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Courting Africa: Asian 
Powers and the New 
Scramble for the Continent
An Introduction

Christopher Zambakari, MBA, M.I.S., L.P.D.
Founder and CEO, The Zambakari Advisory; assistant editor, Bulletin of the Sudan Studies  
Association; Hartley B. and Ruth B. Barker Endowed Rotary Peace Fellow

Africa has gone through two previous “scrambles”: in the 19th century when the 
continent was divided among European colonial powers, and then during the Cold 
War, as the continent found itself once again at the center of the confrontation 
between the global superpowers of the United States and the Soviet Union. Today, 
a new scramble is underway, and Africa is once again at the center of a global 
contest due to a growing engagement between African countries and emerging 
Asian powers.1

Along with the new scramble is the notion that Africa is rising, not least due to 
the significant size of its 1.2 billion-person market.2 The speed with which the 
courting of Africa has taken place has surprised scholars, alarmed policymakers 
and been celebrated by many in Africa and Asia. Governments and businesses 
have rushed to establish relationships with governments of African States while 
also seeking to strengthen strategic and commercial ties. The West has expressed 
considerable concern about Asia’s, and in particular China’s, entry into African 
economies. However, many African leaders do not share in the forebodings of 
the West and instead have enthusiastically welcomed China’s growing economic 
footprint on the continent.

1 Brautigam, Deborah, “The Dragon's Gift: The Real Story of China in Africa.” (Oxford, UK; New York, NY: Oxford 
University Press, 2009); Brautigam, “Looking East: Africa's Newest Investment Partners,” Global Journal of 
Emerging Market Economies 2, no. 2 (2010).

2 Beresford, Alexander, “Africa Rising?,” Review of African Political Economy 43, no. 147 (2016); Ewout Frankema 
and Marlous van Waijenburg, "Africa Rising? A Historical Perspective," African Affairs  (2018).
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The Zambakari Advisory is pleased to publish its Summer 2020 Special Issue: 
“Courting Africa: Asian Powers and the New Scramble for the Continent.” To produce 
a quality perspective and shine a nuanced light on this “scramble,” we invited 
prominent scholars to think about Africa’s relationship with one of its biggest 
trading partners in Asia. We asked scholars, researchers, policymakers, advocates 
and business leaders to consider the growing relationship between Africa and 
Asian powers and to assess and qualify the rise of Asia’s involvement and the 
implications for Africa.  

This collection features eight original articles contributed by such respected 
voices as Celine Sui, Matthew Edwards, Lina Benabdallah, Ibrahim Sakawa 
Magara, Hubert Kinkoh, Daniel N. Mlambo, Victor H. Mlambo, Stephen Blank, 
Akok Manyuat Madut and Prakash Paudel. 

The global competition for Africa includes political and economic ties, military 
sales, technological trades and more. Across the African landscape, evidence 
confirms this growing interest in the continent’s vast resources. The Economist 
has noted that more than 320 embassies opened in Africa in just seven years (2010-
2016). China alone has established defense-technology ties with 45 countries on 
the continent, becoming its largest trading partner in 2009 and opening its first 
military base in 2017 in Djibouti. And between 2006 and 2018, China’s trade with 
Africa increased dramatically by 226 percent, while India’s grew even more, by 292 
percent; the European Union’s trade with Africa increased by a relatively modest 41 
percent.3 Finally, the oil-rich Arab countries have built up ties with the continent, 
establishing military bases in the Horn of Africa region and hiring mercenaries 
to fight in foreign wars. In 2018, Africa’s three largest trading partners were, in 
order, China, India and the U.S.

In the first section of our issue, Courting Africa: Political and Economic Engagement, 
author and Sino-African expert Sui provides an overview of Chinese economic 
engagement with Africa from 1949 to 2019, with a primary focus on the period 
starting in the early 2000s. Following a brief history of Sino-African relations, she 
discusses the roles of African countries in China’s Belt and Road Initiative and 
then examines specific areas of Chinese engagement, including infrastructure 
financing, natural resources extraction, manufacturing and the technology and 
internet industries. She concludes by documenting regional competition among 
rising Asian powers, sketching the current state of economic competition for 
African riches, focusing on China, India and Japan. 

3 Sköld, Mattias, “Carlos Lopes: Free Trade Area Can Break Old Europe Dependency,” Nordiska Afrikainstitutet, 

https://nai.uu.se/news/articles/2019/05/21/101409/index.xml.
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Contributor Edwards, a respected voice in business- and political-risk analysis, 
provides his valued perspective on the volume and purpose of Chinese loans to 
African sovereigns in the aftermath of the 2008 global financial crisis.  He notes 
that the pattern of loans varies geographically between 2000 and 2017 and shares 
that almost 30 percent of the total loan amount has gone to Angola, with the 
governments of or entities associated with Ethiopia, Kenya, Congo and Zambia 
being other notable recipients. Among the leading borrowers in Africa, half have 
strong hydrocarbon or extractive sectors, and the focus of Chinese loans has been 
the transportation, power and mining sectors. More importantly, he finds there 
is very little Chinese financing going into education, health or the environment, 
providing strong evidence of a commercial rather than “human development” 
focus. 

In the second section, Africa-Asia Security Arrangements, international studies 
Assistant Professor Benabdallah presents her analysis of China-Africa military 
ties, taking us back in time to African revolutionary wars in the 1950s and 1960s 
when Chinese support (providing armaments and training soldiers and medical 
staff) was invaluable to various African independence movements. She shows 
that the China-Africa military relationship consists of military-to-military 
diplomacy: training seminars and workshops for high-ranking African army 
officers, regular joint navy/army drills, providing capacity-building programs, 
strengthening networks between Chinese and African military and defense elites, 
and reinforcing the interlinks between commercial/developmental and security 
goals. 

Next, political and international relations researchers Magara and Kinkoh state 
their case that the increased security cooperation between China and Africa, and 
Beijing’s strategic military basing on the continent — particularly in the Horn 
of Africa’s small but strategic country of Djibouti — will not only shape regional 
security outcomes but also potentially ignite superpower rivalries that may disrupt 
international polarity. The authors reject the argument that China’s increased 
presence in Africa is both for economic gains and to challenge U.S. dominance, 
and instead posit that China’s growing presence in the Horn is transforming 
the region into a potential Africa-based front for confrontation between China 
and the U.S. These two contributors conclude that the outcome of a competition 
between the U.S. and China on African soil will have profound implications for the 
continent’s states.

In their article, Africa-focused public administration postgraduates Daniel and 
Victor Mlambo chart the vast inroads made by China on the continent, from trade 
and infrastructure to political and economic impacts. They argue that China’s 
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policy has combined economic engagement with peacekeeping missions in Africa 
under the auspices of the United Nations. This has allowed China to engage most 
closely with African states in matters of security by deploying in Mali, Darfur 
and Sudan. The contributors conclude that despite the shortcomings of China’s 
peacekeeping efforts in Africa, its presence on the continent has been gradually 
welcomed by African leaders who embrace the provision of much-needed Chinese 
resources and continental security support. The Mlambos remind the reader that 
additional motivation for China’s peacekeeping presence is driven by the United 
Nations’ increasing call for troop-contributing countries at a time when some 
Western governments are reducing such commitments; China is happily filling 
this void in support. 

It is not just the major emerging Asian powers of India and China that have 
increased their presence in Africa. Trade between Africa and other parts of Asia 
has also grown: Between 2006 and 2018, trade with Indonesia and Turkey trebled; 
it more than quadrupled with Russia.4 Russia has further re-engaged with the 
continent, following a reduced presence after the dissolution of the Soviet Union 
led to the end of the Cold War in 1991, signing 19 military deals with African states 
since 2014. 

In the third and final section of our issue, Africa-Asia Selective Engagement: Case 
Studies, foreign affairs expert and Russian-investment advisor Blank writes that 
Western analysts underestimate Russia’s interventions and policies in Africa. He 
offers that trade and investment opportunities are critical to Russia’s Africa policy 
largely because they introduce Russia to African elites and “audiences,” thereby 
creating lasting relationships and policy linkages with them. According to Blank, 
economic gains generally serve as entrees for political and military influence, 
leading in this case to the attainment of Russia’s political and strategic objectives.  
He cites Russia’s stepped-up military agreements on the continent in just the last 
six years, and he concludes that Russia’s participation in the new scramble for 
Africa is increasingly important to its overall global national security strategy – 
fundamentally a political, even strategic, quest.  Russia’s ultimate aim in Africa, 
writes Blank, is to create a bloc of pro-Russian states over which it has lasting 
political-economic and even military leverage, i.e., a sphere of influence.  

Next, Madut, an Assistant Professor at The University of Juba and a South 
Sudanese diplomat executive director of the African Union, offers a unique case 
study of the role that China played and is playing in Sudan and South Sudan over 

4 The Economist Newspaper, “The New Scramble for Africa,” The Economist Newspaper Limited, https://www.

economist.com/leaders/2019/03/07/the-new-scramble-for-africa.
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the years. He states that the role of China in the peaceful implementation of the 
Comprehensive Peace Agreement (CPA) was of paramount importance to South 
Sudanese leadership. Next, that despite supporting Sudan to the north in its 
struggle against South Sudan, China embarked on a courtship with the leadership 
in the south immediately after the signing of the peace deal. Madut then explores 
the pragmatic approach to cooperation in the light of the “opening-up” policy 
of China and its role in the war of liberation of South Sudan; how the realities 
of the CPA drove China’s quest to court the Sudan People’s Liberation Movement 
and Government of South Sudan during the interim period; how the oil became a 
double-edge sword in the context of African agency; and the role of China in the 
partition of old Sudan and the challenge to the doctrine of noninterference. 

In the final article, peace and conflict management researcher Paudel offers 
another case study, examining Japan’s foreign policy — implemented to fulfill its 
own strategic national interests — through the island country’s participation in 
the United Nations Mission in South Sudan (UNMISS). He finds, first, that those 
strategic interests are focused on access to oil and other natural resources in South 
Sudan and across the continent, vital ingredients in the continued acceleration of 
Japan’s economy. Second, Paudel’s study contends that as the “new scramble” for 
Africa is contested among Asian neighbors, Japan has leveraged its participation 
in  UNMISS as part of its “All Japan Project”— an integrated framework for 
better coordination among civil/military interagencies such as embassy, SDF, 
JICA, NGOs, etc. and UNMISS — to outcompete its Asian neighbors, most notably 
China’s strategic presence on the continent. Third, writes Paudel, Japan’s proactive 
contribution in UNMISS as a responsible member of the international community 
is a strategy to present Japan as a “legitimate international power.”

The rise of Asian powers raises questions of historic significance for Africa and 
the world. Can the reemerging Asia-centered ascension provide solutions to the 
problems left behind by European and American hegemony?5 What does the rise 
of Asian powers mean for emerging African countries? What are the prospects, 
challenges and lessons of Asia’s ascension for Africa? How can African countries 
benefit from the growing social, political, cultural and economic ties with Asian 
powers?  How can Asian powers benefit from social, political and economic 
collaboration, partnerships and investments into African economies? 

I hope that this special issue and the work done by our valued experts will provide 
you with a better understanding of the “scramble” that continues to unfold in 

5 Li, Minqi “The Rise of China and the Demise of the Capitalist World-Economy: Exploring Historical Possibilities 
in the 21st Century,” Science & Society 69, no. 3 (2005); Arrighi, Giovanni, “The Long Twentieth Century: Money, 
Power, and the Origins of Our Times.” (Brooklyn, NY: Verso, 1994).
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Africa as Asian states seek to benefit from the continent’s untold resources. 
I hope that answers to some of the questions posed above can be found in this 
special issue. Finally, I hope this special issue provides you, our valued reader, 
with additional tools and resources to better operate in an increasingly complex 
political and economic climate.

About the Author
Christopher Zambakari is a Doctor of Law and Policy; chief executive officer of 
The Zambakari Advisory; Hartley B. and Ruth B. Barker Endowed Rotary Peace 
Fellow; professor, College of Global Studies at Cambridge Graduate University 
International; assistant editor, The Bulletin of The Sudan Studies Association. His 
area of research and expertise is international law and security, political reform 
and economic development, governance and democracy, conflict management and 
prevention, and nation and state-building processes in Africa and in the Middle 
East. His work has been published in law, economic and public policy journals.
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An Historical Overview

Celine Sui
Celine Sui, U.S.-based independent scholar and freelance journalist focused on  
Sino-African relations

Introduction

China’s engagement with African countries dates to the early years of the 
People’s Republic of China (PRC) in the 1950s, but it was not until the early 2000s 
that China ramped up its economic activities in Africa.1 Against the backdrop of  
China’s “Going Out” policy initiated in 2000, which encourages Chinese firms to 
go abroad, China transformed into Africa’s biggest economic partner in a mere two 
decades.2 From 2001 to 2015, bilateral trade between China and Africa increased 
from US$13 billion to $188 billion, and to $204.19 billion in 2018. Chinese foreign 
direct investment (FDI) on the continent grew at an even faster pace of 40 percent 
per annum, from $1 billion in 2004 to $35 billion in 2015.3 Behind these numbers 
are a wide scope of Chinese economic activities in Africa from both private and 
public actors, spanning infrastructure financing, construction, and natural 
resources extraction, as well as to manufacturing, retail, the internet, and much 
more. While China’s economic relations with Africa have often been fraught with 
controversies — such as accusations of unfair lending practices, environmental 

China-Africa Economic  
Relationship

Image credit: cdrin / Shutterstock.com
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harm, and labor abuse — partnerships with China have created important 
employment, developmental, and business opportunities that have assisted in 
facilitating growth in critical areas that propel Africa’s development. As China 
deepens its strong economic relationship with Africa, the Chinese government, 
firms and investors operating on the ground are meanwhile navigating a sharp 
learning curve and adapting to Africa’s dynamic economic landscape. 

Historical Roots of Sino–African Relations

The ties between modern China and Africa date to the early years of the founding 
of the PRC and the independence of African countries in the 1950s and 1960s. 
With the desire to address international isolation imposed by its swaying stance 
between the Soviet Union and the United States, China courted African countries 
on the grounds of “third-world solidarity.” This principle underpinned China’s 
political priority to rally international support by offering massive unilateral 
economic aid to Africa, even at an economic loss.4 This political commitment is  
best demonstrated by the financing of the Tanzania–Zambia railway in 1968, 
where China poured $3 billion (in today’s money) in zero-interest loans to 
construct a railway that links the land-locked Zambia to the Dar es Salaam port of 
Tanzania. China — which at the time was poorer than both Tanzania and Zambia 
— took the job after Britain, Japan, West Germany, the United States, the United 
Nations and the World Bank deemed the project financially unviable.5 

Beijing’s political and aid efforts in the 1960s and 1970s helped to establish 
diplomatic relations between China and many African countries for the second half 
of the twentieth century.6 Nineteen countries connected to the PRC diplomatically 
during the Cultural Revolution (1966–1976). By the mid-1980s, China had 
diplomatic ties with 44 African countries.7 In 1971 China had ties with 26 African 
states, which represented one-third of all 76 countries supporting the resolution, 
voted to let the PRC assume China’s seat at the United Nations.8 When China was 
facing international isolation in the aftermath of the 1989 Tiananmen massacre, 
it was again six southern African states that lifted China from a political quagmire 
by inviting China’s foreign minister to visit in August of that year.9 Today, all 
African countries except the Kingdom of Eswatini (formerly Swaziland) recognize 
the PRC instead of Taiwan. 

From the beginning of the economic reform and “Opening Up” participation 
in world markets in 1979 to the mid1990s, China’s priorities for its African 
policy shifted from leveraging political favors to “mutually beneficial economic 
cooperation,” which included “service contracts, investment, and trade.”10 
Economic priorities were elevated in Beijing’s domestic and foreign policy during 
the Opening Up in the 1980s. Beginning in the mid-1990s, the theory of “utilizing 
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both domestic and international markets and resources” prevailed and led to 
booming international cooperation and the introduction of China’s “Going Out” 
strategy, which was endorsed by the highest leadership as the national strategy 
and has remained so ever since.11

The introduction of the “Going Out” strategy at the turn of the new millennium 
accentuated the commercial element in China’s foreign policy agenda to Africa 
that has characterized Sino–African relations for the last two decades. Africa is an 
ideal destination to the “Going Out” strategy due to its rich natural resources that 
can be used to boost China’s domestic growth and the massive market potential 
for Chinese entrepreneurs.12 The “Going Out” strategy has resulted in a substantial 
increase in China’s economic ties with Africa. At the time of the strategy’s launch, 
trade was still at a comparatively low level. In 2000, China’s trade with Africa 
passed the $10 billion threshold for the first time, compared to $121 million in 
1950.13 By 2018, as previously mentioned, trade stood at $204.19 billion. 

China’s economic interest is also pronounced in the high-level forums held jointly 
with African countries. In 2000, China hosted the first Forum on China Africa 
Cooperation (FOCAC) in Beijing, providing the stage for both sides to demonstrate 
their commitments to deepening economic cooperation emphasizing mutual 
benefits. Thus far, seven FOCACs have been held, and today FOCAC has become an 
umbrella institution inclusive of many specialized forum initiatives, such as the 
China–Africa State Governance Forum, the China–Africa Agriculture Cooperation 
Forum, the China–Africa Private Sector Forum, the China–Africa Developmental 
Financing Forum, and the China–Africa Law Enforcement and Security Forum, 
among others.14 

China’s Belt and Road Initiative in Africa

In two 2013 speeches, given in Kazakhstan and Indonesia, President Xi Jinping 
proposed to revive the ancient overland trade routes of the Silk Road, outlining 
a “Silk Road Economic Belt” that would range from China to Central Asia and 
Europe, and a “21st Century Maritime Silk Road,” an already well-traveled sea 
corridor from southern China to the Middle East through the South China Sea 
and the Indian Ocean.15 While these two visions, focused on regional economic 
corridors, formed the initial identity of what later came to be China’s Belt and 
Road Initiative (BRI), they did not limit BRI’s reach on a global scale. Today, the 
BRI is highly involved in Latin America and all parts of Africa. As of December 
2019, 145 countries have signed onto the BRI, including 45 African countries and 
the African Union.16
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Notably, Chinese infrastructure financing in Africa did not suddenly start with 
the BRI, but the initiative did catapult infrastructure development to a higher 
profile and made it a bread-and-butter component characterizing Sino–African 
relations under Xi. Data compiled by researchers at the China Africa Research 
Initiative of Johns Hopkins University shows that the Chinese government, banks 
and contractors have provided $143 billion in loans — in various forms of “official 
development aid,” export credits, suppliers’ credits or commercial loans — to 
African governments from 2000 to 2017. Angola — a primary natural resources 
exporter — is the top recipient, with $42.8 billion disbursed over 17 years.17 

 
FIGURE 1: CHINESE LOANS TO AFRICA 2000 – 2017 

Source: China Africa Research Initiative, Johns Hopkins University School of Advanced International Studies,  

Washington DC: CARI

BRI projects are sometimes difficult to clearly identify because the Chinese 
government does not list the construction projects officially considered to be a 
part of the BRI. It might be helpful to consider the BRI as an appeal for engagement 
where the Chinese government, state-owned enterprises (SOE) and private 
business owners work hand in hand. For the Chinese government, BRI projects 
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help to channel excess domestic capacities, heavy industries and resources from 
underemployed SOEs to where they can be utilized. This is often done by “tied 
loans,” where loans issued by China’s export-promoting banks are linked to the 
procurement of Chinese goods and services. The banks stipulate preferential 
treatment for Chinese project contractors and goods for the project concerned. 
The Export-Import Bank of China (China Exim Bank), for example, requires that 
“no less than 50% of total procurement shall be made in China.”18 For Chinese 
private investors, increasingly developed infrastructure in countries they want to 
invest in can also create the foundations for them to more easily access markets.

For African countries, Chinese loans may be attractive not only due to the relatively 
low interest rates compared to the World Bank and IMF, but also because China 
issues loans without “strings attached,” as China considers conditions attached to 
funding in violation of its noninterference doctrine when interacting with foreign 
governments. Opting for Chinese loans might also be simply due to availability: 
“Many developing countries prefer to use Western finance for things like budget 
support, health and education, while turning to Chinese finance for big projects 
in transport and power. There is no reason developing countries should have to 
choose between these alternative sources of finance,” David Dollar noted in a 
report published by Brookings, a U.S. think tank.19

While China’s BRI meets portions of African countries’ needs for infrastructure 
projects, its way of operation has drawn criticisms, which include a lack of 
transparency, a disregard for financial sustainability, corruption, unethical labor 
management and oversight, as well as practices harmful to the environment.20 
In particular, China’s seeming generosity in lending and financing to countries 
with poor credit records have convinced some observers that China intentionally 
lends to countries unable to repay in order to capture strategic assets when default 
happens.21 Critics often point to a Chinese-financed port in Hambantota, Sri 
Lanka, which was handed over to China in 2017 along with 150,000 acres of land 
on a 99-year lease after the Sri Lankan government failed to manage a payback 
of the loan.22 Yet the sole example of the Hambantota port is insufficient evidence 
to prove China’s “debt-trap” diplomacy. Deborah Brautigam, a professor at Johns 
Hopkins University, examined over 3,000 Chinese-financed overseas projects and 
found that the Hambantota port was the only exception that was handed over to 
China.23 

Another institution, the Rhodium Group, an independent economic data and 
policy insight research provider, also found limited evidence for the debt trap 
argument after looking over 40 cases of China’s external debt renegotiations. 
Rhodium found that, while “debt renegotiations and distress among borrowing 
countries are common,” asset seizures are a rare occurrence. Often, renegotiations 
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would result in a “more balanced outcome between lender and borrower, ranging 
from extensions of loan terms and repayment deadlines to explicit refinancing, or 
partial or even total debt forgiveness (the most common outcome).” Furthermore, 
China has limited leverage in these negotiations despite its economic weight, 
which is partly due to the options for alternative sources of financing in the host 
country.24 

China’s Economic Relations with African Countries 

The level of economic engagement between China and Africa is already impressive, 
even though the current data on the subject are still incomplete. China today is 
by far Africa’s biggest economic partner. In 2015, commodities traded reached 
$188 billion, more than three times as much as that of India, which was ranked 
second. Some $21 billion was provided for infrastructure financing that year, far 
outstripping the $3 billion that came from second-place France. Unlike trade and 
infrastructure financing, China fell behind on foreign aid and FDI. The U.S. topped 
the list of foreign aid with approximately $10 billion, with China at $6 billion, 
trailing the U.S. and U.A.E. ($7 billion).25 According to an estimation by researchers 
from McKinsey & Company, who drew data from the annual growth rate from 
2009–2012, in 2014, China ranked fourth in FDI at $32 billion, compared to $79 
billion from the U.S., $71 billion from the U.K. and $70 billion from France. However, 
China had the highest annual growth rate in FDI from 2010–2014 at 25 percent, 
compared to the next on the list — South Africa — which had an estimated 13 
percent annual growth in FDI. Chinese official loans to African countries have also 
spiked, especially in the five years to 2017, with $5 billion to $6 billion of new loan 
issuances each year from 2013–2015. These loans were estimated to account for 
one-third of government debt for sub-Saharan African governments, and most of 
these were linked to infrastructure projects.26 It is worth emphasizing that these 
are only the official Chinese loans, and the figures do not include, for example, 
those from the private sector. 

Behind these figures are hundreds of thousands of Chinese firms operating across 
Africa. Many of the firms are not registered by the Chinese Ministry of Commerce; 
hence, official statistics do not account for them. It is estimated that more than 
10,000 Chinese firms operate in Africa, the majority of which are privately owned.27

In infrastructure, Chinese firms claim nearly 50 percent of the contracts in 
Africa’s international construction market.28 The credibility and dominance of 
Chinese firms in securing contracts is partly derived from their reputation for 
cost efficiency, as seen in China’s own breakneck infrastructure construction 
over the past three decades. While the Chinese government’s financing does help 
Chinese SOEs to win bids, Chinese firms are competitive even in open bidding.29 
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Chinese private construction companies and SOEs often take on different kinds 
of responsibilities. In an interview with the head manager of a privately owned 
Chinese construction firm headquartered in the coastal province of Zhejiang, the 
author was informed that there is generally a separation of responsibility between 
public and private construction companies in Africa. That is, private construction 
firms owned by the Chinese tend to bid for relatively smaller and less financially 
risky projects, while the SOEs, backed by the Chinese state, are usually the bidders 
for large-scale infrastructure projects, such as the standard-gauge railway 
connecting Nairobi to the large Indian Ocean city of Mombasa in Kenya, which 
was completed in 2017. 

Although natural resource extraction consists of a large part of Chinese investment 
in Africa, and resource-rich African countries tend to attract more Chinese FDI, 
the claim that China is solely motivated by exploiting Africa’s natural resources 
is incorrect.30 Wenjie Chen, an economist at the IMF’s Africa department, found 
in her 2016 paper that China’s top 20 African economic partners include not 
only commodity-rich nations such as Nigeria and South Africa, but commodity-
poor nations like Ethiopia, Kenya and Uganda. Using data from China’s Ministry 
of Commerce (MOFCOM), Chen also found that the biggest focus for small- 
and medium-sized Chinese firms in Africa is the service sector, followed by 
manufacturing, not of natural resource extraction.31 

Evaluating not only small- and medium-sized firms, a McKinsey report estimated 
a higher Chinese involvement in manufacturing — at 31 percent of the African 
market — than service, which is at 25 percent.32 While many African governments 
hope to develop value-added commodities production for the domestic market, 
they welcomed Chinese manufacturers who employ local laborers to manufacture 
goods sold to local customers. It is estimated that Chinese manufacturers in Africa 
handled 12 percent of all industrial output in Africa by 2017. Indeed, products 
made in Africa by Chinese manufacturers primarily serve Africa’s local markets 
and consumers, instead of being for export.33 

China’s economic engagement with Africa is not guided by a monolithic state 
player solely focused on one field or another. It is also constantly changing and 
branching out to new arenas as new challenges and opportunities arise under 
shifting macroeconomic and demographic trends. One such macrotrend is the 
rising access to the internet and mobile devices in African countries. According to 
a 2019 digital report produced by We Are Social, a global marketing network, the 
number of internet users in Africa has reached 437 million, which is approximately 
36 percent of the entire African population.34 Another 2018 report predicted that 
sub-Saharan Africa would have 300 million new internet users by 2025.35 The 
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rapid expansion of internet access indicates the massive potential for growth and 
business opportunities in the near future. 

China is both a facilitator and a beneficiary of Africa’s digital revolution. China 
contributes to constructing Africa’s digital infrastructure. Huawei, a Chinese 
telecommunications company, has built approximately 70 percent of Africa’s 4G 
networks, bringing internet access to some of the most remote rural regions. These 
projects are usually financed by loans issued by the Chinese government.36 In 2015, 
President Xi announced the 10,000 Villages Project, bringing digital television to 
impoverished parts of Africa, where television access previously had been the 
privilege of the elites. Xi’s vision was to transform the old-fashioned analog into 
modern, digital satellite TV networks that could broadcast distant channels, 
including ones from Beijing.37 While China is facilitating the development of 
internet connectivity in Africa, Chinese investors are also eyeing the massive 
business potential of Africa’s internet industries, dominating the realms of both 
hardware production and software development. The Shenzhen-based tech 
company Transsion Holdings, with its three brands, holds a 58.7 percent share 
in the continent’s feature phone market and 34.3 percent in smartphones. In 
comparison, Nokia, second in line in feature phones, holds a 9.8 percent share; 
Samsung has a 22.6 percent share in the smartphone market.38 Aside from selling 
cell phones, Transsion Holdings is also developing software designed for its 
African customers in the entertainment, video and music sectors. In the realm 
of software development and creating a tech ecosystem, Transsion Holdings has 
many competitors. One of these is Opera, a Norway-based web developer, which 
has Chinese owners. Opera has created the most popular web browser and news 
aggregator powered by artificial intelligence in Africa (in terms of download 
count) as of July 2019, and is seeking to expand to gaming, delivery and other 
services that many parts of the developed world already enjoy.39 

Chinese internet companies are bringing new software and technologies to 
access information after successful local adaptation. The expansion in the 
realm of internet services is empowered by infrastructure networks largely 
traced back to China. This “cooperation” between China’s public and private 
actors demonstrates China’s alertness to areas of growth in Africa from a rather 
commercial perspective to motivate and lead a ripple of positive changes, instead 
of being fixated on “helping to solve Africa’s problems” when approaching the 
question spurring economic growth. 

Nonetheless, there remains criticism of China’s role in Africa’s digitalization. 
China itself is a country controlled by an authoritarian state that uses advanced 
surveillance technology, including facial recognition, to censor its population and 
the internet.40 While concerns of the potential abuse of power remain in China’s 
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role in Africa’s going digital, increased access to the internet has brought positive 
changes in the realm of education, economy and livelihood. 

Another aspect of China’s engagement with Africa is China’s rising investments 
in human capital. At the 2018 FOCAC, President Xi announced his goal to provide 
professional training to 1,000 Africans and host 50,000 workshops in diverse 
areas, such as Chinese party politics, sports medicine and agriculture; and sponsor 
50,000 scholarships and 2,000 student exchanges.41 According to a study by 
researchers at Michigan State University, China has already surpassed the United 
States and the United Kingdom for students from Africa, and the trend appears to 
be continuing.42

China and Its Asian Rivalries 

China is not the only Asian country courting Africa. In 2015, India hosted its third 
India–Africa Forum Summit, which brings together all 54 African countries to 
reinforce the republic’s intention to strengthen economic and diplomatic relations 
with African countries, which hold crucial votes for India’s potential shot for a seat 
on the UN Security Council. Despite being Africa’s second-largest trading partner, 
India’s trade with African countries stood at $71.5 billion in 2014 — far less than 
China’s $200 billion43 — and dropped to $56.7 billion in 2015, and under $52 billion 
in 2016, mainly due to a price hike in oil and raw materials, which consisted of 
the majority of Indian imports from Africa.44 Furthermore, both India’s trade 
with Africa and its investments are limited to a handful of African countries, 
with Nigeria, South Africa, Angola, Egypt, Morocco and Algeria responsible for 89 
percent of exports to India. While FDI to Africa from India has been rising recently, 
the largest destination is by far Mauritius, which has favorable tax policies for 
investors and a substantial Indian diaspora.45 

Aiming to promote its Free and Open Indo-Pacific (FOIP) vision, Japan has 
reoriented its economic engagement with Africa from developmental aid toward 
a robust partnership. Japanese exports to Africa dropped by almost half over the 
last decade and now sit at approximately $7 billion, and Japanese FDI is only a 
fraction of China’s.46 However, while currently Japan is no rival to China in terms 
of trade and investments, Japan could rival China for economic influence in Africa 
through infrastructure development. When China’s BRI projects are not sufficient 
for making up Africa’s massive infrastructure deficiency, Japan could step in and 
offer its alternative to the BRI. Japan is the leader in infrastructure development 
in Southeast Asia, where it competes with BRI on the grounds of delivering high-
quality infrastructure construction.47 Japan has built a geothermal expansion 
plant in Kenya and is enhancing digital broadcasting infrastructure in Botswana, 
and much more could be done.48 
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Although it was only recently that China became Africa’s largest economic partner, 
its engagement with Africa dates to the early years of modern China. Along the 
way, China’s priorities in Africa have evolved from merely garnering political 
support to cultivating long-lasting economic relationships benefiting public and 
private actors alike. Themes in China’s relationship with Africa are spread across 
a vast range of sectors and are constantly changing. Amid the dynamic business 
and economic landscape of Africa, one certain thing is that China is already  
on a path to forging strong economic relations with Africa, designing new 
technologies to cater to African consumers and potentially presenting its own 
developmental model for African leaders to emulate. Examining China–Africa 
economic relations requires journalists and scholars alike to not only look at 
government-guided infrastructure projects, but rather to take holistic views that 
are constantly evolving.  

About the Author
Celine Sui is a U.S.-based freelance journalist covering Chinese politics and Sino-
African relations. Her reporting on China, the Belt and Road Initiative and Chinese 
soft power in Africa has appeared in such publications as Foreign Policy, Quartz 
Africa, South China Morning Post and elsewhere. 

References 

1. Kartik Jayaram et al. “The Closest Look Yet at Chinese Economic Engagement in Africa.” McKinsey 
& Company, June 2017, https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/middle-east-and-africa/
the-closest-look-yet-at-chinese-economic-engagement-in-africa.

2. Brautigam, Deborah. “The dragon’s gift: The real story of China in Africa,” Oxford University 
Press, 2009.

3. Irene Yuan Sun, Kartik Jayaram, Omid Kassiri. “Dance of the lions and dragons.” JUNE 2017 “How 
are Africa and China engaging, and how will the partnership evolve?” McKinsey & Company,  
June 2017. Bilateral trade data in 2018: Ministry of Commerce, People’s Republic of China.  

4. Monson, Jamie. “Freedom railway: The unexpected successes of a Cold War development 
project,” Boston Review, December 1, 2004. 

5. Yun, Sun. “Africa in China’s Foreign Policy,” Brookings Institution, April 2014, page 4. 

6. Liu, Guijin. “China’s Assistance to Africa is Mutually Beneficial” [中国援助非洲是互利共赢], China.
com.cn, April 1, 2013, http://opinion.china.com.cn/opinion_47_67747.html. 

7. Source: the website of the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs. http://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_
eng/ gjhdq_665435/2913_665441/. 

8. “African Expert Interprets the 55 Years of Sino-African Relations” [非洲专家解读中非 关系55
年] China Talk, February 23, 2011, http://fangtan.china.com.cn/2011-02/21/content_21965753.
htm. 



T H E  Z A M B A K A R I  A D V I S O R Y   |   S P E C I A L  I S S U E :  S U M M E R  2 0 2 0  
COURTING AFRICA:  ASIAN POWERS AND THE NEW SCRAMBLE FOR THE CONTINENT

2323PART 1 CHINA-AFRICA ECONOMIC RELATIONSHIP

9. Luo Jianbo. “Why Is the Sino-African Relationship Important?” [中非关系为什么重要], The Study 
Times, April 1, 2013, and Qian Qichen, “Ten Episodes on China’s Diplomacy,” [外交十记], January 
2006, Ch. 8, http://www.99csw.com/book/626/20056.htm. 

10. Li, Anshan. “Sino-African Relations under the Context of China’s Rise” [论“中国崛起”语 境中的中
非关系], Zhong Guo Zheng Zhi Fa Zhan, May 4, 2008, http://www.politicalchina. org/printnews.
asp?newsid=127000. 

11. Chen, Yangyong. “The Creation of Jiang Zemin’s ‘Going Out’ Strategy and Its Importance” [江
泽民“走出去”战略的形成及其重要意义], Ren Min Wang, November 10, 2008, http://finance. people.
com.cn/GB/8215/126457/8313172. html. 

12. Yun, Sun. “Africa in China’s Foreign Policy,” Brookings Institution, April 2014, page 6. 

13. “Sino-African Reached 198.4 billion USD in 2012, Deeper Cooperation Is the General Trend” 
[2012年中非贸易额1984亿美元 加深合作大势所趋], China News Agency, March 26, 2013, http://
finance.chinanews.com/cj/2013/03- 26/4676572.shtml. 

14. Benabdallah, Lina; Robertson, Winslow. “Analysis | Xi Jinping Pledged $60 Billion for Africa. 
Where Will the Money Go?” The Washington Post, WP Company, September 17, 2018, https://www.
washingtonpost.com/news/monkey-cage/wp/2018/09/17/xi-jinping-pledged-60-billion-for-
africa-where-will-the-money-go/. 

15. “Full Text of President Xi’s Speech at Opening of Belt and Road Forum.” Xinhua, http://www.
xinhuanet.com/english/2017-05/14/c_136282982.htm. 

16. “Overview of Belt and Road Countries” [各国概况], Belt and Road Portal, https://www.yidaiyilu.
gov.cn/info/iList.jsp?cat_id=10037&cur_page=5, accessed December 8, 2019. 

17. Lucas Atkins, Deborah Brautigam, Yunnan Chen, and Jyhjong Hwang 2017. “China-Africa 
Economic Bulletin #1: Challenges of and opportunities from the commodity price slump,” CARI 
Economic Bulletin #1. China Africa Research Initiative, Johns Hopkins University School of 
Advanced International Studies, Washington DC: CARI.

18. Brautigam, Deborah. “Aid ‘With Chinese Characteristics’: Chinese Foreign Aid and Development 
Finance Meet the OECD-DAC Aid Regime,” Journal of International Development, Vol. 23, 2011a, p. 
760.

19. Dollar, David. “Understanding China’s Belt and Road Infrastructure Projects in Africa,” 
Brookings Institution, September 2019.  https://www.brookings.edu/research/understanding-
chinas-belt-and-road-infrastructure-projects-in-africa/.

20. Balding, Christopher. “Why Democracies Are Turning Against Belt and Road,” Foreign 
Affairs, Foreign Affairs Magazine, October 24, 2018, https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/
china/2018-10-24/why-democracies-are-turning-against-belt-and-road; Aaron Halegua, 
Jerome A. Cohen. “Opinion | The Forgotten Victims of China’s Belt and Road Initiative,” 
The Washington Post, WP Company, April 23, 2019, https://www.washingtonpost.com/
opinions/2019/04/23/forgotten-victims-chinas-belt-road-initiative/; Thomas, Jason. “China’s 
BRI Negatively Impacting the Environment,” The ASEAN Post, February 19, 2019, https://
theaseanpost.com/article/chinas-bri-negatively-impacting-environment. 

21. Hornby, Lucy. “Belt and Road Debt Trap Accusations Hound China as It Hosts Forum,” 
Financial Times, April 23, 2019, https://www.ft.com/content/3e9a0266-6500-11e9-9adc-
98bf1d35a056.

22. Abi-habib, Maria. “How China Got Sri Lanka to Cough Up a Port,” The New York Times, June 25, 
2018, https://www.nytimes.com/2018/06/25/world/asia/china-sri-lanka-port.html. 



T H E  Z A M B A K A R I  A D V I S O R Y   |   S P E C I A L  I S S U E :  S U M M E R  2 0 2 0  
COURTING AFRICA:  ASIAN POWERS AND THE NEW SCRAMBLE FOR THE CONTINENT

2424PART 1 CHINA-AFRICA ECONOMIC RELATIONSHIP

23. “China Is Thinking Twice about Lending to Africa.” The Economist, June 29, 2019, https://
www.economist.com/middle-east-and-africa/2019/06/29/china-is-thinking-twice-about-
lending-to-africa. 

24. Kratz, Agatha et al. “New Data on the ‘Debt Trap’ Question.” Rhodium Group, Rhodium Group, 
LLC, April 29, 2019, https://rhg.com/research/new-data-on-the-debt-trap-question/. 

25. See source 3. 

26. See source 3. 

27. See source 3. 

28. “ENR Global Sourcebook 2014,” Engineering NewsRecord. 

29. Jeffrey Gutman et al. “Who Wins World Bank-Financed Government Contracts? Four Things We 
Learned from the Data (+ 1 Lingering Question),” Brookings Institution, 2015.

30. Hanauer, Larry; Lyle J. Morris. "Chinese Engagement in Africa: Drivers, Reactions, and 
Implications for U.S. Policy," Santa Monica, CA: RAND Corporation, 2014, page 6. https://www.
rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RR521.html. Also available in print form. 

31. Chen, Wenjie; Dollar, David; Tang, Heiwai, “Why is China Investing in Africa? Evidence from the 
Firm Level,” CESifo Working Paper Series No. 5940, June 13, 2016 

32. See source 3. 

33. See source 3. 

34. Lauren Gamache et al. “China’s Trade and Investment Relationship with Africa, United States 
International Trade Commission Executive Briefings on Trade,” April 2013. 

35. “Global Digital Report 2019,” We Are Social, https://wearesocial.com/global-digital-report-2019. 

36. “The Mobile Economy Sub-Saharan Africa 2019.” The Mobile Economy, https://www.gsma.
com/r/mobileeconomy/sub-saharan-africa/. 

37. Mackinnon, Amy. “For Africa, Chinese-Built Internet Is Better Than No Internet at All,” Foreign 
Policy, March 19, 2019, https://foreignpolicy.com/2019/03/19/for-africa-chinese-built-internet-
is-better-than-no-internet-at-all/. 

38. International Data Corporation. 2018. 

39. Chen, Lulu Yilun. “The Chinese Unknown That’s Making Africa’s Phones,” Bloomberg.com, Bloomberg, 
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2018-03-28/this-chinese-phone-maker-has-taken-
over-africa-for-better-and-worse. 

40. “Opera Presents the State of Mobile Web Report 2019 for Africa,” Opera Newsroom, July 5, 2019, 
https://press.opera.com/2019/06/11/opera-presents-the-state-of-mobile-web-report-2019/.

41. Hawkins, Amy. “Beijing’s Big Brother Tech Needs African Faces,” Foreign Policy, July 24, 2018, 
https://foreignpolicy.com/2018/07/24/beijings-big-brother-tech-needs-african-faces/. 

42. Benabdallah, Lina. “China’s Peace and Security Strategies in Africa: Building Capacity is Building 
Peace?,” African Studies Quarterly, Volume 16, Issue 3–4, December 2016. 

43. Breeze, Victoria. “Stats on International Students Studying in China,” VB Geography, July 1, 
2019, https://breezegeography.wordpress.com/2017/06/23/stats-on-international-students-
studying-in-china/. 

44. Wagner, Christian. “India’s Africa Policy,” Stiftung Wissenschaft und Politik Research Paper, 
July 2019, https://www.swp-berlin.org/10.18449/2019RP09/#en-d35399e796 



T H E  Z A M B A K A R I  A D V I S O R Y   |   S P E C I A L  I S S U E :  S U M M E R  2 0 2 0  
COURTING AFRICA:  ASIAN POWERS AND THE NEW SCRAMBLE FOR THE CONTINENT

2525PART 1 CHINA-AFRICA ECONOMIC RELATIONSHIP

45. Sy, Amadou. “Three Trends in Indo-African Trade and Investment,” Brookings, Brookings, May 
25, 2017, https://www.brookings.edu/blog/africa-in-focus/2015/10/23/three-trends-in-indo-
african-trade-and-investment/#.ViqRj-eB0GI.twitter. 

46. “Mauritius Largest Source of FDI in India, Says RBI,” The Hindu Business Line, January 19, 2018, 
https://www.thehindubusinessline.com/money-and-banking/mauritius-largest-source-of-
fdi-in-india-says-rbi/article10042149.ece 

47. Miller, J. Berkshire. “Japan Is Taking on China in Africa,” Foreign Policy, Aug. 22, 2019, https://
foreignpolicy.com/2019/08/22/japan-is-taking-on-china-in-africa/. 

48. Osaki, Tomohiro. “In Blow to China, Japan’s ‘Quality Infrastructure’ to Get Endorsement at Osaka 
G20,” The Japan Times, https://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2019/06/25/business/economy-
business/blow-china-japans-quality-infrastructure-get-endorsement-osaka-g20/#.
XceK45NKjOQ 



China and African Debt
Behind the Headlines

2626CHINA AND AFRICAN DEBT:  BEHIND THE HEADLINESPART 1

Matthew Edwards
Director, ViennEast Consulting GmbH; independent consultant and analyst 

Abstract

The increase in Chinese loans to African sovereigns and entities has been marked 
since the 2008 global financial crisis, although the opacity of Chinese reporting 
makes assessment problematic. The pattern of loans is geographically unequal and 
has shifted about considerably over the 2000 to 2017 timeframe. Overall, almost 
30 percent of the total loan amount has gone to Angola, with the governments 
of or entities associated with Ethiopia, Kenya, Congo and Zambia being other 
notable recipients. Of the top 10 African borrowers, half have strong hydrocarbon 
or extractive sectors, and the focus of Chinese loans has been the transportation, 
power and mining sectors. Very little Chinese financing has gone into education, 
health or the environment, providing strong evidence of a commercial rather 
than “human development”  focus. For China, the volume of African debt 
remains a small part of its debt holdings. However, questions over the potential 
for "debt diplomacy" will continue to ensure that there is a focus on Chinese  
lending behavior.
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China and African Debt: Behind the Headlines 

Since the mid-2000s, one of the areas that has seen an increasing involvement of 
China and Chinese interests in Africa has been within the field of intergovernmental 
finance, with the sums loaned to African governments and entities by Chinese 
entities rapidly growing from almost nothing in the early 2000s to over USD 30 
billion in 2016 alone. Often associated with infrastructure projects, the volume of 
these loans has raised the issue of whether China is using or could use its holdings 
of African sovereign debt to enhance its strategic and geopolitical interests, 
potentially through what has been termed “debt-trap diplomacy.”

Debt Trap Diplomacy

“Debt-trap diplomacy” has been used to refer to the phenomena whereby the 
holder of a substantial amount of a country’s sovereign debt can use their holding 
to place pressure on the borrower government, for example to adopt amenable 
policies or postures in return for continued financial support or generous (that 
is, at least not penal) debt restructuring. This especially becomes an issue when 
the borrower is either unable to keep up the interest and/or capital repayments 
on the loan, or when the loans feature infrastructure or other facilities as  
associated collateral. 

The knowledge that pressure may be generated should an issue with the debt 
arise can, of course, result in actions by the borrower government that are pre-
emptive in nature and which seek to ensure that the borrower remains on good 
terms with the creditor government, even without explicit pressure being applied. 
Knowing that there is debt interest to be paid and debt capital to be repaid is a 
factor influencing the financial and spending considerations of virtually every 
government, no matter where they are in the world. 

From 2017 onwards, the term “debt-trap diplomacy” has become used in 
connection with China. It was in 2017 that the government of Sri Lanka reportedly 
became unable to repay China for a loan that it had taken out to fund the 
construction of port infrastructure at Hambantota on Sri Lanka’s southern coast. 
In recompense, there was a "debt–for-lease" swap and the operation of the port 
was signed over to China on a 99-year lease. With the port’s advantageous position 
regarding to India, there has been considerable speculation that the port could be 
turned into an overseas naval and logistics hub for China’s navy (Green, 2019; Taj, 
2019), although this assertion is disputed (Sautman & Hairong, 2019), with others 
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arguing that there were further economic factors involved (Brautigam, 2019;  
Moramudali, 2019). 

Chinese Lending To Africa

Behind the headlines regarding assertions about the potential for any debt-trap 
diplomacy in Africa, there needs to be an examination of Chinese lending to 
African governments and African state entities. However, the fiscal dynamics of 
the relationship between China and African countries are not simple to ascertain. 
Since 2007, the Johns Hopkins School of Advanced International Studies’ China-
Africa Research Initiative (CARI) has undertaken considerable research into 
Chinese loans to Africa and characterises the work as “more akin to investigative 
reporting or detective work than accounting” (CARI, 2019). CARI comments: 

"There is no official Chinese data on loans. China is not a member of the OECD [Or-
ganisation for Economic Cooperation and Development], and they do not participate 
in the OECD’s Creditor Reporting System, the source for much of the data we have on 
official flows from the wealthier countries. As is the case with the United States Export 
Import Bank and other export credit agencies, Chinese banks also rarely publish 
information regarding specific financing agreements. It is also uncommon for the 
recipients of such financing to fully disclose the details of the finance they receive 
(CARI, 2019)."

While accepting that the data may be incomplete, however, an examination of 
that which is available provides some useful insights. The overall amount lent by 
China and Chinese entities to African governments and African entities (including 
both state-owned and private companies) comes to more than USD 143 billion 
between 2000 and 2017. Sums have been lent to the majority of countries in Africa, 
as shown in the figure above, although there has been a very uneven geographical 
pattern of lending.
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FIGURE 1. TOTAL AMOUNTS BORROWED FROM CHINESE SOURCES, 2000-2017

The two largest recipients of Chinese loans have been the governments of and 
entities located within or connected to Angola and Ethiopia, with USD 42.8 
billion and USD 13.7 billion, respectively: Of the Chinese African loan portfolio, 
almost 30 percent has been loaned to Angola and Angolan entities. Other major 
recipients include Kenya, the Republic of Congo, Sudan, Zambia, Cameroon and 
Nigeria. It is noteworthy – given the sectoral focus on Chinese loans – that of 
the top 10 borrowers, half have high-profile hydrocarbon or extractive industries  
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(see next page).

FIGURE 2. PERCENTAGE OF TOTAL AMOUNT LOANED FROM CHINESE SOURCES TO AFRICAN 
GOVERNMENTS / STATE ENTITIES, 2000-2017
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FIGURE 3. AMOUNTS LOANED FROM CHINESE SOURCES, TOP 10 RECIPIENT COUNTRY/COUNTRY ENTIT Y 
BORROWERS BY TOTAL AMOUNT, 2000-2017

Examined in another way, the pattern of Chinese lending has geographically 
shifted since 2000. Excluding Angola, which has been a major borrower over the 
entire period, at the beginning of the 2000s, Sudan accounted for a substantial 
portion of the Chinese portfolio. Over time, this has declined on a year-by-year 
basis until – post-2014 – Sudan is not recorded as having borrowed any funds 
from China. Ethiopia, Cameroon and the Republic of Congo have been regular 
borrowers, if for variable amounts, while Zambia has occupied a reasonable 
portion of the annual portfolio from 2009-2016.

FIGURE 4. PERCENTAGE OF TOTAL LOAN AMOUNT BORROWED FROM CHINESE SOURCES PER YEAR BY 
COUNTRY FOR TOP 10 RECIPIENT COUNTRIES (EX. ANGOL A), 2000-2017 
 
The amounts borrowed from Chinese sources by African governments and 
entities have varied. With one exception, all of the top 10 African borrowers have 
taken the majority of their loans in annual amounts that have been less than USD 
1 billion. For example, of the 13 years in which it has borrowed from China, 
Cameroon has borrowed in total less than USD 1 billion twelve times and more 
than USD 1 billion once. For Kenya, the figures were less than eight and more 
than four, respectively from the 12 years in which it has taken loans. The 
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exception to this pattern – Angola – has taken loans of a total amount of more 
than USD 1 billion in 10 years, with additional loans with a total amount of less 
than USD 1 billion in  four years. 

Given the size of the economies and levels of government spending in some 
African countries, the predominance of the use of loans of less than USD 1 billion 
might not be considered to be that surprising. However, this pattern does seem to 
be changing. In the most recent years for which data is available, there has been 
a shift toward larger total amounts being borrowed and loaned. While between 
2004 and 2017, around 71 percent of the countries’ borrowing years were for less 
than USD 1 billion; between 2014 and 2017 the number fell to 59 percent. During 
this latter period, of the 29 data-point years in which one of the top 10 borrower 
countries took loans from Chinese sources, 12 of these were for a total amount of 
more than USD 1 billion. When available, data for 2018 and 2019 will clearly be useful 
in seeing if this shift toward consistently larger total amounts is maintained. 

TABLE 1. VOLUMES UNDER AND OVER USD 1 BILLION BORROWED, TOP 10 BORROWER COUNTRIES,  
2004-2017

Country Number of years 
where under USD 1 
billion borrowed,  

2004-2017

Number of years 
where under USD 1 
billion borrowed,  

2014-2017

Number of years 
where over USD 1 
billion borrowed,  

2004-2017

Number of years 
where over USD 1 
billion borrowed,  

2014-2017

Angola 4 0 10 4

Cameroon 12 4 1 0

Congo 7 2 2 1

Ethiopia 8 4 3 0

Ghana 7 1 1 0

Kenya 8 1 4 3

Nigeria 4 1 2 1

South Africa 2 0 2 2

Sudan 9 2 2 0

Zambia 9 2 2 1

Total 70 17 29 12

The reason for the increase in the larger loans is likely due to a combination of 
factors, political considerations aside. Economic growth in many African countries 
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could lead to larger amounts being borrowed for investment. The changing global 
financial environment with the slowing or ending of quantitative easing during 
the latter years of the period for which figures are available may have contributed 
to a shift in focus for African sovereigns. Importantly, Chinese tolerance for and 
acceptance of comparatively higher levels of sovereign risk may have increased, 
as has its apparent willingness and ability to invest more in Africa.

It should be noted though that the total amounts lent to individual African 
governments and entities by Chinese sources remains at a manageable or even 
low level. In 2015, foreign direct investment in Africa represented just 3.7 percent 
of China’s outward investment stock (Atkins et al., 2017). Given the financial 
resources of the Chinese state and the state-owned or state-associated nature of 
many of the Chinese lending institutions, the amounts would not pose a systemic 
risk even should (hypothetically) the loan portfolios of individual borrower 
countries have to be written off. It is worth reiterating that due to the opacity of 
official Chinese reporting, the total amounts borrowed as outlined above do not 
account for debt that has been repaid, so it is highly likely that the outstanding 
debt amounts for individual countries will be in many cases less or significantly 
less than the headline "amount borrowed" figures.  

The use of Chinese sources by African governments and entities for funds is also 
interesting when examined with reference to the fiscal balance. Examining the 
top 10 African countries that borrowed between 2004 and 2017 shows that these 
top 10 borrower countries borrowed from Chinese sources in 99 year-data points 
out of the possible 140. The data shows that more than half of the loans by date (52 
of 99, 52.5 percent) have been made in years when the fiscal balance of the country 
was at -3 percent of GDP or better1; 47 of 99 (47.5 percent) were made when the 
fiscal balance was -3 percent of GDP or worse. If the figures are re-examined 
using a -5 percent of GDP for fiscal balance, 72.7 percent of loan years were when 
the fiscal balance was -5 percent or better; 27.3 percent were in years when it was 
-5 percent of GDP or worse.

1 -3 percent of GDP is based on the European Union Stability and Growth Pact for the maximum fiscal deficit an 
EU member state should have. The author acknowledges that this could be seen as a somewhat arbitrary level 
against which to assess African fiscal balances, given the different stages of current and likely future economic 
and demographic development.
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FIGURE 5. LOANS COMPARED TO OVER ALL FISCAL BAL ANCE, 2004-2017 

To a degree, it is not surprising that the latter sets of figures (Figure 5) are so high: 
As a rule, countries either do not need to borrow when they have healthy public 
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finances or they tend to have a wider range of lenders from whom to consider. It 
is also noteworthy that Chinese entities have only lent to one country (Republic of 
Congo) when the fiscal balance has been worse than -10 percent of GDP. Chinese 
loans to the Republic of Congo have recently been the subject of debt restructuring 
talks (IMF, 2019). That the Republic of Congo is a hydrocarbon producer, churning 
some 333,000 barrels of oil per day in 2018 (BP, 2019), and ran substantial fiscal-
balance surpluses prior to 2013 and, indeed, in 2018 (World Bank, 2019), is likely a 
factor in regard to Chinese risk considerations on such loans.

However, it is notable that not all Chinese lending has taken place in years when 
the country in question has otherwise had a governmental borrowing requirement 
(IMF, n.d.). In 2010 and 2011, for example, Angola borrowed, respectively, USD 2,500 
million and USD 3,563 million from Chinese sources despite having a surplus in 
its government finances of 3.4 percent and 8.08 percent of GDP; in 2012, Nigeria 
borrowed USD 600 million from Chinese sources while also having a surplus of 
0.24 percent of GDP; and in 2007 and 2012, Chad borrowed USD 476 million and 
USD 130 million while having a surplus in government finances of 2.53 percent 
and 0.47 percent of GDP. Between 2000-2017, in 20.6 percent of the times  African 
countries borrowed from Chinese sources, there was no other government 
borrowing requirement in that year and where the African country in question 
had a surplus in its government finances. The frequency of such occurrences has 
reduced over the period, being much less apparent since 2012.

FIGURE 6. BORROWING FROM CHINESE SOURCES AGAINST STATE OF GOVERNMENT FINANCES, 2000-2017 
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Between 2000-2017, the countries that have undertaken the most frequent 
borrowing from Chinese sources when government finances have been in surplus 
have been Gabon, Angola, the Republic of Congo and the Democratic Republic of 
Congo. While such an analysis must be done at an individual country and year 
level, these repeated occurrences — the majority of borrowing occasions for a 
number of countries — potentially raise interesting questions regarding the 
reasons behind such borrowing. It is notable, however, that three of the four most 
regular borrowers are hydrocarbon producers.

TABLE 2. COUNTRIES MOST OF TEN BORROWING FROM CHINESE SOURCES WHEN GOVERNMENT FINANCES 
IN SURPLUS, 2000-2017

Number of years where borrowing 
from Chinese sources when 
government finances in surplus

Number of years where borrowing 
from Chinese sources when 
government finances in deficit

Gabon 10 1

Angola 7 9

Congo 7 5

DR Congo 6 5

Equatorial Guinea 5 2

Sudan 4 10

Botswana 4 4

Namibia 4 2

Cameroon 3 10

Nigeria 3 4

Zambia 2 10

Zimbabwe 2 7

Niger 2 4

Chad 2 2

Rwanda 2 6

Seychelles 2 1

The Importance of Chinese Loans 

Within Africa, Chinese loans have made possible significant investment in areas 
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of infrastructure. China has been cited as being the single-largest bilateral 
financier of infrastructure in Africa, exceeding the combined total of the African 
Development Bank (ADB), the European Union, International Finance Corporation, 
the World Bank and the Group of Eight, or G8 countries (AFP, 2018; Madowo, 2018).

An examination of the CARI data shows that of the approximately USD 124 billion 
loaned between 2000 and 2016, USD 38 billion went to the transport sector, more 
than USD 30 billion to the power sector, and more than USD 19 billion to mining 
and extractives (Atkins et al., 2017). As with the volumes of loans overall, it is 
noteworthy that the prevalence of larger investment amounts increases in the 
latter years of where data is available (that is, through to 2016). The results of the 
Chinese loans have been high profile and have been frequently featured in press 
reporting with photos of new roads, dams, commercial buildings and airport 
terminals.  Conversely, where there has been comparatively limited borrowing 
from Chinese sources is in sectors such as reconstruction and preparedness (both 
nil between 2000 and 2016), the environment (USD 38 million between 2000 and 
2016), health (USD 890 million during the same period) and education (USD 1056 
million). It is unclear if this lack of investment in “human development” areas 
is due to a lack of demand from African countries to China or a lack of desire to 
invest in these areas from China. A comparison of the total lending practices to 
Africa between Western countries and China is beyond the scope of this paper, but 
given the focus of some Western donor agencies and organisations – in particular 
in the health, education and environmental sectors — it is perhaps not surprising 
that Chinese sources have not been tapped for investments in these “human 
development” sectors. Irrespective of the reason, it is noteworthy that Chinese 
lending has been focused on areas that have more obvious economic and financial 
return, and which are more shorter-term in their return (albeit often not “short 
term”).

Don’t Forget the Past 

Since 2000 — and certainly since the 2008 global financial crisis — there has 
been a much more visible involvement in Africa by China. Certainly, the financial 
retrenchment and general inward focus of Western countries and companies post-
2008 has provided an opening, and — at least in the 2000s and early 2010s — there 
was an element of “the new” from which China has benefited. Loans and debt 
have been one facet of this, with the levels of Chinese loans to African sovereigns 
and other entities having surpassed that which China has previously undertaken. 
Yet this is not the first time China has been involved in Africa. To take one 
example, the Democratic Republic of Congo (then Zaire), one author commented 
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that: “Relations between Mobutu and Mao had been hearty even as early as the 
1970s; in those days, the focus was on cultivating ideological comradeship (the 
single-party state, the abacost and the parades in Congo were the result – no 
mean feat for a pro-American country), but now it was all about business.” (Van 
Reybrouck, 2014, 571) The involvement of China in Africa during the 1960s and 
1970s contained substantial financial elements, albeit often in terms of economic 
aid or credit. While the amounts may seem small compared to the sums today, 
between 1970–1973, China bilaterally offered approximately USD 1 billion (1970s 
value), with 23 sub-Saharan counties taking finance from China through to 1973 
(Wienstein, 1975, 275–276). One of the most high-profile investments was the 1,900 
kilometre-long TAZARA railway, built between 1970–1975 through Zambia and 
Tanzania (Eckert, 2019). The circumstances today are clearly different – not least 
ideologically. However, there are elements of the analysis undertaken in the 1970s 
that still ring true: “Once repayments begin and Africa has a broader experience 
with China, the glitter of newness may wear off,” The influential journal, Jeune 
Afrique, commented candidly, adding that China is a big power "in gestations 
with its own interests to defend." (Wienstein, 1975, Intro. xx) 

China’s resources are substantially greater than its previous high-profile 
involvement in the continent during the 1970s, and it is unlikely — absent a major 
global economic or financial crisis or one within China itself — that Chinese 
financial interests (or companies) will withdraw from Africa. There is a sovereign 
debt market that will continue to require financing, and China has proven that it is 
capable of being an ongoing actor within this: It is not making a quick return and 
withdrawing, but is remaining increasingly engaged. China clearly has its own 
interests. The question of “debt diplomacy,” however, is one that will remain and, 
given the discussion of Chinese loan practices to countries in Asia, Europe and 
Africa, is one that will likely continue. Given this discussion and the high-profile 
events in Sri Lanka in 2017, it will be interesting to see if there will be more caution 
from African states in taking Chinese loans and a greater scrutiny of the terms 
and conditions that are attached to them. 
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Introduction

China-Africa military ties go back to African revolutionary wars in the 1950s and 
1960s when Chinese support (with armaments, training soldiers and medical staff) 
was invaluable to various African independence movements. Although China-
Africa security/military relations stagnated in the post-independence period, 
armament sales and military cadre trainings remained strong. Between 2014 
and 2017, Africa accounted for 20 percent of Chinese arms exports, putting China 
as the world’s fifth-largest exporter of major arms.1 Yet, it was only in 2006 that 
peace and security cooperation became an official component of the 20-year-old 
Forum on China Africa Cooperation (FOCAC). Since then, however, China-Africa 
military and security relations have evolved rapidly. Today, the PRC’s military 
presence in Africa is multifaceted. Beyond the Chinese naval base in Djibouti and 

1    Stockholm International Peace Research Institute (SIPRI) https://www.sipri.org/sites/default/files/2019-03/
fs_1903_at_2018.pdf P. 5

Trends and Challenges

China-Africa  
Military Relations 

Image credit: Photo by Nuno Alberto on Unsplash
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an increasing share of arms sales to Africa,2 China-Africa military ties consist 
of several lower-profile, less visible yet strategic mechanisms. These can be 
grouped under military-to-military diplomacy including training seminars and 
workshops for high-ranking African army officers, regular joint navy/army drills, 
and, since FOCAC 2018, a China-Africa Peace and Security Forum. Central to these 
strategic mechanisms of China-Africa military relations are three themes that 
will discussed in this brief: providing capacity-building programs, strengthening 
networks between Chinese and Africa military and defense elites, and reinforcing 
the interlinks between commercial/developmental and security goals.  

Over the last decade, along with booming economic ties, increasing trade 
and deepening investment relations, threats to the PRC’s economic interests, 
nationals and assets in Africa have become more visible and more concerning for 
Beijing. This encouraged a shift away from the iconic noninterference principle 
of Chinese foreign policy to more active engagements in African security and 
military issues.3 It is also evident that there are further advantages to the PRC 
for its increased engagement in security and military issues in Africa. Besides the 
direct benefit of a rapid response capability in case of crises threatening the safety 
of Chinese nationals and business interests, Chinese defense apparatuses would 
gain much-needed operational experience in combat as well as conflict resolution, 
peacemaking and mediations.  

Relatedly, the Chinese government — and the Chinese Communist Party 
(CCP) — could earn positive reputation points from discursively playing up its 
constructive role and successful contributions to global peace.4 To recall, China 
had often been pointed out (by Western powers) as a free rider when it came to 
international security issues. Engaging African partners militarily through a mix 
of peacekeeping operations (PKOs), counterpiracy, humanitarian assistance and 
disaster relief (HADR), and joint training exercises is an opportunity to the Chinese 
People’s Liberation Army (PLA) to rectify that and paint an image of China as a 
responsible power that contributes to global goods, such as peace and stability.

2    According to the Stockholm International Peace Research Institute (SIPRI), from 2013 to 2017, China has become 
the top arms supplier to sub-Saharan Africa, supplying 27 percent of its imports. This marked a 55 percent 
increase from the period of time between 2008 and 2012. https://www.sipri.org/sites/default/files/2018-03/fssi-
pri_at2017_0.pdf

3 Shinn, David and Joshua Eisenman, “China and Africa—A Century of Engagement,” (Pennsylvania University 
Press, 2012).

4    Alden, Chris. 2014. “Seeking Security in Africa: China’s Evolving Approach to the African Peace and Security 
Architecture,” Report for NOREF—The Norwegian Peacebuilding Resource Centre.
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Mixing Economic Ties with Military Interests:  
China’s Security-Development Nexus 

Historically, the Chinese government has considered poverty and 
underdevelopment to be the root cause of conflict. Chinese international relations 
and security expert Wang Xuejun (2017, 71-74) argues that there are four sources 
that contribute to China’s level of social stability.5 These include “promoting 
stability through development,” “subordinating the political democratic reform 
to national stability,” “strengthening the power of the state while concurrently 
weakening social forces” and the fourth source of stability being “to uphold 
sovereignty, and through the process of national development.” In China’s own 
domestic policy and in dealing with political unrest in remote and underserved 
provinces in China, the central authorities have sought to remedy grievances 
and strengthen the CCP’s legitimacy through promoting economic growth and 
development opportunities in these regions. Based on the internal successes of 
this development-stability nexus, Chinese policymakers have exported this 
thinking to China’s foreign policy in Africa and elsewhere.6  

This is to say, from the Chinese government perspective, poverty and 
underdevelopment are the root cause of conflict and instability. As expressed by 
Xuejun (2017, 76), “China highlights the concept of peace through development, 
while holding onto a prudent position on institution building and hasty 
democratic elections in post-conflict countries in Africa.” Creating economic 
growth opportunities, which encourage employment, poverty reduction and 
improved living conditions, are viewed as solutions to conflict mitigation and 
conflict resolution.  

The symbiotic relationship between achieving stability and boosting economic 
growth can be seen in practical examples in China-Africa relations. Negotiating 
the PRC’s first-ever overseas base in Djibouti – officially recognized as a logistical 
facility in Chinese discourse – was undertaken by mixing development projects 
(including building a data management center, launching a free trade economic 
zone and building several housing units) with the base/defense elements. 
Evidently, Beijing has a huge advantage with its state-driven development model, 
and has strategically played to its advantage by fusing economic investments 
with military interests. Through the example of the base in Djibouti, China’s 

5    Wang Xuejun. 2017. “Developmental Peace: Understanding China’s Policy Towards Africa in Peace and Security,” 
Building Peace and Security Cooperation on the Continent, edited by Chris Alden, et al., Palgrave Macmillan US.

6    Benabdallah, Lina and Daniel Large, “China and African Security in New Directions in Africa–China Studies,” 
(London: Routledge, 2018).
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military presence approach appears to be unique and different from the French 
or American approaches, which are rather narrowly focused on military activities 
such as counter-terrorism operations, but with little-to-no economic investments 
in Djibouti. 

Platforms of Engagement for China-Africa  
Military Relations

A large part of the focus of China-Africa military relations – since the African 
struggles for independence – has been put on cultivating and nurturing strong 
networks between Chinese military officers and their  African counterparts. 
China’s social capital investments in the military sector manifest themselves on 
the ground in a whole host of platforms for engagement. These include holding 
the China-Africa Defense and Security Forum for officials from the countries’ 
defense ministries – hosted by China’s Ministry of Defense – offering training 
opportunities for high-ranking military officers, conducting joint military and 
navy drills, and participating in mediation talks. The most obvious advantage 
of this approach is that investing in strong connections to the future elites of 
defense ministries can have significant dividends, not only in terms of hardware 
and equipment sales, but also in ensuring a smooth partnership with the PRC. 
Cultivating connections with military elites can also prove beneficial on a political 
level in the event of a military-led regime change.  

Defense and Security Forum through FOCAC  
and Summit Diplomacy   

Forum diplomacy –  especially through the Forum on China-Africa Cooperation 
(FOCAC) – has become a signature platform for dialogue between China and 
its African counterparts. Launched in 2000, FOCAC has consistently convened 
every three years for the last two decades. In July 2018, in keeping with forum 
diplomacy, Beijing hosted defense ministers and high-ranking military officials 
from 50 African states under the auspices of the China Africa Defense and Security 
Forum.7 The forum lasted two weeks, during which African delegations attended 
seminars, visited Chinese facilities, were introduced to Chinese-made military 
equipment and toured several cities in China. But perhaps most importantly, in 
those two weeks Chinese military officials had a unique networking opportunity 

7    Benabdallah, Lina. 2018. “China-Africa military ties have deepened. Here are 4 things to know,” https://www.
washingtonpost.com/news/monkey-cage/wp/2018/07/06/china-africa-military-ties-have-deepened-here-
are-4-things-to-know/
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with their African counterparts, during which exchanges about common visions 
for peace and stability, challenges and aspirations for the future took place. Only 
focusing on the military base in Djibouti can eclipse this important aspect of 
China’s diplomacy. 

Moreover, in 2019, Beijing hosted another iteration of the security forum dubbed the 
“China-Africa Peace and Security Forum,” and invited African defense ministers 
and high-ranking officials to China for a week. Similar to the previous forum, 
this was an opportunity to showcase China’s military equipment and tech know-
how and exchange views and visions for regional and global peace and security. 
For example, during the forum African military officials were invited to visit the 
Special Police College in Beijing that trains anti-terrorism personnel for China’s 
elite armed police force. During the visit, the two sides (African and Chinese) 
discussed military cooperation and combat-oriented training opportunities 
for African delegations at the Special Police College.8 From such examples, it is 
evident that there is a strong element of networking and strength-building ties 
between Chinese and African counterparts.

Training Military Officers, Joint Military Drills  
and Live-Fire Exercises

Another platform for China-Africa military engagements is the growing number 
of Beijing-sponsored training opportunities for delegations of African military 
officers, as well as joint military/navy drills and courtesy calls between African 
and Chinese navies. There is a robust tradition of sending delegations of high-
ranking military officers from Africa to China for such training. Some of these 
close military ties can be seen in several training schools built by African leaders 
modeling after China’s party schools. In addition to delegation visits, Chinese and 
African militaries often participate in joint trainings. For example, on December 
30,2019, China-Tanzania launched a 25-day joint military training involving 
300 personnel code-named “Sincere Partners-2019.”9 However symbolic, joint 
trainings and live-fire drills accomplish several important objectives in China-
Africa military relations, besides the technical aspects that include interoperability 
and testing out China’s troop capabilities. First, they demonstrate close ties and 
solidify high-level military-to-military communication between Chinese and 

8    CTGN. 2019. “China-Africa Security Cooperation: African military officials visit Special Police College in Beijing,”  

https://news.cgtn.com/news/794d444e784d4464776c6d636a4e6e62684a4856/index.html

9    Panyu, Huang. 2019. “China-Tanzania ‘Sincere Partners-2019’ military training kicks off in Tanzania,”  

http://eng.chinamil.com.cn/view/2019-12/30/content_9706488.htm
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African counterparts. Second, they are opportunities to showcase China’s military 
capabilities and project an image of a powerful and reliable military partner. In 
addition, some joint drills are conducted trilaterally (such as the one hosted by 
South Africa for Russian and Chinese navies in December 2019), allowing for an 
even greater opportunity for the PLAN – the People’s Liberation Army Navy – to 
learn to collaborate with other partners in Africa.  

Other forms of training include Chinese-conducted training for African 
peacekeepers. In August 2016, the Chinese government offered a training program 
for 17 senior officers from Angola, Djibouti, Kenya, Liberia, Namibia, Tanzania, 
Uganda, Zambia and Zimbabwe. The training covered subjects including the 
peacekeeping legal framework, civilian protection and logistical support.10 China 
attaches a great importance to training peacekeeping personnel, as shown in the 
two facilities dedicated to peacekeeping training: China’s Ministry of National 
Defense Peacekeeping Center (established in 2009) and the China Peacekeeping 
Police Training Center (established in 2000).11 In the past three years, China has 
offered training courses to more than 1,400 peacekeeping personnel from more 
than 60 countries. In November 2018, China’s Ministry of Defense organized 
its first co-hosted peacekeepers’ training course with the United Nations 
Department of Peacekeeping Operations. The UN Senior National Planners Course 
on Peacekeeping lasted two weeks and included 43 trainers and trainees. The 
training course included topics on the management of peacekeeping and the 
selection, deployment, rotation and withdrawal of peacekeepers. Among the 
trainees, five were Chinese.

To be sure, there is a strong demand side from African political and military 
leadership for capacity-building programs, and Beijing often emphasizes that it 
is fulfilling African demand by supporting skills transfers and training initiatives 
rather than suggesting or imposing them on African partners. African demand 
for Beijing-sponsored trainings is evidenced in instances such as the Rwandan 
Defense Force inviting the Chinese PLA to send instructors in order to train 
Rwandan soldiers and police ahead of the military parade marking the 25th 
anniversary of the liberation from genocide.12  Similar calls for increasing training 
opportunities for African military officers in China were expressed in the 2015 and 

10   Benabdallah, Lina. 2020. "Shaping the Future of Power," P. 79.

11   He, Yin. 2019. “China Rising and Its Changing Policy on UN Peacekeeping,” In: de Coning C., Peter M. (eds) “Unit-
ed Nations Peace Operations in a Changing Global Order,” Palgrave Macmillan. 

12   Zheng, Sarah. 2019. “Rwandan troops trained by Chinese military mark 25th anniversary of liberation,” 

https://www.scmp.com/news/china/diplomacy/article/3017597/rwandan-troops-trained-chinese-mili-

tary-mark-25th-anniversary.
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2018 FOCAC speeches and agendas. Another example is the launch in Tanzania 
of the Mwalimu Julius Nyerere Leadership School by six Southern African 
Development Community (SADC) political parties and with funding from China. 
The school, being built by China Railway Jianchang Engineering Company (CRJE), 
aims at providing training in leadership skills and strengthening cooperation 
between SADC member states.13

Peacekeeping 

The history and timeline of China’s initial skepticism towards contributing to 
peacekeeping in the 1980s and 1990s, which was followed by a period of gradual 
engagement, is well-documented.14 For a long time, principles of national 
sovereignty and China’s own sensitivities around secessionist movements 
framed Beijing’s reticent views of humanitarian interventions and peacekeeping 
operations. Yet a quick look at current UN peacekeeping statistics suggests a 
radical shift of China’s role. Among the five UN Security Council permanent 
members, China is now the largest contributor of peacekeeping troops. It ranks 
11th among 124 contributing nations, with close to 3,000 officers committed, 
and participates in 11 of the UN’s 16 peacekeeping operations.15 Financing over 10 
percent of contributions to the UN peacekeeping budget, China is now the second-
largest financial power after the U.S. and ahead of Japan, Germany and the U.K.16  
In terms of troop and personnel contributions to UN missions in Africa, as of June 
2019 China had deployed a total of 2,039 officers. Of these, 1,031 peacekeepers 
were part of the UN Mission in South Sudan (UNMISS), 413 were in the UN’s 
Multidimensional Integrated Stabilization Mission in Mali (MINUSMA), 365 in the 
UN–African Union Mission in Darfur (UNAMID), 218 with the UN Organization 
Stabilization Mission in the Democratic Republic of the Congo (MONUSCO), and 12 
in the UN Mission for the Referendum in Western Sahara (MINURSO).17

13   Kolumbia, Louis. 2018. “Magufuli launches Sh100bn leadership school project in Kibaha,” https://www.theciti-
zen.co.tz/news/Magufuli-launches-sh100bn-leadership-school/1840340-4667056-xepaw4z/index.html

14   Many historical accounts are available on China’s gradual warming to international peacekeeping operations, see 
for instance He, Yin. 2017. “China’s Doctrine on UN Peacekeeping,” in Cedric de Coning, et. Al. eds, “UN Peace-
keeping Doctrine in a New Era,” London, Routledge. 

15   UN peacekeeping statistics are available at http://www.un.org/en/peacekeeping/ resources/statistics/. 

16   The assessed contributions to the UN peacekeeping budget are 10.25 percent and 28.47 percent for China and the 

United States, respectively, for the 2017–2018 fiscal year. Data source: https://peacekeeping.un.org/en/how-we-

are-funded.

17   United Nations Peacekeeping/China https://peacekeeping.un.org/en/china.
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Since Beijing’s decision to participate in MINUSMA in 2013, the Chinese contingent 
has been most favorably assessed vis-à-vis the L2 hospital facility set up in Gao, 
Mali. Several UN officials as well as local Malian authorities have praised the high 
quality of medical services offered and the professional demeanor of Chinese 
personnel. However, Chinese troops, even the combat troops, are mostly limited 
to ensuring the safety of the camp’s perimeter with minimal patrols or activities 
outside of the camp. As such, in the views of non-Chinese UN staff, the Chinese 
contribution to MINUSMA is primarily described as risk-averse.18 There are 
several reasons for extreme caution on the part of the PRC. Peacekeeping, at least 
domestically in China, helps fuel national pride and build an image of a strong and 
responsible big power. For such a reason, minimizing the risk of casualties and/
or negative reporting on Chinese peacekeepers is a matter of national interest for 
the CCP. By the same token, praise of Chinese contingents by UN high officials is a 
source of Chinese media pride. Internationally, China’s risk-averse attitude toward 
peacekeeping draws a negative or indifferent perception of Chinese contributions 
to peacekeeping. This is an attitude that must change if China wants to be viewed 
as a serious participant in UN peacekeeping operations. 

Future Trends and Challenges to Chinese Military Presence 
in Africa 

In the years to come, China is expected to continue its evolving security and 
military role in Africa through enhanced forum diplomacy, peacekeeping, 
training offerings, joint drills, military equipment sales, high-ranking officers’ 
visits and more. Yet from Xi Jinping’s FOCAC 2018 speech, we can also expect more 
collaboration between China and African states in countering terrorism in the 
Sahel and fighting piracy off the Gulf of Guinea.19  From past examples, it is clear 
that the PRC has very strong layers of networks with the military elites and within 
defense ministries across the African continent.20 Beijing has successfully laid the 
groundwork for meaningful bilateral dialogue and for winning the hearts and 
minds of African populations regarding its military presence in the continent. The 
PRC also benefits from working very hard on supporting regional institutions and 
local security architecture in Africa. Examples of this include capacity-building

18  Interviews conducted by the author with MINUSMA staff in Bamako, Mali December 2019.

19  Interviews conducted by the author with MINUSMA staff in Bamako, Mali, December 2019.

20  Example of military base and elementary school kids
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programs for the African Union’s Standby Force (ASF)21  and donations of military 
equipment to G5 Sahel members (a total of $35 million pledged),22  among other 
initiatives. Further similar initiatives are expected. 

However, there are some serious challenges facing China-Africa military relations 
and, until addressed, these will continue hindering the efficiency and efficacy 
of China’s contributions. First, generating a deeper understanding of the roots, 
causes and histories of African conflicts is key. The situation in the Sahel with its 
complex dimensions, multiple groups, changing loyalties, diverse ethnic groups 
and different cultural and language profiles presents a formidable barrier for the 
PRC. There is much room for improvement when it comes to engagement in the 
Sahel by Chinese diplomats, peacekeepers and military commanders alike. Simply 
put, countering terrorism in the Horn of Africa or in the Sahel, for instance, is not 
to China’s competitive advantage. Yet, with expanding Belt and Road Initiative 
(BRI) projects (both land and maritime), Beijing will likely have more economic 
interests and assets to protect, further blurring economic investments with 
security/military interests. BRI projects in Africa (and elsewhere) will require that 
the PRC improves its knowledge of the histories and contexts where its investment 
projects are located. Careful risk assessment of BRI projects will also become a 
priority as the initiative grows bigger, especially with transborder investment 
projects. 

Second, another major barrier facing Chinese military contributions in Africa 
is the growing tensions and mistrust between major powers, notably between 
China and the US. Controversies regarding Huawei and the (in)security of 5G 
networks have important ramifications for military innovation and technology. 
The narrative around China’s alleged “debt-trap” diplomacy is another source 
of concern and mistrust between relevant parties. Overall, achieving stability 
and combating terrorism – whether this is in the horn of Africa or in the Sahel 
– requires cooperation with international partners consisting of intelligence 
sharing and joint deployments, which risk being undermined by an existing or a 
growing lack of trust.

Third, China’s developmental peace approach or the security-development nexus, 
discussed above, has been put to test in both Mali and South Sudan. In both cases, 
the approach is proving to have some serious limitations, primarily because it is 

21   Eom, Janet, Deborah Brautigam, and Lina Benabdallah. 2018. “The Path Ahead: The 7th Forum on China-Africa 
Cooperation.” China Africa Research Initiative, School of Advanced International Studies. Washington, D.C.

22   Alakhbar. 2019. “Sahel: La Chine promet des équipements militaires au pays du G5,”  http://fr.alakhbar.in-
fo/15282-0-Sahel-La-Chine-promet-des-equipements-militaires-au-pays-du-G5.html
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not adapted for high-risk environments or for active-conflict situations. There is 
a need for a more context-tailored approach in these situations and for Chinese 
military doctrine to adjust to take account of the new areas and operational 
environments in which Chinese forces are active. Related to this, there is a risk of 
divergence in thinking about how to achieve peace and stability between so-called 
traditional powers (European and north American actors) and rising powers. 
Potential exacerbation of these different ways of thinking and working on global 
peace may present a challenge for the future of China-Africa military relations. 
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Introduction

China’s rise into a world power (Lanteigne, 2015) has seen the country play an 
increasingly important role in international politics, as demonstrated in its 
leadership in several international arenas (Zigun, 2016: 8). Ikenberry’s (2008: 
8) observation a decade ago that “China’s rise will inevitably bring the United 
States’ unipolar moment to an end” appears to be unfolding. Under its zou chu 
qu or “going out” policy (Hirono & Suzuki, 2014: 444), China’s current economic 
penetration in Africa is unparalleled (Larry & Morris, 2014; Ncube, 2012; Lahtinen, 
2018; Sven, 2014; Chen, 2016). 

A rich scholarship analyzing China-Africa relations along the binary of opportunity 
versus threat (Benabdallah, 2018) has since emerged. The former, mostly by Africa’s 
political actors, views China as a trustworthy ally with no colonial aspirations and 

Image credit: Druid007 / Shutterstock.com
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respectful of the sovereignty of African states (Maru, 2019). The latter, prevalent in 
the West, views China as a predator in Africa. This camp argues that China’s model 
of economic engagement with African states is meant to exploit Africa’s natural 
resources and flood the continent with low-priced manufactured products while 
turning a blind eye to its autocracies (Taylor, 2009: 1-3; Taylor, 2007; Tull, 2006). 
This is viewed as having a great impact on Africa’s human rights outlook as more 
African leaders turn to China for what is perceived as “financial support” with 
less conditionality (Taylor, 2007). Equally, there are claims of China (re)colonizing 
Africa through “debt burden” (Zhao, 2014; Mohan, 2013; Rotberg, 2009; Jumbo, 
2007). 

There is an equally increasing scholarship on the security cooperation between 
China and Africa, including Chinese military positioning in strategic locations 
such as the Horn of Africa. This essay argues that China’s strategic military 
positioning in the Horn of Africa will not only shape regional security outcomes 
but also potentially disrupt international polarity. Rogin (2018) sees the escalation 
of Chinese military presence in the Horn of Africa as a strategic rivalry to the U.S. 
dominance, arguably making the region one of the potential confrontation fronts 
between China and the U.S. on the African soil. While Beijing’s military expansion 
in Africa is an important paradigm in international political theory, the rapidly 
advancing Sino-Africa scholarship has overwhelmingly focused on the economic 
dimension. This leaves an important gap on China’s strategic military positioning 
and its implication, not only for Africa, but globally.  

The Horn of Africa is particularly emerging as a key entry point for China’s 
military penetration and positioning on the continent. Apart from its involvement 
in Ethiopia, Sudan and South Sudan, China’s profile in Djibouti offers a classic 
example where its military presence is seen as a clear geopolitical positioning 
with possible important implications on shifts in the regional security complex 
and ultimately global balance of power (Styan, 2013). This is partly owing to the 
strategic significance of the Horn of Africa and the fact that Djibouti is one of 
the countries in which Western powers, particularly the U.S., have historically 
maintained visible and strategic military presence (Degang & Zubir, 2016; Sun & 
Zoubir, 2016; Styan, 2013). China’s military positioning in Djibouti raises important 
questions. Included are whether or not, and at what cost and what implications, 
China is attempting to counter U.S. dominance. Finally, what does this portend for 
Africa, as well as global peace and security outcomes? By problematizing China’s 
growing military positioning in the Horn of Africa, this essay makes a contribution 
to broader debates on Sino-Africa relations from a regional security perspective.  
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China and the UN Peacekeeping in the Horn of Africa

In a bid to sideline its key rivals, particularly the U.S., China is arguably using the 
United Nations peacekeeping missions to enhance its grip on strategic regions 
such as the Horn of Africa. Extant literature on China’s military presence in Africa 
includes analyses of its role in ensuring the deployment of U.N. peacekeepers to 
the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) in 2000 (Zhengyu & Taylor, 2011), Liberia 
in 2003 (Moumouni, 2014), Darfur in 2008 (International Crisis Group, 2017) and 
Mali in 2013, as well as  her responsiveness to the call for intervention in the 2011 
Libyan crisis (Fung, 2015; Garwood-Gowers, 2012). Other analyses touch on the 
presence of the Chinese People’s Liberation Army Navy (PLAN) anti-piracy force 
in the Gulf of Aden (Henry, 2016), the controversial arms trade between China and 
various African states such as Sudan (Shinn & Eisenman, 2012; Hauauer & Morris, 
2014) and China’s security cooperation with the African Union (AU) (Benabdallah, 
2015; Stahl, 2016). 

China’s recognition of the importance of collective security became apparent in 
2006, when China was the first nation to ask the U.N. Security Council (UNSC) for a 
peacekeeping mission in Somalia. In June that year, at the UNSC meeting in Addis 
Ababa, China’s permanent representative to the U.N., Wang Guangya, scolded other 
diplomats for neglecting Somalia and urged them to support the deployment of 
peacekeepers. It was significant that China approved the “close liaising” with the 
African Union Hybrid Operation in Darfur (UNAMID), where earlier it had objected 
to the development of links between UNAMID and U.N. missions (Holslag, 2018: 
38). China’s stance on U.N. peace operations is closely linked to its attitude on 
state sovereignty, and this limits the type of interventions Beijing is prepared to 
sanction vis-à-vis its role in peacekeeping missions. Yet, it appears that Chinese 
policy in this regard is fast evolving (Hirono & Lanteigne, 2011). There are Chinese 
peacekeepers serving in places as diverse as the DRC, Liberia and the volatile South 
Sudan. The latter case is particularly important since South Sudan is the first 
country where China has provided infantry troops to a U.N. peacekeeping mission, 
the first of its kind in the history of China’s external peacekeeping operations. 
At the same time, China has assumed a number of new political roles, such as 
mediating between warring parties and engaging in multilateral peace talks 
(Shaban, 2017). According to the U.N., China has more than 2,600 peacekeepers 
serving around the world; 700 of these troops serve as peacekeepers in South 
Sudan (Cicirello, 2018) and are tasked with multiple roles (UNMISS, 2017). China 
also contributes funds to the African Union Mission in Somalia (AMISOM) and the 
eight-country African trade bloc Iintergovernmental Authority on Development 
(IGAD) mediation process in South Sudan (Maru, 2019). 
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There is an indication that China is altering its security policy toward Africa 
within the U.N. peacekeeping (Zhengyu & Taylor, 2011), hence making such change 
of policy an important question that will shape scholarly and policy discourses 
on China-Africa military engagement. Beijing’s policy shifts could be explained 
through “self-help” theory. Having attained its level of economic development, 
it seems that China is espousing a policy orientation to ensure endless supplies of 
African raw materials. As such, China’s robustness within the U.N. peacekeeping 
is, in part, aimed at developing and maintaining its capacity to exercise influence 
in countries like Sudan that are cradles of its resource supplies. This not only 
clearly demonstrates the nodal points linking China’s military and economic 
engagements with African nations and regions, but also is a factor that requires 
a change of strategy., Particularly, the strategic shift aims to confront security 
challenges autonomously, while keeping other powers at bay (Holslog: 2018: 33-
5). What stands out clearly is that Beijing is gradually becoming a leader among 
its peers in the UNSC in terms of military contribution to U.N. peacekeeping 
operations in Africa. The reluctance of the U.S. and Western countries to put boots 
on the ground seems to work in China’s advantage, as it seeks to establish and 
maintain strategic military presence in places like the Horn for “self-help.” 

Working within the U.N. peacekeeping comes with specific benefits, such as 
legitimacy and legality through international laws on collective security. Unlike 
the U.S., which has been accused of violating such norms, for example in Iraq, 
China seems keen on portraying itself as a world power willing to operate within 
international norms. China’s recent involvement in U.N. peacekeeping in Africa, 
especially in the Horn, is a clear movement away from its historical “wariness and 
at times outright hostility towards the institution of U.N. peacekeeping missions.” 
(Hirono & Lanteigne, 2011: 243) China’s enthusiasm about U.N. peacekeeping, 
particularly in Africa, appears to be in keeping with its recent foreign policy 
strategy of supporting multilateral solutions rather than unilateral actions to 
address strategic threats. While extant literature explicitly reveals these shifts in 
China’s foreign policy, there is need to advance scholarship on analyses of China’s 
peacekeeping engagement within its broader policy goals (Hirono & Lanteigne, 
2011: 244), especially the covert security and economic interests beneath its 
military positioning principally in the Horn of Africa, and its implications locally 
and globally.

China-Africa Military Cooperation

China’s security engagement in Africa is deepening and is evident in the number 
of high-level summits between China and African states. The triennial Forum 
on China-Africa Cooperation (FOCAC), for example, which has brought together 
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political actors from 53 African states and the AU  since 2000, has culminated in a 
commitment to strengthen existing economic ties as well as military cooperation 
in terms of grants and logistics, arms sales, and peacekeeping deployments (Kovrig, 
2018). This growing security engagement got a publicity boost in June 2018, when 
Beijing hosted the inaugural China-Africa Defense and Security Forum, signaling 
its growing security interest and engagement on the continent. The summit, like 
the September 2018 FOCAC, partly focused on regional security issues, financing 
and upgrading Africa’s security capacities and improving defense cooperation 
(Dahir, 2018; Kovrig, 2018).  

Based on the above, many scholars continue to contend inherent limitations of 
Beijing’s traditional “hands-off foreign” policy posture (Alden et al., 2018; Aidoo 
& Hess, 2015; Wang, 2013) with others like Cheesman and Klaas (2018) arguing that 
China has since shifted its policy toward a “constructive engagement” stance. 
This has increased uncertainty regarding China’s security aspirations in Africa. 
It may be argued that Beijing’s foreign policy strategy, informing its security 
cooperation with African states, is the result of the instability and violence that 
has rocked the massive continent. It may be argued that Beijing’s foreign policy 
strategy, informing its security cooperation with African states, is the result of 
the instability and violence that has rocked the massive continent. There are 
numerous cases of attacks on Chinese key economic installations on the continent, 
for instance, as documented by Holslag (2018: 32-4). In April 2006, a separatist 
movement detonated a bomb in the city of Warri, Nigeria, warning that investors 
from China would be “treated as thieves.” Later, in July of that year, violent protests 
erupted at the Chinese-owned Chambisi copper mine in Zambia, resulting in five 
deaths. In November 2006, Sudanese rebels launched three attacks on Chinese oil 
facilities and briefly seized the Abu Jabra oil field close to Darfur. In April 2007, 
nine Chinese and 65 Ethiopian oil engineers were killed during an assault on an oil 
exploration site operated by  a subsidiary of the China Petrochemical Corporation, 
Zhongyuan Petroleum Exploration Bureau, in the Ogaden region of Ethiopia. In 
2008, the Chinese government organized the evacuation of 212 compatriots from 
Chad after clashes in N’Djamena. 

Furthermore, Chinese travelers have been poached when traveling through the 
Horn of Africa with the years 2000 and 2006 recording seven incidents with 
pirates targeting six Chinese ships (Holslag, 2018: 32-4).

Mayhem in the Sudanese province of Darfur, however, casts some doubt on China’s 
new policy orientation and security ambitions. China has not only been criticized 
for supporting Khartoum following the commission of war crimes, but the 
situation in Darfur also puts Beijing in a quandary between two diverging aspects 
of China’s new diplomatic standards: its traditional emphasis on sovereignty 
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and noninterference, and its new principle of constructive engagement (Holslag, 
2018: 36). In Sudan, China’s traditional policy of noninterference was at odds with 
expectations of other African nations. Hence, it may have a damaging impact and 
curtail China’s diplomatic maneuverability and its ability to maintain the policy 
of noninterference, which has been quite effective in courting Africa (Holslag, 
2018: 36-7). 

The dilemma reverts back to the realistic supposition of “self-help.” This is 
perhaps one of the reasons China is keen on a strong regional military presence 
in the Horn of Africa as it tries to safeguard its interests in Africa. Some of the 
strategies that China has employed include bilateral military exchanges, military 
aid, U.N. peacekeeping missions and more recently the establishment of military 
bases such as the case of Djibouti. The latter is seen as a move to further China’s 
“self-help” policy since it would imply the deployment of military forces whenever 
China’s interests are threatened both inland and off the Indian Ocean, particularly 
the troubled Gulf of Aden. The case of Djibouti equally reveals China’s apparent 
concern with the increasing military presence of other powers, particularly the 
U.S. (Campbell, 2008). The establishment of the U.S. Africa Command (AFRICOM) 
in 2006 was a significantly important moment in China’s shifts as regards its 
military activities and security cooperation with Africa. Since then, China and the 
U.S. have been engaged in what is akin to the “Cold War balancing” on the African 
continent (Holslag, 2018: 37). 

Although China has become some sort of a revisionist power in terms of its 
economic and security aspirations in Africa, it appears to act as a status-quo 
power in terms of security objectives. China’s “economization” of its Africa policy 
only began in the late 1990s, hence, the security challenges it is facing now are a 
recent phenomenon, and solutions to these challenges can only evolve (Holslag, 
2018: 39). Nonetheless, the motivations of China’s military presence and activities 
in the Horn of Africa seem to be twofold – economic and global superiority – and 
intertwined. China is employing “self-help” in dealing with Africa as it seeks 
to secure and maintain control over access to resources while it attempts to 
outmaneuver the U.S.’s dominant global superiority. This makes the Horn of Africa 
one of the most important regions in Africa as far as China’s military maneuvers 
vis-à-vis regional geopolitics and global polarity are concerned. 

China in the Securitization of the Horn of Africa

As already indicated, there is less attention on the security dimension – compared 
to the economic aspects – of Sino-Africa relations. As observed by Walsh (2018: 
2), the literature tends to be either overly broad, such as “China in Africa,” or 
concentrated on country-specific case studies which still lean toward obvious, 
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somewhat infamous examples such as Sudan, Zimbabwe and Angola. As a result, 
there is a gap in the regional dynamics of China’s security involvement in Africa. It 
is in view of this that this essay accentuates the need for more theoretical as well 
as empirically-grounded analyses on China-Africa security cooperation, military 
involvement and positioning within the region as a level of analysis and space 
of practice. This is particularly important as regional bodies are increasingly 
playing an important role in Africa’s peace and security dynamics (Bach, 2016). 
Furthermore, China is progressively turning to African regional organizations 
to collaborate on security issues. For example, in the China-Africa Action Plan 
Beijing hopes “to support Africa in the areas of logistics … to continue its active 
participation in the peacekeeping operations and demining process in Africa and 
provide, within the limits of its capabilities, financial and material assistance 
as well as relevant training to the Peace and Security Council (PSC) of the AU.” 
(Holslag, 2018: 38-9) China has since made significant contributions to the AU 
peace and security operations as well as subregional bodies including the IGAD-
led peace process in South Sudan and AMISOM in Somalia (Maru, 2019). While this 
essay does not purport to respond to this gap, it makes a contribution by looking 
at the China’s “regional securitization” in the Horn of Africa from a broader 
perspective. The essay, particularly, uses the case of the “military scramble for 
Djibouti” to illustrate the significance of China’s security foothold in the region 
and to problematize its apparent rivalry with the U.S. as a possibly emerging 
military frontier with significant regional and global security outcomes.  

The Horn of Africa is one of the most geo-strategically important regions of the 
world. It is economically significant in terms of its positioning along an important 
maritime trade route that links Europe and Asia, coupled with the access it provides 
to emerging markets with low labor costs. At the same time, the region is highly 
"fragile," having witnessed significant conflicts including the “failure” of Somalia 
and the reality of piracy off its coast (Sullivan, 2010), as well as armed conflict 
in Darfur and civil war in South Sudan. Proximity to the civil war in Yemen; and 
endemic political crisis with flashpoints of ethnic unrests in Ethiopia; many years 
of armed insurgency in Northern Uganda, terrorism, episodic political violence in 
Kenya and, not least, the securitization of the Red Sea, as exemplified by Djibouti, 
which is a global leader in hosting foreign military bases (Styan, 2013) makes the 
Horn one of the most security complexes in Africa. The Gulf crisis of June 2017, 
when Saudi Arabia and its allies in the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) blacklisted 
Qatar, added a dangerous twist to the lingering border dispute between Eritrea 
and Djibouti when Doha withdrew its nearly 200 troops stationed in the contested 
territory of Dumeira (Shaban, 2017). In the wake of this impasse, China offered to 
send troops to the disputed border area. A month later, China officially opened 
its first overseas logistics and military base, a naval resupply facility in Djibouti 
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which, according to Beijing, would help China to better fulfill its international 
anti-piracy obligations in Somali waters as well as safeguard peace and security 
in the region (Kuo, 2017). The Horn’s location at the crossroads of commerce and 
conflict has undoubtedly transformed the region into some sort of a “theatre of 
global competition,” or, in the words of Alex de Waal (2009), a “political market 
place” in which China is increasingly becoming an important “merchant.” 

These developments seem to be driven by Beijing’s intention to leverage its 
position as a rising world power and seize new spheres of influence including 
militarily. While this arguably presents a potential for stability (Asante, 2017), it 
equally has a potential to further destabilize the already fragile region (Chuka, 
2011). While China’s military maneuvers in the Horn are shaping security dynamics 
with significant regional and global security outcomes, the cost at which this is 
happening is contestable and the implications remain to be seen. Hence, need for 
continued theorization on this factor cannot be overemphasized.

China in the Militarization of Djibouti

China’s military presence in Djibouti is seen as a direct rivalry with the U.S. The 
U.S. military base there is unique, not least because the Americans have closed a 
number of military bases in Europe and East Asia since the end of the Cold War. 
Furthermore, until recently, Djibouti had not been considered a U.S. ally. Thirdly, 
since the end of the Cold War, most of the countries hosting U.S. military bases 
have been regional economic or military powers. Indeed, since the end of the Cold 
War, global U.S. military bases have purportedly aimed to deter potential enemies. 
For instance, U.S. military bases in Europe seek to prevent the growth of Russian 
military might while those in Asia-Pacific strive to confront nuclear North Korea, 
China’s rising economic and military power and the potential revival of Japanese 
militarism (Sun & Zoubir, 2016: 113). But the U.S. military base in Djibouti does 
not aim to curb direct threats from Djibouti’s neighbouring countries – Ethiopia, 
Kenya and Eritrea – as these are important U.S. allies and partners in the war on 
terror. This begs the question as to why Djibouti has taken on so much strategic 
importance, a question to which there is no simple answer (Sun & Zoubir, 2016: 
113-4) and one that needs further probing. While extant literature lacks up-to-
date analyses of the U.S. military base deployment in Djibouti – particularly its 
dynamics, functions, processes and prospects (Sun & Zoubir, 2016: 114) – various 
hypotheses have been fronted. Key among them are the geostrategic significance 
of Djibouti (Gu, et al., 2006) from the perspective of U.S. global military deployment 
(Arkin, 2005), and Djibouti’s role in U.S. global anti-terror strategy (Davis & 
Othieno, 2007). Additionally, the U.S. military deployment is arguably due to 



T H E  Z A M B A K A R I  A D V I S O R Y   |   S P E C I A L  I S S U E :  S U M M E R  2 0 2 0  
COURTING AFRICA:  ASIAN POWERS AND THE NEW SCRAMBLE FOR THE CONTINENT

6060CHINA’S MILITARY POSITIONING IN THE HORN OF AFRICA AND ITS 
IMPLICATIONS FOR REGIONAL AND GLOBAL SECURITY OUTCOMESPART 2

Djibouti’s long-term adherence to traditional Islam which lessens the basing risks 
(Sun & Zoubir, 2016: 114).

In some respect, Djibouti can be considered “the Bahrain of Africa.” US failure 
to resolutely condemn the Guelleh regime’s brutal repression during the “Arab 
Spring” is in line with Washington treating the Djiboutian government with kid 
gloves, and even actively supporting it (Bloice, 2011). This is reminiscent of U.S. 
policy during the Cold War when it supported authoritarian regimes that provided 
it with strategic military facilities. But, as seen above, when the U.S. seeks regime 
change, the client can turn to the patron’s rival – in this case China, which 
has considerable economic leverage in Africa. The regime in Djibouti is quite 
concerned about U.S. rhetoric on democracy promotion, especially since the city-
state’s human rights record is dismal (U.S. Department of State, 2014). Having new 
sources of revenue with less stringent conditions is appealing to Djiboutian elite, 
just as is the case with many African leaders (Sun & Zoubir, 2016: 115-6). 

China is equally keen on regional military positioning that enables it to act in 
defense of its economic interests in Africa and to secure land and sea transport 
channels, even as it simultaneously seeks to rival the U.S. military dominance. As 
such, U.S. military basing in Djibouti that reveals some sort of “global defense-
offence posture” (Sun & Zoubir, 2016: 120) attracts a counter posture by China. 
With such a strategy, it can be expected that the size and sophistication of 
China’s military base in Djibouti will be directly in response to the U.S. posture 
in the country and the region at large. Additionally, such presence will equally be 
determined by China’s increased economic engagements in the region, especially 
Sudan, Ethiopia and Kenya, as well as the security situations in the Sudan, South 
Sudan and Somalia (Sun & Zoubir, 2016: 119-121). Finally, this essay hypothesizes 
that in as far as the U.S.’s military posture is tilted to counterterrorism, China’s 
military cooperation with Djibouti and other countries in the Horn of Africa will 
take the familiar economic dimension, as it will seek to use “financial support” 
to woo regional countries to its side, hence creating new contestations in global 
spheres of influence. In this regard, Djibouti will continue to be an important and 
possibly potential confrontational front between the U.S. and China on African 
soil, with important regional and global security outcomes. 

Conclusion

There are several reasons to believe that China will enhance its security 
cooperation strategy in Africa. It appears that it is just starting, and this can only 
escalate in the foreseeable future. The persistence of the double security challenge 
– the growing strategic importance of Africa, and China’s growing military might 
and diplomatic assertiveness – may lead to confrontations between Beijing and 
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Washington on the African continent akin to the Cold War dynamics. For the long- 
haul, however, the geo-economics in question, specifically the vulnerability of its 
long supply lines, may prevent China from resorting to an offensive stance; the 
country may remain a non-aggressive global power for longer. As such, it may 
expectedly continue with its so called “win-win development agenda,” as well as 
utilize collective security measures, especially the U.N. peace support operations 
to assert its growing military influence.  

The posture of African countries in regard to these changing dynamics, particularly 
in the Horn, will largely determine China’s security orientation. Indeed, as 
Holslag (2018: 41) argues, “despite changing interests, perceptions and means, 
China is and will remain dependent on the good will and collaboration of other 
players to help safeguard its economic interests in Africa. As long as its economic 
stability relies on a supply of Africa’s natural resources, China will stick to the 
path of security cooperation.” This may make China a key ally for countries in the 
Horn of Africa, as far as maintaining peace and security is concerned, as it seeks 
to diffuse and avoid future friction with other world powers by not being drawn 
into national power plays and by preventing regional hostility in the region. What 
remains to be seen is whether and/or how prepared countries in the Horn of Africa 
are to benefit from these changing geopolitical dynamics and/or if they are going 
to suffer similar consequences as those of the Cold War.  
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Background 

Over the past few decades, China has emerged as a force to be reckoned with in the 
global arena as a result of its vast inroads encompassing trade and infrastructure, 
politically and economically, in most parts of the world. Of late, much attention 
has been paid on how Beijing’s recent appearance as a vital actor in Africa has 
challenged the West’s position on the continent in terms of security, aid and 
trade. As a result, China’s recent involvement in Africa is often viewed as the most 
momentous development on the continent since the end of the Cold War in the 
early 1990s (Sverdrup-Thygeson, 2017). Agubamah (2014) contends that the vital 
need for a positive trade environment and stable market(s), together with Beijing’s 
growing accountability as a global power, underpins its increasing obligation to 
peace in Africa. 

Image credit: rizki buna / Shutterstock.com
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With Western powers, including the United States, reluctant to be actively involved 
in African conflicts, China’s willingness to increase her commitment toward 
African stability is robustly welcomed. One way in which Beijing is projecting 
the country as an emerging global power over recent years is by increasing its 
involvement in the United Nations’  peacekeeping operations in Africa. It has done 
so by providing medical teams, engineers, military observers and other specialists 
geared toward the support of stability and peace. Such has been done,under the 
banner of the U.N., in various African countries, incuding Burundi, Ivory Coast, 
the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC), Ethiopia, Eritrea, Mozambique, Liberia, 
Sierra Leone and Sudan. U.N. peacekeeping was originally developed during the 
Cold War era as a means of solving conflicts between countries by deploying 
unarmed or lightly armed military personnel from diverse countries. This article 
focuses on the extent to which China’s contribution to the U.N. peacekeeping has 
been beneficial to Africa. Africa offers a useful context in which to examine the 
nature of Beijing’s U.N. peacekeeping as  Africa, during its post-colonial period, 
has continued to be prone to periods of instability perpetuated by politics and 
terrorism.  

China’s Recent Rise in UN Peacekeeping Missions in Africa

A pivotal question that has attracted much scholarly attention centers on Beijing’s 
approach to involvement in Africa: Does it stem from a quest for global hegemony? 
To some, China’s footprints in Africa lead to its gaining global hegemonic power 
and winning the heart of African countries; a stepping stone to gaining this 
hegemony. On the other hand, to some, Beijing is after Africa’s natural resources 
at the expense of African states (Mlambo, D.N., Mlambo V.H. and Mubecua, 
2018).  Nevertheless, in tracing China-Africa relations, one starting point would 
certainly point to the 1955 Bandung Conference that was organized by the Afro-
Asian Peoples Solidarity Organization. Discussed at this conference were issues 
pertaining to colonialism, imperialism and the hegemonic posture of some 
Western states. It should also be noted that the conference sparked the instant 
interest of China in African affairs. Hence, years after the conference, Beijing 
gradually made significant gains in military, economic and political sectors on 
the continent. Following the demise of colonialism, by which was associated with 
European countries, Africa has continued to face vast challenges, inter alia, socio-
economic development, governance, corruption, poverty, terrorism and political 
instability. The U.N. had mandated peacekeeping missions from 1948, and in 
1971 Beijing became a member of the U.N. Security Council (Wuthnow, 2013). To 
Neethling (2015), the reluctance of China to become a U.N. member was because of 
the notion that the U.N. had been utilized for the Korean War (1950-1953). Also, a 
second argument was that the sovereignty of countries allowed them the platform 
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to monitor and regulate their own affairs with no needed intervention from third 
parties.  

Thus, the Peoples’ Liberation Army (PLA) was more occupied in safeguarding 
Beijing’s territorial borders, and had no interest in partaking in peacekeeping 
missions. Vital military, political and social changes tend to produce a shift in 
a country’s national identity. From 1971 to the end of the 20th century, Beijing’s 
national identity underwent two policy phases: from a semi-revolutionist country 
that ought to stay out of the international community that was largely dominated 
by Western powers in the 1970s, to an integrated member of the international 
community from the 1980s to the 1990s. Such phases made Beijing develop 
different policies toward U.N. peacekeeping missions. 

Such policies, as He (2019) argues, were later replaced by a third and current one, 
that of a rising superpower and bringing with it robust Chinese engagement(s) 
with U.N. peacekeeping missions. Cabestan (2018) asserts that Beijing’s role in U.N. 
peacekeeping dates back to the 1980s and particularly after the end of the Cold 
War; since its first peacekeeping mission in Cambodia (1992-93) and generally 
making strides in peacekeeping missions in Africa from the 1990s. Hence, over the 
years (see Table 1), China has involved itself in various U.N. peacekeeping missions 
in Africa: 

TABLE 1: SHOWING SOME OF THE UN PEACEKEEPING MISSION CHINA HAS PARTICIPATED IN AFRICA.

Acronym UN Mission

MINURSO UN mission for the referendum in the Western Sahara.

MONUSCO UN organization mission in the DRC

UNIOSIL UN integrated office in Sierra Leone

UNMEE UN mission in Ethiopia and Eritrea

UNMIL UN mission in Liberia

UNMIS UN mission in Sudan

UNOCI UN operation in Cote d’ Ivoire

Source: see Rodgers (2007).
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Lanteigne (2018) submits that China’s policy in U.N. peacekeeping missions could 
be summarised as follows:

1. Abiding by the purposes and principles of the charter of the U.N.. The U.N., 
rather than just a few countries, should play a leading role in peacekeeping 
operations.

2. Enhancing partnership with regional organizations in U.N. peacekeeping 
operations on the condition that the leading role of the U.N. is guaran-
teed. 

3. Persisting in resolving disputes by peaceful means and to oppose the abuse 
of force, since it may result in worse or more complicated situations in 
conflict zones. 

4. Following the principles of consent among the conflicting parties, impar-
tiality and non-use of force, except for self-defense, and 

5. Carrying out U.N. peacekeeping operations by following the available U.N. 
capabilities to ensure the efficiency and effectiveness of the U.N. peace-
keeping operations. 

Thus, for the U.N., China’s support in peacekeeping operations is vital as it brings 
with it considerable political, human and material resources. From the 21st 
century, China-Africa relations have further been stimulated as a result of the 
Forum on China-Africa Cooperation (FOCAC) initiative, which is held triennially 
(see Table 2) and takes place in Beijing or an African country. 

TABLE 2: SHOWING COUNTRIES THAT HAVE HOSTED THE FOCAC FORUM SINCE 2000.

Year Host City/Country

2000 Beijing, China

2003 Addis Ababa, Ethiopia

2006 Beijing, China

2009 Sharm El Sheikh, Egypt

2012 Beijing, China

2015 Johannesburg, South Africa

2018 Beijing, China

2021 (forthcoming) Dakar, Senegal

Source: See Dembele (2018).
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As part of the FOCAC initiative, various other frameworks have been implemented, 
each geared toward peace and security in Africa. Such frameworks include the 
Addis Ababa Action Plan of 2003; China-Africa Policy Paper of 2006; China-Africa 
Cooperation Policy Paper of 2006,; and China-Africa Cooperation Beijing Action 
Plan, 2013-2015 and 2019-2021. As a result of these frameworks, the Beijing Action 
Plan clearly states that:  

“China will launch initiative on China-Africa cooperative partnership for peace and 
security and will provide, within the realm of its capabilities, financial and technical 
support to the African Union for its peace and support missions, the development of 
the African Peace and Security Architecture, personal exchanges and training in the 
field of peace and security and Africa’s conflict prevention, management and resolu-
tion and post-conflict reconstruction development.” 

Again, during the 2015 China-Africa summit, President Xi Jinping outlined that 
“China stands ready to take an active part in Africa’s effort in capacity-building for 
maintaining and strengthening peace and security and support in its endeavours to 
speed up development, eradicate poverty and realize durable peace.” 

By 2015, Beijing had deployed 
3,082 personnel (2,883 troops, 
176 police officers,23 military 
experts) to the U.N. peacekeeping 
missions. As a reflection of its role 
in the African peace architecture, 
China established a naval base in 
Djibouti. This base is utilized to 
conduct anti-piracy operations 
and to enhance the logistical 
competence underpinning U.N. peacekeeping and humanitarian assistance. 
This military base is capable of hosting up to 10,000 troops, repair facilities, 
four helicopters and ships (Hirono, 2019). The changing dynamics in China’s 
peacekeeping missions should be seen in the context of Beijing’s changing foreign 
policy (van der Putten, 2015). If one has to look at the recent (2019) Global Peace 
Index (GPI), one could note that Africa’s peace positions do not look good: DRC, 
Libya, Central African Republic (CAR), Somalia and South Sudan are ranked as the 
least peaceful countries in the world.  

The growing development of China-Africa relations makes one wonder if Beijing 
is becoming a neo-colonial power in Africa. Former European colonial “landlords” 
on the continent, including Great Britain, France, Belgium and others, exploited 

China stands ready to take an 
active part in Africa’s effort in 
capacity-building for maintain-
ing and strengthening peace 
and security and support in its 
endeavours to speed up devel-
opment, eradicate poverty and 
realize durable peace.
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African resources and are still prevalent in most people’s minds. Hence, the 
question is whether China will follow in the footsteps of these erstwhile colonial 
powers and suck the continent of its abundance of resources for its own economic 
growth prospects (Ayenagbo, et al., 2012).  

There are scholars that are of the view that Beijing takes advantage of its relations 
with the developing world, predominantly in Africa, to expand its economic and 
political interests with the notion of narrowing its distance with the U.S. via 
both soft- and hard-power currencies. However, with the virtue of expanding 
its security presence in Africa, Beijing’s objectives may be looked at in a three-
fold perspective. First, it aims to protect is flourishing economic interests in the 
continent; second, it seeks to further strengthen the China-Africa partnership, 
expediting the transition of regional order from the West to a new one dominated 
by Beijing. The third objective has to do with China being a responsible power in 
the international community with regards to maintaining peace and security, 
particularly in Africa (Yu, 2018). 

In 2015, Xi Jinping clearly articulated that China would intensify its contribution 
in peacekeeping missions, both in funding and human resources. Joining the 
the U.N. Peacekeeping Capability Readiness System, China has since contributed 
8,000 military personnel to the U.N peacekeeping standby force. Also, the 
president pledged a donation of USD 100 million toward military assistance to 
the African Union standby force, thus assisting its capacity to address any arising 
crisis response in Africa. In the same vein, he announced a 10-year USD 1 billion 
China-UN peace and development fund to be utilized for peacekeeping operations 
(Cabestan, 2018). Perhaps this is why, as Hirono (2019) expounds, over the years 
Beijing’s investments to African states have also increased from about USD 391.68 
million in 2005 to about 2.4 billion in 2016. 

Again, with regards to U.N. peacekeeping, China has provided vast financial 
backing from USD 286 million in 2012 to about 811 million in 2016 and 2018. In 2018, 
China’s PLA were positioned at 10 different peacekeeping projects across North 
Africa, Sub-Saharan Africa and the Middle East, the largest being in the DRC, 
Mali and South Sudan (Lanteigne, 2018). With such peacekeeping and investment 
initiative in mind, Cabestan (2018) argues it should also be noted that Beijing’s 
public image in Africa differs from one state to another. As a result, over the years 
that image has been tarnished by the extensively publicized complaints voiced by 
some African elites and societies pertaining to the poor and bad quality of Chinese 
products and infrastructure work. 

Again, what further complicates things is the influx of Chinese migrants, including 
traders who in turn compete with local businesses. This, in both the short and 
long run creates a tense relationship between Chinese individuals and those from 
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Africa. While Beijing’s, peacekeeping in Africa must be praised, China will also 
both in the short and long run need to work on policies and frameworks that will 
protect its business interests in Africa. Over the years, Chinese businesses and 
members of the PLA in Africa have come under physical attack in countries such 
as Angola, Mali, Ethiopia and Nigeria. Upheaval and violence are likely to continue 
as some Chinese companies operate in some of the continent’s most volatile places 
(Benabdallah, 2016). While the pros and cons of China’s engagement with Africa 
(particularly from a peacekeeping viewpoint) have been articulated, perhaps in 
order for us to draw a nuanced appraisal with regards to China-Africa relations, it 
is pivotal to offer (1) concluding remarks to this ever-flourishing relationship and, 
importantly, (2) to offer any valuable recommendations to China-Africa relations 
moving forward. 

Conclusion and Recommendations

This article did not intend to cover the full length of China’s peacekeeping 
operations in Africa, but merely to offer a sketch of its U.N. peacekeeping 
operations on the continent. With that said, Beijing’s participation in U.N.-backed 
peacekeeping missions in Africa illustrates its already growing stance in global 
peacekeeping operations andgenerally in stability and peace around the world. 
Such that it is willing to show that it does not merely contribute to the continent’s 
economic development and human development prospects but also to the stability 
and peace of Africa. Hence, over the years it has altered its foreign policy to 
contribute more to the stability of the world, particularly Africa (Cabestan, 2018). 

In the same vein, one should not run away from the fact that Beijing’s recent surge 
into the African political landscape (not forgetting other external actors) has 
brought with it much-needed resources and assistance with regards to continental 
security, while at the same time enhancing the image of the PLA. As a result of 
its blueprint projects, it appears China will continue to grow its peacekeeping 
missions under the banner of the U.N. with the aim of bringing stability in African 
states, particularly in the eastern and western parts of the continent. However, 
such will further depend on the political stability of African countries such as 
Ethiopia, South Sudan, Mali, the DRC and so forth (see Mlambo .,. Mlambo V.H. 
and Mubecua, 2019). Perhaps importantly, Yu (2018) provides us with a very 
significant point with regards to China-Africa relations. To Yu, irrespective of the 
current commitment China is making in all sectors in Africa, Beijing may find 
itspeacekeeping stance tested as a result of some authoritarian regimes in Africa. 

Some African heads of states welcome China’s economic involvement and financial 
assistance, which in most cases does not come with any strings attached.
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Drawing from this, if Beijing fails to enhance its efforts (in some African states) 
in promoting good governance and the rule of law, its continuing security stance 
in Africa will be severely tested. This also manifests from the point that over the 
years China has failed to win the hearts of African labour unions, civil society 
and some political parties. As a result, it will find the going tough in pleasing 
these critical societal components. If China does not iron out some of these issues, 
in the long run it could be detrimental to Africa’s  law and order, as well as the 
continent’s prospects for economic growth. In turn, these prospects for Africa 
will impact important aspects in Beijing’s economic, security and trade efforts. 
Currently, with a plethora of instability taking place in some African countries, 
China’s peacekeeping presence in Africa is gradually welcomed by many and also 
driven by the fact that the U.N. is always looking for more troop-contributing 
countries since the decrease in such from the West and the U.S.
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Even now, too few Western analysts and officials take Russia’s interventions and 
policies in Africa sufficiently seriously. Apart from journalistic accounts, the few 
existing expert studies generally argue that Moscow is projecting diverse forms 
of power into Africa mainly for economic reasons, e.g., circumvention, sanctions, 
profits from trade and lucrative mining and energy contracts that benefit 
Putin’s entourage and state corporations. These benefits also include outlets for 
laundering oligarchs’ money before returning it to Europe. Since most of Russia’s 
investments either appear to be money-laundering ventures or arms and energy 
sales (including nuclear energy), or the provision of security services, their 
benefits largely flow to the state sector and state corporations — Rostekhnologii, 
Rosatom, Rosneft, Gazprom — or to oligarchs who control private security forces 
like Yevgeny Prigozhin. (Kalika, 2019). Indeed, one possible purpose for the 
October 2019 Russo-Africa summit in Sochi may have been to expand trade and 
investment ties to Russia’s private sector, which has evidently been largely absent 
from Afro-Russian economic ties.  

Economic gains undoubtedly are equally important to African and Russian elites 
in their mutual relationship. (Kester Kenn Klomeagh, 2019).  Yet these studies also 

Image credit: ID1974 / Shutterstock.com
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argue that Moscow has no real strategy for Africa, and its prospects are limited at 
best to a few corrupt and badly governed states. (Stronski, 2019; Kalika, 2019) But 
trade and investment opportunities are critical to Russia’s Africa policy largely 
because they introduce Russia to African elites and “audiences,” thereby creating 
lasting relationships and policy linkages with them. In other words, economic 
gains generally serve as entrees for political and military influence, leading to the 
attainment of Russia’s political and strategic objectives. Indeed, Russia has signed 
19 military agreements with Africa since 2014 (The Economist, March 9, 2019). And 
at Sochi, Putin boasted that Russia had now concluded 30 military accords with 
African states. (Russian Leader Boasts, 2019) Moreover, as that summit showed, 
Africa’s importance to Russia is rising, especially as it is viewed as a backdoor to 
Europe from which Moscow may think it can gain leverage on European energy 
supplies and security, or that it can use its African presence to pressure countries 
like France (Marten, 2019).  

Given Africa’s ascending significance for Russia, we must ask what concrete gains 
Russia and African countries expect from Russia’s heightened African presence 
and, second, what impact that presence has in Africa. Third, we can inquire about 
the degree of success that Russia has attained in its quest for lasting influence 
across Africa. Beyond these issues we can also ask whether Russia can provide 
genuine solutions to Africa’s post-colonial problems. What does Russia’s revived 
interest and presence in Africa mean for emerging African countries? What are 
the prospects, challenges and lessons of Russia’s ascension for Africa? How can 
African countries benefit from the growing social, political, cultural and economic 
ties with Russia? How does Russia benefit from social, political and economic 
collaboration, partnerships and investments into African economies? 

This essay duly argues that Russia’s participation in the new scramble for Africa is 
increasingly important to Moscow’s overall global national security strategy, e.g., 
fundamentally a political, even strategic, quest. Russia ultimately aims in Africa 
to create a bloc of pro-Russian states over which it has lasting political-economic, 
and even military leverage, e.g., a sphere of influence. In turn, this regional 
transformation will then effectuate a lasting change in the global strategic order. 
Therefore, Russia’s motives are primarily strategic, even if they encompass 
economic gains. Economic gains, despite their importance, function ultimately 
to enhance Russia’s strategic profile in Africa and the creation of this sphere of 
influence. Consequently, Russian policies employ all the instruments of power 
in Moscow’s portfolio, including military, to attain lasting strategic and political 
gains. Neither is this a new Russian policy. Instead, it was already emerging by 
2014-15. (Pham, 2014) Not surprisingly, therefore, Russian analysts view Russia 
as a balancing power in Africa — and even Asia — between the rival poles of 
the West (U.S. and the European Union) and Asia. (Korybko, 2018) Neither is it 
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surprising that Russia is sending “political technologists” to many African states, 
e.g., Libya and Nigeria, to rig local elections and install pro-Russian governments. 
(Al-Atrush, Arkhipov, Meyer, 2019; Newdawnngr, 2018; Harding, Burke, 2019) 

Russia has sent “political technologists” to at least 20 African countries. (Goble, 
2019). That is hardly a limited operation. The term “political technology” — 
prevalent across the former Soviet space — might perhaps be best described 
as a “euphemism for what is by now a highly developed industry of political 
manipulation.” (Goble, 2019) Thus, it is also targeting African voters with 
disinformation campaigns as in the U.S. and Europe. (Kazeem, 2019) Election 
rigging may be commonplace in Africa. (Kollie, 2016); Russia has sought to 
influence elections in South Africa, Mozambique and across Africa. (Documents, 
2019; VOA, 2019) In Nigeria, Russian hackers allegedly conspired with the People’s 
Democratic Party and its candidate, Alhaji Atiku Abubakar, to rig the presidential 
elections. Similarly, Russian paramilitary organization Wagner Group private 
military fighters sent to Libya are participating in election rigging along with 
other Russian elements in Madagascar. In Madagascar, they have sought to co-
opt candidates who would then drop out, allowing Russia’s favored candidate 
to win. In Libya their operatives have discussed rigging elections on behalf of 
General Khalifa Hafter, Moscow’s chosen candidate against the present Libyan 
government.  Meanwhile in South Africa, Russian operatives, created a think tank 
to act as a vehicle to tarnish Mmusi Maimane, the DA leader, and Julius Malema, 
the populist leader of the far-left Economic Freedom Fighters. 

The team drew up documents, obtained by the investigators, that listed its 
proposed tactics, ranging from “generating and disseminating video content” 
and “coordinating with a loyal pool of journalists” to finding ways “to discredit” 
the opposition. (Russia Planned, 2019; Allen, 2019; Dunn, 2019;Newdanngr, 
2018; Weiss, Vaux, 2018; Al-Artush, Arkhipov, Meyer, 2019) Russia’s pervasive 
election-rigging activities in Africa replicate its actions in Europe and the U.S. 
and highlight its unremitting global political warfare against European and 
Western solidarity within and among states, efforts designed to obstruct African 
regional cooperation, and actions taken to create a pro-Russian bloc across Africa 
by all available means. Election rigging also benefits African elites who employ 
this approach to enhance their own power. Therefore, Russia’s election-rigging 
activities promote a shared interest with African elites sympathetic to Russia’s 
approach, and who duly anticipate mutually rewarding policy outcomes. Thus, 
Russia and its “state agents” intervene on behalf of ruling parties in South Africa, 
insurgents in Libya, or on behalf of candidates who can best advance Moscow’s 
interests as in Mozambique, Madagascar and Nigeria. The only criterion of its 
intervention in elections is inserting pro-Russian leadership.
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These policies and tactics clearly affect African governance. Such actions retard 
democratization and enhance corruption and anti-democratic policies. They 
create the basis for internal wars within afflicted states that possess the likelihood 
of subsequently engulfing neighboring countries or becoming international crises 
requiring even greater foreign intervention. Thus, Russia’s tactics can easily lead 
to further civil and military strife within and among African states that undermine 
their sovereignty, territorial integrity and governability, while also generating 
strong pressures for foreign intervention. 

Alternatively, these processes often fulfill Russia’s ambitions by creating 
opportunities for acquiring leverage, untraceable wealth and foreign bases in 
Africa. In Sudan, Omar Bashir offered Russia a base in return for support against 
his opponents. (Blank in Blank, Karasik, 2017) This fell through, but Moscow is 
still trying. Somaliland and Eritrea have, however, offered Moscow bases that it 
now uses. Moreover, there is no doubt that Russia seeks bases in Alexandria and 
Egypt in general, Libya, Algeria and probably across sub-Saharan Africa. (Blank, 
in Blank,Karasik, 2017) Moscow’s continuing presence in the Central African 
Republic (CAR) may originate in a United Nations mandate, but Russia is there to 
stay and behaves as if the CAR is its protectorate. (Pabandji, 2017) Thus, Moscow 
is selling weapons, dispatching advisors (probably interspersed with members of 
the Wagner Group) to train the CAR army. 

The Russian Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MFA) provides the following explanation 
for Russian soldiers’ and “civilian instructors” presence in CAR:  

“Russia’s assistance is carried out as part of the common efforts of the international 
community to strengthen the national security units of the CAR, to transfer full re-
sponsibility for maintaining security and law and order throughout its territory to the 
local authority and, ultimately, to normalize the situation and to provide a lasting 
solution to the drawn-out internal armed conflict.”  

However, the Russian aid is unlikely to be entirely charitable. The same MFA 
statement mentions “mutually beneficial development of Central African 
natural resources,” including “prospecting mining exploration concessions.” A 
French international relations expert, Didier Francois, told Europe the Russian 
“instructors” deployed close to mineral deposits, such as gold, diamonds and 
uranium. Didier explains this by actions of “oligarchs close to the Putin clan,” and 
suggests Russia is “killing two birds with one stone,” acting for both economic 
interests and a new strategy of presence in Eastern and Central Africa. “Oligarchs 
close to Putin” could mean Yevgeny Prigozhin, the man who allegedly runs the 
Wagner Group and has entered a contract with Syrian authorities to “liberate” 
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gas fields in exchange for a share in production, and he could hope for similar 
contracts in the CAR. (Russian Presence, 2019) 

Neither do Russian writers shrink from stating Moscow’s expansive goals. For 
example, Andrew Korybko writes”  

“Russia’s dispatch of specialists to the Congo Republic (Congo-Brazzaville) in order to 
maintain military equipment completes Moscow’s plan of creating a corridor of influ-
ence across the continent from the Sudanese Red Sea coast to the Congolese Atlantic 
one via the Central African Republic, which therefore greatly increases the chances 
that it’ll ultimately succeed with its 21st-century grand strategy of becoming the su-
preme Afro-Eurasian “balancing” force in the New Cold War.” (Korybko, May 27, 2019)

Since “power-projection activities are an input into the world order,” Russian 
force deployments into Africa and economic-political actions to gain access, 
influence and power there represent competitive and profound attempts to 
engender a long-term restructuring of Africa’s strategic order (Houweling, 2004) 
by creating a Russian sphere of influence. Certainly, Moscow appears to be on the 
verge of obtaining a base in the CAR, supposedly at the request of its government. 
(Vandiver, 2019; Roth, 2019) One could argue that Russia is merely emulating 
the great powers’ previous practice. But Russia is replicating the neocolonialist 
pattern we see in the CAR wherever it has become a dominant partner, e.g., in 
Ukraine where it confiscated Ukraine’s energy platforms immediately upon 
seizing Crimea, or by its efforts to impose economic subordination upon Central 
Asian and other former Soviet states. (Spechler, Spechler, 2019) Whatever Western 
firms and governments have done in the past, this kind of exploitation is neither 
feasible nor desirable for them. 

Therefore, we cannot abstract Russia’s accomplishments from its overall 
objectives here or from the enhanced capabilities it has now gained by utilizing 
a multidimensional strategy to secure access across Africa. Russia’s deals and 
achievements confirm that for Russia, if not other major actors, “Geopolitical 
power is less about the projection of military prowess and more about access and 
control of resources and infrastructure.” (Johnson, Derrick, 2012) And that access, 
whether attained through election rigging or other Russian tactics and strategies, 
is fundamentally inimical to African elites’ long-standing efforts to resolve 
African problems by themselves.

We can further argue that Russia’s African policies also help build a coalition of 
authoritarian states to support Moscow in regional and international forums. 
Russia’s African policies also exemplify: 
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“The ability of external factors in general, and international organizations created 
by authoritarian ‘gravity poles’ in particular, to reinforce the authoritarian regime 
trajectories of other states – that is, intentionally or unintentionally to promote the 
spread of authoritarian rule.” (Libman,Obydenova, 2018, p. 1037)

Thus, Russia’s African policies also abet the creation of regional and continental 
blocs or organizations whose purpose is to obstruct African democracy and 
Western presence. The prime example of this is the BRICS organization (Brazil, 
Russia, India, China, South Africa). These institutions reinforce great-power 
interests against the Western-led international order and provide resources for 
ideological or geopolitical regional and great-power contestation. Thus, they 
link ideological conflicts over democratic governance to geostrategic rivalries by 
espousing rhetoric of multipolarity to erode Western dominance of multilateral 
economic and financial institutions and to attack the primacy of the dollar. Insofar 
as BRICS is essentially a Russian initiative and Russia has become a much more 
vociferous critic of Western and American hegemony, it stands to reason that it 
would use this institution both rhetorically and pragmatically even more as its 
estrangement from Washington and the West grows. (Steunkel, 2015) Indeed, in 
this way BRICS closely resembles an emerging global Russian policy template, “A 
multipolar anchor pursuing independent integrational projects that contravene 
the existing unipolar order …” (Belyanina, 2016) 

Russia thereby replicates one of the Cold War’s distinguishing hallmarks. 
Globalizing Russia’s long-standing war against Western ideological and strategic 
encroachment restores (at least to Russian elites) the perception of Russia as a 
great global power, a constitutive pole of the multipolar order. But this strategy 
also represents Moscow’s considered insight regarding the only way it can 
retain power at home. (Lungu, 2015-2016, p. 5) Russia-preferred ideological and 
geostrategic outcomes in Africa underscore Africa’s growing importance to 
Russia as an opportunity for displaying its multidimensional capabilities at the 
impending summit and beyond. 

Accompanying Russia’s recovery of nerve and status is its theory of contemporary 
international relations revolving around the concept of multipolarity. Multipolarity 
means many things in Russian political literature, but it connotes certain agreed-
upon phenomena and trends. First, Russia is a global great power and therefore 
entitled to enjoy that status. In Africa, Russia must therefore be present in a highly 
visible, publicly acknowledged and significant way. Second, multipolarity and 
Russian foreign policies represent a reaction against and counter to America’s 
unremitting but increasingly unsuccessful and counterproductive effort to 
establish its universal hegemony. Consequently other poles — China, Africa 
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and other regional security organizations — are challenging the U.S. globally, 
thereby asserting themselves and welcoming Russian assistance, along with 
the restoration of Russia’s traditional, e.g., Cold War, role abroad. While Western 
governments portray Russian policy as revisionism, Moscow views it instead as 
“the restoration of historical justice,” part of which entails playing a major role 
across Africa. (Kokshin, 2019) Thus, Russia’s growing influence across Africa 
appears in investments in mining and energy projects, arms sales, agreements 
to preserve governments against insurgents, e.g., deploying private military 
forces (mercenaries to some) and training forces to support local governments 
or insurgents, as the case may be. We find numerous signs of such deployments 
in Libya and the Central African Republic. (Kokshin, 2019; Harding, Burke, 2019; 
Dunn, 2018) 

Although these deployments of private military forces, advisors and/or Spetsnaz 
forces remain small — in the hundreds — there is no authoritative account of 
just how many private military forces like Wagner or official Russian military 
personnel have been deployed to Libya, Mozambique, Central African Republic and 
Madagascar. But these deployments, taken together, suggest the implementation of 
a new Russian approach to Third World conflict. In this shift, Moscow is essentially 
creating a global expeditionary force based on small but integrated land, air and 
air naval forces, leveraging private military forces — either insurgents or regular 
forces in the country — and paramilitaries as in Syria to effectuate pro-Russian 
political change and resist supposedly Western-organized “color revolutions.” 
(Blank, 2019; Tucker, 2019) Essentially, Moscow is now developing in its “African 
laboratory” techniques first used in Syria to suppress what it perceives as “color 
revolutions” against its interests throughout the Third World and/or Europe or 
to launch its own uprisings on behalf of pro-Russian forces and leaders. In this 
“laboratory,” it is developing a new formula for global Russian and pro-Russian 
expeditionary forces that blends both Russian and indigenous, regular, private 
and irregular forces that are integrated by Russian command and control centers. 
(Blank, 2019; Tucker, 2019).  

These developments coincide with the use of the aforementioned political 
technologists to influence political outcomes, imparting a creative and innovative 
aspect to Moscow’s military-political-economic quest for influence in Africa. 
So, while Russia gains political support and a lasting political obligation, these 
African political elements gain power and a reliable (and presumably grateful) 
foreign partner. Africa’s rising importance and Russia’s return to the world stage 
manifest the turn toward multipolarity as defined by them, according to Russian 
spokesmen. And to the extent that Russia partners with individual African states 
and African regional organizations, it advances African states’ standing in world 
affairs (both individually and collectively), strengthens Russia’s standing as 
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a balancer between them and other regional “poles,” and weakens America’s 
perceived ability to “dictate” policies to Africa. Whereas Africa benefits by gaining 
tangible and intangible resources for development and self-assertion, either by 
individual states or by regional entities, Russia gains influence, status, wealth 
and power; asserts itself against the U.S. (and much less overtly China, whose 
influence threatened to eclipse that of Russia); and weakens the U.S.-led West. 
Thus, multipolarity — as an operating concept of world politics — masks what is 
essentially a continuing bipolarity vis-à-vis the West and a zero-sum approach to 
competition in the Third World. (Kortunov, 2019)

The assertion of multipolarity is closely tied to the effort to foster foreign 
multilateral organizations that are vulnerable to Russian interests, corruption 
and pressure (Belyanina, 2016; Stuenkel, 2015). Indeed, we have seen this pattern 
at work in Latin America. (Blank, Kim, 2015; Russian Ministry of Foreign Relations 
of the Russian Federation, 2014). Russian policy in Africa aims to achieve similar 
goals, namely, forcing the U.S. to recognize Russia as a legitimate global player  
that must be reckoned with in international affairs pertaining to either Latin 
America or Africa. Such positioning excludes Western military power from 
intervening in both regions and curtails such interventions through a Russian 
and regional veto expressed through the U.N. and regional security institutions 
like the African Union. (Taylor, 2008) Moscow seeks to instrumentalize Russia’s 
presence in Africa as in Latin America to create a pro-Russian bloc, gain leverage 
on regional security organizations and exclude the West from these regions 
while securing a free hand for itself. These intentions obviously connect to the 
aforementioned goals of a sphere of influence and extension of authoritarian 
regional institutions with Russian influence or even membership. 

The Sochi summit reflected Africa’s rising importance to Moscow. It was the first 
in a series of inter-ministerial and inter-governmental conclaves based on an 
already robust schedule of regular high-level Russo-African interactions. Such 
programs of action are not minor events for Russian policymakers, even if Africa 
does not enjoy the standing attached to ties with America, Europe, China and the 
Middle East. Thus, the Sochi summit, associated and future meetings demonstrate 
Africa’s rising strategic significance to Moscow and will create a launching pad for 
numerous future economic-political initiatives for mutual gain.

Moreover, Russia’s successful intervention in the Middle East has stimulated 
the expansion of its power-projection drive and capabilities in Africa since 2015. 
It has proved to  Moscow that it can succeed in such complex environments and 
demonstrates to African and Arab regimes that it is a successful and worthwhile 
partner. Equally important, it has led key Arab governments like the United Araba 
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Emirates (UAE) to be a sponsor and enabler of Russian policy here. (Blank in 
Blank,Karasik, 2017) 

Russia in the past has been perceived abroad as a European power. Since 1917, 
however, it has portrayed itself to Africa, Latin America and Asia at different times 
to be an Asian or developing power, and more recently as a Eurasian power, e.g., 
another victim of imperialism of imperialism. It has done so to avoid the stigma 
of being seen as a European colonialist power. Therefore, the current push into 
Africa to some degree helps consolidate Russia’s self-perception as an Asian or 
Eurasian power distinct from Europe, while also selling this perception to African 
elites. In this respect, Russia’s quest in Africa parallels China’s self-portrayal as 
a victim of and an alternative to Western colonialism in that country’s drive for 
great-power status. 

Russia’s self-presentation as an opponent of Western unipolarity and quasi-
imperial tendencies that insists on not being dictated to — however mendacious 
it is, in fact — is not merely assumed for its own psychological and political 
gratification. This stance also aims to appeal to African sensitivities. As Aarie Glas 
has recently written about the African Union (AU),

“As (author Paul) Williams observes, ‘How African states and organizations think 
about and practice security is intimately related to how they understand their self-im-
age(s) and what it means to be African.’ In this regard AU (African Union) officials are 
united in a common rejection of extra-regional interference as ‘othering’ behavior 
that reifies their regional commonality. As one AU Commission official summarized, 
‘There is a sense of African-ness of belonging here. It ties us together, sharing a com-
mon destiny. This shared sense of belonging marks the bounds of a community of 
practice. Moreover … it is this dispositional tendency to abhor extra-regional interfer-
ence in continental peace and security affairs that informs the principle of the ‘African 
solutions to African problems’ and its expression in practice within this community.’” 
(Glas, 2018, pp. 1125-1126)

As in the Latin American and other (e.g., Balkan) cases, Russia seeks to 
instrumentalize this AU stance to insist that it participate in regional problems 
with regional security organizations like the AU and the U.N. to prevent Western 
unilateral actions. (Karpusin interview, 2014). Hence, Russia’s recurring insistence 
in its relations with other states — not just African governments — in documents 
and statements affirming mutual opposition to external interference (e.g., from 
the U.S. and Europe) plays well in African and Asian surroundings. But beyond 
Africa’s significance to Russia’s self-perception as a Eurasian or Asian actor, 
Russian policies in Africa strongly consolidate an equally if not even deeper layer 
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of Russian political self-consciousness. Russian analysts and officials alike agree 
that the Putin regime’s great achievement in foreign policy has been to recover 
Russia’s “sovereignty,” e.g., the power to act independently around the world 
as a great power, without having to answer to anyone for behavior at home and 
abroad. (Trenin, 2019; Radin, Reach, 2017, p. 34) Therefore, it is a matter not only 
of psychology but of power and status that Russia perceives itself to be and acts 
as a great global power.(various) Consequently, once it saw the opportunity and 
possessed the means to reassert itself in Africa, Russia acted quickly. This quest 
for self-assertion in Africa began no later than 2012-13, not 2016-17. But that quest 
received an accelerated impetus from the sanctions imposed by the West in 2014 
and the success of Russia’s Middle Eastern policies after the 2015 intervention in 
Syria’s civil war. That success not only imparted a new confidence to Moscow, it 
also convinced Middle Eastern states in Asia and Africa that Russia was here to 
stay, could function as a reliable interlocutor and even be a beneficial partner. 

Since then, if not even earlier, Russia’s government has formulated and then 
implemented a multidimensional strategy — utilizing all the instruments of power 
in which Moscow has a comparative advantage — to reassert Russian influence 
in Africa and upon African states, obtain lasting niches of influence and power 
there and gain naval and other military bases. These instruments of power are 
deals connected with energy exploration and transport to market, nuclear energy 
projects, mining, telecommunications deals and the provision of military services 
to support friendly governments that are under threat. (various) It thereby aims 
to secure lasting influence on African states’ foreign policies in the UN and other 
international and/or regional security organizations. Obviously, it also hopes 
to gain profits, develop enduring trade and large-scale investment projects and 
relationships, and obtain lasting influence on key economic and defense sectors. 

Certainly, Russia’s trade and investment in Africa to date have been limited. As 
Paul Stronski recently wrote,

“According to the World Bank, sub-Saharan Africa’s exports to Russia were worth 
about $0.6 billion in 2017, while its imports from Russia amounted to about $2.5 
billion. This puts the total sub-Saharan-Russian trade turnover at about $3 billion, 
which pales in comparison to the region’s trade with China and the United States, 
worth $56 billion and $27 billion, respectively. Russia is not a major source of eco-
nomic development assistance to Africa. What it has been able to offer mostly comes 
in the form of debt relief, which Russian officials claim amounts to $20 billion over 
twenty years. However, even this figure pales in comparison to commercial loans that 
Chinese entities have extended across the continent. That figure has been estimated 
to be as high as$143 billion between 2000 and 2017.” (Stronski, 2019)
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But it also clearly hopes to gain and has been offered military bases in key 
strategic zones, e.g., near the Red Sea in return for its military and other services 
to embattled governments. (Blank in Blank, Karasik, 2017) Moreover, it is moving 
forward as a result of the Sochi summit and its prior diplomatic and other dealings 
to conduct other military agreements with African states. From November 25-30, 
2019, the South African, Russian and Chinese navies were scheduled to conduct 
joint exercises off the coast of South Africa for “joint actions to ensure safety 
of shipping and maritime economic activity.” (Defenceweb, 2019). Similarly, 
Egyptian paratroopers have participated in joint exercises with Russian and 
other foreign troops in Russia and Egypt since 2017. (Egyptian Independent, 2017; 
Sputnik News, 2018; Ahram Online, 2019) Russia is also learning how to project 
power to Africa, if necessary. For example, Tu-160 strategic nuclear-capable 
bombers and their support aircraft flew to South Africa in October 2019 as part 
of a “diplomatic deployment not unlike a similar earlier deployment in 2018 to 
Venezuela.” (Cenciotti, 2019)

Meanwhile, nonmilitary instruments of power concurrently deployed in Africa 
benefit African governments and economies. They reinforce pro-Moscow 
policy tendencies and help establish lasting sectors of influence or of mutual 
cooperation (often corrupt in nature) across Africa. Moscow also keenly grasps 
the opportunities to achieve lasting material and intangible benefits of all kinds 
through its ties with African governments. Russia has discerned that Africa 
holds enoughpotential, now and into the future, to establish an enduring basis 
for the recovery and sustainment of its global great-power status and vision. 
Therefore, it avidly pursues all kinds of opportunities for material and strategic 
gain by its willingness to provide nuclear reactors for those who seek them; arms 
sales; private military forces to uphold a beleaguered regime at home; assistance 
with finding, refining and transporting energy to European markets; and also 
obtaining lasting signs of influence, e.g., air and/or naval bases. Ultimately, this 
could lead to permanent deployments and power projection as suggested above; 
Russia’s minister of defense says that Russian forces can now conduct remote 
combat missions. (Sputnik, 2019) 

While Russia gains power, status or standing both in and beyond Africa, as well 
as influence, profits, access to more lasting profits, trade and military bases for 
future power projection, questions center on  what African countries gain from 
their ties with Russia. In the military sphere, some gains are immediately tangible. 
African armies get relatively advanced weapons and training on how to use them. 
Authoritarian African rulers gain a committed cadre of foreign supporters in the 
guise of Russian private mercenaries, and African military cadres often receive 
education at Russian military academies or from Russian military advisors and 
teachers working in their countries. (Kulkova, 2019) In return, Moscow gets bases, 
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such as in Somaliland, or the offer thereof as in Sudan, influence on members of 
the military, and a lasting and lucrative arms sales and maintenance relationship. 
And, it obtains the hope of future clout over African policies as it gains greater 
leverage within African polities or security organizations. 

But for many African states, the tangible gains apparently remain insufficient. 
Statements from many quarters reflect dissatisfaction with the amount of 
investments offered, the state of existing projects, the types of the investment 
projects chosen, the manifold structural and perceptual obstacles to getting 
Russian projects launched and/or implemented, and the overall state of economic 
ties with Russia. In other words, Russia has not yet sufficiently exploited the 
supposed economic opportunities that are currently available in Africa. (Kester 
Kenn Klomeagh, 2019). To be sure, Russia is trying hard, and the longer-term 
outcome of the Sochi summit will reveal whether or not Russia can or will act 
to make large-scale investments in Africa that actually meet African needs 
and desires. Nevertheless, there are many structural factors working against 
a massive augmentation of Russia’s economic impact on Africa, though there 
are fewer obstacles to its political impact for the immediate future. In the long 
term, however, the structural factors that impede massive economic investment 
on the Chinese scale may become telling. There are many reasons for making  
this argument. 

Currently, Chinese investment dwarfs Russian investment in Africa. In both 
2015 and 2018 alone President Xi Jinping promised $60 billion in investment to 
Africa. (Sow, 2018) China also has extended more than $86 billion in commercial 
loans to African governments and state-owned entities between 2000 and 2014. 
(Schneidman, Wiegert, 2018) Similarly, the fifth European Union (EU)-Africa 
Summit in Abidjan in 2017 occurred in the context of two-way trade exceeding 
$300 billion. Moreover, at Abidjan, the EU pledged to mobilize more than $54 
billion in “sustainable” investment for Africa by 2020. (Brussels is also negotiating 
Economic Partnership Agreements (EPAs), with 40 African nations in sub-
Saharan Africa to obtain preferential access to imports and to foster widespread 
market liberalization. (Schneidman, Wiegert, 2018) And, even though U.S. energy 
self-sufficiency has substantially reduced trade with Africa, the U.S. still averaged 
$19 billion annually in trade from 2013-2017. (Schneidman, Wiegert, 2018) 

Meanwhile, Venezuela’s example also suggests that Chinese investment, like 
Western investment, aims more at economic benefit and longer-term political 
gains, while Russian investment aims more overtly at more immediate political 
and strategic benefits. (Kaplan, 2019) For now, however, the chief beneficiaries of 
Russian “largesse” are the authoritarians who belive Moscow provides support 
for their political power and economic corruption. This is the case whether we are 
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discussing South Africa or the Maghreb. Nevertheless, it is clear that while Russia 
may provide more immediate military assistance to these rulers, it cannot match 
China in the range or volume of economic investment that it can provide for long-
term consolidation of their power. Moreover, to judge from China’s Belt and Road 
Initiative and its military aspects. (Kamphausen, 2019) China is pursuing, as in 
Central Asia, (Blank, 2019), a vision of military influence based on its enhanced 
economic presence and accompanying military presence and capabilities well 
beyond its borders that may relatively soon surpass whatever Moscow can offer, 
given China’s and more sustained economic power. (Nantulya, 2019)

In addition, the stagnation of the Russian economy that Putin’s team neither 
can nor will overcome impedes Russian foreign and defense policies in many 
ways. Indeed, Russia has had to cut defense spending. Serious defects in 
science, technology and human capital (Morrison,Twygg, 2019; Balzer, 2016) are 
structurally if not culturally rooted in the current system. Foreign investment is 
quite insufficient and Russia’s need for investment obliges it to solicit aid if not 
investment from India, Gulf States and China. Therefore, it competes with Africa in 
the global capital market. (Stronski, 2019) It also is clear that public dissatisfaction 
with socioeconomic stagnation is mounting. Russian investors will look for niches 
in the energy, mining and arms markets and may enjoy some success there, but 
they will also encounter more robust African and foreign competition as African 
economies grow and as more governments realize that Africa is a dynamic, rising 
economic player. (The Economist, March 9, 2019). 

In short, Russia’s relative decline continues and limits its positive impact on 
Africa. But the factors that drive Moscow today add to the likelihood of its overall 
negative impact on growth, governance and security in Africa, precisely because 
of Russia’s prominence in the arms, energy and mining markets, and the driving 
impulses of its elites and foreign policy. While — absent major domestic reform 
— Russia’s impact is likely to decline over the long run; in the short and medium 
term, and in order to shore up its foreign policy status, it may well seek more 
adventures in Africa.

Thus, Russia aspires to an ambitious role in Africa and some rulers, elites and 
businessmen would welcome it. But the obstacles inside Russia to the significant 
expansion of its economic role in Africa remain substantial, deeply rooted and 
unlikely to change qualitatively anytime soon. Unfortunately, that means Russia 
will continue to use or instrumentalize Africa in pursuit of objectives that benefit 
Putin, his entourage and some African elites. But those benefits clearly come at 
the expense of Africa’s long-term interests: security and peace. 
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Introduction

The relationship between what would become South Sudan and China started with 
the signing of the Comprehensive Peace Agreement (CPA) in 2005 between the 
old Sudan and Sudan People’s Liberation Movement/Army (SPLM/A). Oil, a major 
trigger of the Second Sudanese Civil War (1983-2005), continued to fuel the violent 
conflict, which led to the partition of the largest country on the African continent. 
Driven by the opening-up policy as an important vehicle of the Chinese reform 
trajectory, China found itself drawn into the Sudanese conflict. Underpinned by 
its scramble to invest in the oil industry overseas and to acquire energy to fuel its 
booming economy, China took part in the conflict by supporting the government of 
Sudan militarily, economically and politically against the SPLM/A. As soon as the 
CPA was signed, China started to court the SPLM and newly formed Government 
of Southern Sudan (GoSS) led by the SPLM in Juba. Surprisingly, the leadership of 
the SPLM overlooked the belligerent past and opted for cooperation with China. 
Why?  

Image credit:  Oleg Elkov / Shutterstock.com
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This paper will discuss a handful of issue: the pragmatic approach to cooperation 
in the light of the opening-up policy of China and its role in the war of liberation 
of South Sudan; how the realities of The Comprehensive Peace Agreement drove 
China’s quest to court the SPLM and GoSS during the interim period; how oil 
became a double-edged sword in the context of African agency; and role of China 
in the partition of old Sudan and the challenge to the doctrine of non-interference. 
This paper has mainly utilized data collected during fieldwork research in the 
form of interviews with so-called elites and the review of official documents.  

The Opening-Up Drive and Blood Oil

On 18 August 1955, three months before the declaration of the independence of 
Sudan, a southern military garrison in the town of Torit mutinied against the 
central government in Khartoum, marking the outbreak of the First Sudanese 

Civil War. In 1972, the Government 
of Sudan and the South Sudan 
Liberation Movement (SSLM), with 
its military wing known as the 
Anya-Nya I (Southern rebels that 
fought the war against the north 
from 1955-1972), signed the Addis 

Ababa Accord, ending 17 years of bloody conflict (Bangul, personal interview, 
December 8, 2015). The accord brought a brief period of relative peace (1972-1983), 
but soon the country reverted into another long conflict because of  violations of 
the accord by the central government in Khartoum (Shinn, 2004, p. 239-259). On 
16 May 1983, a Sudan Armed Forces (SAF) garrison (mostly composed of former 
soldiers of the Anya Nya I who were inducted into Sudan Armed Forces as per the 
Addis Ababa Accord) mutinied in Bor, Jonglei state (led by Major Kerubino Kuanyin 
Bol), and formed the Sudan People’s Liberation Movement/Army (Manifesto of the 
SPLM/A, 1983, p. 12-13). Alongside many other factors, the civil war was triggered 
by the discovery of oil in Southern Sudan. China later became heavily involved, 
both in the oil exploitation and the war over it.

In 1981, an American multinational energy giant, Chevron Corp., discovered 
abundant commercial reserves of oil, but within three years suspended Adar 
oilfield operations, eventually selling to Sudanese interests, because of security 
issues presented by the SPLM/A. Soon after, a number of Western oil firms 
emerged, including Talisman, AGIP and Lundin. However, these newcomers also 
quit the fields – this time the result of a global human rights campaign against 
SAF atrocities in the area  leaving the vacuum to be filled by Chinese oil firms. By 
1999, China National Petroleum Corporation (CNPC) had purchased a majority of 

“China, as an active, willing 
supporter of Khartoum, was a 
wartime enemy.” (Daniel Large, 
2011, p. 4).
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shares in Sudanese oil (Exploration and Petroleum Sharing Agreement, 1997, p. 
94). As a state-owned firm, the CNPC was not susceptible to Western human rights 
campaigners. Besides the open-door policy of Deng Xiaoping – paramount leader 
of the People’s Republic of China from 1978 through 1992 – as part of Chinese 
reforms in 1978, oil giant CNPC was part of the larger trend of the going-out 
policy. As such, the Chinese government was encouragingChinese State-Owned 
Enterprises (SOEs) to invest and acquire assets overseas, backed by the country’s 
abundant foreign exchange reserves (China Hands, 2015). Furthermore, China’s 
adventure into a troubled Sudan was not only underpinned by the acquisition of 
crude oil, but aimed to establishing a foothold in Africa. In oil sector investment, 
Chinese investment in Sudan was the first of its kind, making it a showcase 
for future investment in the sector 
overseas, particularly on the African 
continent. With its long experience 
from Daqing oilfields in northeast 
China, CNPC was able to provide the 
best oilmen and managed to achieve a 
great deal in developing the Sudanese 
oil industry (Patey, 2012, p. 94). Filling 
the vacuum left by Western oil majors 
in a challenging environment, the 
CNPC’s achievement consolidated strategic relations between Sudan and China.   

As such, China was ready to support the government of Sudan in its quest to 
control oilfields at all costs and without regard for human rights or any other 
social impact of oil activities. In the 1990s, the National Islamic Front government 
– as a new regime in the region seeking to consolidate its power in Khartoum 
– pursued the creation of a cordon sanitaire, "a place devoid of civilian life," in 
areas around oilfields in the Western Upper Nile by implementing a scorched-
earth military campaign to clear out civilian populations. This paved the way for 
Chinese oil companies to expand oil exploration (Patey, 2012). China’s economic 
support was not confined to oil revenues but included arms sales to the SAF to 
sustain and expand its policy of clearing civilians and SPLA away from oilfields. 
According to Morgan Winsor (2015, p. 1), “For decades, China has provided Sudan 
with billions of dollars in financial, diplomatic and military support in exchange 
for the African country’s vast oil reserves.” 

For these obvious reasons, the SPLM/A continued to consider oil installations as 
legitimate military targets, intending to deny the government in Khartoum its 
oil revenues. The government spent oil revenues on weapons to gun down the 
civilian population and inflict casualties against the SPLA (Winsor, 2015). Since 
1999, oil revenues tilted the military balance of power on the battlefields across 

“For decades, China has 
provided Sudan with billions of 
dollars in financial, diplomatic 
and military support in 
exchange for the African 
country’s vast oil reserves.” 
(Morgan Winsor, 2015)
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Southern Sudan, Nuba Mountains and Blue Nile. The SPLA was subjected to defeat 
after defeat, particularly in the southern part of the country where the movement 
was confined to the borders of the Democratic Republic of the Congo , Uganda and 
Kenya (SPLA Officer, personal interview, 2015). Without its charismatic leader John 
Garang1, the SPLM/A was heading toward the fate of the Tamil Tigers of Sri Lanka 
when they were defeated on the battleground and lost the civil war in 2009. Despite 
condemnations from human rights groups, China clung to its “principle of non-
interference in Sudan’s internal affairs, paid little attention to Southern Sudan’s 
poor human rights, and has not exerted any diplomatic pressure on Khartoum.” 
(Hui, 2015, p. 376; Human Rights Watch, 2003, p. 13) Instead of oil bringing joy and 
development to the communities where it is extracted, it brought only disaster as 
people were expelled and killed. With the CPA in place, Southern Sudan and China 
faced the new realities.

Realities of The Comprehensive Peace Agreement, (CPA)

With the signing of the key protocols of The Comprehensive Peace Agreement 
(CPA), the stage was set for both the SPLM/A and China to chart a realist approach. 
Based on the Machakos Protocol, governance in Sudan was based on a one-
country, two-systems structure during the six-year interim period (The Machakos 
Protocol, 2002, p. 3). The SPLM/A was set to form an autonomous Government of 
Southern Sudan (GoSS) in Juba with functions to conduct international relations, 
including agreements on economic matters. Thus, it was high time for the 
SPLM/A leadership to think differently in adapting to the new era of transition 
from liberation movement to government, as this new reality would require 
new approaches. On the other hand, China realized that the majority of oilfields, 
which were clearly central to its interests in Sudan, were located within Southern 
Sudan (A. Nyok, personal interview, May 24, 2016). As such, new approaches were 
warranted from Chinese leadership to safeguard its interests, especially given the 
difficult past between the two sides. In the end, mutual interests required South 
Sudan and China to adopt a pragmatic decision to engage instead of continuing 
along a path of confrontation. 

In an unexpected move, the SPLM leadership dispatched a high level delegation to 
Beijing to turn over a new leaf of positive engagement. In March 2005, barely three 
months after the signing of the CPA in the Kenyan capital, Nairobi, a delegation 
led by the then-Deputy Chairman of the SPLM and Chief of Staff of the SPLA, 

1    Dr. John Garang was killed in helicopter crash in July 2005, just 21 days after his swearing in as 1st Vice President 
of Sudan and President of the Government of Southern Sudan respectively.
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and currently the President of the Republic of South Sudan, Salva Kiir Mayardit, 
landed in Beijing with a number of key messages for the Chinese (A. Arop, personal 
interview, September 15, 2017). Prime among his key messages was the role which 
China should play in the implementation of the CPA and issues of socioeconomic 
cooperation (N. Nhial, personal interview, February 5, 2016). The role of China in 
the socioeconomic development of Southern Sudan was welcome as Nhial Deng 
Nhial, senior member of delegation that visited Beijing in 2005, stated that “We 
discussed with the Chinese their role in bolstering the peaceful coexistence 
between Sudan and Southern Sudan and we also discussed with them economic 
development assistance as well as investment by China in Southern Sudan” (N. 
Nhial, personal interview, February 5, 2016). The visit marked the first departure 
from past antagonistic relations during the war.  

After the formation of the GoSS, it was essential for both sides to adapt to the 
new reality created by the CPA. China’s biggest overseas oil investment was at 
stake, and so a rational approach was required in dealing with the two Sudans. 
This new reality perhaps posed one of the most challenging balancing acts for 
China in its bourgeoning engagement with the African continent (Large, 2008, p. 
102). Maintaining an old ally in Sudan, whilst simultaneously cultivating a new 
relationship with the SPLM leaders who had been at war with Khartoum, put the 
long-standing Chinese foreign policy doctrine of non-interference to the test. 
China’s huge investment in developing the Sudanese oil industry pushed it to take 
bold decisions throughout the interim period (Large, 2008).  

The CPA, by and large, made it easier for the Chinese to follow a soft intervention 
policy, particularly through the one-country, two-systems approach. During the 
visit of Special Envoy and Assistant Foreign Minister Zhai Jun to Juba, China’s 
Consulate General was opened on 1 September 2008 to cater to Chinese interests in 
the southern part of Sudan (M. Semaya, personal interview, September 1, 2017). On 
the surface, China was dealing with the south within the context of one country, 
but behind the scenes it was, in fact, dealing with a quasi-state that was widely 
expected to be heading toward full independence via a referendum in 2011. While 
Chinese officials continue to shy away from admitting the difficulty in maintaining 
the doctrine of non-interference, discourse and debate has already begun within 
Chinese academia on the need to gradually soften this policy (Z. Tong, personal 
interview, September 4, 2017). Despite the recurring rhetoric of Chinese officials, 
China’s actions, particularly in the Sudans, speak volumes about its decision to 
begin backing away from the doctrine. The doctrine has proved to be challenging 
to maintain in the face of China’s evolving political and economic interests as 
it “goes global” as a rising power. Thus, it could be argued that the pragmatic 
approach taken by the GoSS/SPLM and China was one of classic “realpolitik.” 
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The visit of the Chinese President Hu Jintao to Sudan in 2007 was an important step 
in consolidating the growing engagement between the two sides (Southern Sudan 
and China). During the visit, President Hu and the first vice president of Sudan, 
Salva Kiir, met and discussed the deepening of bilateral ties and possibilities 
for further pragmatic cooperation between China and GoSS (N. Nhial, personal 
interview, February 5, 2016). At the meeting, President Hu invited Kiir to visit 
Beijing later that year to discuss the role 
that China could play in the development 
of Southern Sudan (N. Nhial, personal 
interview, 2016). At the meeting, 
President Hu invited Kiir to visit Beijing 
later that year to discuss the role that 
China could play in the development of 
Southern Sudan (N. Nhial, personal interview, 2016). This meeting marked the 
defining moment between China and South Sudan, as both sides walked the fine 
line of “one-country, two-systems.” 

Backdoor diplomacy was now in full swing after the first meeting between Hu 
and Kiir in Khartoum. In 2007, Kiir visited Beijing with a key message for Chinese 
leadership: The Southern Sudanese delegation made it categorically clear that 
smooth implementation of the CPA would guarantee stability in the country, 
and the peaceful process leading to the referendum at the end of the interim in 
2011 was particularly vital (A. Itto, personal interview, September 8, 2015). From 
the outset after the signing of the CPA, Garang, a signatory to the agreement, 
voiced his belief “the implementation of the CPA will be more difficult than its 
negotiation” (J. Garang, 2004).  

Thus, winning over Beijing was critical in order to pressure Khartoum for peaceful 
implementation. The SPLM was aware of how much leverage China wielded over 
Khartoum, as the latter was isolated and considered a pariah state in the eye of 
the international community (A. Nyok, personal interview, May 24, 2016). On 
other hand, China was well aware that the violations of the Addis Ababa Accord 
of 1972 were among the key reasons for the outbreak of the Second Sudanese Civil 
War in 1983 and led to the departure of Chevron from Sudanese oil fields in 1984. 
The clarity of the message kept Chinese leadership on top of the issues and was a 
positive factor throughout the implementation of the CPA. The invitation extended 
to President Kiir of the GoSS by Chinese President Hu Jintao demonstrated the 
substantive and prominent rise of South Sudan in China’s foreign policy agenda. 
Despite the Chinese leadership carefully navigating the blurred lines of one-
country, two-systems, South Sudan was able to have its voice heard through the 
visit of Kiir to Beijing in 2007. In the same year of Kiir’s visit to the Asian capital 
city, China started its contribution in the health sector by helping to combat one 

“The implementation  
of the CPA will be more 
difficult than its  
negotiation.” (John  
Garang, 2004)
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of the most lethal diseases in Africa, 
malaria. On 4 November 2007, China 
offered a grant worth $394,348 for 
anti-malaria medicines (L. Chengwen, 
personal communication, November 
4, 2007; Z. Oingyang, personal 
communication, December 21, 2009). 

As the socioeconomic cooperation picked up, the referendum leading to the divorce of 
old Sudan was imminent.

The Referendum and the Divorce of Old Sudan

At the time of the referendum, the unity of Sudan was in the balance, as were 
China’s oil interests in the region, if the government of Sudan obstructed the vote. 
The Machakos Protocol stipulated the conduct of the referendum at the end of 
the six-year interim period (Machakos Protocol, 2002, p. 2). For those with vital 
interests in Sudan, such as China, a peaceful referendum was vital to avert a slide 
into what could have been a more bitter, violent and devastating war than those 
that had come before. At this juncture, many major players in Sudans’s internal 
affairs, such as the troika (Norway, United Kingdom and the United States), were 
worried about the prospect of the two sides of the CPA reverting to conflict. By 
then, the South Sudanese were more determined than ever to carry on with the 
vote regardless (S. Alley, personal interview, 2017).  

As the referendum approached, Chinese oil companies faced deep uncertainty 
over the future of their huge investment in the oil sector. The SPLM, conscious of 
the role it expected from China in implementing the CPA, was quick to reassure 
China that “its investments in the semi-autonomous region will be protected if 
southerners vote for independence in a January 9 referendum.” (Gurtong, 2010, 
p. 1) These assurances were not altruistic; indeed, several strings were attached. 
As such, Ann Ito, then deputy secretary general of the SPLM, conditioned the 
protection of the Chinese investment interests, stating, “if they want us to 
protect their assets, the only way is to develop a very strong relationship with the 
government of Southern Sudan, respect the outcome of the referendum, and then 
we will be doing business.” (A. Itto, personal interview, September 2015)  

As it was evident, the most vital component of the CPA for the SPLM and the people 
of Southern Sudan was, in fact, the conduct and the outcome of the referendum. 
Conversely, China’s vital interest was the continuation and safety of its investment 
in the Sudanese oil industry. Thus, both sides had reason tosupport each other’s 
vital interests through working toward a peaceful and fair referendum. The 

“If the Sudanese leader can no 
longer count on the Chinese 
to back him in clinging to the 
south, his options become far 
more limited” (Alan, Boswell, 
2010).
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process posed a serious dilemma for China, given its long-standing foreign policy 
objective of adherence to sovereignty and non-interference. China was left with 
no other rational option but to contend with the realities of the CPA. 

The possibility of violence drew closer as Khartoum remained something of a 
wild card and would surely ignite violence if it chose to obstruct the referendum 
process. As the major trading and developmental partner of Sudan, China wielded 
considerable influence to both persuade and pressure Khartoum to allow a free 
and peaceful referendum. Furthermore, China remained as the only major power 
protecting Sudan at the United Nations Security Council, particularly President 
Omar al-Bashir, who had been indicted by the Internaional Criminal Court 
on charges of crimes against humanity and war crimes. Thus, China had more 
leverage in prevailing over Sudan than any other major power. Furthermore, as 
a rising power, China’s willingness to steer Sudan toward a vote in a peaceful 
referendum was viewed by the international community as a test to its credibility. 

China, cognizant of the safety of its interests and as expected, set out to play 
a positive role in engaging both parties of the CPA. Both sides of the Sudanese 
divide were engaged in “an arms race since the inception of the CPA.” (Senior 
SPLA Officer, personal interview, 2016) China had only a limited time to avoid 
the worst outcome; constructive engagement with the Sudanese parties was the 
only optimal option to pursue. With numerous visits to both sides of the Sudans, 
Chinese leaders were busy during the run-up to the vote. Preventing an outbreak 
of violence between Sudan and Southern Sudan was the best possible approach for 
China to protect its interest in the Sudans.  

In July 2010, with the referendum less than six months away, China dispatched 
a special envoy for Africa, Liu Guijing, to both Khartoum and Juba to relay the 
message of the Chinese leadership. After meeting with Sudanese Foreign Minister 
Ali Karti, Liu stated that his government “would be delighted to see Sudan remain 
united following the 2011 referendum in the south, but Beijing will nonetheless 
respect choices made by Southerners.” (Sudan Tribune, 2010) Karti further added, 
“At the same time, whatever happens, whatever the result of the referendum will 
be, we hope and we believe that peace and tranquility will prevail.” These were 
the recurrent messages from China of the importance of a peaceful referendum, 
which concurred with the views of other members of the international community. 
China did not limit its role to only pushing for a peaceful referendum, but it was 
involved in the actual process.  

To support the process and mitigate some of the challenges, China was one of the 
members of the international community to offer funding , paying USD 500,000 
to the Southern Sudan Referendum Commission (B. Jock, personal interview, 2015; 
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Dyer, 2014). During the vote, China sent an observation team to Sudan to provide 
its own assessment of the process. Shortly after the announcement of the result by 
the Southern Sudan Referendum Commission, China was quick to respond. In the 
words of the Chinese Foreign Ministry spokesman, Hong Lei: “China respects the 
results of South Sudan referendum” (Shasha, 2011). 

The announcement of the referendum result, and its acceptance by Sudan, was a 
relief to China as well as other members of the international community. Thus, 
it could be argued that China was a positive force in this particular case, unlike 
its resistance to the international community’s attempts to resolve the war in 
Darfur in early 2003. This swift move by China in confronting its strategic ally 
Sudan to peacefully allow the referendum for the separation of the Sudans was 
unprecedented. This has led many analysts to question the validity of China’s long-
standing foreign policy of non-interference (M. A-Hassen, personal interview, 
September 2015). However, interference comes in difference forms, both coercive 
and soft. China adopted the soft approach. In the case of the referendum for the 
independence of South Sudan, China interfered considerably in the most vital 
internal affairs of a country, namely its territorial integrity. Perhaps without 
China’s role, South Sudan would have gained its independence in different 
circumstances.  

From this point, the GoSS/SPLM had achieved one of the key objectives that 
informed their pragmatic decision to engage rather than confront China after 
the CPA. With about 75 percent of Sudanese oil wells located in South Sudan, such 
huge investment could not easily be overlooked or abandoned by Beijing. While 
old Sudan employed oil to garnered China’s support against the SPLM/A during 
the war, South Sudan/SPLM equally used the oil during the CPA for the peaceful 
implementation of the agreement. Subsequently, the highly-soughtafter resource 
became a double-edged sword for the two Sudans relative to the independence 
referendum.   

On July 9, 2011, South Sudan declared its independence and became the world’s 
newest country. At the celebration, China was represented by its special envoy, 
Jiang Weixin, while President Hu was among the first world leaders to congratulate 
President Kiir. In a phone conversation, Hu stated, “Although China and Republic 
of South Sudan are separated by thousands of miles, the two peoples have a 
deep traditional friendship and common wish to enhance friendly exchanges,” 
adding, “China’s establishment of diplomatic ties with South Sudan has opened 
a new chapter in relations between the two countries.” (Blanchard, 2010, p. 1-2) 
On the same day of independence, Deng Alor Kuol, South Sudanese minister of 
foreign affairs, and Jiang Weixin, the Chinese envoy, signed the establishment 
of diplomatic relations (Agreement to Establish Diplomatic Relations, 2011). The 



T H E  Z A M B A K A R I  A D V I S O R Y   |   S P E C I A L  I S S U E :  S U M M E R  2 0 2 0  
COURTING AFRICA:  ASIAN POWERS AND THE NEW SCRAMBLE FOR THE CONTINENT

102102GENESIS OF SOUTH SUDAN’S ENGAGEMENT WITH CHINAPART 3

new chapter – one that separated it from a difficult past, and one that carefully 
navigated the complexities of the CPA’s interim period in the direction of  more 
equal, free and mutual relationship – was now open between the Republic of 
South Sudan and the People’s Republic of China.  

Conclusion

South Sudan’s engagement with China was necessitated by the resolution of the 
conflict in the old Sudan. In light of the strategic relations between the old Sudan 
and China, engaging the latter became an imperative for the leadership of the 
SPLM/South Sudan. The anticipated challenges of implementing the CPA were key 
to the SPLM/South Sudan’s practical decision of engagement in 2005 and beyond. 
Cognizant of the fallout from the implementation of the Addis Ababa Agreement, 
the SPLM sought to avoid the repeat of another tragedy by involving China. Given 
its significant leverage over the leadership of old Sudan, China was one of the 
well-placed major powers that could successfully prevail in steering the Sudanese 
leaders in Khartoum toward the peaceful implementation of the CPA and the 
referendum in particular.  

The role of China in the peaceful implementation of the CPA was of paramount 
importance to South Sudanese leadership. Thus, the SPLM/GoSS’s sensible, bold 
and carefully calculated decision to engage with China was well-considered. 
The pragmatic approach pursued by the leadership of the SPLM/South Sudan in 
engaging China, and the adaptive approach taken by China in return, has paid 
off handsomely for both sides. The oil industry became a positive element in the 
engagement after 2005, as opposed to the destructive role it played during the 
war for the liberation of South Sudan. The engagement between the two countries 
exemplifies classical realpolitik, underpinned by growing African agency and 
China’s going-out policy. 
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China,” which asks why three major world powers are now paying attention to 
opportunities in Africa after so many years of neglect.
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Introduction

Since the defeat and massive destruction in the country during WWII, Japan 
established itself as a peace-loving country through the Peace Constitution 
2047, which renounces military involvement during war. In the postwar 
period, Japan continued to be major economic force in the world, and played an 
important role in foreign relations by using foreign aid and loans as its driving 
factors. Through the Japanese International Cooperation Agency’s (JICA) Official 
Development Assistance (ODA) program, Japan supports many countries in terms 
of development, investment and capacity building, and it does the same in Africa 
through TICAD1. The island country showed its renewed interest for Africa – which 
used to be considered a dark, distant and unfamiliar place – especially after the oil 

1 Tokyo International Conference on African Development, a Japan’s long-term commitment to fostering devel-
opment and peace in the continent through collaborative partnership with World Bank, UNDP, UN, AU, private 
sectors, civil society organizations.

Image credit:  Nichola Mandil Ukeil
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crisis in the 1970s, sending 10 percent of its total development aid (Kolmas, 2019). 
Later in 1991, Japan had a bitter experience for its financial contribution, a form 
of "checkbook diplomacy";2 the country received frustratingly little recognition 
for its Gulf War contribution of USD $13 billion to a coalition military operation 
(Hwang, 2004).   

In response to that lack of attention and in an effort to play a more proactive role in 
fostering international peace , Japan passed the International Peace Cooperation 
Act (1992),3 aligning with the United Nations Peace Keeping Operation’s (UNPKO) 
principles4. Japan was now positioned to increase its international and diplomatic 
presence through human resource/military deployment. In addition to the 
financial contribution, Japanese peacekeepers basically carry out logistical and 
reconstruction activities while maintaining international peace during UNPKO. 
As a result, Japan subsequently resumed its international and diplomatic presence 
with its first-ever military deployment in Angola in 1992 and later in Cambodia, 
Mozambique, El Salvador, East Timor, Timor-Leste, Nepal, Sudan, Haiti and 
Southern Sudan. This marked the end of Japan’s checkbook diplomacy (Hwang, 
2004).  

However, peacekeeping interventions have been a controversial issue in Japan 
because of the constraint of Article 9 in the Japanese Constitution, which states: 
“Aspiring sincerely to an international peace based on justice and order, the 
Japanese people forever renounce war as a sovereign right of the nation and the 
threat or use of force as a means of settling international disputes.” Such restrictive 
provision of “use of force” in the constitution created a barrier in the establishment 
of foreign policy that could effectively address the changing global security 
dynamics. At this backdrop, Japan’s National Security Strategy (NSS) – adopted 
in 2013 – reinforced the need of such an approach to its foreign policy, as “Japan 
must have the power to take the lead in setting the international agenda and to 
proactively advance its national interests, without being confined to a reactionary 
position to events and incidents after they have already occurred” (13-14). NSS also 
focuses on the need for an “even more proactive role in establishing international 
peace, stability and prosperity,” based on the international cooperation principles. 

2 “Checkbook diplomacy” uses recourse of economic aid and investment, exclusive of military, as a foreign policy 
strategy between and among the countries.

3    The law came as a response to the government’s realization that Japan, besides financial and material contri-
bution, should play a proactive role in international community in terms of human resources such as sending 
personals in UNPKO, International Humanitarian Relief Operations and International Election Observation 
Operations.

4    UN defines three basic principles namely, Consent of the parties; impartiality and non-use of force except in 
self-defence of the mandate. More can be found: https://peacekeeping.un.org/en/principles-of-peacekeeping
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Therefore, it is important to evaluate how Japan’s more contemporary approach to 
foreign policy aligns with its national interests as expressed in NSS.

In this context, Japan’s deployment of Self Defense Force (SDF)5  in its full capacity 
in the United Nations Mission in South Sudan (UNMISS)6 in 2011 to the fragile 
and conflict-affected South Sudan stood as its strategically significant presence 
in Africa to show its revitalized gesture in international security. Though the 
government of Japan called back its mission from South Sudan in 2017 as the 
security situation was deteriorating due to the political conflict in the capital 
city of Juba, it continues to send some officers as a part of UNMISS to show its 
unity with the international community for the implementation of Revitalized 
Agreement on the Resolution of the Conflict in South Sudan (Japan Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs, 2019). Given Japan’s objective of fulfilling “strategic national 
interest” while setting foreign policy, and its stated “more proactive role” in 
establishing international peace, it is important to analyze UNMISS from the 
perspective of Japan’s broader foreign policy agenda. It means UNMISS provides 
the useful context to understand Japan’s rapidly changing foreign policy approach 
through the proactive contribution to the international system while fulfilling its 
own national interest. 

My essay assesses UNMISS as a case study of Japan’s foreign policy which is being 
implemented in order to fulfill its strategic national interests. In order to trace 
these interests firstly, it analyzes UNMISS as Japan’s tool to attain the international 
power; secondly, as an economic strategy to secure its access to the oil and other 
critical natural resources in Africa; and thirdly as a political strategy to outweigh 
China’s strategic influence in the region. Before assessing these three different 
strategic interests, this essay describes Japanese peacekeepers’ activities in a way 
to consolidate peace in post-conflict South-Sudan. 

Japan’s Involvement in UNMISS as a Tool for Peace Consolidation

South Sudanese Independence Referendum, 2011 followed by The 2005 
Comprehensive Peace Agreement – meant to develop democratic governance, 
sharing of oil resource revenues and end the Second Sudanese Civil War – and the 

5    With the defeat in WWII, Japanese constitution (2047) renounces military engagement in war which led to the 
formation of Japanese Self Defense Force (JSDF) consisting Japanese Ground Self-Defense Force (JSDF), Japan 
Maritime Self-Defense Force (JMSDF) and Japan Air Self-Defense Force(JASDF).

6    United Nations Mission in the Republic of South Sudan (UNMISS) which is the first peacekeeping mission in 
Africa since the PKO (1992) law came into effect. MOFA (Japan) website mentions total 10045 SDF members were 
deployed for its operation. (https://www.mofa.go.jp/fp/ipc/page22e_000684.html)
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2011 South Sudanese Independence Referendum were the watershed documents 
leading to the end of the 30-year conflict in Sudan. Political disorder being the 
greatest problem of nation building in post-conflict South Sudan, the government 
of Japan, under the International Peace Cooperation Act, have dispatched 
approximately 2,560 self-defense force personnel since November 2011 to take part 
in UNMISS. The focus of this effort is in alignment with fulfilling the integrated 
mandate of supporting South Sudan through “peace consolidation” and “nation 
building” (UMMISS, 2011). Since Japan started its ODA in South Sudan immediately 
after the signing of CPA7 in 2005, it has disbursed more than $1.3 billion to assist 
the government in peace building and development (MOFA, 2015). Japanese 
peacekeeping military engineers were involved in helping the Government of 
South Sudan (GoSS) in development/humanitarian and state assistance activities 
such as constructing or restoring roads, development of grounds, building 
government buildings, disaster response and other infrastructure engineering 
activities in a way to gear up post-conflict reconstruction (Boutellis and Smith, 
2014; MOFA, 2012).

In addition to the reconstruction activities, Japanese peacekeepers were also 
involved in providing emergency humanitarian assistance as the humanitarian 
situation was deteriorating (MOFA1, 2015). As a further response, some 400 Japanese 
personnel were dispatched through the establishment of the Regional Protection 
Force to help Sudan initiate a dialogue and reconciliation among the various ethnic 
groups, which, according to the Japanese government, marks substantial progress 
toward attaining further stability and nation building (MOFA, 2017). Upon the 
return of SDF to Japan, South Sudan President Salva Kiir voiced his appreciation 
to Japan for the island nation’s contributions to stable nation building and peace 
building through its ODA and peacekeeping operations (MOD, 2017). 

Japan implemented its “All Japan Project”8 during UNMISS to make a proactive 
contribution to peace and development, which brought effective results to the 
concerned community and populations (Uesugi 2014). As part of this contribution, 
“ACLO [Assistance Coordination Local Office] was set up to identify projects 
through which UNMISS and Japan can collaborate so that Japan can appeal its 
All-Japan Approach to South Sudan and the international community.” (Uesugi, 

7    Comprehensive Peace Agreement (CPA) which is also known as Naivasha Agreement, was signed between the 
Government of Sudan and Sudan People’s Liberation Movement in January 9, 2005, which marks the end of Sec-
ond Sudanese Civil War between Southern and Northern Sudan, and set the time table for a Southern Sudanese 
independence referendum.

8    Uesugi (2014) defines it as Japan’s integrated framework for better coordination among civil/military in-
ter-agencies such as Embassy, SDF, JICA, NGOs etc. and UNMISS to bring the quality results.
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2014: 231) It provided SDF engineers an opportunity to enhance Japan’s reliability 
in an international setting by demonstrating the quality of work undertaken by its 
leadership (MOD, 2014). 

UNMISS as a Tool to Attain International Power

Japan’s desire to be a responsible major player in the world is quite explicit in its 
National Security Strategy: "Japan must have the power to take the lead in setting 
the international agenda and to proactively advance its national interests," (13) 
and wants to make effective participation in UNPKO as a ‘proactive contributor 
to peace based on the principle of international cooperation.’” (14) According to 
Suzuki (2017), this clause "is not just the focus of the diplomatic security policy of 
the Abe administration (but) is also intended to clarify Japan’s role in the post-Cold 
War international community, a position for which Japan has been searching since 
the Gulf War." (53) Davies (2008, 56) found a similar strategic interest behind the 
African engagement: "Sub-Saharan Africa is a conspicuous recipient of Japanese 
ODA as it serves to increase the visibility of Japan in the international arena." 

In the same vein, GOJ expressed the rationale of UNMISS deployment as “The 
Government of Japan, as a responsible member of the international community, 
remains committed in cooperating with the international community and 
making proactive efforts toward the achievement of peace and stability in 
South Sudan” (MOFA, 2013). UNMISS, coordinated with ODA, investment and 
humanitarian assistance, is a tool for “engineering peace” (Smith and Boutellis, 
2014). It also serves as Japan’s revitalized strategic interest in Africa: to increase 
its international and diplomatic presence by helping newly independent South 
Sudan, thus fulfilling its mandate to support the consolidation of peace and nation 
building. 

Dispatchment of SDF troops in UNMISS is a remarkable initiative in Japan’s 
proactive contribution to international peace. This is evidenced whencompared 
to previous peacekeeping missions and in that UNMISS heralded a couple of 
significant breakthroughs in Japan’s security strategy for the sake of human 
security and peacebuilding in South Sudan under prime minister Shinzo Abe’s 
administration. Firstly, the widened mandate of kaketsuke keigo9  under the 
new Legislation for Peace and Security (2016) allowed "restrictive" use of force 

9    Akimoto (2017) defines it as (‘rush and rescue’) which was assigned by Japanese government to rescue staff 
of international organizations and non-governmental organizations (NGO) in preparation for possible armed 
attacks during peacekeeping operations. It also allows SDF troops to rescue and protect the civilians by using the 
weapon, if necessary.
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for collective self-defence to rescue the civilians who are under the attack. It is 
because Article 9 of the Constitution of Japan, as stated before, strictly limits its 
peacekeepers to abide by the five principles of PKO10 participation and use of force, 
even in the situation of civilians enduring attacks by armed elements (Suzuki, 
2017). But armed violence broke out later in 2016, killing more than 300 civilians, 
including two Chinese peacekeepers, which obstructed SDF personnel from 
performing the duties under the new mandate. These personnelwere withdrawn 
in May 2017. However, through the new mandate kaketsuke keigo, Japanese Prime 
Minister Shinzō Abe was successful in implementing the new law in a very short 
period (Akimoto, 2017), demonstrating Tokyo’s “incremental policy adjustment 
under domestic and international constraints” (Esley, 2016). Such revisionist 
strategy of security policy by the Abe administration laid the foundation for Japan’s 
“even more proactive contribution to peace” in a rapidly changing global security 
environment (NSS, 2013) through the necessary revision of Peace Constitution 
2047.   

Similarly, according to MOFA (2014), the local security situation was increasingly 
deteriorated in December 2013 as armed anti-government forces indiscriminately 
attacked civilians in highly populated areas of the South Sudan capital of Juba. 
Amid such turmoil, Japan received a request from both the UN and Republic of 
Korea (ROK) to supply 10,000 rounds of ammunition necessary to protect 15,000 
civilians, including ROK unit personnel; GOJ fulfilled the urgent request (Suzuki, 
2017). Although such transfer of weapons to South Korean troops contradicts 
Japan’s arms-transfer principles of 1967 (Kolmas, 2019), Japan’s chief cabinet 
secretary addressed the deviation, issuing a statement: “Given the urgent 
necessity and the highly humanitarian nature of the situation … provision of 
ammunition was implemented under the contribution-in-kind framework set 
forth in Article 25 of the Act on Cooperation for United Nations Peacekeeping 
Operations” (MOFA, 2014). Such insufficiency was incorporated later in Japan’s 
Legislation for Peace and Security in 2016.I It is living evidence to prove how Japan 
was highly committed in peace consolidation in South Sudan as a ”proactive 
contributor to peace.” Suzuki (2008, 58) states: “its [Japan] choice of participating 
in UNPKO helped Japan to protect an image that it was willing to play a part in the 
mission civilisatrice [civilization] of international society, just as ‘legitimate great 
powers’11 were expected to.” Japan’s ODA approach to Africa was once guided by 

10   Namely they are: complete ceasefire, consent of the parties, impartiality, limited use of weapons to protect the-
lives of the Japanese personnel, withdrawal of the mission if the above conditions are not met.

11   Suzuki defines the legitimate great powers as the improved national dignity which is accepted by the internation-
al society especially by its peers and it requires large economy, territory, military, population and a permanent 
seat on United Nations Security Council.
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assisting in social transformation. It is more recently a focused investment that can 
be clearly seen in the changing objectives of the Tokyo International Conferences 
on African Development (TICAD), designed to promote high-level policy dialogue 
between African and development partners, such as Japan. Japan’s recent foreign 
policy approach of pursuing its national interests through its mixed strategy of 
ODA, investment and peacekeeping helps to create the conducive environment for 
Japanese businesses in Africa. 

UNMISS to Secure the Access to Critical Natural  
Resources in Africa

Energy security has been the integral part of Japan’s foreign policy, especially after 
the oil crisis of 1973, and Japan’s strategic focus on Africa has been changed as a 
result of that crisis. This is because, since 2000, one-third of the oil discoveries in 
the world have been witnessed in Africa (Ghazvinian, 2007). Likewise, Africa has 
the fastest-growing economies – growth of 19.5 percent (Hirano, 2012) – achieved 
by exploring their abundant natural resources. It is for the same reason China and  
other Asian giants, such as India and Malaysia, have already invested billions of 
dollars in the oil industry of South Sudan (Colum, 2014), whereas Japan’s Foreign 
Direct Investment (FDI) was less than one percent of its total FDI in 2012, and its 
foreign trade with the region only accounted for two percent of its total trade. 

In this context, Japan lately has realized it is very important to explore the 
resources and other potential of African economies to maintain its energy security 
and to grow its own businesses overseas and at home. Embedded in NSS, Japan’s 
Africa policy  states the same ethos, "Africa is a prospective economic frontier 
with abundant strategic natural resources and sustained economic growth … (and) 
Japan will continue to contribute to the development and consolidation of peace 
in Africa." (15) Moreover, Japan’s ODA Policy on Conflict and Development further 
explains: "Such (development) cooperation will also lead to ensuring Japan’s 
national interests such as maintaining its peace and security, achieving further 
prosperity." (MOFA1, 2015) And while pursuing those national interests, South 
Sudan has become for Japanese policy-makers the frontier from which they can 
expand their revitalized strategic interests in Africa;besides Nigeria and Angola — 
Africa’s two biggest oil producers – South Sudan has the third-largest oil reserves 
in Sub-Saharan Africa (BP, 2014) and is rich in minerals and other energy resources 
(SOMO, 2015). South Sudan – where Japan has sent its first peacekeeping mission 
in Africa – is part of the East Asian country’s broader foreign policy approach 
to secure the energy security necessary to keep its economy accelerated. In this 
context, Japan believes it needs a non-conventional way – using ODA through 
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coordination among MOFA, JICA and SDF – while determining foreign policy on 
the continent. UNMISS is a pillar of Japan’s mixed strategy of combining human 
security, nation building and investment to secure easy access to African resources 
such as oil, cobalt, zirconium and platinum, which Japan needs for manufacturing 
at home and overseas so as to maintain its booming economic growth. 

Likewise, NSS further states “Japan also needs to strengthen its capacity to 
promptly and accurately identify the needs of Japanese nationals and firms to 
support their overseas activities.” (15) So, Japan’s recent Development Cooperation 
Policy is more aligned to fulfill the national interest through “improvement of 
business environment, including the consolidation of legal systems which will lead 
to the facilitation of overseas direct investment by Japanese companies.” (MOFA1, 
2017) Japan Bank for International Cooperation and JOGMECs12 serve similarly in 
support of Japanese private companies such as Toyota Tsusho Corp., JETRO, Mitsui 
and Hanwa – leading investors in the exploration of energy resources in Africa. 
Through such support comes an increase in Japanese investment overseas in  
energy security opportunities.   

For example, Japanese trading company Hanwa has invested significantly in 
Africa’s Waterberg mining project in South Sudan. Expected to become one of the 
world’s biggest platinum group metal (PGM) mines, the Waterberg produces the 
refined PGMs  used in exhaust emission catalytic converters, automobile fuel cells 
and nickel and other metals for rechargeable batteries that Japan’s major high-
tech industries seek  (Platinum Group Metals, 2018). And, Japanese imports of 
these minerals and fuels from Africa are equivalent to $8.75 billion – an important 
economic complement to South Sudan, whose primary export to Japan is oil 
(Veras, 2018; PGM, 2018). Along with the Platinum Metal Exploration Project, the 
Frontera Copper and Gold Exploration Project in Chile, the Gas Exploration Project 
in Mozambique and the Petroleum Exploration Project in Kenya are recognized 
for the best exploration results, and each will significantly contribute to secure 
the stable supply of energy to Japan in the future (JOGMEC, 2013). In this context, 
UNMISS is foundational in the success of Japan’s foreign policy strategy to advance 
the expansion of its businesses and investment in Africa; the stabilityof both 
Sudan and South Sudan are critical to the overall stability of the continent. By  
comparison, China, during its involvement in UNMISS, was more active in securing 
its investment in Africa and maintaining the steady flow of energy access – the 
Asian republic is a consumer of more than 80 percent of South Sudan’s oil – than 

12   Japan Oil, Gas and Metals National Corporation (JOGMEC) is a Japan’s governmental body to oversee the energy 
and mining operations in Africa. It also supports Japanese private companies interested in investing on explora-
tion of natural resources in terms of fund and connections.
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it was in following its peacekeeping mandate (Tiezzi, 2014). Bodetti (2019) quotes 
Suisheng Zhao, a professor of international studies at the University of Denver, 
who argues that besides securing access to Africa’s regional markets, China wants 
to outcompete the Japanese and American influences in South Sudan.   

Contesting China’s Strategic Influence  

Japan and China have similar strategic interests in their broader African 
engagement, which is accurately captured by Goto (2014): “A new scramble for 
Africa is unfolding … among Asian nations, most notably China and Japan.”  Such a 
growing strategic competition between China and Japan in the continent has been 
presented as “Japan has replaced Taiwan in the Chinese policymakers mind vis-
à-vis its aid strategy in Africa” (Davies 2008: 57). And in order to materialize their 
respective strategic national interests in Africa, they have their own multilateral 
institutions namely, TICAD and China’s FOCAC.13 By increasing their investment 
in the exploration of oil and minerals, both seek to secure the supply to their home 
for long run (Hirano, 2019). 

Such growing strategic competition can be observed in terms of the two countries’ 
growing ODA and investment in African countries. For example, Japan promised 
$32 billion in public and private funding, including $14 billion in ODA from 2014-
2018 (Goto, 2014), whereas China increased its investment from $2.4 billion, 
offering $60 billion of development assistance in 2016. Likewise, China’s import 
from Africa increased to $66 billion, and Japan’s amounted to $14 billion (Hirano, 
2019). South Sudan exported 77 percent of its crude oil to China and 14 percent to 
Japan in 2011; the figures changed to 86 percent and 8 percent, respectively, in 
2013 (SOMO, 2015). It is evident that China’s strategic influence through aid, trade 
and investment14 is increasing (Poon, 2015), while both China and Japan leverage 
aid in their foreign policy strategy to influence the African countries.  

Some African governments prefer the Chinese model of aid, compared to the 
Western model. For example, Senegal, Ethiopia, Rwanda and Mauritius are 
gearing up their economies by accepting Chinese model of industrialization. In 
this context, Japan seeks to contest China’s growing influence by establishing an 
alternative model to the Chinese development and investment model that is often 
criticized for being of poor quality, the nature of its coercive debt and high level 

13 Forum of China-Africa Cooperation (FOCAC) is a mechanism established by the Chinese government to promote 
diplomatic, trade, security and investment relations between China and African countries.

14   China has projected 60 billion USD of financial package to Africa for 2016-19. https://www.eastasiaforum.
org/2015/12/18/china-sets-out-its-focac-focus-in-africa/
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of corruption (Morreale and Jain, 2019). It is because China gives less emphasis 
on African empowerment – whereas Japan has emphasized quality aid – that 
Japan realizes better project results than those of the Chinese (Aglionby, 2016). 
Moreover, Japan is driven to compete as a “global technological leader” by training 
African nationals with the latest technology and engineering (Goto, 2014), and as 
a "pacesetter" for other multilateral paradigms through TICAD.  

Hirano (2019: 849) presents this rivalry as: "Japan’s emphasis on African ownership 
of its development, (the) importance of nurturing human resources and focusing 
on the private sector is another way of differentiating Japan’s aid from China’s" 
(849). He further explains, "While comparison of the amounts of ODA given by 
China and Japan to Africa shows a quantitatively asymmetrical rivalry, given 
China’s significant aid, Japan’s strong sense of quality shows a qualitatively 
asymmetrical rivalry." (850) Such rivalry is also evident as China has surpassed 
Japan to become the second-largest financial contributor, bearing 10.3 percent 
of the entire UN peacekeeping budget; Japan remains in third position with 9.7 
percent in 2018 (Hirano, 2019). The multilateral nature of UNMISS provided Japan 
an opportunity to distinguish its high-tech development model from its Asian 
neighbors while supporting South Sudan’s infrastructure development and other 
nation-building activities.  

While describing the benefits of Japan’s participation in UNPKO, Suzuki (2008: 
58) argues, “The multilateral nature of UNPKO also served to allay the fears of 
its Asian neighbors [China and India] … with responsibilities to protect the core 
norms of international society. In this light, UNMISS is a strong tool for Japan to 
refine its ODA budget through extensive coordination among the components of 
Japan’s African engagement: SDF, MOFA and JICA, which significantly helps Japan 
to differentiate itself from China and Western donors as a committed development 
partner.” 

Conclusion

As discussed earlier in the essay, Japan will find it harder to compete China with 
the amount of investment that it has been doing in Africa. However, Japan can 
outcompete the strategic influence of China and Western donors by focusing 
on its quality aid/investment and its contribution for African empowerment. 
The island country can do this through the strong coordination among its 
bodies such as MOFA, JICA, SDF, NGOs and private sectors. Such positive and 
strong influence will significantly help grow Japanese investment in oil and 
critical natural resources to ensure the stable supply of energy back home. 
UNMISS, as the largest contributor  to Japan to any UN Mission to Africa, has 
worked to revitalize its strategic interest in the continent. And Japan’s proactive 
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contribution to UNMISS as a responsible major player in the international 
community, has remained a successful mixed strategy of peacekeeping and aid 
in a way to pursue its strategic national interests as stated in the NSS of 2013.   
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