irrespective 

of the stand of the international community, or the suffering and death of vulnerable 

citizens.  

 

Working through bilateral and multilateral bodies, including non-state actors, is 

acknowledged by realists as a mode of advancing state objectives. This has not escaped 

Chinese and Australian strategic considerations in Africa; they have established and are 

participating in various forums and alliances important for advancing their perceived goals 

on the continent. For Beijing, it was another mechanism to combat hegemony and contest 

any form of domination, and to promote multipolarity as a power-balancing effort. 

However, where no gain in cooperation is apparent, both Beijing and Canberra have 

shown reluctance, have resisted, or have simply withdrawn. For example, in the UN and 

WTO, Beijing opposed decisions that conflicted with their national interests, refusing to 



 

541 
 

enforce some of the mandates,5 such as those against the authoritarian leader of Zimbabwe 

late President Mugabe who eventually succumbed to pressure and resigned in 2017 at the 

age of 93 after ruling the nation for 37 years. 

 

Moreover, in accordance to Realist principles, China and Australia took advantage of 

regulatory weaknesses in Africa to serve state interests. This has been especially so with 

Beijing in the area of social and environmental responsibility and corruption, which 

included the expulsion and persecution of local populations from their home 

environments, furthering impoverishment. The unethical ‘brain drain’ from the continent 

by Australia was particularly telling, seeing that African countries had no policy in place 

to combat it. Lastly, appeals to shared experience, and the application of cultural 

diplomacy, medical assistance, and high-level visits employed by China and Australia 

presented a different image of both countries. It masked their underlying intentions with 

no compunction about the way their objectives were secured. This is illustrative of a 

Realist rendering of state behavior. In effect, China and Australia have entered Africa not 

for the interest of the continent. It has been to serve their national interest in keeping with 

realist theory. For China, it included advancing its great power status and for Australia its 

middle power profile.  

  

9.3 Liberalism in Chinese and Australian Engagement with Africa 

Although China and Australia expressly exhibited realist behaviour in Africa, many of the 

elements of Liberalism further provide an understanding of Chinese and Australian 

engagement with Africa. This is particularly apparent within the context of cooperation, 

which underpins the concept. As addressed in Chapter 2, Liberalism substantially differs 

 
5 For instance, the PRC sold weapons to Sudan violating UN Security Council sanctions. Similarly, 

disregarding sanctions imposed on Liberia, Beijing continued to export weapons to the country and 

continued buying its timber. In the particularly fierce conflict that occurred in Sierra Leone, Beijing supplied 

weapons to the country ignoring the sanctions in place. It is common knowledge that China used its veto 

power to vote against a United Nations Security Council draft resolution that demanded further sanctions to 

be imposed on former late President Robert Mugabe’s government, following evidence of electoral fraud. 

Mugabe retained support from Beijing even at the height of international sanctions against his repressive 

and dictatorial regime.  
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from Realism on a number of key issues; however, like Realism, it propounds the 

existence of anarchy in the global system and pinpoints ‘interests’ as a fundamental factor 

driving the behaviour of sovereign states. While acknowledging the primacy of states in 

international relations, Liberalism also recognizes the influence of non-state actors and 

the role of interdependence in minimizing the prospects for conflict. Rather, it encourages 

cooperation, peaceful relations, and long-term stability. As the economy and welfare of 

states intertwine more closely, any instability could have an adverse impact on the others. 

States then have the incentive to resolve their differences without recourse to violence at 

the risk of shared interests. Consequently, major or middle powers can progress their 

ambitions through Liberal persuasions as China and Australia have done in Africa.  

 

At this point, it is worth noting that Beijing does not so much criticize particular Liberal 

theorists, but argues for a socialist and civilizationally grounded view of political rights, 

as evident in many of Xi Jinping’s speeches.6 Nonetheless, in pursuance of its national 

interest, China has accommodated many core concepts of Liberalism, as evidenced in its 

engagement with Africa. 

 

First, the Open Door Policy embraced by Deng Xiaoping which represented a major shift 

from Mao Zedong’s Cultural Revolution, in which ideology was emphasized, was 

instrumental in turning China towards liberal approaches in its foreign policy in order to 

boost national development. This entailed participation in global institutions like the 

World Bank and IMF, many of which required a commitment to liberal values such as 

openness, transparency, and abandonment of protectionism. With this, China gained 

access to loans critical for the improvement of its economy. Such participation integrated 

China into the global system and simultaneously paved the way for Beijing’s milestone 

policy, known as the Going Global Strategy. Seen as conducive for advancing Beijing’s 

interest, the strategy heavily targeted Africa. In this quest, conforming to the tenets of 

economic liberalism and liberal institutionalism proved particularly useful, leading to an 

 
6 Jinping Xi, “The Governance of China”, State Council Information Office of China, the CCCPC Party 

Literature Research Office, and China International Publishing Group, Beijing: Foreign Languages Press, 

2014. 
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explosive growth in the PRC’s engagement with the continent. Though regarded as 

different variants of Liberalism, economic liberalism and liberal institutionalism both 

encourage integration, institutionalized cooperation and collaboration between nations 

through bilateral and multilateral engagements. Moreover, globalization initiatives are 

mostly engineered through international institutions. With this in mind, China instituted 

and joined a variety of international organizations to support multilateral cooperation 

efforts and collective decision-making. Some of the bodies advocate free markets and 

trade, deregulation, and peaceful relations between actors. China has used its presence in 

these associations to improve relations and develop partnerships with Africa for the 

attainment of Beijing’s core objectives including economic expansion, its One China 

posture, security, boosting its comprehensive national power and prestige (see Chapter 3), 

and active diplomatic support for policies at home and abroad.  

 

For example, following the liberal path of cooperation and interdependence, Beijing 

proactively initiated the Forum on China–Africa Cooperation (FOCAC) – the multilateral 

forum for strengthening Sino-African cooperation and collaboration in various areas 

encompassing economic, political, military, cultural, and social relations. Additionally, 

Beijing supported several multilateral organizations in Africa including Southern African 

Development Community, Economic Community of West African States, and the New 

Partnership for African Development, Common Market for Eastern, Southern Africa, and 

the Forum for Economic Cooperation and Trade between China and Portuguese-Speaking 

Countries. Another notable organization Beijing supported was the African Union, to 

which the PRC granted the status of a full FOCAC member in 2011. In so doing, China 

secured more partners and expanded its influence on the continent. The PRC is also a 

member of BRICS, which includes South Africa, and saw the establishment of Special 

Economic Zones in Africa (see Chapter 4) with a number of liberal principles in place to 

promote economic exchange and cooperation. 

 

In 2001, China officially joined the World Trade Organization (WTO), which was a step 

that pushed its commercial activities on the continent to a higher level. It enhanced trade 

negotiations and inspired a surge in Sino-Africa trade activities in the years that followed, 

enabling Beijing to profit from trade liberalization policies. Established in 1995, WTO 
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replaced General Agreement on Trade and Tariffs (GATT) and actively promoted liberal 

principles including removal of barriers for freer flow of trade, and compliance with 

openness and transparency. Thus, by becoming a member of WTO, Beijing declared a 

willingness not to resist trade flows and to comply with international trade regulations. 

This represents a well-calculated liberal move to bolster China’s interest in a multilateral 

world system.  

 

Second, by adopting a liberal approach, China eventually softened its non-interference 

policy towards Africa in favour of institutionalized cooperation. This represented a policy 

shift that empowered global institutions and worked with the international community, 

including the UN and AU, to foster stability on the continent. For example, Beijing 

actively deployed personnel and contributed funds to UN peacekeeping operations in 

Africa. Beijing’s presence featured in countries including South Sudan, Mali, Liberia, and 

DRC. China was the first UNSC member to send forces to Darfur and even backed the 

UNSC Resolution 2098 (2013) that mandated the UN forces in the DRC to launch attacks 

against armed groups. This was an unusual assignment for UN peacekeepers. Although 

the DRC requested UN troops to be withdrawn, China voted along with the other Security 

Council members to remain in the nation. Beijing cooperated with multilateral efforts 

aimed at assisting outside aid agencies in gaining access to conflict zones in Africa. They 

supported UN conflict-resolution and mediation efforts, as seen in the prominent and 

successful role it later played in convincing the Darfur regime to permit UN peacekeepers 

in the country. Beijing positively spearheaded the global dialogue and coordinated the 

enforcement of agreements upon securing approval from Darfur. China took part in the 

multilateral efforts and initiatives to combat numerous security threats in Africa including 

terrorism, drugs, smuggling, human trafficking, piracy, kidnapping and other forms of 

organized crime. 

 

Third, Liberalism like Realism also regards aid as a key foreign policy strategy and this 

became an effective instrument for China to bolster its influence on the continent. Beijing 

provided aid to all African states in varying degrees, making donations, offering debt 

relief, granting training and educational scholarships, as part of its aid strategy. Some of 

the aid was in the form of loans. Sometimes these were interest free; or they were offered 
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with low interest rates, long periods of repayment and the option for extension. These 

loans are known to be less burdensome than their Western counterparts.  

 

Fourth, the softening of Beijing’s heavy state control over its affairs and enterprises on 

the continent allowed Chinese multinational companies a substantial degree of 

independence in their operations. The resultant advances in their competitiveness provide 

a further demonstration of the liberal influence. With various prohibitions and 

protectionist barriers being relaxed, state companies enjoyed more freedom, and 

opportunities opened up for private and semi-private firms. Private sector entrepreneurs 

were attracted to the continent, running a range of small and large businesses. In general, 

Chinese firms preferred minimal state control as they explored ventures and pursued their 

agendas.  

 

Lastly, there are liberal ideas inherent in Beijing’s propagation of Confucianism and its 

values in Africa. Like Liberalism, Confucianism encourages positive human relations, 

marked by interdependence, harmony, peaceful practices and norms (rites), respect for 

others, and a view of the world as a family of nations. At the time of writing, China had 

54 Confucius Institutes (CIs) in Africa,7 as the teaching of Chinese language and culture 

is deemed to be the basic method of promoting Confucian values. Seen in this light, the 

Western democratic tradition is not the only form of culture that captures the norms of 

Liberalism; Confucian values of mutuality and harmony in difference are in accord with 

liberal sentiment. Arguably, states can utilize a number of liberal mechanisms and 

collaborate with other actors without strict adherence to political democratization.  

 
7 Kenneth King, “Confucius Institutes a win-win proposition”, China Daily, 21 August, 2018, see 

http://global.chinadaily.com.cn/a/201808/21/WS5b7b44b6a310add14f386c87.html; Ismail Einashe, “How 

Mandarin is conquering Africa via Confucius Institutes and giving China a soft-power advantage”, South 

China Morning Post, 16 May, 2018, available at https://www.scmp.com/lifestyle/article/2146368/how-

mandarin-conquering-africa-confucius-institutes-and-giving-china-soft,; Kenneth King, “China will 

continue to back Confucius Institutes in Africa”, China Daily, 24 August, 2018, available at 

http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/a/201808/24/WS5b835c0aa310add14f387e76.html, accessed 25 February, 

2019. 
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There are also clear examples that demonstrate the extent to which Liberalism worked in 

Australia’s engagement with Africa. First, Australia’s support for the promotion of liberal 

democracy in Africa resonates well with liberal internationalism. Liberal internationalists 

maintain that the characteristics of government at the domestic sphere have a strong 

influence on decisions taken at the international level. Nations are expected to model their 

domestic democratic values in their engagement with other states or non-state actors. This 

is in line with the position that Liberalism advocates for a global system in which the 

endogenous dictates the exogenous.  

 

As a nation that favours modern liberal democracy and good governance, Australia’s 

support for democratic values has manifested in its relations with Africa which it regards 

as a basic condition for prosperity and security (see Chapter 7). Canberra has publicly 

condemned despotic leaders, non-democratic governments, and has emphasized human 

rights, pluralism, freedom of the press, tolerance, social justice and equality, transparency 

and accountability, inclusive political institutions and the rule of law, seeing this as a way 

of championing development and establishing peace and stability on the continent. 

Australia’s dealings with Zimbabwe serve as a prominent example where it played a 

critical part in Zimbabwe’s suspension from the Commonwealth for electoral fraud and 

various human rights abuses. As part of its effort to promote democracy, human rights and 

civil society development, Canberra imposed various sanctions on the government of 

Zimbabwe. For instance, in 2009, the Australian government cancelled its national cricket 

team tour of Zimbabwe. Allowing the tour would have constituted a propaganda boost for 

the repressive regime of Mugabe, according to John Howard who was then prime minister 

of Australia. The Australian government condemned also the atrocities of other despotic 

leaders including ousted Sudanese President Omar al-Bashir, and various military leaders 

on the continent. In addition, Australia has used its membership in various international 

institutions including IDEA and the United Nations Human Rights Council (HRC), and 

has participated in peacekeeping operations to push for the advancement of sustainable 

democracy in Africa, reformative processes, and to maintain the rule of law. As Zhao Lei 

argued: 

The main thought of the Western countries’ involvement in peace building is 

liberal democracy … under special conditions, the international community can 

use active humanitarian interventions to promote democratic systems. After the 
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end of conflicts, those measures include the amendment of the constitution, 

holding a general election, establishing a multi-party system, fostering the 

opposition party and developing civil society.8 

 

Second, Australia’s commitment to developing relations with Africa through multilateral 

and bilateral forums, which are seen as effective arenas, and its desire to work 

cooperatively with global institutions, highlight the influential role of Liberalism in 

Australia’s engagement processes with the continent. By collaborating with the AU, and 

international bodies such as the UN and the Commonwealth, and establishing networks 

and partnerships through some of the organizations it has initiated which include ADU, 

AAUN, and AATIC, Australia has augmented its influence in Africa using a liberal 

strategy. Canberra has cooperated with African nations on a range of security matters and 

has been positive towards a collaborative resolution of disputes on the continent. For 

example, it has supported UN negotiations and consultative processes to reduce conflict 

in Africa and thereby contribute to promoting global security. 

 

Australia has encouraged economic cooperation and free access to markets on the 

continent, cultivated alliances with international enterprises and regional organizations 

such as the Economic Community of West African States, the Economic Community of 

Central African States, and the Common Market for Eastern and Southern Africa. 

Australia has also worked closely with ADB and WTO, is a founding member of AIIB 

(which also has investments and loans to Africa), and participated in international 

multilateral assignments in Africa, including numerous peace-keeping missions. Seeking 

cooperative relationships, integration, open markets (trade and investment) across trans-

national borders, promoting globalization and liberalization, and enhancing political and 

security objectives via institutions are all elements of the liberal philosophy. 

 

Third, Australian companies in Africa are private firms operating in line with Canberra’s 

liberalization and privatization policies. The companies, mostly in the mining sector, are 

 
8 Zhao Lei, “China’s international peace involvement strategy and anti-piracy efforts”, paper presented at 

the China-Africa Civil Society Forum on Peace and Development Beijing, 2–4 June, 2010, p 3. 
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independent and function outside state control. Market dynamics have largely shaped their 

decisions and activities as they compete with other firms on the continent. Despite non-

state interference, still, they were required to adhere to government policies and 

regulations including ethical business conduct in their quest for profit maximization and 

contributory role to the development of the Australian economy. Other non-state actors 

used as engines of liberalization include Australian NGO’s, civil organizations, 

individuals, and advisory groups (as detailed in Chapter 7).  

 

Fourth, Canberra’s aid to Africa, which has been central to its relations with the continent, 

further illustrates the liberal philosophy inherent in Australia’s engagement with Africa. 

The aid policy has focussed on various sectors of the economy including development and 

humanitarian assistance. For effectiveness, and support of Australia’s interests, 

government establishments and non-state actors disbursed the aid in a coordinated fashion 

spreading it across the continent. 

  

Thus, Australia’s growing engagement in Africa is still largely rooted in the fulfilment of 

its interests, true to the liberalist framework, as outlined above. 

 

9.4 Constructivism in Chinese and Australian Engagement with Africa 

Beijing and Canberra’s quest to play a responsible role and maintain a reputable identity 

in the global arena has shown that great and middle powers are subject to socializing 

influences. Thus, besides Realism and Liberalism, Constructivism also helps explain some 

features of Chinese and Australian engagement with Africa. Norms, identities, values, and 

beliefs, which are structural features fundamental to constructivists, capture the normative 

and ideational elements of the relationship. Non-material factors, notably socialization 

processes, are as significant in understanding the behavior of nations as are material needs, 

the pursuit of state interests, and the quest for a stable and open trading system.  

 

Beijing’s abandonment of the Maoist revolutionary foreign policy, which was critical and 

often confrontational, to its more cooperative relations with other states and consequent 
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renewal of relations with Africa, represents a major change in identity. This is consistent 

with constructivists’ explanations: 

Before China’s adoption of the reform and opening-up policy, it had a 

revolutionary relationship to the international system. Its policy was aimed at 

overthrowing the old world order and constructing a new one. By integrating itself 

into the international marketplace and international society through its reform and 

opening-up policy, it has gradually changed into an insider of the international 

system, become a status quo state and thus no longer seeks to overthrow the 

current international system.9 

 

The shift was no doubt in response to the sweeping influences and pressure of 

liberalization and globalization, with the associated political, economic and security 

advantages/opportunities identified by China.10 Beijing boosted bilateral relations and 

multilateral ties with Africa through organizations including the AU, UN, WTO, and 

FOCAC, leading to increased socialization. Maier-Rigaud highlighted the efficacy of 

 
9 Zhu Liqun, “China’s Foreign Policy Debates”, Chaillot Papers, Paris: Institute for Security Studies 

European Union, September 2010, p.39, available at https://www.iss.europa.eu/content/chinas-foreign-

policy-debates, accessed 09 December, 2016. 

10 For example, as prominent Chinese Constructivist scholar Yaqing Qin noted, China’s international trade 

was minimal compared to today when China is a recognized global trading power. Moreover, China’s 

membership of close to 300 international multilateral conventions is indicative of its social interdependence. 

See Yaqing Qin, “Interdependence, Cooperation, and Global Governance”, presentation, 23 June, 2009, 

East Asia Security Symposium, sponsored by the University of New Haven Global Studies Program and 

hosted by the China Foreign Affairs University (CFAU), Center for Strategic and Conflict Management, 

CFAU, Beijing, 22-26 June, 2009. See also discussion of Yaqing Qin as a Constructivist in Rosita Dellios, 

“International Relations Theory and Chinese Philosophy”, in Brett McCormick and Jonathan H. Ping (eds), 

Chinese Engagements: Regional Issues with Global Implications, Bond University Press, 2011. On 

directions of Chinese IR scholarship, see Dingding Chen, “The 10 Young Chinese Foreign Policy Scholars 

You Should Know In 20 years, this group of scholars will shape China’s foreign policy”, The Diplomat, 27 

January, 2016. Among Yaqing Qin’s works are the following: “A Response to Yong Deng: Power, 

Perception and the Cultural Lens”, in Asian Affairs: An American Review, Fall 2000, vol 28, issue 3, pp. 

155-159; “Rule, Rules and Relations: Towards a Synthetic Approach to Governance”, Chinese Journal of 

International Politics, 4 (2), 2011; “International Society as a Process: Institutions, Identities, and China’s 

Peaceful Rise” in The Chinese Journal of International Politics, vol. 3, no 2, 2010.  
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institutions: “This power of international organizations to alter perceptions and identities 

of their own ‘founding fathers’ makes them more than state instruments. International 

organizations thereby gain autonomy, which justifies conceiving of them as high-order 

corporate actors in international relations.”11 

 

China needed to modify its foreign policies beyond material considerations or Chinese 

Communist Party ideology in accordance with the accepted norms and values (including 

behavioral standards) of the institutions it joined. This was necessary in order to 

accommodate the interests and demands of other actors, or those of individual institutions, 

such as commitments to free markets, removal of trade barriers, multilateral peace and 

security efforts, and ecological preservation, as demonstrated in its commitment to the 

Paris Agreement on Climate Change and the UN’s SDGs. To the constructivists, 

institutions are powerful social constructs and avenues of communication and learning. 

They possess transformational ideologies and interchanges be it between individuals, 

states, or regional groupings occurring in formal or informal settings. China utilized the 

mutually constitutive nature of these institutions to garner Africa’s support and likewise 

that of other actors in the global system. As Hanlon observed: 

…given Beijing’s ability to depoliticize controversial issues such as human rights 

and its authoritarian governance model, it’s no surprise that multilateral forums 

have emerged as China’s preferred venues for communicating its interests. 

Multilateralism has empowered China to not only support the Bretton Woods 

system but also influence it to support its own domestic and foreign policy 

preferences.12 

 

 
11 Remi Maier-Rigaud, "International Organizations as Corporate Actors: Agency and Emergence in 

Theories of International Relations", Discussion Paper Series of the Max Planck Institute for Research on 

Collective Goods, Max Planck Institute Society, 2008, p.29. 

12 Robert J Hanlon, “China is reshaping the liberal order, and it’s for the better”, Asia and the Pacific Policy 

Society, 04 December, 2017, available at https://www.policyforum.net/china-is-reshaping-the-liberal-order-

and-its-for-the-better/, accessed 07 February, 2018. 
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Under the constructivist approach, China would evoke a ‘shared identity’ with Africa, 

recount the battle against imperialism, reiterate the Bandung principles, identify China as 

the largest developing country and Africa as the region with the highest number of 

developing nations in the world. Beijing frequently stated that China and Africa both 

belonged to the South, ultimately advancing continued South-South cooperation. China 

also likes to identify itself as the leader of the South to heighten its prominence on the 

global scene: “Under the overall banner of South-South relations, the Chinese leadership 

established a comprehensive discourse on the principles of its relations with Africa. The 

Chinese government highlights the common grounds and the common interests in Sino-

African relations.”13 In an effort to reinforce relations, words or phrases such as brothers 

and sisters, partners and friends, which resonate well with Africans featured in discourses. 

These act as identity tools to co-opt the continent, in contrast to an aggressive or 

compelling method. It created, “…a common Sino-African identity in order to plaster 

differences in bilateral relations with regard to conflicting interests or contradictory 

practice to principles.”14 Clearly, this strategy aims at positioning China as the best 

international partner for Africa. This is reinforced by China and authoritarian African 

leaders being opposed to calls for democracy and human rights as defined by the West. 

This is deemed interference in the internal affairs of nations and a threat to sovereignty. 

Such a stance brings China and the respective African nations closer, facilitating the 

construction of a common identity. 

 

Employing the constructivist viewpoint also helps in understanding the nature of China’s 

aid policies concerning Africa. The aid approach in terms of ‘punishing or rewarding’ 

does show that policies are not fixed; they can be changed to fit national interests. The use 

of aid to foster a positive Chinese image in Africa, and globally, constitutes a strategic 

behavior constructed by international norms, ideas or beliefs. 

 
13 Christine Hackenesch, “China and the EU’s engagement in Africa: Setting the Stage for Cooperation, 

Competition or Conflict?”, DIE Research Project, European Policy for Global Development, Bonn, 2009, 

p.34, available at https://www.files.ethz.ch/isn/111252/2009-16e.pdf, accessed 08 October, 2015. 

14 Hackenesch, “China and the EU’s engagement in Africa: Setting the Stage for Cooperation, Competition 

or Conflict?”, p.34. 
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From a constructivist standpoint, the introduction of Chinese culture to Africa, and vice 

versa, orients people of both cultures towards each other and reduces barriers. This goes 

well beyond the role of the Confucius Institutes to include specialized government training 

and other educational opportunities within China, with over tens of thousands of Africans 

making use this opportunity (see Chapters 4 and 5). Moreover, the frequent exchange of 

visits with a view of further facilitating communication, building trust and understanding, 

and cementing friendships, are powerful and effective social constructs that strengthen 

greater Sino-African relations. Likewise, the medical assistance China has provided 

Africa has served the cause of promoting relations at all levels. China’s agreement to 

collaborate with Africa in overseeing traditional medicine and to advance herbal treatment 

is well suited to a continent that historically embraces traditional treatment. 

 

The softening and flexibility of China’s traditional non-interference concept and eventual 

financial contributions and troop commitments to peacekeeping missions in Africa 

through the UN have shown a desire to accept and influence global normative values of 

peacekeeping in line with continual socialization processes. As discussed in Chapter 4, 

The PRC was the first UNSC permanent member to send troops to Sudan in 2008. In 2015 

and 2018, the PRC sent combat troops to South Sudan. China also sent peacekeepers to 

Darfur in 2018.15 In 2013, China also backed the mandate that authorized the United 

Nations forces in the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) to launch offensive attacks 

against armed groups. This was an unusual assignment for UN peacekeepers. 

Additionally, China offered to assist Malian armed forces against the Islamist rebels when 

they took control of northern parts of the nation. Not only has involvement in 

peacekeeping served to secure indirectly China’s assets, safety of its citizens abroad, and 

provide military experience in international settings, but has also afforded an opportunity 

for China to build a favorable identity and reputation. The image that is evoked (though 

not necessarily accepted uncritically by all) is one of China behaving as a responsible 

stakeholder, a responsive major power that seeks a harmonious world, and therefore keen 

 
15 Li Jiayao, “China sends 100 paecekeepers to Sudan, Xinhuanet, 11 December, 2018, available at 

http://eng.chinamil.com.cn/view/2018-12/11/content_9375529.htm, accessed 15 December, 2018. 
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to make significant contributions to global stability and development. This obviously 

places Beijing in a favorable light on the continent and broader international community. 

Thus, unsurprising, “As China integrates further into the international system, more 

Chinese scholars have taken the view that sovereignty is a historically constructed 

concept. History changes, and so accordingly does the idea of sovereignty.”16 

 

Constructivists further maintain that states in reaction to international criticism strive to 

abandon unpopular and unfair practices, and actions deemed illegitimate, making efforts 

to uphold shared expectations to avoid punishment, humiliation, isolation, and continual 

backlash. Changes made by China in its engagement with Africa validate this argument. 

For example, to address grievances about the asymmetries in the Sino-Africa trade profile, 

Beijing increased the number of duty-free items imported from Africa. In the FOCAC 

Beijing Action Plan (2019-2021) the PRC stated that, “China supports Africa in boosting 

its exports and has decided to increase imports, particularly non-resource products, from 

Africa, with a focus on value added agricultural produce and industrial products…and will 

provide preferential and facilitating measures where necessary.”17 Beijing has also 

attempted to comply with IMF guidelines in its investment and trade decisions in Africa 

to placate the global community. Another action showing Beijing’s openness to change 

was its reaction to IMF concerns and that of the international community on fairness, 

capability, and burden of repayment, which resulted in the eventual trimming of the $9 

billion loan to DRC in 2008 to $6 billion. 

 

Furthermore, responding to accusations of violating the African habitat, Beijing promised 

to “…undertake 50 projects for green development and ecological and environmental 

protection in Africa to expand exchanges and cooperation with Africa on climate change, 

ocean, desertification prevention and control, and wildlife protection… and incentivize 

those who have made outstanding contribution in anti-poaching and combating the illegal 

 
16 Zhu Liqun, “China’s Foreign Policy Debates”, Chaillot Papers, p. 44. 

17 Ministry of Foreign Affairs PRC, “Forum on China-Africa Cooperation Beijing Action Plan (2019-

2021)”, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, PRC, 05 September, 2018, available at 

https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/zxxx_662805/t1593683.shtml, accessed 08 December, 2018. 
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trade of wildlife”.18 Beijing banned the sale of ivory in China to help stop the decimation 

of elephants in Africa.19 With regard to the commonly criticized lack of transparency and 

accountability in its conduct on the continent: “…China has shown some openness 

towards a number of international regulation initiatives to improve governance, 

transparency and sustainability of natural resources development in Africa, namely the 

Kimberley process, the Extractive Industries Transparency Initiative and the Equator 

principles…”20 to address these complaints. These changes illustrate part of Beijing’s 

efforts of socializing and conforming to global norms.  

 

In the context of AU’s and international community mounting criticism of China’s 

opposition to interference in Sudan during the Darfur crisis, due to Beijing’s rigid 

interpretation of state sovereignty, the PRC eventually bowed to normative pressure and 

played a prime role in persuading the Sudanese government in allowing UN peacekeeping 

troops in Darfur. The shifting identity was important to China as its effort to host the 2008 

Olympics, dubbed the ‘Genocide Olympics’, could have been undermined. This would 

have consequences for Beijing and the responsible image that it sought to develop in 

Africa. Hence, SAIIA wrote, “…it is not Africa that is changing under the weight of 

entreaties by the world’s new super power but rather that it is Chinese foreign policy that 

is being reshaped by Africa”.21 Another substantial change was the support China later 

gave to the AU and South Africa for the power sharing agreement between Mugabe’s 

government and the opposition in 2009. This came after initial hesitation that defined the 

 
18 Ministry of Foreign Affairs PRC, “Forum on China-Africa Cooperation Beijing Action Plan (2019-

2021)”. 

19 Lili Kuo, “Africa is Changing China as much as China is changing Africa”, Quartz Africa, 08 January, 

2018, available at https://qz.com/africa/1168130/africa-is-changing-china-as-much-as-china-is-changing-

africa/, accessed 10 February, 2018. 

20 Ana Cristina Alves, “China's ‘win-win’ cooperation: Unpacking the impact of infrastructure-for-resources 

deals in Africa”, South African Journal of International Affairs, 2013, p.219, available at 

https://doi.org/10.1080/10220461.2013.811337, accessed 09 December, 2016. 

21 South African Institute of International Affairs (SAIIA), “Is Africa Changing China?”, SAIIA: Diplomatic 

Pouch, 2008, p.1, available at http://www.saiia.org.za/diplomatic-pouch/is-africa-changing-china.html, 

accessed 29 August, 2015. 
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agreement as breaching Zimbabwe’s national sovereignty. This again shows that Beijing, 

“…has experienced changes in its understanding of national sovereignty, with its idea of 

sovereignty having greatly evolved from seeing sovereignty as absolute to seeing it as 

relative.”22  

 

Australia’s engagement with Africa can also be analysed using the constructivist lens. 

Australia’s move from being a strong defender of apartheid and the rebel government in 

Zimbabwe to a strong opponent of apartheid and the racist government in Zimbabwe, 

which advanced Australia’s image and standing in the international community, is a 

classic example. Australian involvement in organizations, particularly the UN and the 

Commonwealth, as well as the outcry from other actors in the global community, was 

instrumental in changing Australia’s ideas and perceptions about the legitimacy of 

apartheid and the unpopular regime in Zimbabwe. Support for discrimination had adverse 

impacts. With external pressure reinforced by international norms, Canberra showed 

support for freedom movements, and provided the UN and the Commonwealth strong 

assistance that helped in dismantling apartheid and the racist government in Zimbabwe. 

Rethinking and abandoning its stance on supporting South Africa and Zimbabwe, was a 

significant change in Australia’s self-identity consistent with Constructivist theory. 

Considering it more beneficial to project a reputable international image and advance its 

profile, Australia had to adapt its foreign policy to align with its evolving identity. 

 

Moreover, the multilateral encounters with the continent through high level- visits, 

numerous regional and international institutions including the AU, the Commonwealth, 

UN, and regional organizations, in addition to bilateral meetings, conferences, coalition 

partnerships and networks opened socialization avenues. In line with Constructivist 

thought, Australia believes that multilateral norms and institutions can shape the global 

order and resolve many of the challenges encountered in Africa, including corruption, 

human rights abuses, terrorism and other acts of instability, affecting the global 

community. No one individual nation can handle these issues. As a recognized middle 

 
22 Zhu Liqun, “China‟s Foreign Policy Debates. Chaillot Papers, p. 45. 
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power, Australia aspires to contribute to peace and prosperity in Africa, projecting its 

status of being a responsible global citizen. The supply of troops for UN operations in 

Africa in support of multilateral cooperation was a policy response to normative demands 

within the context of established institutional values concerning peace and stability and, 

in this case, that of Africa. It portrayed Australia as a responsible stakeholder that follows 

the rules of international organizations, although this was a decision that ensured also the 

security of its nationals and interests in Africa.  

 

The Constructivist lens is useful in explaining why Australia has employed state and non-

state actors (including IGOs, NGOs, Civil Organizations, and volunteers) in their mode 

of engagement with Africa. Collaborating with trans-national networks helped in 

advocating Australian policy objectives on the continent, including shaping and checking 

the behaviour of Australian private enterprises. The non-state actors provided Canberra 

transformational resources to influence the continent and the opportunity of delegating 

tasks to associations of moral and credible standing. Many of the organizations regarded 

as fair-minded independent agents or neutral mediators, receive support from other actors, 

and do have the required operational high-level technical expertise to implement 

developmental and behavioural standards. These trans-national networks reinforced the 

importance of embracing appropriate norms moving Australia’s goal in Africa towards 

the desired direction. They helped in perpetuating the norms of good governance, equal 

opportunities, state development, and strengthening the value of social and environmental 

responsibility, and stability across the continent. While IGOs, NGOs and civil 

organizations do not diminish the power of Australia and other actors, however, they can 

function effectively in creating, diffusing, and advancing their own normative values to 

regulate behaviours through a variety of instruments – including treaties, charters, 

conventions, agreed standards, and sanctions leading to mutually constitutive interactions.  

 

In response to international criticism about social and environmental abuses, acts of 

corruption, and other unethical business conduct by Australian companies, Canberra put 

in place procedures to ensure greater accountability and compliance with transparency 

standards by its enterprises in line with global norms. By assisting Ghana in its efforts to 

combat illegal mining, Australia displayed a character expected from a responsible global 
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actor. It showed receptiveness, and sensitivity to global criticism, and progressive 

commitment in alleviating the conditions hampering Africa’s development. 

 

Guided by constructivist principles, Canberra urged African states to adopt democratic 

processes and inclusive political institutions. It pushed for a culture of good governance 

in both private and public sectors on the continent, in line with global values. Methods 

employed included supporting various UN measures to discourage poor governance 

hindering Africa’s development, and donating funds to institutions including IMF and 

EITI to help Africa with sustainable reformative processes, in line with esteemed 

normative standards. In this regard, Australia played a role with constructivist dimensions 

(see Chapter 7).  

 

Australia’s cultural ties with the continent through diverse activities such as cultural 

expositions and people-to-people exchanges served as social ideational constructs. Such 

activities presented opportunities to nurture relations and to constitute each other 

mutually. In addition, through Sports Diplomacy programs, Canberra transported a 

number of positive values including mutual respect, equality, and freedom. It was a 

socialization tool aimed at conditioning diverse groups on the continent.  

 

The nature of Australia’s aid to Africa echoes the Constructivist argument that interests 

can evolve and may vary significantly at given periods. For example, Australia increased 

its aid and visits to Africa when it bargained for African votes only to decrease it after 

securing its agenda. Some of the aid programs, like the scholarships administered by 

AUSAID, helped in propagating the norms that Canberra sought to impart on the 

continent. Notable among these are the policies on scholarships established to mitigate 

gender discrimination and the challenges faced by the disabled in Africa, inherently of 

global concern.  

 

Lastly, Canberra has referenced similar historical narratives, natural tragedies, and 

repeated statements of being a developed nation from the ‘South’ and not the ‘North’ (or 

as both Southern hemisphere countries when addressing, for instance, some African 
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nations like South Africa), thereby forging a common identity with African states. It was 

a way of building solidarity and continuity in engagement.  

 

9.5 Conclusion 

This Chapter explicated Chinese and Australian engagement with Africa in terms of the 

theoretical frameworks, afforded by Realism, Liberalism and Constructivism. Supported 

by evidence martialled across earlier chapters, this chapter showed how Beijing and 

Canberra effectively advanced their foreign policy objectives towards Africa. While each 

theory brought differing perspectives, they equipped both states with a tridimensional 

strategy for developing expansive relations on the continent. They proved invaluable in 

facilitating China’s great power ambitions and Australia’s middle power aspirations. 

 

While Realism and Liberalism differ in many respects, nevertheless, they both highlight 

the material elements informing the relationship, demonstrating that China and Australia 

are rational actors dedicated to the pursuance of their diverse national interests in Africa.  

 

Africa’s valuable resources, attractive market, and geo-strategic position have made the 

region conducive for the fulfilment of Australian and Chinese national interests. African 

states suffered asymmetry in an unequal relationship that demonstrated the Realist 

credentials of China and Australia. The courtship mirrored the imperial exploitative 

practices condemned by both actors, and particularly China, which was more ruthless and 

self-centred given the overwhelming magnitude and scale of Beijing’s disreputable 

conduct on the continent. Both nations employed every tool and tactic at their disposal to 

further their realist agendas. Beneath their goodwill actions or rhetoric was the intention 

of accumulating wealth, as well as boosting influence and power on the international 

stage. Their practices show that they are involved the African continent not for 

benevolence. It is surely to maximize their strength and security.  

 

Clearly, Canberra and Beijing utilized a mixture of core Liberal ideas in engaging the 

continent, as evident in their co-operation with state and non-state actors, including strong 
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support for organizations, and confidence in free markets. Their active diplomacy and the 

embrace of liberalization and globalization are core features of Liberalism. As observed, 

China did not accept political liberalization as interpreted by the West. However, this did 

not undermine China’s interconnectedness with African states or the substantial role 

liberal reforms – particularly subscribing to the tenets of Liberal Institutionalism and 

Liberal Commercialism played in advancing Beijing’s interest in the region. Australia, for 

its part, capitalized on all key concepts and instruments of Liberalism to further its interest 

at all levels. 

 

On the other hand, Constructivism focused on the non-material and ideational elements 

navigating the actors. It helped in understanding the promptings behind numerous policy 

changes and shifting interests, and their impact on Africa. By constant socialization and 

interactions, states, non-state actors, and institutions can reconstruct each other, as 

witnessed in the engagement. China and Australia adopted a wide range of normative 

values such as acceptance of globalism and collectivism in dispute resolution and security.  

 

It is fitting to conclude this chapter with a parable that reflects on the three theoretical 

perspectives brought to bear on the problem of understanding Chinese and Australian 

engagement with Africa. It is the time-honoured elephant-and-blind-men story in which 

an elephant is described in accordance with its parts and not as a whole. The blind man 

who touched the elephant’s leg thought it was like a tree; the one who felt the elephant’s 

ear believed it was similar to the skin of a drum; while another who examined the trunk 

compared it to a snake. Each blind man’s perception was limited: they touched the same 

elephant, but individually captured, at best, only a part of the animal; albeit, collectively, 

they provided a better-rounded picture of the elephant despite the differing conclusions. 

This parable shows that none of the three theories of Realism, Liberalism and 

Constructivism in isolation could have satisfactorily described the behaviour of China and 

Australia in Africa. Their distinctly different perspectives have allowed for a more 

comprehensive view and better insight into Chinese and Australian engagement with 

Africa. This is performed through their synergy as a theoretical framework in addressing 

the problem pursued by this thesis. 
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Chapter 10: Conclusion 

 

This study set out to examine contemporary Chinese and Australian engagement with 

Africa from a comparative perspective drawing examples from different states on the 

continent. It finds that China, a great power from the developing world, and Australia, a 

middle power from the developed world, have striking similarities and significant 

differences in their historical relations with Africa, and in the motivational factors, mode 

of engagement, and impacts on the continent. The thesis mainly focused on the questions 

outlined in Section 1.3 of Chapter 1 to investigate the main commonalities and 

dissimilarities vis-à-vis their relations with Africa. 

 

First, the thesis elaborated a realist, liberalist, and constructivist perspective of the world 

order to contribute to a comprehensive understanding of the material and ideational forces 

that influenced Beijing’s and Canberra’s actions in Africa. Each theoretical application 

captured different and complex aspects of the engagement. Although, Realism and 

Liberalism differed on a number of key issues, they both interpreted the material elements 

that drove the engagement and showed that China and Australia are rational actors 

dedicated to the pursuit of their national interests in Africa. Constructivism, on the other 

hand, went beyond the material perspective and addressed the non-material and ideational 

elements shaping the engagement. The techniques that characterized China’s great power 

status and Australia’s middle power profile were also compatible with the framework of 

the three concepts. Thus, in all, despite their points of differences, together, they provided 

a holistic view of the engagement, which in isolation would have been unattainable.  

 

Second, the study established that China and Australia have both had longstanding ties 

with Africa, which developed in stages, enduring occasional periods of neglect. Chinese 

contact with the continent was traced back two thousand years, but the first well-

documented engagement was from the 15th century, predating the establishment of the 

People’s Republic of China in 1949 by five centuries. Australia’s encounter with the 

continent, though not as old as that of China, also preceded the declaration of the 

Commonwealth of Australia as an independent nation in 1901. Notably, Australia and 
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Africa share a distinctive union ingrained in the formation of Australia with reports that 

Africans were among the early settlers in Australia. Their collective renunciation of 

imperialism and racial segregation stand out as a historical highpoint.  

 

Third, the thesis argued that the motivation behind Beijing and Canberra’s renewed 

engagement with Africa represents a ‘tripartite national objectives’: the advancement of 

economic, political, and military interests. It was demonstrated that both are in Africa for 

reasons beyond commodity acquisition, contrary to the assertions of many commentators. 

Africa’s attractive consumer market, large voting bloc, and geo-strategic location also 

presented both actors a great opportunity to accumulate wealth, power and influence. For 

example, China rose to become Africa’s largest trading partner, overtaking the United 

States in 2009, partly fuelled by the large number of manufactured items exported to the 

region. With Africa’s diplomatic support, Beijing regained the China seat from Republic 

of China (Taiwan) in the UN; blocked various UN sanctions against its human rights 

record; and won the bid to host the Beijing Olympics. Its ‘One China Policy’ also gained 

widespread support on the continent. Of the 54 African states, Swaziland was as of 2019 

the only remaining nation that maintained diplomatic relations with Taiwan. In the case 

of Australia, besides having the highest number of extractive industries on the African 

continent, Australia expanded trade activities in sectors including agriculture and 

education which became a key part of trade exchanges and major contributors to its export 

revenues. Politically, it was Africa’s invaluable backing that earned Canberra a non-

permanent seat at the Security Council. In addition, Beijing and Australia consolidated 

their military expertise through security initiatives that included active involvement in 

peacekeeping operations and defence exercises in Africa. Beijing’s first and only oversea 

military base is located on the continent. These defence strategies represent an effort to 

extend China’s and Australia’s military reach beyond the Indo-Pacific and Asian region. 

It was also necessitated by the desire to ensure the safety of their citizens and assets 

abroad. 

 

Fourth, the study noted that Australia and China utilized a range of ‘soft’ tools to nurture 

their relations with Africa. Similar strategies employed included high-level visitations; 

aid, health, and cultural diplomacy; bilateral and multilateral forums; and the appeal to a 
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shared identity. Beijing adopted a ‘resources for infrastructure’ model, which became an 

integral part of China’s mode of engagement with resource rich African states, presented 

a significant point of difference from Australia’s approach. Nevertheless, China’s 

commitment to respect African nations embodied in its policy of non-interference in the 

domestic affairs of sovereign states stood out as the most distinctive feature of its strategy 

in Africa vis-à-vis Australia. This policy, which has endured but which is under pressure 

with the need to protect China’s expanding interests, unintentionally encouraged 

dictatorships, censorship, corruption, and militarization in contrast to Australia’s policies 

that promoted good governance, human rights, rule of law, and freedom of the press. 

Beijing relative to Canberra enjoyed greater presence on the continent owing to China’s 

more frequent visitations, higher numbers of diplomatic representations, larger aid offers, 

and media initiatives. Thus, the PRC as an active major power in Africa exercised greater 

agency than Australia. However, despite Beijing’s dominant influence, Canberra was 

successful in using its middle power influence to secure its interests.  

 

Fifth, the thesis maintained that some of the actions of China and Australia are similar to 

the practices of the traditional Western powers. Despite promises of engaging Africa on 

equal terms, backed with rhetorical speeches distancing them from imperialists and the 

skewed classical North-South trade pattern, they unleashed similar exploitative practices, 

and replicated a one-sided hegemonic pattern of relations. For example, this is illustrated 

in the two countries securing raw materials from the continent and exporting mainly 

manufactured goods into the region. Nevertheless, it was argued that Beijing and Canberra 

are not to be branded neo-imperialists attempting to conquer and colonize Africa. Seeing 

them in this light leads to misguided conceptions and imprudent remedies. Rather, they 

portray the new international development architecture balancing the historical dominance 

of the traditional powers and highlight the shifting political terrain in international 

relations. 

 

Sixth, the research demonstrated that there were benefits and pitfalls for the African 

continent. For instance, the engagement provided Africa valuable leverage critical for its 

prosperity, as African nations were better positioned to exert greater agency in the 

international community and to be more selective with whom they chose to engage and 
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which terms to accept. For example, Africa’s bargaining power vis-à-vis the West 

strengthened remarkably, as seen in the changed donor landscape and the competitive 

pricing of projects vital for Africa’s development. Other benefits included their interest in 

Africa’s resources which expanded the market, leading to a sharp rise in prices and 

demand for the continent’s commodity exports which boosted economic growth; 

development of human resources in Africa through numerous educational scholarships; 

advancement of infrastructural investments; enhancement of agricultural productivity; 

and increased security attention and monitoring. However, on the negative side, in the 

quest to fulfil their ambitions, China’s and Australia’s interests went beyond fair and 

moral considerations. The trade imbalances, corrupt acts, and environmental and social 

abuses highlighted that they were in Africa not for benevolent reasons. Comparatively, 

China was more ruthless and unscrupulous, given the overwhelming magnitude of 

Beijing’s disreputable practices.  

 

Seventh, it was observed that in many ways, China’s and Australia’s values had an impact 

on how they engaged Africa. China was influenced by its socialist political ideology which 

regard democratic rights as secondary. Australia was influenced by its philosophy of 

governance which privileges democratic rights. Thus, Canberra’s perspective aligns with 

the African Union’s vision of expanding democratic principles across the continent, 

strengthening the argument that Australia in many respects offers a fitting control case for 

Beijing.  

 

Last, without doubt, the positive aspects of Chinese and Australian engagement with 

Africa have been undermined by their unethical conduct. This has serious implications for 

all involved, particularly Africa, whose future remains at risk. Thus, it is not surprising 

that similar concerns about exploitation of Africa are expressed in a large segment of the 

literature which, in turn, requires consideration of the region’s prospects. For this 

engagement in question, a positive outcome is possible through the implementation of 

improved policies and practices by China, Australia, and African nations, including 

trilateral collaboration as advocated below.  

 



 

564 
 

China 

While China’s contribution to Africa’s development is commendable, the setbacks, if 

unchecked, could resuscitate memories of past exploitation. Beijing which has a far-

reaching footprint on the continent would certainly not want to share the stigmatized 

legacy of colonialism that continues to tarnish the image of the West. Rather it should act 

as a partner of good faith in Africa.  

 

First, Beijing must fully support the African Union’s consensus agenda, which advances 

democracy, good governance, and human rights. Although, Beijing sees human rights as 

a Western creation inappropriate for China and other civilizations, it needs to respect the 

AU’s preferred developmental policies (see Section 3.1 of Chapter 5).  

 

Second, Beijing needs to curb its arms transfers to Africa if it is truly interested in 

promoting peace in the region. Beijing’s compliance with international standards and full 

implementation of all agreements on arms transfer control, including the UN Arms Trade 

Treaty, will stop Chinese weapons from reaching repressive regimes and warring factions 

(see Section 3.2 of Chapter 5).  

 

Third, China should continue to adjust its non-interference stance and the ‘no strings 

attached’ to aid commitment in order to check the human rights abuses that debase its 

policies. This flexibility can be context specific in line with the shifting needs and 

circumstances of African states, particularly on demands related to Beijing’s operations. 

Sudan and later South Sudan proved exceptions to the non-interference rule, with China 

actively engaging in the peace process in the period 2003 to 2013.1 Supporting 

intervention to protect the welfare of citizens and conditions that facilitate good 

 
1 See Sigli M. Mumuni, “China's non-intervention policy in Africa: Principle versus pragmatism”, African 

Journal of Political Science and International Relations, vol. 11 (9), September 2017, pp. 258-273, doi: 

10.5897/ajpsir2017.0999, available at https://academicjournals.org/journal/ajpsir/article-full-text-

pdf/335d4cc65846; Obert Hodzi, The End of China’s Non-Intervention Policy in Africa, NY: Palgrave 

Macmillan, 2019. 
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governance and accountability are deemed positive. The use of non-interference as a 

façade to achieve national goals may be justified on realist grounds; but without attention 

to constructivist norms and liberal insights into the link between internal and external 

affairs in international relations, such an application of realist logic is only likely to 

aggravate China’s image and future prospects in Africa. 

 

Fourth, securing raw materials from Africa and exporting mainly manufactured goods into 

the region hampers Africa’s employment and industrial development (see Section 3.7 of 

Chapter 5). Therefore, it is imperative for Beijing to keep its promise of eradicating 

Africa’s comparative disadvantage in its trade relations with China. This can be achieved 

by encouraging more African products to be exported to China; restricting conditions that 

require Chinese nationals and products for executing projects; transferring knowledge and 

expertise to Africa; assisting in developing processing industries; enhancing the 

competitiveness of exports from the region; and through selective import substitution. 

Progress along these lines is beginning to take effect, as China advances its industry base 

technologically and transfers lower end manufacturing to Africa. As Alden and Jiang have 

noted, this entails an influx of Chinese investment, technology and expertise to Africa, 

along with the prospect of African goods gaining market access into China.2 Moreover, 

Chinese investment in manufacturing, and not only mining and infrastructure, “confirms 

the trend of ‘co-transformation’: that is, capacity cooperation that serves both Africa’s 

industrial development and China’s industrial upgrading.”3 This would also support 

PRC’s recent ‘going out’ and BRI strategies, designed to diversify and upgrade is own 

economy into services, information and high tech sectors. Beijing’s decision to increase 

imports of non-resource items from Africa will be helpful if continuously implemented.4  

 

 
2 Chris Alden and Lu Jiang, “Brave new world: debt, industrialization and security in China–Africa 

relations”, International Affairs, vol. 95, Issue 3, May 2019, pp. 641–657, https://doi.org/10.1093/ia/iiz083. 

3 Alden and Jiang, P. 651. 

4 Xi Jinping, “Full text of Chinese President Xi Jinping's speech at opening ceremony of 2018 FOCAC 

Beijing Summit (2)”, Xinhuanet, 03 September, 2018, available at http://www.xinhuanet.com/english/2018-

09/03/c_137441990.htm, accessed 07 October, 2018. 
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Fifth, as a leading nation in agricultural output, China in addition to current farming 

initiatives can further its assistance to Africa in the area of mechanized farming, and in 

developing better storage facilities to deal with produce often lost due to poor facilities. 

This will increase productivity, boost food security, and contribute to diversification of 

African economies. Beijing’s goal to “support Africa in achieving general food security 

by 2030” and to “work with Africa to formulate and implement a program of action to 

promote China-Africa cooperation on agricultural modernization”,5 is achievable given 

its experience in this area.  

 

Sixth, Beijing must discourage negative behaviours and attitudes to Africans (see Section 

3.8 of Chapter 5). Rather the government should promote positive interactions with 

Africans residing in China to avoid attracting a similar image as the West in race-relations. 

This will contribute to a sustainable relationship. It is also imperative for Chinese 

enterprises on the continent to cultivate better relations with local people and their 

communities. They should be encouraged to treat employees with respect, comply with 

workers’ rights and fair social practices, and display sensitivity and appreciation of local 

traditions. To this end, China should continue with more cultural programs embracing and 

celebrating the indigenous ways of life.6 China’s pledge during the 2018 FOCAC meeting 

to establish an institute of African studies that will enhance exchanges with Africa on 

civilization is a positive concept.7  

 

Seventh, strengthening enforcement mechanisms will ensure that Chinese firms adhere 

strictly to international environmental norms (see Section 3.8 of Chapter 5). Stricter 

guidelines and tougher disciplinary measures are tools that China can employ in making 

 
5 Xi Jinping, “Full text of Chinese President Xi Jinping's speech at opening ceremony of 2018 FOCAC 

Beijing Summit (2)”. 

6 Wenyuan Wu, “Beijing is fending off African resentment over debt and for importing workers-and facing 

extra competition, too”, The Interpreter, 30 October, 2019, available at https://www.lowyinstitute.org/the-

interpreter/how-africa-breaking-china-s-neo-colonial-shackles, accessed 30 October, 2019. 

7 Jinping, “Full text of Chinese President Xi Jinping's speech at opening ceremony of 2018 FOCAC Beijing 

Summit (2)”. 
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sure that its firms adhere to recommended post-rehabilitation activities designed to 

mitigate the negative effects of environmental degradation, which has put many locals at 

risk, destroyed habitats, and caused premature death. As Zhai Jun, China’s Vice Foreign 

Minister remarked, “making quick money and leaving is a myopic action, and ‘catching 

fish by draining the pond’ in unethical.”8 In addition, Beijing and its companies must stop 

undertaking projects in sensitive and controversial locations shunned by other actors. 

China should follow through the commitment made by President Xi Jinping, during the 

FOCAC 2018 forum to set up a China-Africa environmental cooperation centre to support 

Chinese firms in Africa to advance corporate social responsibility.9  

 

Eighth, China must discourage its enterprises from low bid tenders which secure contracts 

but compromise quality. Beijing also needs to combat the export of inferior goods to 

African clients while quality products are supplied to the West. This is perceived as 

demeaning by many Africans (see Section 3.9 of Chapter 5). 

 

Ninth, following Australia’s example (as discussed in Section 3.7 of Chapter 7), the PRC 

should actively promote gender parity and the rights of persons with disability. China 

should integrate gender equality and the rights of PWD into key priority areas in its 

African policies, including making equity fundamental to scholarship awards; and 

mandating effective social and legal support systems for PWDs.  

 

Tenth, the Confucian Institutes (CIs) in Africa need attention. While their promotion of 

Chinese language and culture as an instrument of ‘soft power’ represents a laudatory 

cultural approach, CIs are commercially driven. Beijing needs to ensure their CIs, when 

teaching Chinese language and culture, conform with the ethical teachings of Confucius, 

after whom they are named. Such teachings are not only traditional but also align with the 

 
8 Zhai Jun, quoted in Henning Melber, “Reviewing China and Africa: Old Interests, New Trends- or New 

Interests, Old Trends?”, Development Southern Africa, vol.30, no:4-5, 2013, p.444. 

9 Jinping, “Full text of Chinese President Xi Jinping's speech at opening ceremony of 2018 FOCAC Beijing 

Summit (2)”. 
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socialist “serve the people” ethos. Both Confucian and socialist outlooks are preferable to 

the CIs’ prevailing focus on making money and acquiring status. Beijing must cease using 

CIs for economic motives or they become a form of coercion. 

 

Last, China needs to realize that neither physical infrastructure nor foreign aid can 

function effectively in a continent where the scale of corruption is unprecedented. 

Involvement by Chinese officials and entrepreneurs in scandals linked to African elites 

who use resource wealth for private enrichment and self-aggrandizement is concerning. 

The PRC must stop undertakings that prohibit disclosure of information on contractual 

agreements. Furthermore, support for international initiatives on fiscal transparency and 

accountability, such as the Extractive Industries Transparency (EITI) and the UN 

Convention against Corruption will help check corrupt deeds (see Section 3.10 of Chapter 

5).  

 

China, realizing the suffering caused by colonialism, helped Africans in their fight for 

liberation. Chinese leaders “feel indebted to the African people”10 who carried them into 

the UNSC. One effective way to show gratitude is to assist in liberating Africa from the 

oppressive weight of both corruption and underdevelopment, which, like colonialism, may 

be considered a scourge on the continent. 

 

 

 

 

 
10 “China's help to Africa is sincere and welcomed by African people”, China.org.cn, 11 November, 2009, 

available online at http://www.china.org.cn/opinion/2009-11/11/content_18865457.htm; See also 

“Seychelles at the China-Africa Youth Festival-New platform for the strengthening of cooperation”, 

Seychelles Nation, 28 August, 2009, available at http://www.nation.sc/article.html?id=224159, accessed 18 

March, 2017. 
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Australia 

Australia needs to display the virtues of a good international citizen in its engagement 

with Africa. This will not only benefit the continent but also Australia’s aspirations of 

being recognized globally as an exemplary middle power.  

 

First, Canberra must ensure that its extractive firms operating in Africa comply with the 

same development approval processes, occupation health and safety regulations, and the 

environmental, social, labour, and transparent standards required in Australia (see Section 

4.1 of Chapter 7). This must be the case irrespective of weak policies and compliance 

standards on the continent. Such a policy will complement the global standards of good 

corporate citizenship and environmental stewardship.  

 

Second, with environmental conditions similar to those of Africa and with a demonstrated 

proficiency in agricultural research and production, Australia is well placed to intensify 

efforts in helping to maximize the continent’s vast arable land and resource wealth for the 

sustainable generation of agricultural and livestock products, including those that largely 

account for Africa’s merchandise imports from Australia. This would help address 

Africa’s handicap in its trade relations with Australia, promote diversification of Africa’s 

economy, and equally benefit the female workforce, who have proven active in the 

farming sector. 

 

Third, Canberra needs to impose substantial penalties on Australian enterprises found 

guilty of unethical business practices in Africa (see Section 4.2 of Chapter 7). The excuse 

that such enterprises are merely adhering to local business cultures in order to remain 

competitive is untenable and lacks credibility. Canberra should strengthen its support for 

good governance, anti-corruption regulations, taxation reforms, sound financial and 

economic management, and its technical and capacity assistance for institutions enforcing 

accountability on the continent. Australia’s record of leadership in the international 

framework can also help address the burdensome red tape associated with doing business 

in Africa.  
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Fourth, in view of Africa’s dire need to retain its skilled human resources to face the 

challenges of development, Australia has a responsibility to stop contributing to Africa’s 

‘brain drain’ (see Section 4.3 of Chapter 7). In particular, Canberra’s active involvement 

in recruiting skilled medical professionals from Africa to address its health workforce 

shortage is undermining the realization of the AU’s health related millennium 

sustainability development goals. Following Norway’s example, Canberra needs to put a 

stop to the employment of medical workers from African states and should encourage the 

training of more Australian citizens for employment in the local health industry. 

Meanwhile, adequate schemes to compensate African states that have been affected needs 

serious consideration. This may include financial aid donation of medical equipment, 

supporting the education of African health workers, boosting promotional health 

awareness programmes, and building of health centres. Australia should consider sending 

medical staff to Africa to assist in designated projects, and this could be on a rotational 

basis for special assignments within short periods. Similar to China’s initiatives,11 

Canberra should launch more health care initiatives in Africa which include providing 

health aid programs, training medical specialists, and sending medical workers that better 

meet Africa’s needs.  

 

Fifth, Australia should draw on its expertise in engineering and construction to contribute 

to hard infrastructure in Africa. It can support major long-term projects including transport 

and power generation rated as high developmental priorities on the continent. This will 

also help diversify Canberra’s focus on soft infrastructure.  

 

Sixth, Australia would do well to exert influence to discourage unbalanced reports about 

Africa, which tend to focus on negative narratives and often discard the positive aspects 

and significant opportunities available on the continent. Africans in general, including 

African Diasporas in Australia, have sometimes suffered undesirable treatment and racist 

 
11 During the FOCAC 2018 gathering, China promised undertaking more health initiatives in Africa. See 

Jinping, “Full text of Chinese President Xi Jinping's speech at opening ceremony of 2018 FOCAC Beijing 

Summit (2)”. 
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experiences from such depictions. Canberra should implement processes aimed at 

facilitating a better appreciation of Africa. This may include encouraging further studies 

on Africa, promoting more exchange programs and tourist activities, boosting inter-

cultural events, and providing more support for existing networks such as the African 

Down Under Mining Conference (ADU), Australia-Africa Universities Network 

(AAUN), Africa Australia Technology + Infrastructure Conference (AATIC) and the 

African Studies Association of Australasia and the Pacific (AFSAAP). Likewise, the 

Africa Australia Council and the Advisory Group on Australia-Africa Relations 

(AGAAR) might need stronger mandates to boost relations across government, corporate 

and civil society networks.  

 

Seventh, despite progress in Australia’s relations with Africa in recent years, Canberra's 

policies towards Africa have indeed been episodic. Canberra needs to develop a coherent 

and consistent approach towards Africa, one that is not mitigated by the major focus on 

Indo-Pacific, aid cuts, and changes in political power. This will facilitate a steady level of 

engagement. 

 

Eighth, drawing lessons from Beijing, Canberra should increase the number of high-level 

visits to Africa and reciprocally encourage increased diplomatic and business visits from 

African officials. It also needs to increase the number of high commissions, embassies 

and consulates on the continent. Both initiatives will contribute to closer ties, and will 

match Australia’s middle power status and the representation befitting a G20 nation.  

 

Last, Australia needs to continue to assist Africa in consolidating democracy, good 

governance, human rights, gender parity, and programs that promote the welfare of the 

disabled. It should also remain committed to its goal of helping secure food and clean 

water, improved sanitation, maternal and child health, which mirrors the AU’s 

Millennium Development Goals and the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals. This 

reaches the local level and encourages a broader set of interactions. Delivery can be 

through IGOs and NGOs whose roles have proven successful in the past.  
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Adopting these measures would not only tackle identified drawbacks in Australia’s 

engagement with Africa, but also increase its footprint on the continent, and vice-versa, 

working towards eradicating negative sentiments and barriers that developed during 

periods of neglect. At the same time, rather than the heavy concentration on the extractive 

sector, such measures will lead to better diversification of Australia’s activities on the 

continent. In this way, Canberra will be better positioned to leverage unique Australian 

capabilities. 

 

Africa 

It will be costly for Africa to miss the numerous options and benefits presented by China, 

Australia, and other players on the continent.  

 

First, African governments need to avoid unfavourable business agreements that sell their 

economies cheaply and deprive them of optimal returns for their natural resources. 

Contract terms should be clear, transparent, and incontrovertible, and agreements on 

quality, durability, and sustainability need to be in accordance with global standards. 

Contracts should require technology transfer with specific targets, skills development and 

employment creation, provisions for use of local products and equipment, and increased 

capital stock for the host state. Realizing this entails improvement in Africans’ negotiation 

skills to match the standard and expertise of China, Australia, and other experienced 

international negotiators. It equally requires strengthening African monitoring and 

enforcement standards to ensure compliance. The skills of African Diasporas can be 

drawn upon, as many are highly competent in this regard. 

 

Second, while aid or foreign assistance is helpful when judiciously dispensed for growth 

purposes, continual aid creates dependency that will be detrimental to African economies, 

making the region more susceptible to exploitation. Therefore, it is important for African 

states to direct aid towards productive schemes, avoid dependency by using the local 

resources to develop economically, and ensure that trade and investment relations with 

China, Australia, and other parties are on mutually beneficial terms.  
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Third, it would be advantageous for the African Union and existing regional organizations 

to combine to negotiate multilaterally on behalf of the continent to reduce bilateral 

agreements. This will increase Africa’s leverage, as it will promote transnational 

governance and intra-regional integration, enabling the region to benefit comparably from 

its population growth, and abundant resources. However, to do this successfully, divisions 

among African states need to be resolved in order to implement unified and better-

coordinated policies that will safeguard the long-term interests of the continent. Such 

policies should take into consideration the specific developmental needs of each African 

state and serve as a template for any bilateral agreement. This will also protect states with 

weaker negotiating capacities and enhance Africa’s relative power position in the global 

environment.  

 

Fourth, it is critical that resource rich nations utilize revenue derived from exports to 

diversify their economies beyond current dependency on primary commodity exports. 

Such a policy will enhance their resilience. Developing the manufacturing sector would 

help in processing raw materials locally and in adding value to commodities prior to 

export. Boosting agricultural output will also reduce the large imports of items that are 

capable of being produced locally. Additionally, African governments must consider 

policies that will protect local producers from ‘dumping’ practices. Implementing 

measures that will assist them in meeting the quality and sanitary standards required by 

developed nations, who have granted the continent trade preferences to facilitate African 

exports, is also important. These initiatives will assist greatly in checking trade 

imbalances, lifting employment, and limiting reliance on natural resources to shield the 

continent from future commodity shocks. 

 

Fifth, African governments must make it a top priority to implement effective debt 

management techniques and repayment strategies to reduce the burden of external debt on 

the continent which will only be worsened if interest rates continue to rise. This will also 

lessen macroeconomic volatilities. Measures to boost revenue such as tax collection 

regimes to scale down tax evasion and unwarranted exemptions are vital. 
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Sixth, as the PRC’s manufacturing firms are moving to nations with lower production cost 

in order to maintain competitive advantage due to rises in China’s labour cost, African 

states should further position themselves to attract Chinese firms looking for low-cost 

labour havens and use this as a base to develop their own manufacturing industries. 

However, labour rights and knowledge transfer would need to be carefully negotiated as 

part of this process. Concrete steps must also be taken to adopt regulatory reforms and 

business friendly approaches that will nurture private-public partnerships with foreign 

investors.  

 

Seventh, while it is crucial to take advantage of China’s entry into Africa, African elites 

must avoid the danger of heavy dependence on Beijing. This will minimize the adverse 

impacts of potential negative developments such as a decline in Beijing’s economy or 

decreased assistance, as experienced by DRC, Ghana, South Africa, Zimbabwe Angola, 

Nigeria, and Zambia. They need to encourage competition and embrace the optimal 

benefits of dealing with the West and all other actors rather than risking vulnerability by 

overexposure to China. African states are well advised to identify the strength of each 

potential partner at a particular time and make rational choices. This has already begun 

with competitive investments proposed by India and Japan into East African states (via 

the Asia Africa Growth Corridor) but might also further target complementary middle 

powers such as Australia and South Korea. 

 

Eighth, Africa must do more to overcome the infrastructural deficit on the continent, 

including poor electrification and communication networks, inadequate water and 

transportation, and poor health systems and education, where major improvements are 

required. Without massive investments in the right infrastructure, plans to attain economic 

development will remain elusive. One avenue of achieving this is pursuing (through the 

Africa Union for more effectiveness) the infrastructure connectivity initiative offered by 

Beijing. This includes formulation of a China-Africa infrastructure cooperation plan with 
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a focus on enhancing energy, transport, information, telecommunications and water 

resources.12 

 

Ninth, Africa has to adopt more regional and global initiatives such as supporting 

intelligence gathering and prosecution of peace offenders to mitigate its security 

challenges, which still render the continent a high-risk, unstable, and volatile region for 

any investor. This needs to go beyond existing AU frameworks to address a wider pattern 

of Non-Traditional and Human Security challenges. 

 

Tenth, Africa needs to implement cogent measures to limit the soaring emigration of 

professionals from the continent. African planners must look into the ‘pull’ and ‘push’ 

factors influencing migration and provide an encouraging environment that will secure 

the return of many African professionals who can serve the continent with their much-

needed skills.  

 

Eleventh, given numerous abuses to workers’ rights, environmental practices, and 

corporate social responsibility on the continent, it is critical that African officials establish 

adequate legislation and enforcement agencies to protect both citizens and habitat. 

Regulations should be in accordance with international standards. Severe consequences 

must be stipulated for non-compliance while offering attractive incentives for adherence.  

 

Twelfth, African governments must address the structural inequalities faced by able-

bodied women and disabled men and women including in leadership, self-efficacy, safety 

and inclusion. These are challenges that have long impeded the human development of 

women, and of the disabled on the continent. This can be curtailed by actively promoting 

socially inclusive policies and gender sensitive approaches based on the different needs 

 
12 Jinping, “Full text of Chinese President Xi Jinping's speech at opening ceremony of 2018 FOCAC Beijing 

Summit (2)”. 
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of men and women. Leveraging women’s voice, increased awareness through programs 

that stress equality and fairness are vital in achieving gender sensitive community-based 

Coparative. Equal opportunities must be provided to every child, without discrimination, 

in all areas, including education, employment, and governance. 

 

Thirteenth, Africa urgently needs to create an environment that makes the prevailing 

corruption unappealing or progress will be stalled. This requires effective policies to fight 

corruption. Such policies should raise awareness of the burden of capital flight on the 

socio-economic growth of the continent. This is pivotal in catalyzing societal support 

against corruption. Trained enforcement officers should be protected and provided 

adequate capacity and empowerment to implement laws that discourage corruption, and 

severely punish offenders irrespective of their status or position in the society. Valuable 

lessons can be obtained from measures that account for the low incidence of corruption in 

countries including New Zealand, Iceland, Singapore, Denmark, Switzerland, Sweden, 

Finland, Norway, Canada, and Australia. 

 

Last, with the plethora of crises and challenges facing the African continent, advancing 

the developmental goals of the region requires good governance underpinned by strong 

visionary leadership. To overcome the apparent failure of leadership, Africans must 

jettison selfish considerations, including tribal factions and narrow religious sentiments, 

and rally behind leaders dedicated to the welfare and long-term interests of all citizens. 

They have to be men and women capable of engendering trust and rising to the challenges 

of overseeing significant structural changes.  

 

In global politics, the pursuit of interests is an established practice. This means no other 

actor can uphold the national interest of African states more than the African states 

themselves and their regional organizations. African nations must learn from past 

interactions and realize that the extent to which they gain from engagement with China, 

Australia or any other actor, depends on the region’s policies:  
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Countries are not philanthropists…They are in business for themselves, and like 

many business people, they will cheat you if you don’t enforce your own rules and 

regulations. For African counties, the only safeguard is to try to negotiate 

advantageous conditions for oneself.13 

 

Consequently, African policymakers, both national and regional, cannot afford to be 

passive and must shoulder the responsibility of setting the continent in order. This entails 

appropriate management of old and new partners with the continent, while continuing to 

finesse existing intensive relations, notably with China. Africa, as a whole, and its various 

subregions and diverse states need to take advantage of the prevailing era’s upsurge of 

international interest to boost its socio-economic, political, and security development.  

 

Trilateral Collaboration  

In the foreseeable future, Africa will continue to be of geoeconomic and geostrategic 

interest to China and Australia. Likewise, Africa needs the assistance of Beijing and 

Canberra for its development. In other words, there are still emerging opportunities in the 

region for China and Australia to explore, and distinct advantages for Africa in engaging 

both states. This provides the incentive to progress common interests via a formalized 

trilateral cooperation tailored towards a win-win relationship and mutual advancement of 

all three parties. However, for this to be effective each faces the challenge of reconciling 

its gains to the needs of others.  

 

It is worth noting that Australia and China are not strangers to collaborative efforts, as 

evidenced in their complementary initiatives in aid disbursements to the Asia-Pacific 

region (for example in the Australia-China-Papua New Guinea combined effort aimed at 

 
13 Kwadwo Tutu (Senior Economist at the Institute of Economic Affairs, Ghana) cited in Howard French, 

China’s Second Continent: How a Million Migrants are Building a New Empire in Africa, New York: Alfred 

A. Knopf, 2014, p. 189. 
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preventing malaria).14 Thus, despite some different focal areas or varying approaches in 

their development policies, they are capable of combining to promote improvements on 

the continent in areas encompassing mining, agriculture, health, human development, 

trade and industrialization, aid assistance, governance and security. This can mitigate 

disparities, expand converging interests, decrease unhealthy competition, facilitate 

exchange of information, prevent duplication, secure cost-effectiveness, and build trust. It 

also makes it more feasible for China to emulate the positive aspects of Australia’s 

approach and vice-versa. Combining comparative strengths and working through areas of 

disagreement to find a common ground reduces piecemeal and isolated efforts. This would 

yield positive outcomes for all. For example, Australia and China are well positioned to 

collaborate in Africa’s natural resource development: 

“…Australia may provide exploration dollars and mining experience and an 

entrepreneurial ability to uncover large projects, while China brings to the table 

the political, financial and construction heft necessary to ensure multi-billion 

dollar mine and infrastructure projects progress to fruition.”15 

 

It has also been noted that Chinese and Australian researchers could unite with African 

states in undertaking a cost-benefit analysis for certain local projects.16 Furthermore, 

China and Australia could combine their expertise to assist many African states in raising 

agricultural productivity and in securing better storage. They can also cooperate in 

generating solutions to curtailing inadequacies in Africa’s health systems. 

 
14 S Byfield, “Enhancing aid cooperation – the Australia-China development cooperation memorandum of 

understanding”, Devpolicy Blog, 22 April, 2013, available online at: http://devpolicy.org/enhancing-aid-

cooperation-the-australia-china-development-cooperationmemorandum-of-understanding-20130422/, 

accessed 01 December, 2015; OECD, “Development assistance committee 2012 report: triangular co-

operation: what can we learn from a survey of actors involved?”, OECD, 2013, see www.oecd.org/dac/dac-

globalrelations/OECD%20Triangular%20Co-operation%20Survey%20Report%20June%202013.pdf, 

accessed 02 December, 2015. 

 
15 KPMG, “Australia and China: future partnerships”, KPMG, 2011, available at, 

www.kpmg.com/AU/en/IssuesAndInsights/ArticlesPublications/Documents/australia-china-future-

partnerships-2011-v2.pdf, accessed 10 September, 2015. 

16 See Alice de Jonge, "Australia-China-Africa investment partnerships", Critical Perspectives on 

International Business, vol. 12, issue 1, 2016, pp. 61-82, accessed 02 February, 2017. 
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Similar to efforts in the South Pacific, assistance to African states can be complementary, 

cumulative, and targeted to make it more effective. However, Africa needs to be weaned 

off aid dependency. As the PRC and Australia have expressed willingness to continue to 

provide training and educational scholarships in support of institutional capacity building 

and human development in Africa, both can join efforts in identifying areas of major need 

and in implementing development policies including those that will promote gender 

balance and the return of African nationals upon completion of programs. 

 

The PRC and Australia can coordinate policies that will promote infrastructural and 

industrial development in Africa to diversify the continent’s economy, and jointly develop 

other ideas that will redress the structure and composition of their trade imbalance with 

Africa. In the area of technology transfer, they have the potential to set up partnerships 

that will provide excellent opportunities for upskilling Africans. This can improve local 

industries and help the region attain the quality requirements for exported goods. It can 

also check the importation of sub-standard goods and services.  

 

In close consultation with African officials and stakeholders, China and Australia can co-

design sensitive and new approaches that address social and technical aspects of managing 

water and sanitation challenges on the continent. This will reduce infections, provide 

better intestinal health among children, and increase food production beneficial for the 

improvement of environmental and community health. Securing domestic sanitation and 

water facilities will also be helpful in combatting gender inequalities.  

 

Moreover, China, Australia, and Africa have the opportunity to work together to promote 

good governance and leadership, ethical conduct, responsible practices on the continent, 

in line with AU’s sustainable development goals and global norms. They can establish 

joint monitoring mechanisms towards upholding accountability and transparency, and 

compliance with environmental and social standards. Lastly, given their dominating 

presence in Africa’s mining sector, triangular coordination in security is only reasonable 

for the maintenance of a stable and safe investment environment on the continent. This 

will further support the efforts of the international community. The prospect of China and 
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Australia (a US defence ally) coordinating in this way, is in itself a contribution to 

international stability at a time of increasing great power competition. If an American ally 

can work with China in Africa for a greater cause, that of development, then the security 

of all is enhanced. Although these opportunities are somewhat muddied by Australian 

criticism of the BRI, and Chinese sensitivity to Australia’s defence posture, Africa could 

provide a region for future confidence and trust building processes. Just as the Chinese-

led AIIB and the Japanese-led ADB have agreed to work together on some projects, so 

too diverse Chinese and Australian aid programming in Africa could be negotiated to be 

complementary and mutually reinforcing rather than competitive and wasteful. 

 

Thus, in moving beyond rhetoric and into coordinated action, China with its great power 

status and Australia with its middle power accomplishments both have a significant 

opportunity to establish a genuine partnership with Africa and devise practical and fair 

solutions to long-standing drawbacks. They can challenge the ‘traditional rules of the 

game’ and enhance a new level of sustainable development and global governance. This 

will distinguish them from the traditional powers without compromising their interests. It 

represents an opportunity to help provide a new level of international cooperation. If well 

managed, China, Australia, Africa and the rest of the world stand to benefit from a 

partnership approach that leads to positive international relations. This reaffirms the value 

of sustained cooperation being governed by mutually beneficial outcomes; not on 

exploitation and unhealthy competition at the expense of the already impoverished. As 

French intellectual Henri Lefebvre stated in his Critique of Everyday Life: 

… any meaningful change, anywhere in the world, must be predicated upon a 

knowledge of everyday life that puts the experiences and needs of ordinary people 

… often ignored in historical narratives at the forefront of struggles for change. 

This requires “role-players and stakeholders” to come up with development 

solutions that do not lie about whom they seek to empower, that do not disguise 

harms incurred by the masses. 
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Concluding Reflection 

A concluding reflection on this thesis’ comparison of Chinese and Australian engagement 

with Africa is that the main beneficiaries of Africa’s wealth are the corrupt state elites and 

foreign actors whose exclusive foreign interests take precedence over the majority of the 

population. Thus, the underlying issue is not if China, Australia or any other actor is better 

for Africa. When it comes to profit maximization and other national ambitions, double 

standards tend to prevail on all sides rather than the altruism favoured in rhetoric. 

Therefore, the challenge is how to change this behaviour and its supporting structure to 

overcome the poverty, inequality, social disparity, injustice, and instability plaguing the 

region and create a conducive environment where people can lead fulfilling lives.  

 

An Africa that is well governed with functioning institutions not only benefits the people 

of Africa but also contributes to the sustainability of globalization in an increasingly 

interconnected world. It also enhances the prospects for global peace and prosperity. On 

the flipside, a chronically depressed Africa would have detrimental consequences. It 

would exacerbate existing problems of political, religious and ideological extremism, 

kidnappings, piracy, and ethnic conflict that have crippled the region. This would likely 

transcend any global peacemaking efforts, given the rapid growth of Africa’s population, 

which is projected to constitute at least a third of the world’s population by the end of the 

century. The international community would suffer from disruptive spillover effects, 

including an unparalleled increase in terrorism and refugee crises. This is more so in view 

of demonstrated linkages between ‘failed’ states and terrorism and weak states and 

asylum-seeking. This means the world may not have the same opportunities for stability 

in the future if conditions in Africa do not improve. Such a scenario highlights the 

contemporary world order’s mutuality: no part of the world can be secure if another part 

is suffering and unstable. Collective responsibility is vital for the good of Africa and the 

world rather than the desire by nation-states to promote their individual interests at the 

expense of the vulnerable.  

 

This thesis ends with the observation that a comparison of Chinese and Australian 

engagement with Africa has revealed not only similarities and differences of approach but 

the view that a synthesis of best practices, as expressed in the recommendations above, by 
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all parties involved – African, Chinese and Australian – will help in fostering a better 

future for the continent. This entails ensuring that the interests of the people and their 

communities are privileged in Africa. While the processes involved for such change would 

take time in relation to yielding practical outcomes, it must be understood that such 

processes represent important foundations on which more balanced relations can be built 

on the continent.
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