
 
 
 
 
The increasing role that China is playing in building Africa’s infrastructure and managing its 
economy has become the subject of much discussion not only within Africa but also abroad. To 
capture the true scale of China’s irresistible ascent within Africa – its evolution, methods, actors 
and relations with EU and United States – Afronline.org, in collaboration with three African 
newspapers (Addis Fortune, Etiopia; Sud Quotidien, Senegal and Les Echos, Mali) has interviewed  
Jonathan Holslag, head of research at the Brussels Institute of Contemporary China Studies 
(BICCS). 
 
China differs to the West in that it has a more strategic approach in its dealings with the continent. 
Its leaders advocate a policy of non-interference in what they describe as “sovereign affairs.” But 
China has been criticized for overlooking human rights violations and the absence of good 
governance by some of the regimes it has chosen to deal with. Two such examples being Sudan and 
the Democratic Republic of Congo. 
  
The numbers tell us that as of 2000, trade between China and Africa has grown at an average annual 
rate of 33.5 per cent. Although still second to the United States (US trade with Africa amounted to 
US$140 billion in 2008), trade rose from US$55 billion in 2006 to around US$107 billion in 2008, 
accounting for 4.5 per cent of China’s total trade and surpassing the US$100 billion trade target set 
for 2010 at the 2006 Forum on China-Africa Cooperation (FOCAC). An extraordinary growth rate 
which reflects China's increasing demand for raw materials and food which in turn is caused by an 
internal consumption boom. Africa is an ‘Eldorado’ that allows Beijing to strengthen its influence 
on the international geopolitical scene. 
 
Why is China so interested in Africa? What place does Africa hold in Beijing’s foreign policy? 
 
Clearly, the most pressing need remains to gain access to Africa’s natural richness. However China 
tries to reduce the resource intensity of its industrial growth, its dependence on foreign supplies of 
energy and minerals will only continue to grow. But Africa also helps Beijing soft balancing against 
the West. Although China has made remarkable progress in its domestic development, it has still 
many interests in common with third world countries. In international organizations it therefore 
continues to work closely with African countries in promoting alternatives for the economic and 
political norms that the West has been promoting. We have seen that in the context of the Human 
Rights Council, negotiations for a new world trade agreement, talks about climate change, etc. It’s 
thus a matter of both economic and strategic political objectives. 
 
What is the magnitude of Chinese investment in Africa? Which economic sectors and 
geographic areas are the most valued by China across the African continent? 
 
Statistics remain probably the most slippery part in the China-Africa relations. According to the 
Chinese Ministry of Commerce, China on average has been investing around one billion USD in the 
last three years in Africa. This is still fairly small. Even if one would include investments via Hong 



Kong or the Cayman Islands, this would not make China’s investment much bigger. Beijing often 
presents huge packages of investment to Africa, but often these are compilations of several existing 
or forthcoming smaller projects. 
 
Moreover, so-called investments are often loans. The volume of Chinese loans is much lager than 
the direct investments. Most of these loans are used for contracted projects like the construction of 
roads, railways, government buildings, schools, etc. Last year China realized for about 15 billion of 
such projects. It all looks like investment, but in the end China expects to see its money back. 
 
Do the investment efforts produced by China in Africa these last 10-15 years have unanimous 
support across the Chinese regime board? 
 
 
Most Chinese companies look after their own commercial interests in the first place. But there is 
still a lot of steering by the national and provincial governments. First, China has a catalogue with 
guidelines for different priority sectors in Africa. Chinese companies that follow these guidelines 
get easy access to government support and loans. Second, even though Beijing has showed itself 
concerned about illegal Chinese migration, the government understands that the Chinese Diaspora 
in Africa plays a very important role in the export of consumption goods and will certainly not 
make life difficult to these communities. So, I would say that there is a lot of private initiative, but 
often developing within government policies. 
 
How has the Chinese presence evolved these last few years on a political and strategic level? 
 
I think that China has made impressive headway in developing its relations with political elites in 
Africa. There is no other country that comes even close to the enormous efforts that Beijing has 
made to develop political relations at all levels: with heads of state, ministers, local leaders, key 
officials, etc. You now also have coordination with African regional organizations. Furthermore, it 
seems that China started reaching out to opposition groups in some countries to secure Chinese 
interests in case of a change of government. It is a very impressive and sophisticated strategy. 
 
Who are the protagonists of  the Chinese presence in Africa, both at the state level and at the 
private sector level ? What kind of power relationships exist between these key players? 
 
 
There is a constant proliferation of actors. Whereas in the 1990s there were just a few big state-
owned enterprises operating in tandem with the national government, there are now dozens of big 
companies active in Africa. Most of them have close linkages with either national or provincial 
governments. The largest companies are still those involved in energy, mining and construction. But 
telecom operators, manufacturers and banks have also been consolidating their position. 
 
At the level of the government, it is mainly the National Development and Reform Council 
(NDRC) that in cooperation with the top leadership of the CP defines the main economic objectives. 
At several occasions, President Hu Jintao and Premier Wen Jiabao had an important personal input 
in the policy making towards Africa. The Ministry of Commerce on its turn is the most active 
player when it comes to the implementation, but it also works increasingly together with other 
specialized departments like agriculture and railways. Provinces and municipalities also play a very 
active role. 
 
Also not to forget the military. China pursues a very active military diplomacy towards Africa that 
helps it monitoring the security situation and responding to violent incidents. The military attaches 



are, among others, responsible for facilitating arms sales. 
 
African countries, which are very much attracted by Chinese investments in terms of facilities 
are more and more doubtful of the Chinese presence on the continent. Little impact on 
economies' growth, obscure businesses tied to money laundering, illegal exploitation of 
natural resources, unclear investment contracts in the Democratic Republic of Congo and the 
plundering of lands scare the public opinion in countries such as Mali, Senegal, Niger, etc. Is a 
normal relationship with China plausible? 
 
China is not an NGO. It is a country that still has to lift million people out of poverty and faces 
major domestic economic challenges. It therefore has to be very efficient in its foreign economic 
policy: try to benefit as much with the smallest financial input possible. In the end the Chinese 
leaders are responsible for the development of the Chinese, not of the Africans. That does not mean, 
however, that Beijing neglects the interests of the African countries. It understands very well that 
without amicable relations, its long-term economic interests cannot be safeguarded. China’s 
economic diplomacy is thus a delicate balancing exercise. 
 
China’s behaviour to a large degree depends on how the African societies can organize themselves 
and defend their own collective interests. In states with a strong and democratic government, China 
tends to be more serious about social responsibility and sustainable development. In misgoverned 
states it behaves more pragmatically. 
 
Agriculture has been a privileged area regarding relationships between China and Africa. In 
Senegal, especially in the region of Casamance, the first Chinese aid workers have arrived to 
cultivate rice since the 60s. In which areas could this country be useful today to Africa which 
is seeking to come out of poverty and malnutrition? 
 
China’s involvement in African agriculture could be a blessing for the continent’s development. But 
Africa needs to be careful not to replace fragile subsistence farming with large-scale agribusiness. 
Certainly not without creating alternative jobs in processing and food industries. 
 
The 1990s were marked by a decrease of European and American investments on the African 
continent. Has the West lost Africa today to the benefit of China? 
 
Not at all. It is logical that now that China acts as the factory of the world, the EU should bother 
less about securing supplies mineral ores or cotton in Africa. But the European Union remains the 
largest investor and donor of development aid in Africa. In spite of the impact of the financial crisis, 
I believe that there are a lot of opportunities for the EU in farming, clean energy, tourism and even 
manufacturing. There could even be cooperation with China in this regard, but it requires more 
coordination. The EU’s Africa policy has been too fragmented. 
 
In recent years, the EU has offered to set up a framework of trilateral dialogue and 
cooperation between Africa, China and the EU. Why is the EU promoting this initiative? Is 
Beijing interested in this form of trilateral dialogue? 
 
The aim of the dialogue was to find complementarities in Chinese and European policies towards 
Africa. I have been following this initiative closely, and there has never been any interest 
whatsoever to obstruct China. The EU just believes that, because of Africa’s needs, there is a need 
to join forces. The dialogue was also meant to build mutual understanding and to exchange views 
on important challenges like violent conflicts, governance, environment, etc. Beijing has not been 
very interested so far. I believe that is a major mistake and its distrust towards the European Union 



is groundless. 
 
China and the West have two different policies in Africa: Europe and the United States tend 
to condition their aid to human rights respect and especially to good governance respect, 
while China makes political non-interference the pillar of its intervention. Is the Chinese 
model sustainable in the long term? Is it conceivable that Beijing and the West can find a 
common ground in Africa with two such different approaches? 
 
I don’t believe that China provides unconditional aid. Its economic conditions are often very tough 
and it also expects governments to protect Chinese citizens. I don’t really believe in the fact that 
China does not interfere in internal politics. True, it does not say to African governments that they 
should be transparent and respect human rights. But it often suffices to provide aid or investments 
to influence the political situation in a country: it can help a president win an election, it can 
diminish the chances of opposition parties, etc. Any form of economic cooperation involves a kind 
of political interference: directly or indirectly. 
 
How this will evolve, depends on the political stability in Africa. We can see very well that 
whenever a country slides into instability, China almost automatically ends up in the frontline and 
Chinese citizens or economic operations become targeted. Thus far Beijing has tried to evade 
violence or to help stabilising the situation by sending peacekeepers, but the Chinese public opinion 
increasingly demands it to stand strong and to do more to protect vital national interests abroad. A 
key element of international politics is that intentions and strategies of rising powers change. It 
would be naive to expect that if China continues to gain influence, it would exert the same degree of 
restraint as today. 
 
How do African governments see these two strategies? And according to you which one of 
these two strategies would best encourage Africa’s development in the long term? 
 
For most political elites the Chinese state-centric approach is of course very tempting. For the 
African people China’s approach is less attractive. It is not certain whether China in the long run 
will move towards the policies of the EU. A lot will depend on how China perceives the intentions 
of players like the EU and the US. The more it gets the impression that the West does not like a 
strong China in Africa, the more Beijing will try to gain political influence at any expense. If the 
West manages to build confidence, then I believe that cooperation and a consensus on the rules of 
the game is possible. But right now, the situation remains uncertain.  
 
Beijing is increasingly putting pressure on financial institutions such as the IMF and The 
World Bank to augment its power. Does China have African countries support in this battle? 
Could a Chinese rise within these institutions benefit Africa? 
 
That’s difficult to predict. What might be more important right now, is that the PRC is to some 
degree taking over the role of these institutions. Drawing from its enormous foreign exchange 
reserves for all kinds of loans and currency swaps, China is laying the fundaments of ambitious 
regional and bilateral monetary cooperation. Also in Africa, Chinese policy banks have become 
more influential and established numerous synergies with local counterparts. 
 
Professor Holslag, who is the big winner in the Africa-China relation? Africa or China? 
 
Africa could be the biggest winner if only it had the political leadership to convert the numerous 
Chinese opportunities into gains for the African people. I believe that China presents many benefits, 
but it’s up to Africa to build its own future. 
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