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China’s emerging role in Africa 
Jerker Hellström

By and large, China has the same reasons to engage in Africa as do other 
major foreign actors. Beijing needs African oil to diversify its energy imports 
in order to safeguard the sound development of its economy, and requires 
other natural resources to sustain manufacturing capabilities. Chinese 
companies, similar to their European and American counterparts, also see 
promising opportunities in catering to African markets. But their respective 
strategies naturally differ on many accounts. 

China is reluctant to become involved in politics and issues that it regards
as sensitive. Its non-interference principle indeed gives Beijing leeway for
economic cooperation with potentially undemocratic governments and has
contributed to investments in countries with lacking security. This is in
sharp contrast to the EU’s ambitions to improve governance, tackle climate
change and foster open and competitive energy markets.

This paper intends to shed some light on China’s interests in Africa, in what
respect those interests are threatened, and what measures Beijing has
chosen to take in order to safeguard its interests on the continent. It is part
of a series of studies published by the Swedish Defence Research Agency
(FOI) analysing the roles of large players in Africa, including France, the 
European Union, and the United States.
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There are however signs that China 
wants to increase cooperation in the 
realm of security. Beijing’s decision 
in late 2008 to participate in inter-
national efforts to combat pirates in 
the Gulf of Aden off Somalia’s coast 
is such an indication. Furthermore, 
the Somalia mission highlights 
China’s increasingly strategic role 
in Africa and its desire to promote 
itself as a globally responsible ac-
tor.1 While China is well aware 
of the risk that other 
states might regard the 
Somalia operation as 
pure power projection 
by the People’s Libera-
tion Army (PLA), the 
advantages of such a 
mission outweigh any 
drawbacks for Beijing. 
On one hand, the PLA 
can participate in the 
protection of an increasing amount 
of Chinese merchant ships passing 
the Horn of Africa. On the other 
hand, it can project an image of 
China’s “peaceful rise”, an expression 
coined by the leadership in Beijing 
in the early 2000s. The message is 
that China should not be seen as a 
strategic competitor, at least not in 
military affairs. At the same time, it 
does not act against its own princi-
ples of non-interference: the Somali 
government had itself asked for 
assistance to combat piracy in the 
Gulf of Aden.

While China has growing 
interests to protect on the Afri-
can continent, there is no evident 
security framework put in place. 
China already provides a signifi-
cant number of personnel to UN 
peacekeeping operations in Africa, 
but these missions are launched in 
order to support stability in Africa 
and not to explicitly protect Chinese 
interests. 

Similar to many other interna-

tional actors, China’s engagement in 
Africa is mainly motivated by its de-
mand for natural resources and new 
markets. Beijing’s activities on the 
continent have transformed from 
being purely politically and ideologi-
cally motivated into being highly af-
fected by its economic development 
goals. But their respective strategies 
naturally differ on many accounts. 
While the EU’s strategy in Africa is 
also driven by ambitions to improve 
governance, tackle climate change 
and foster open and competitive 
energy markets, China is reluctant 

to become involved in politics and 
issues that it regards as sensitive. 
This non-interference principle 
deprives China of the right to deny 
any form of economic coopera-
tion with potentially undemocratic 
governments.

Beijing’s pragmatic approach, 
which is based on its policy of not 
interfering in domestic issues of sov-
ereign states, allows it to cooperate 
with all 53 African countries. This 

even applies to the four small 
nations with diplomatic 
links to Taiwan – Burkina 
Faso, Gambia, Sao Tomé 
and Príncipe and Swaziland 
– with which China has 
some trade cooperation. 

A few EU countries, 
most notably Britain and 
France, have links with 
Africa dating back to the co-

lonial era, and the US has historical 
bonds with the continent which to-
day are highlighted through its large 
Afro-American population. Large-
scale Chinese presence in Africa, on 
the other hand, has surfaced only in 
the latest years. The rapid emergence 
of China as a political, strategic and 
economic actor on the African con-
tinent is drawing increasing atten-
tion from the international commu-
nity. This study however shows that 
Beijing still plays a relatively small 
role in Africa, partly due to its late 
arrival to the continent.

Introduction

China’s demand for natural resources combined with its strategy to diversify energy imports and identify new  
markets has resulted in rapidly increasing Chinese investments in Africa. At the same time, Chinese companies  
been less reluctant than some of its Western counterparts in terms of developing business interests in countries
troubled by internal conflict. This means that China has an apparent need to protect its interests in Africa. 
Interestingly, it seems to lack a developed security framework to safeguard investments and citizens.

”There is more room for  
cooperation than compe-
tition between China, the  
US and the EU in Africa.”
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Chinese President Hu Jintao delivers a keynote address at the University of Pretoria, Feb. 7, 2007. 
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China’s decision in December 2008 
to exchange information with Japan and 
South Korea regarding the countries’ 
African strategies shows a willingness to 
become more transparent in its deal-
ings on the continent. The three Asian 
nations have chosen as a first step in this 
information alliance to cooperate on 
issues such as the Darfur conflict, pirates 
in Somalia and the turmoil in the Demo-
cratic Republic of Congo (DRC).2

There is more room for cooperation 
than competition between China, the 
US and the EU in Africa. The countries 
could work together more widely to dis-
cover and develop additional oil sources 
on the continent. A dialogue between 

Beijing, Washington and Brussels could 
include security issues, the benefits of 
better governance, more transparency, 
less corruption and improved human 
rights practices in Africa.3 

This study is intended to give 
a broad overview of China’s cur-
rent interests in Africa, focusing on 
its security framework identifying 
possible threats against its interests 
and describing Beijing’s strategies in 
dealing with such threats. The study 
is mainly based on English- and 
Chinese-language sources, including 
official documents, previous research 
conducted by various scholars, and 
news articles. 

Note on financial statistics: It should 
here be remembered that there exists no 
systematic recording of international 
capital and finance flows, and that there 
consequently is a general lack of such 
data. Many figures should therefore be 
understood as estimates and not as official 
data. There are also different definitions of 
Foreign Direct Investment (FDI), portfolio 
investments and development aid. Differ-
ent sources may also differ substantially on 
numbers as some make their calculations 
using market rates, whereas others use 
Purchasing Power Parity (PPP) rates.  

Official Chinese statistics, which are 
known to be unreliable as under-reporting 
by officials is common, have been used for 
various calculations. Where calculations 
are based on Chinese data, this is however 
clearly stated.
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1955 
The first Asia-
Africa Conference 
in Bandung

1956  
Egypt is the first 
African nation to 
establish diplo-
matic ties with 
China

1963  
Chinese  
Premier Zhou 
Enlai embarks on 
a ground-breaking 
journey to 10  
African  
countries

1971  
China replaces 
Taiwan in the UN, 
backed by African 
governments

1976 
 The Chinese- 
financed  
Tanzania- 
Zambia Railway 
(TAZARA)  
opens to traffic

1979 
China and the 
United States  
establish  
diplomatic  
ties

1996 
President Jiang 
Zemin proposes 
a Sino-African re-
lationship toward 
the 21st century of 
“long-term stabil-
ity and all-round 
cooperation” 
during visit to 
Ethiopia

    

1)  Mutual respect for sovereign-
ty and territorial integrity 

2)  mutual non-aggression

3)  non-interference in each 
other’s internal affairs

4)  equality and mutual benefit

5)  peaceful co-existence.

Since China first established rela-
tions with Africa in the 1950s, its 
interests on the continent have 
undergone a significant transforma-
tion. In short, Beijing shifted from a 
focus on political efforts, including 
active support of liberation move-
ments, to efforts motivated by its 
economic expansion.  

China divides its official relationship 
with Africa in the 20th century into 
two stages: 1949 to 1979 and 1979 to 
1999.4 During the first 30-year pe-
riod, i.e. under Mao, Beijing’s ambi-
tions in Africa were defined by Cold 
War politics. Beijing was isolated 
internationally and mainly saw its 
relations with African governments 
as a means to expand its political 
influence. Moscow had severed ties 
with Beijing, while Washington 
did not recognise China and had 
an embargo against the country. 
Throughout the Cold War and 
post-Cold War period, China sup-
ported many liberation movements 
in sub-Saharan Africa and quickly 
established diplomatic relations with 
newly independent African states.5 
In return, thanks to the support 
from African governments, Beijing 
was able to replace Taipei in the UN 
Security Council in 1971.6 Efforts to 
isolate Taiwan diplomatically have 
continued to motivate China to 
make friends in Africa.

Historical background
Egypt was the first African state 

to establish diplomatic relations 
with China in May 1956.7 In 1955, 
Premier Zhou Enlai had met with 
Egypt’s President Gamal Abdel 
Nasser in Burma, shortly before 
the first Asia-Africa Conference in 
Bandung, Indonesia. Several Egyp-
tian delegations visited Beijing the 
same year.8 

A total 29 countries representing 
more than half the world’s popula-
tion sent delegates to the Bandung 
Conference. The five organisers 
shared concerns over recent tension 
between China and the US and opted 
to lay firmer foundations for China’s 
peaceful relations with themselves 
and the West .9 A shared opposition 
to colonialism, especially French in-
fluence in North Africa, was another 
important topic of the conference.10

Between 1958 and the start of the 
Cultural Revolution in 1966, another 
18 African nations established diplo-
matic relations with the People’s Re-
public.11 In late 1963 and early 1964, 
a delegation led by Premier Zhou 
visited 10 African countries, of which 
nine had set up formal relations with 
the People’s Republic by the end of 
Zhou’s trip. Recurring issues during 
the visit included the Sino-Soviet 
rift, the India-China dispute, China’s 
place in the UN and the Taiwan 
question.12

China based its relations with 

Africa on the five principles of 
peaceful co-existence13 and the eight 
principles for foreign aid,14 the 
latter which Premier Zhou enunci-
ated throughout his Africa tour. 
These official principles cemented 
China’s stance of non-interference 
in internal affairs, which differen-
tiated it from the West. Chinese 
leaders launched the popular notion 
of China as the world’s largest de-
veloping country and Africa as the 
continent with the largest amount 
of developing nations. Their com-
mon features also included a history 
of having been oppressed by coloni-
alist powers. 

China’s aid policies also helped 
in drawing support from African 
leaders, most notably the stand 
that economic assistance should be 
given without any strings attached. 

China in Africa

China’s five principles of 
peaceful co-existence (1953)
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1998 
China and South 
Africa establish 
diplomatic ties

2000 
First FOCAC 
summit held in 
Beijing

2002 
President Jiang 
Zemin and 
Premier Zhu 
Rongji separately 
visit nine African 
countries

2003 
Second FOCAC 
summit held in 
Addis Ababa

2004 
President Hu 
Jintao visits three 
African countries

2006 
China publishes 
White Paper 
on Africa; Third 
FOCAC summit 
held in Beijing; 
President Hu 
and Premier Wen 
Jiabao visit Africa

2007 
President Hu 
Jintao visits eight 
African countries

2009 
President Hu 
Jintao visits four 
African countries; 
Fourth FOCAC 
summit to be 
held in Sharm  
el-Sheikh (Egypt)

China carried out major aid projects 
in Africa in the 1960s and 1970s. 
Among Beijing’s gifts was a railroad 
linking Zambia and Tanzania, which 
was opened to traffic in 1976.15 By the 

end of 1978, China had established 
diplomatic relations with 43 nations 
in Africa.16 

After 1978, Chinese foreign policy 
was largely influenced by Deng Xi-

China’s Premier Zhou Enlai with Egyptian President Gamal Abdel Nasser 
during Zhou’s tour of Egypt in 1963. 

aoping’s economic modernisation 
programme. Though remaining 
friendly to Africa, China was preoc-
cupied with economic matters and 
focused on improving trade links 

 
China’s eight principles 
for foreign aid (1964)

1)  Assistance to foreign countries ac-
cording to the principle of equality 
and mutual benefit

2)  respect for the sovereignty of 
recipient countries, no strings at-
tached and no privilege required 

3)  providing interest-free or low-
interest loans 

4)  help recipients of aid to enter the 
path of self-reliance and inde-
pendent economic development

5)  achieve quick results through 
small investments 

6)  provide top quality Chinese equip-
ment, goods and  
materials

7)  help recipient countries to master 
the technology

8)  experts (who are dispatched by 
Chinese government) should 
receive the same treatment as 
experts of recipient countries.
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with the US, Western Europe and Ja-
pan.17 In 1979, Washington switched 
allegiance from Taipei to Beijing. The 
centrepiece of China’s African policy 
became “mutual benefit” and “win-
win cooperation”, roughly translating 
into a relationship where Chinese 
investments, mainly in infrastructure, 
were offered in exchange for African 
natural resources. 

In the aftermath of the Tianan-
men crackdown in June 1989, China 
once again found itself isolated from 
the West. But while Beijing was 
harshly criticised by Western 
governments, Africa’s reaction 
was more muted. Angola’s foreign 
minister even spoke of “resolute 
actions to quell the counter-
revolutionary rebellion”, while 
Namibia’s Sam Nujoma sent a 
telegram of congratulations to the 
Chinese army.18 Namibia estab-
lished diplomatic relations with 
the People’s Republic the following 
year. African elites, who themselves 
regarded democratisation projects 
as potential threats, wanted to 
show China Third World solidar-
ity and to express their resentment 
towards Western interference in the 
affairs of a fellow developing country. 
The African reaction was also based 
on a pragmatic understanding that 
open criticism of China could lead to 
a halt of Chinese development aid.19 
Many African leaders shared Beijing’s 
view that the sharp criticism from the 
developed world of China’s lacking 
respect for human rights was merely 
a pretext for efforts to slow down its 
global rise.

In 1996, President Jiang Zemin 
visited six African nations from 
Egypt in the north to Zimbabwe 
and Namibia in the south. Two years 
later, China established diplomatic 
relations with South Africa, which 
quickly became an important sup-

plier of iron ore to China.20

A major milestone for China’s 
relationship with Africa was the first 
Forum for China-Africa Coopera-
tion (FOCAC) summit in Beijing 
in October 2000. More than 80 
ministers, from China and 44 
African countries, representatives of 
seventeen regional and international 
organisations, and representatives 
from the business communities of 
China and Africa were invited to the 
conference.21 The summit, which 

has since been held every three years, 
became an important platform for 
dialogue on various issues. It led to a 
roadmap of cooperation in politics, 
economy, social affairs and social 
development. The subsequent FO-
CAC summits were held in 2003 in 
the Ethiopian capital, Addis Ababa, 
and in Beijing in 2006. The fourth 
FOCAC summit is due in the fourth 
quarter of 2009, in Egypt’s Sharm 
el-Sheikh resort.22

Following China’s entry into the 
WTO in 2001, Beijing launched the 
“Go abroad” or “Going out” policy 
(zou chu qu). At the 16th National 
Congress of the Chinese Commu-

nist Party in 2002, President Jiang 
Zemin stated that the concept was 
meant to encourage and help Chinese 
enterprises to invest abroad “in order 
to increase export of goods and labour 
services”. In doing so, China had to 
pay “great attention to safeguarding 
our national economic security”, he 
added.23 

The “Go abroad” policy was 
partly aimed at increasing Chinese 
merger and acquisition activities 
abroad, however China did not 
make any material investments in 
Africa in the 1990s. Sino-African 
trade increased significantly as the 
government energetically promoted 
investment in Africa after 2002 as 
part of the same policy. China’s 
economic relationship deepened 
further as President Hu Jintao in 
2004 announced a drive to reinforce 
relations with Africa, which led to 
rapidly strengthening trade links 
between China and the African 
countries.24 

In January 2006, China for the 
first time published a white paper 
on Africa, which constituted China’s 
long-term policies towards the 
continent.25 The policy paper em-

phasised China’s common features 
with African states as fellow develop-
ing nations and the important task 
of safeguarding peace and security. 
In the white paper, China vowed to 
promote high-level military exchang-
es with Africa, including exchanges 
of military-related technology and to 
train African military personnel. 

On top of the FOCAC summits, 
the increasing amount of visits to 
African countries by China’s lead-
ers also reflects the importance that 
Beijing puts on stronger relations 
with the continent. Between 2004 
and early 2009, President Hu Jintao 
and Premier Wen Jiabao visited 22 
African countries26. 

“The centrepiece 
of China’s Afri-
can policy be-
came ’mutual 
benefit’ and 

’win-win coope-
ration’.”
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China’s interests in Africa

China’s economy has grown by double 
digits in recent years, boosted by 
social and economic reforms, foreign 
investment and a gradual opening of 
its banking sector. This development 
has prompted Beijing to go abroad 
in search for oil, minerals, and other 
commodities. Government policy 
in the 2000s aimed at facilitating 
Chinese investment has served as a 
catalyst for Chinese demand in Africa.

 
China’s investments in Africa, and 
trade with the continent, are grow-
ing at a breakneck pace. Between 
1990 and 2006, its foreign direct 
investment (FDI) stock grew from 
less than $50 million to $2.6 billion, 
according to official data.27 Overall 
trade between China and African 
countries grew five-fold between 2000 
and 2006, and passed $100 billion in 
2008.28 This reflects a ten-fold increase 
in bilateral trade in less than a dec-
ade.29 Sino-African trade is dominated 
by Chinese demand for natural re-
sources. Four commodities – oil, iron 
ore, wood and diamonds – account 
for 80 percent of Africa’s exports to 
China.30

Africa provides China with about 
one-third of its oil imports and An-
gola has become its largest supplier of 

crude oil. Arguably, due to the rapid 
increase of Chinese investment and 
trade interests in Africa, Beijing is 
now more dependent than ever before 
on stability on the continent and good 
relations with African governments. 
China continues to be an important 
donor to African countries, and its 
development aid to the continent has 
grown ostensibly. By some estimates, 
Chinese aid to Africa is now double 
the size of its investments. Resource 
development and access is growing as 
a motivation for Chinese aid projects. 

Chinese companies present in 
Africa range from oil and mineral 
exploration firms to makers of textiles 
and household commodities. China’s 
leading telecommunications compa-
nies have significant interests on the 
continent: Huawei Technologies is 
active in 16 African countries and ZTE 
Corporation has sales offices in more 
than 30 capitals on the continent.

As a result of the deepening Sino-
African relationship, the amount of 
Chinese citizens living and working 
in African countries is rising rap-
idly, though the total number seems 
difficult to assess. According to one 
estimate, as many as 750,000 Chi-
nese citizens have moved to Africa 
within the last decade.31 The Chinese 

Diaspora is particularly conspicuous 
in South Africa, where an estimated 
200,000 ethnic Chinese live.32

Investment
Almost three-quarters of China’s 
accumulated outward foreign di-
rect investment (FDI) in Africa is 
concentrated in ten countries, with 
five resource-rich nations at the top: 
Sudan, Zambia, Algeria, Nigeria 
and South Africa.33 Between 1979 
and 2000, however, resource extrac-
tion was only the second biggest FDI 
sector, accounting for 27 percent of 
China’s FDI on the continent.34 The 
manufacturing industry was the main 
receiver of investment, accounting for 
more than half China’s FDI in Africa. 

Most of the FDI growth mainly 
took place after 2000, the year of 
the first FOCAC summit. Impor-
tantly, Beijing has actively promoted 
stronger relations with Africa since 
2002, boosting investment and trade 
relations. At the beginning of 2006, 
China had signed bilateral treaties 
promoting FDI with 28 African coun-
tries. To offer a comparative figure, 
India had only signed seven such 
treaties.35 

Oceania 1 %North America 2 %

Latin 
America 26 %

Europe 3 %

Africa 3 %

Asia 64 %

China outward FDI stock, 2006 (non-finance part)
(Sources: China Ministry of Commerce, 2006 Statistical Bulletin of China’s

Outward Foreign Direct Investment)

 

Outward FDI stock in Africa: 
China vs. OECD, 2003-05 (% of total)

(Source: OECD, "China 2008")
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In spite of China’s rising 
FDI flows to Africa, the conti-
nent is still far smaller than Asia 
and Latin America as a destina-
tion for Chinese investment. By                                                    
2006, Africa had attracted a mere 
3 percent of China’s outward FDI, 
$2.6 billion, while Asian countries 
accounted for nearly two-thirds of 
China’s outward FDI stock, or $48 
billion. Chinese investments in Latin 
America in 2006 attributed for nearly 
$20 billion, or one-fourth, of the FDI 
stock.36

In a global comparison, China is 
by no means the leading investor in 
Africa. Indeed, China’s investments in 
Africa are dwarfed by those of the EU 
and the US. In 2005, for example, the 
US FDI stock in Africa was valued at 
$24 billion, i.e. 15 times that of Chi-
na37. While China’s direct investment 
flows have accelerated in recent years, 
registering a seven-fold increase over 
2003-06, China still only accounts for 
less than 1 percent of the total FDI 
stock found in Africa.38 Only one out 
of 15 major Chinese overseas FDI 
deals in 2004-07 involved investment 
in Africa. The deal was the Industrial 
and Commercial Bank of China’s 
(ICBC) $5.5 billion purchase in 2007 
of about 20 percent in South Africa’s 
Standard Bank, the largest bank in 
Africa by assets. It was the biggest 
overseas acquisition by a Chinese 
commercial bank at the time.39 

Most Chinese investment projects 
in Africa are relatively small and are 

carried out by small and medium-
sized enterprises, mainly in the manu-
facturing and services sectors. A few 
Chinese state-owned enterprises have 
struck a number of large deals, mostly 
in the natural resources sector. In an 
international comparison, China’s 
FDI on the continent is however not 
particularly oriented towards these 
sectors.40 

Trade
The pace with which Sino-African 
trade has grown in recent years is 
indeed remarkable. Trade between 
China and its top trade partner in 

Africa, Angola, more than doubled in 
the first ten months of 2008. In 2007, 
China’s trade with Africa surpassed 
that of France, which is currently Af-
rica’s biggest trade partner among the 
EU members.42 China’s share of global 
trade with Africa of nearly 11 percent 
puts it in third place among the con-
tinent’s import and export partners 
after the EU at 30 percent and the US 
at 17 percent.43 

It is however worth noting that the 
trade with Africa still only accounts 
for about 4 percent of China’s total 
foreign trade, with Sino-Angolan 
trade at about one-fourth of this vol-
ume.44 In 2006, China’s trade with Af-
rica was valued at $56 billion, i.e. less 
than one-fifth of Europe’s trade with 
the continent of $315 billion the same 
year.45 In spite of the rapid mercantile 
growth, trade between South Korea 
and China is still more than twice as 
large as the Sino-African trade.46 

As of October 2008, China’s 
biggest trade partners in Africa are 
Angola, South Africa, Sudan and 
Nigeria.47 While Chinese trade with 
Angola and Sudan is dominated by oil 
imports from the countries, its trade 
balance with South Africa is more 
equal. Nigeria is a net importer from 
China, which provides it with light 
industrial, mechanical and electrical 
products while it buys oil, timber and 
cotton.48 Egypt, Algeria and Morocco 
are other important net importers of 
Chinese goods.

Many countries in Africa are 
becoming increasingly dependent on 
economic relations with China. This 
is particularly true for Benin, the Re-
public of Congo, Angola, Equatorial 
Guinea and Sudan, to which China 
has become a dominant trade partner. 
In 2006, China accounted for more 
than 25 percent of their total trade 
values.49 Some 800 Chinese firms are 
involved in cooperative projects in 
Africa, according to a widely quoted 
estimate. Most of them are affiliates 
of state-owned enterprises in China, 
particularly in the resource extraction 
and construction sectors.50 

    

•   Petroleum (Algeria, Angola, 
Chad, Equatorial Guinea, 
Nigeria, Sudan, and Tunisia);

•   Apparel and Textile (Botswa-
na, Ghana, Kenya, Lesotho, 
Madagascar, Mauritius,  
Mozambique, and Uganda);

•   Automobile (South Africa);

•   Telecommunications (Ghana, 
South Africa);

•   Food and Drink (Cameroon, 
Tanzania, and Uganda).

Main sectors and  
countries receiving  
Asian investment 41

 

(Source: 2006 Statistical Bulletin of China's outward FDI)  
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China in Africa: economy, diplomacy  
and security 

Countries visited by 
President Hu Jintao  
and/or Premier Wen 
Jiabao in 2004–2009. 
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Oil

Oil is a strategic commodity which 
is vital to China’s economic growth. 
There are several incentives for Chi-
nese petroleum companies to invest in 
African oil projects. Importantly, the 
low sulphur content of oil extracted 
in Africa makes it appropriate for 
many of China’s refineries. Moreover, 
while oil projects in the Middle East 
often are closed to foreign ownership, 
African countries in general welcome 
foreign stakes in their domestic pro-
duction chain.51 

As of 2007, Africa holds one-tenth 
of the world’s proved oil reserves, 
slightly less than Europe/Eurasia. The 
Middle East, with 60 percent of the 
proved reserves, is by far the world’s 
leading source of crude oil. Africa’s 
proved reserves amount to 118 billion 
barrels of oil, but industry analysts be-
lieve that Africa could hold significant 
undiscovered reserves.52 

China has long-term plans and 
has identified a need to diversify oil 
imports for the sake of its energy 
security, which is why it targets Africa 
as a source of energy for its future 
growth. Its main source of imported 
oil in recent years, Angola, ranks 
fourth in Africa in terms of proven oil 
reserves.53 

Despite conscious efforts to diver-
sify import sources, China’s oil sup-
pliers are heavily concentrated in the 
Middle East and Africa. Current data 
show that eight nations out of China’s 
10 biggest oil suppliers are located in 
these two regions. In the mid-1990s 
most of China’s oil deals were mainly 
with Indonesia, Oman, and Yemen. 
Africa became a target for Chinese 
investment only a decade later, after 
the launch of the “Go abroad” policy 
in 2002. 

In the absence of an overarching 
Chinese Ministry of Energy, China’s 

National Oil Companies (NOCs) 
exert considerable influence over the 
country’s investments in African oil. 
Some observers even believe that 
they are more powerful than the 
government and the real driving force 
behind the expansion of operations 
overseas.54 

Chinese companies have especially 
sought to establish a presence in coun-
tries where US and European com-
panies are absent or have withdrawn, 
such as Iran, Sudan, Uzbekistan and 
Venezuela. These countries have 
adopted domestic and foreign policies 
that are largely in contrast with the 
interests of Western powers. Fur-
thermore, the absence of American 
and European companies means the 
Chinese companies do not need to 
compete with their more experienced 
and technologically advanced Western 
counterparts.55 

While the foreign influence in 
Africa’s oil sector is growing, domes-
tic companies still dominate the oil 
investments. Hence, Chinese NOCs 
still have room to grow in Africa.56 
China’s major petroleum investors 
are three NOCs: the China National 
Petroleum Corporation (CNPC), 
the China Petroleum & Chemical 
Corporation (Sinopec) and the China 
National Offshore Oil Corporation 
(CNOOC).57 

In a global comparison China 
has rapidly become a power able to 
dictate some of the terms related to 
the oil trade. China used to be a net 
exporter of crude oil but became a 
net importer in 1993. In 2003, China 
surpassed Japan to become the world’s 
second-largest oil consumer, after the 
US, or third-largest if the EU coun-
tries are included in the ranking. In 
2007, China also surpassed Japan as 
the world’s second-biggest importer 
of oil.

In spite of China’s rise in the ranks 

“African countries in 
general welcome 
foreign stakes in 
their domestic  
production chain.”
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of the world’s top oil consumers, 
Africa exports more oil to the US 
and Europe than it does to China. In 
2007, China bought 12 percent of Af-
rica’s crude oil exports, while the US 
and Europe bought 32 percent each. 
One-fourth of Chinese oil imports 
came from Africa in 2007, versus 
roughly one-fifth in the case of US 
and European petroleum imports.58 
Many observers however expect that 
China’s share of imports from Africa 
will increase further, boosted by its 
efforts to diversify imports. 

Africa currently covers about 3 per-
cent of China’s total energy needs.59 
Coal accounts for more than two-
thirds of China’s energy consumption, 
oil for a fifth, while hydropower and 
gas constitute roughly 6 and 3 percent 
of energy use, respectively.60 In 2007, 
China imported 203 million tonnes 
of oil, which covered about half of 
China’s oil consumption, i.e. roughly 
10 percent of the country’s total 
energy use.61 Nearly 40 percent of the 
imports came from the Middle East.62 

It is worth noting that China’s oil 
imports from Africa are concentrated 
in a small portion of the continent. 
Three countries – Angola, Sudan and 
the Republic of Congo – in 2006 
accounted for 85 percent of Africa’s oil 
exports to China.63 Angola overtook 
Saudi Arabia in February 2006 as 
China’s top crude oil supplier for the 
first time.64 The most recent customs 
figures show that Angola has dropped 
to third place among China’s oil sup-
pliers, after Saudi Arabia and Iran. 

Some of Africa’s oil exporters have 
a large dependency on China as an 
importer. This is especially true for 
Sudan and Angola: two-thirds of 
Sudan’s oil exports and one-third of 
Angola’s oil exports are purchased by 
China. There are concerns that na-
tions with such a reliance on Chinese 
petroleum demand will suffer if 

China’s economic growth slows. 
Scenarios pointing towards a Chi-

nese GDP growth slowdown to as low 
as 6-7 percent in 2009 and 2010, from 
almost 12 percent in 2007, certainly 
create a foundation for such fears.65 
Trade statistics however show that 
China is significantly smaller than for 
example Europe and the US in terms 
of oil imports from Africa.

China’s NOCs are also minor oil 
investors in Africa. While China 
National Petroleum Corporation 
(CNPC) dominates the oil sector in 
Sudan, the size and quality of most 
of the African assets held by China’s 
NOCs is too low to be of any interest 
to international oil companies. There 
are a few exceptions however, includ-
ing projects in Nigeria and Angola.66

Beijing has come under fire for 
CNPC’s investments in Sudan, which 
are valued at about $7 billion. CNPC 
first entered Sudan in 1995, eight years 
before the Darfur crisis erupted. Al-
legations that China’s oil interests are 
prompting it to turn a blind eye to 
the Darfur crisis have been mounting. 
However, Beijing is playing a more 
active role in finding a solution to the 
crisis in Darfur. This increasingly posi-
tive role is mainly a result of concerns 
about its international reputation and 
pressure from Western governments.67

Whereas Washington is very criti-
cal towards Beijing’s engagement in 
Sudan, it has not questioned China’s 
relationship with Equatorial Guinea, 
which is a major supplier of oil to both 
the United States and China. A report 
by the US State Department con-
cluded that Equatorial Guinea had a 
poor human rights record, and that the 
government continued to “to commit 
and condone serious abuses”. Despite 
this fact, Secretary of State Con-
doleezza Rice in 2006 welcomed the 
country’s president as a “good friend”. 
About 20 U.S. oil companies dominate 
oil production in the country.68

“China is signi-
ficantly smaller 
than for ex-
ample Europe 
and the US in 
terms of oil 
imports from 
Africa.”

World's top-4 oil consumers
(Source: BP Statistical Review of Energy 2008)

0

100

200

300

400

500

600

700

800

900

19
91

19
93

19
95

19
97

19
99

20
01

20
03

20
05

20
07

USA EU 
China

Japan

M
ill

io
n 

to
nn

es

 

Imports of African crude oil: shares in 2007
(Source: BP Statistical Review of World Energy, June 2008)

US 32%

Europe 32%

China 12%

Others
24%



14 FOI 2009 China’s emerging role in Africa

Metals and minerals

There is significant Chinese investment 
in the African mining sector, however 
the size of this investment is difficult to 
quantify given the nature of contracts 
that include development aid and 
investment components.69 

Chinese public and private resource 
companies have been able to minimise 
risks associated with mining through 
support from the Chinese govern-
ment. Beijing provides infrastructure 
to African countries and receives 
mineral resources in return. This is a 
key factor that distinguishes Chinese 
mining companies from other investors 
in Africa. The model was rolled out 
in Angola, where the Chinese govern-
ment provided loans for the establish-
ment of vital economic and social 
infrastructure. In return, state-owned 
oil company Sinopec was supplied 
with valuable oil. This model has also 
been applied in the DRC, from which 
China sources copper and cobalt.70

One of China’s most important 
trading partners is South Africa, which 
is Beijing’s fifth-largest supplier of iron 
ore. Iron ore is one of China’s main 
import commodities. In 2006, the 

value of the Chinese iron ore im-
ports amounted to one-third of its oil 
imports. South Africa accounted for 5 
percent of China’s imports of iron ore. 

Through traditional contracts, Chi-
nese companies have been given access 
to gold mining in Eritrea, manganese 
in Côte d‘Ivoire, Ghana and Gabon, 
bauxite in Guinea, titanium in Kenya, 
uranium in Niger, chromium in South 
Africa, copper in Zambia and coal in 
Zimbabwe.71 China has also gained ac-
cess to platinum mines in Zimbabwe.72

Arms Trade

China has come under intense scru-
tiny for its arms trade with Africa, 
reflecting concerns over its activities 
and military ambitions on the conti-
nent. UN figures show that Beijing 
in 2006 exported military equipment 
to the Republic of Congo, Gabon, 
Namibia, Niger, Tanzania and Zim-
babwe.73 

With a share of the sub-Saharan 
African arms market of 18 percent in 
2004–2007, China ranks second after 
Germany at 24 percent and ahead of 
the UK at 15 percent, according to 
a report to the US Congress. These 

numbers should however be accepted 
with reservation, as reliable informa-
tion on arms transfers is very hard 
to obtain. According to the report, 
European suppliers accounted for 
nearly 60 percent of the value of all 
arms deliveries to Africa. The value 
of Beijing’s arms deliveries to the 
continent during the period was 
about $800 million.74 Chinese mili-
tary equipment, mainly small arms 
and light weapons, is especially at-
tractive to Africa as it is usually much 
cheaper than Western counterpart 
equipment.75 

The prospects for significant 
revenue earnings from conventional 
arms sales to Africa are limited, why 
China is likely to view such sales as 
one means of enhancing its status 
as an international political power, 
and increasing its ability to obtain 
access to significant natural resources, 
especially oil.76 

China sells aircraft to Egypt and 
Kenya and Jane’s Defence Forecasts 
suggests that there are potential 
opportunities for China to sell light 
strike aircraft such as the K-8 and 
the JF-17 multirole combat aircraft 
in Algeria, Botswana, Egypt, Kenya 

The An Yue Jiang, a Chinese container vessel carrying an arms shipment destined for Zimbabwe. 
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and Morocco.77 In late 2004, China 
reached a deal to sell 12 FC-1 fighter 
jets and 100 military vehicles to 
Zimbabwe for approximately $200 
million.78 According to one source, 
China sold Ethiopia and its neigh-
bour, Eritrea, an estimated $1 billion 
worth of weapons before and during 
their border war from 1998 and 
2000.79

China has been accused by 
Amnesty International of breaching 
the UN arms embargo on Sudan, 
which prohibits UN members to sell 
military equipment for use by any 
party in the Darfur conflict.80 The 
embargo is based on UN Security 
Council Resolution 1591 of 2005, 
from which China, Russia and Alge-
ria abstained.81 Beijing has defended 
itself by stating that the US, Russia 
and UK have been the biggest arms 
exporters to developing countries, 
including Sudan. According to 
China’s special envoy on Darfur, Liu 
Guijin, seven countries are exporting 
weapons to Sudan. China accounts 
for some 8 percent of these exports. 
If Beijing pulls out of the arms trade 
with Khartoum, it would thus not 
solve the issue with arms in Sudan, 
Liu said in 2008.82

By supplying African governments 
with military equipment, China is 
also able to strengthen the military 
capacities of key allies in Africa and 
to expand its influence in oil-pro-
ducing countries. Whether or not 
Chinese arms transfers translate into 
enhanced protection of its invest-
ments is however not clear.

Moreover, China’s refusal to sup-
port sanctions against Zimbabwe and 
Sudan is widely interpreted as a way 
to protect its investments and inter-
ests in African natural resources.83 
China however insists that its non-
interference stance prohibits it from 
supporting sanctions and embargoes, 

or to openly criticise the politics 
of governments of sovereign states. 
China firmly believes that such 
critique is counter-productive, as it 
can harm bilateral relations, efforts 
to create stability, and the possibility 
of informal negotiations. In the case 
of Darfur, China has put pressure 
on Khartoum to resolve what it calls 
a “humanitarian crisis” (and oth-
ers, including the US, refer to as 
“genocide”), but has been reluctant 
to criticise the al-Bashir government 
openly.84

In a prominent case in 2008, the 
Chinese container vessel An Yue 
Jiang, which was carrying an arms 
shipment destined for Zimbabwe, 
was reportedly called back to China 
on its way from South Africa after 
widespread protests erupted. The 
cargo list included ammunition for 
AK-47 assault rifles, 1,500 40mm 
rockets, and 2,500 60mm and 81mm 
mortar shells.85 

Chinese aid 
Aid has been of major importance in 
China’s economic engagement with 
Africa, even more vital than regular 
direct investment. China has strategi-
cally aligned its official development 
assistance (ODA) with its outward 
FDI policy to support Chinese 
enterprises investing in Africa.86 The 

actual size of China’s official aid flows 
to Africa is hard to pin down due to 
lack of transparency in data collec-
tion and publication, but is believed 
to be more than twice as large as that 
of China’s FDI flows to the continent 
and to accelerate in parallel with other 
economic relationships with Africa.87 

China’s African aid programme, 
which dates back to the mid-1950s, 
consists of grants, zero-interest loans 
and concessional loans, often carry-
ing a flexible repayment schedule. 
China also provides technical assist-
ance, scholarships, medical missions 
and labour co-operation programmes. 
Roughly 44 percent of China’s ODA 
is distributed to Africa, according to 
one estimate. This can be compared 
to France’s 64 percent, Sweden’s 34 

   Annual ODA to Africa, 
2005/2006 (billion USD)

(source: OECD)
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“Aid has been of major importance 
in China’s economic engagement 
with Africa, even more vital than 
regular direct investment.”
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percent, and 18 percent for the US.88 
China has established approximate-

ly 800 aid projects, covering nearly 
every African country. Between 1960 
and 1989, China provided an esti-
mated cumulative sum of $4.7 billion 
to Africa, accounting for nearly a half 
of China’s total aid flows worldwide 
for this period. By May 2006, China’s 
contribution to assistance in Africa 
had reached $5.7 billion since the be-
ginning of its African aid programme, 
i.e. more than twice the amount of its 
outward FDI in Africa of $2.6 billion 
by end-2006.89 In 2006 alone, China’s 
ODA and debt relief to Africa com-
bined totalled $2.3 billion, according 
to another estimate.90

China has thus significantly 
boosted its assistance to Africa after 
the first FOCAC summit in 2000. 
However, in spite of China’s increas-

ing willingness to provide Africa with 
development aid, it still ranks far be-
hind many Western countries in this 
respect. In 2005, for example, Chinese 
ODA to Africa is estimated to have 
been roughly $1.3 billion, while the 
US and France each contributed $4.6 
billion to the continent.91 During the 
George W. Bush administration, the 
US tripled its foreign assistance levels 
to Africa, reflecting its interests in the 
continent. 92

At the third summit of FOCAC in 
November 2006, President Hu Jintao 
announced eight policy measures to 
boost cooperation with Africa, includ-
ing a pledge to double aid to Africa by 
2009 and to set up a $5 billion devel-
opment fund.93 He however did not 
give a figure for the size of Chinese aid 
at the time. Hu also pointed out that 
China had cancelled nearly 11 billion 

yuan ($1.4 billion) of African debt and 
promised to provide additional relief 
of 10 billion yuan.94 In May 2007, 
China hosted the annual African Devel-
opment Bank conference in Shanghai, 
where it made an additional $20 billion 
pledge for infrastructure development in 
Africa over the next three years.95 

Offering preferential loans to Africa 
is a means for Beijing to develop favour-
able long-term relations on the con-
tinent. Beijing proudly acknowledges 
China’s support for African economic 
development in terms of aid and in-
vestment in the infrastructure and con-
struction sectors. Official statements 
boast “mutual benefit” and “win-win” 
cooperation agreements with African 
governments. 

As of 2006, existing Chinese loans 
and credit lines were estimated to be 
about $19 billion.96 A handful of oil 

At the 2006 China-Africa Summit, President Hu Jintao made a pledge to double aid to Africa. 



FOI 2009 China’s emerging role in Africa 17

and mineral exporters, namely Angola, 
Equatorial Guinea, Gabon, Republic 
of Congo, and Nigeria, are on the 
receiving end of this aid. Chinese 
assistance is mainly in infrastructure, 
such as energy, telecommunica tions 
and transportation, and construction.  

However China’s pragmatic lending 
practices have come under internation-
al scrutiny. Beijing insists on extending 
aid without attaching conditions to it, 
in accordance with the second of its 
eight principles for foreign aid. This 
has caused concern among interna-
tional aid organisations, which fear 
that such practices undermine their ef-
forts to encourage reforms by attaching 
conditions to credit.97 

The lack of conditions attached to 
aid, such as democratic reform and 
adherence to human rights norms, 
differentiates Chinese assistance from 
that of the EU and US. Other donor 
nations complain that it has become 
harder to bring about democratic 
change, including good governance, 
due to China’s no-strings-attached 
lending practices. 

Critics also assert that Beijing’s 
development assistance is closely linked 
to its trade and investment interests, 
which is contradictory to existing lend-
ing practices set forth in the Organiza-
tion for Economic Cooperation and 
Development (OECD) agreements. 
Government aid funds are adminis-
tered by China’s Export-Import (Exim) 
Bank which requires at least 50 percent 
of funds to be distributed to Chinese 
enterprises. Thus, most infrastructure 
construction projects offered under 
the government’s ODA programmes 
require Chinese firms as construction 
contractors and/or equipment and 
material suppliers.98

There are hopes that China will see 
that international aid cooperation can 
better serve to bring about economic 
development and stability and to fight 

poverty. Many observers argue that 
Africa is in urgent need for more trans-
parency, better governance and greater 
respect of human rights and that 
China’s behaviour does not promote 
these efforts, but quite the opposite. 

In late 2006, the European In-
vestment Bank and the IMF warned 
that China’s emergence as a major 
creditor was creating a wave of new 
debt for African countries.99 A report 
published in 2007 by the African 
Union and the UN Economic Com-
mission pointed out that the rising 
importance of China as a source of 
concessional loans for poor African 
countries had increased the risk of 
further debt accumulation. The risks 
were higher since China and other 
new creditors had more flexible loan 
disbursement, it stated.100 

Many African countries lack ad-
equate funding to themselves finance 

such projects and foreign assistance is 
seldom focused on larger, more costly 
construction projects. China, on the 
other hand, boasts one of the world’s 
largest and most competitive construc-
tion industries.101 

In resource-rich states including 
Angola, Nigeria and the Democratic 
Republic of Congo (DRC), China 
has committed to building more 
infrastructure than all other donors 
combined.102An African leader, quoted 
by a US observer, said of the Chinese 
behaviour in Africa: “Their game is 
clear. They say ‘I’ll build you a road, 
if you give me that mine.’ They are 
completely transparent.”103 

In light of a sharp decline in Chi-
nese demand for commodities in 2008 
and concerns that prices may require 
a long time to hit the bottom, China 
has vowed to keep investing in Africa 
and provide development assistance 
to the countries on the continent.104

Security threats 
against Chinese 
interests
Ever since China first began invest-
ing in Africa, its interests have been 
exposed to various kinds of security 
threats, ranging from armed robberies 
and labour protests to attacks by rebel 
groups and full-out civil war. This is 
partly explained by the fact that Chi-
nese companies have been inclined to 
take bigger risks than their Western 
counterparts and even looking for 
business opportunities in locations 
left vacant by others. While Chinese 
investments and citizens are at times 
the victims of indiscriminate violence 
and crime in high-risk areas, they 
have also been consciously targeted 

“Their game is 
clear. They say 
‘I’ll build you 
a road, if you 
give me that 
mine.’ They 
are completely  
transparent.”

– anonymous African 
leader



18 FOI 2009 China’s emerging role in Africa

Sudan

march, 2004: Rebels abduct 
two Chinese workers in south-
ern Sudan 

november, 2006: Sudanese 
rebels launch three short at-
tacks on Chinese oil facilities 
and briefly seize the Abu Jabra 
oil field close to Darfur

october, 2007: Darfur rebel 
group Justice and Equal-
ity Movement (JEM) attacks 
Sudan’s Defra oilfield, targeting 
a Chinese-led consortium. A Ca-
nadian and an Iraqi oil worker 
are taken hostage.

december, 2007: JEM attacks 
an oil facility owned by the 
Great Wall Drilling Company

october, 2008: Nine 
employees of China National 
Petroleum Corporation (CNPC) 
are abducted from an oilfield in 
central Sudan. Four of them are 
later found “brutally murdered” 

Nigeria

april, 2006: Militants in the 
South of Nigeria detonate a 
car bomb warn Chinese oil 
companies will be subject to 
new attacks

january, 2007: Five Chinese 
telecom workers are kidnapped 
by Nigerian gunmen in the oil 
city Port Harcourt 

Somalia

2008: Seven Chinese commer-
cial vessels passing Somalia’s 
coast are attacked by pirates. 
A Chinese fishing vessel with 
24 crew members is held by 
Somali pirates for three months 
before being released in Febru-
ary 2009

Zambia

july, 2006: Violent protests 
over working conditions at the 
Chinese-owned Chambishi 
mine site in Zambia. Police 
shoot five workers 

march, 2008: Workers at 
Zambia’s Chambishi smelter, 
part of a Chinese multi-million 
dollar Chinese investment, go 
on strike and rioted over pay, 
slightly injuring a Chinese man-
ager and damaging property

South Africa

2005: More than 40 cases of 
armed robbery against Chinese 
citizens in South Africa, in 
which eight were killed

february, 2006: Four Chinese 
entrepreneurs are killed by 
armed robbers in South Africa

Kenya

february, 2007: One Chinese 
engineer is killed as four as-
sailants raid a Chinese stone 
materials plant in Kenya 

Ethiopia

april, 2007: Nine Chinese and 
65 Ethiopian oil engineers are 
killed during an assault on a 
Chinese-operated oil explora-
tion site in the Ogaden region 
of Ethiopia

Niger

july, 2007: Rebels in northern 
Niger kidnap an executive at 
the China Nuclear International 
Uranium Corp. (Sino-U)

Lesotho

November, 2007: Chinese-
owned businesses are targeted 
as street vendors in the capital 
of Lesotho go on a rampage

Chad

february, 2008: Clashes in 
Chad’s capital prompts the Chi-
nese government to evacuate 
212 compatriots to Cameroon

Equatorial Guinea

march, 2008: Two Chinese 
are killed and four injured in 
Equatorial Guinea when striking 
Chinese construction workers 
clash with security forces 

Tanzania

march, 2009: Armed robbers 
in Dar es Salaam kill a Chinese 
businessman and wound 
another

Somali pirates pose a growing threat to Chinese shipping in the Gulf of Aden. 
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in several situations. Perceptions of 
Chinese investments as detrimental to 
the development of the local economy 
have triggered anti-Chinese sentiment 
in some African countries, including 
Zambia, Lesotho and the DRC. 

The confrontations described be-
low include some of the attacks, riots 
and other forms of economically and 
politically motivated violence that has 
been directed at Chinese citizens and 
investments in Africa since 2004. The 
most prominent cases include attacks 
by rebel groups in Sudan and Nigeria 
motivated by efforts to force China to 
give up its support for the respective 
governments.

China’s response 
to security 
threats
As China increases its presence in 
Africa, it is forced to adopt new 
measures to deal with new challenges 
threatening its interests on the conti-
nent. As seen in the previous chapter, 
China has faced a number of non-tra-
ditional security issues over the latest 
years. Judging from open sources in-
formation, Beijing has mainly chosen 
to deal with security issues by means 
of diplomatic efforts. 

The Chinese Foreign Ministry 
in 2006 set up a consular protec-
tion department in order to improve 
the protection of Chinese nationals 
overseas.105 However, the assistance 
that Chinese citizens in Africa can 
expect from its government is limited. 
In cases of kidnapping, for example, 
the official guide to China’s consular 
protection advices citizens to get in 
touch with the Chinese diplomatic or 
consular mission as soon as possible. 

Thereafter “a consular officer will 
ask the competent authorities of the 
country to look for the missing person 
or rescue the kidnapped.”106

One observer states that Beijing 
relies on international rule of law, the 
UN framework, and working relations 
with various governments in order to 
safeguard its interests in Africa, i.e. 
citizens and investments.107 China’s 
military representation is limited 
roughly 15 defence attachés in Africa, 
where it has embassies in 48 out of 49 
countries with allegiance to Beijing.108 
By contrast, China has a defence 
attaché in nearly every European 
capital.109 

The presence of Chinese military 
troops in Africa amounts to roughly 
1,500 Chinese personnel involved 
in UN peacekeeping operations 
(UNPKO). These troops are however 
not armed soldiers but civilian police, 
military observers, engineers and 

 
Deployment of Chinese peacekeepers in Africa December 31, 2008
(Source: UN Department of Peacekeeping Operations)

Mission Description   total
MINURSO (W. Sahara)  Military Observers  12  12
MONUC (DRC)  Troops     218
  Military Observers      16 234
UNAMID (Darfur) Troops     321 321
UNMIL (Liberia)  Troops     563
   Police                         4
  Military Observers        2  569
UNMIS (Sudan) Troops   444
  Police          18
  Military Observers     12 474
UNOCI (Ethiopia/Eritrea) Military Observers        7     7
                        total  1,617 

UNAMID Chinese engineers arrive in Nyala, Sudan, in July 2008. 
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medical personnel.110 
China has increased its participa-

tion in UNPKO across the globe 
significantly, from 100 individuals in 
the year 2000 to over 2,000 by the 
end of 2008. In comparison, the US 
in December 2008 has 91 peacekeep-
ers deployed to UNPKO. France and 
China have far more peacekeepers 
than the other permanent members of 
the Security Council. Roughly three-
quarters of Chinese personnel in UN 
operations are deployed in Africa. 

Some observers argue that China’s 
hunger for oil and other natural 
resources has led it to engage in 
international operations in resource-
rich African countries, reflected by 
the large Chinese deployment in UN 
operations in oil-rich Sudan.111 The 
establishment of the US Africa Com-
mand (AFRICOM) has been interpret-
ed by many US and African media as 
a direct reaction to China’s presence 
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in Africa, especially in oil-producing 
countries.112

However, there is no apparent 
direct correlation between Beijing’s 
efforts to protect its interests in Africa 
and China’s increasing support of 
UNPKO Instead, China emphasises 
that peacekeeping efforts can con-
tribute in securing a healthy and 
stable global economic development, 
which will in turn serve its economic 
interests by safeguarding demand in 
overseas markets. By participating in 
UNPKO, China can also improve its 
international reputation, which is of 
high value in its pursuit of economic 
benefits. There is also little evidence 
that China’s participation in UNPKO 
in Africa constitutes a threat to the 
interests of other actors, such as the US 
and the EU. 

One study states that some 5,000–
10,000 Chinese workers in Sudan 
include decommissioned People’s 
Liberation Army soldiers charged with 
protecting China’s investments.113 That 
said, it is very difficult to assess the 
quality of such unconfirmed informa-
tion.

Perhaps more importantly, China 
has active security cooperation with 
African governments, laid out in its 
African policy of 2006. In the white 
paper, Beijing notes the importance 
of exchange of intelligence and close 
cooperation in order to deal with 
non-traditional security threats. It also 
vows to promote exchange of military 

technology. In 2007 and 2008, China 
accepted senior military delegations 
from 24 African countries.114 As part 
of this strategy, China is offering 
training courses to African militaries 
“for their own security”.115 

China’s sales of arms and other 
military equipment to African gov-
ernments is also part of its security 
cooperation with the continent. Due 
to the low transparency of such busi-
ness contracts it is however difficult 
to assess whether the equipment is 
used to protect Chinese interests. 

China’s military efforts in Africa 
may increase in the future. Chinese 
observers have suggested that Beijing 
is likely to benefit from developing a 
military presence in Africa. Two Chi-
nese analysts in late 2008 argued that 
Sino-African cooperation had already 
involved military matters, such as 
training of African troops, forming 
a foundation for a Chinese military 
presence.116 

Further military cooperation would 
be beneficial for the protection of 
Chinese citizens and interests such 
as resource-extraction projects, the 
analysts argued. Issues of multilateral 
interest, such as the protection of in-
vestments and efforts to combat piracy 
would also be more effectively handled 
with the help from Chinese military, 
according to the two observers. 

Much in line with their sugges-
tions, China in late 2008 deployed 
three vessels from its naval fleet with 

about 800 sailors and 70 marines, to 
the waters off Somalia.117 This deci-
sion was made in response to the 
increasing piracy threat in the Gulf 
of Aden, part of the Suez Canal 
shipping route. In 2008, seven out 
of 1,265 Chinese commercial vessels 
passing the Gulf were attacked by 
pirates. According to The Piracy 
Reporting Center in Kuala Lumpur, 
Malaysia, a total 110 ships were 
attacked in the waters off Somalia’s 
coast in 2008, of which 42 were 
hijacked.118 

In January 2009, two Chinese 
destroyers escorted four Chinese 
merchant ships from the Gulf of 
Aden. The Chinese vessels are also 
planned to escort UN ships carrying 
humanitarian aid. 

China treaded carefully before 
undertaking the mission to Soma-
lia, aware that other powers might 
react with some concern to this 
unprecedented action. In order to 
assess public (and possibly also in-
ternational) opinion on the matter, 
analysts launched the idea of Chi-
nese participation in the anti-piracy 
efforts in Chinese media. Shortly 
afterwards, Chinese diplomats at the 
UN broke the news that Beijing was 
considering the possibility of using 
its naval force to deal with piracy in 
the Gulf of Aden.119

Washington and Beijing in early 
2009 decided to resume high-level 
military discussions. The decision 
partly reflected their shared concern 
over Somali piracy. Military-to-mil-
itary talks had been suspended since 
October 2008 due to China’s op-
position against US arms deliveries 
to Taipei. In a prelude to the talks, 
the Pentagon, China’s Ministry of 
Defence and the PLA discussed 
“security developments in South 
and Central Asia, and the Horn of 
Africa”.120

“There is no apparent direct correlation 
between Beijing’s efforts to protect its 
interests in Africa and China’s increa-
sing support of UNPKO.”
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consumer products are threatening 
local African manufacturing and trade, 
leading to factory closures. Chinese 
firms in Africa are also accused of brib-
ing their way to lucrative contracts and 
importing labour from home rather 
than using local African workers.122 
Such criticism has become a source of 
anti-Chinese resentment. Research by 
the Centre for Chinese Studies at the 
University of Stellenbosch has however 
showed that only 10–15 percent of this 
workforce is Chinese.123

Zambian opposition politician 
Michael Sata won many votes due to 
his anti-China stance in the 2006 elec-
tions. His supporters included urban 
traders and mine workers upset with 
wage and labour conditions.124 China 
also ended up in the frontline of politi-
cal rivalry in the Democratic Republic 
of Congo, where opposition leader 
Jean-Pierre Bemba accused President 
Kabila of ganging up with China.125

Concerns that China’s interests in 
African resource extraction will increas-
ingly become a source of conflict have 

Perceptions of 
China’s beha-
viour in Africa
China is increasingly aware of the im-
portance of promoting a beneficial im-
age of itself in its dealings with Africa. 
In efforts to counterbalance negative 
press coverage and to influence public 
opinion, Beijing has arranged training 
programmes for African journalists 
in order to make sure that coverage 
reflects its version of the truth about 
China’s behaviour and role on the con-
tinent. It has also conducted research 
on African public opinion in regard to 
China, via opinion polls to journalists 
and lobbyists. 121

Examples of critique directed against 
China’s role in Africa include unfa-
vourable labour policies by Chinese 
companies and unfair competition by 
offering low-cost products. Many claim 
that imports from China of textile and 

received world-wide attention. 
Some observers perceive China as 
a serious threat to humanitarian 
efforts and therefore as detrimental 
to Africa’s sound development. The 
most radical voices are concerned 
that Beijing aims to turn Africa 
into a “satellite state” which can 
help to solve its own problems of 
over-population and shortage of 
natural resources.126 

Some media reports also suggest 
that China’s military presence in 
Africa is significantly larger than 
the official numbers show. These 
reports are often unconfirmed and 
include unattributed information 
that sometimes appears as con-
sciously exaggerated. One article, 
for example, claims that thousands 
of PLA troops are protecting 
Chinese interests in Sudan.127 In 
late 2000 the UK’s Daily Telegraph 
even reported that China had put 
700,000 troops in the Sudan on 
alert and was preparing to enter the 
country’s civil war.128 

There is a wide array of opinions regarding China’s role in Africa. On one side, there are those who view the rapidly increasing  
Chinese investment and business interests in Africa, especially in regard to oil and minerals, as detrimental to African development and 
a potential source of conflict. The possibility of conflicting US and Chinese interests in terms of natural resources is seen as an impor-
tant challenge. A major reason for concern for this group of observers is the lacking transparency in Chinese decision-making.

On the other side are those who believe that fears that China has ulterior motives in Africa are exaggerated. One argument is that 
while Chinese interests requiring protection have increased significantly in the latest years, they are still small in relative terms. As this 
study shows, the growth of Sino-African trade, Chinese investments and development aid is indeed very rapid; however this expansion 
has started from a low level. Furthermore, in light of the current economic downturn, Sino-African trade is likely to decrease at least in 
the near term as Chinese demand for commodities including oil and iron ore decreases. 

It is important that China strives to show a willingness to be transparent and to expand its dialogue with other major powers on is-
sues in Africa. China recently initiated such talks with Japan and South Korea.129 It is essential that Western governments cooperate with 
Beijing, which has a unique ability to promote development and stability in Africa thanks to its financial strength, good relations with 
African governments and the symbolically important lack of a colonial past. China could also counteract any tensions with the US and 
the EU regarding its role in Africa by improving transparency in regard to its military power and motives for its engagement in Africa.

Concluding remarks
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