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Introduction 

On 18 and 19 September 2019, the Centre for Africa-China Studies (CACS) at the University of 
Johannesburg hosted a two-day conference entitled ‘Africa-China Industrial and Infrastructural 
Cooperation: Drivers and Prospects’. The conference brought together scholars, researchers, 
policy-makers, students and civil society actors from across Africa and China to reflect on the 
current trajectory of Sino-African infrastructural and industrial cooperation, and craft concrete 
policy recommendations on how this cooperation could be strengthened and leveraged in the 
interests of the continent’s industrialisation and socio-economic transformation. 

Africa has been noted to have a number of developmental bottlenecks. Key stakeholders such 
as the African Union (AU) and the African Development Bank (AfDB) have observed that the 
continent is faced with an infrastructural deficit that would require an annual funding injection 
of more than US$70 billion for at least the next decade for it to cross the critical thresholds for 
integration and other hallmarks of development. Yet the continent has also made some strides, 
with some countries registering impressive results in terms of annual GDP growth, job crea-
tion, and skills development. Interest in the role of China in Africa’s development has gathered 
significant momentum in policy, academic and media circles. Despite disagreements about the 
forms it should take, there is widespread agreement that the People’s Republic of China and 
enterprises of Chinese origin are playing a significant role in the continent’s industrialisation and 
infrastructure development.

To further understand the dynamics of and extract relevant lessons from Sino-African coopera-
tion in these areas, the University of Johannesburg’s Centre for Africa-China Studies undertook 
field work in the three African countries of Uganda, Ethiopia and Kenya. The conference served 
as a platform for drawing together the findings of this field research as well as research carried 
out by other scholars and practitioners on these and other relevant issues in various countries 
across the continent. The conference was structured around four broad themes, namely infra-
structure cooperation, industrialisation, agriculture and resource management, and the three 
case studies. This Policy Brief presents the major highlights and key policy recommendations 
that have emanated from the conference.

Sino-African relations: from anti-colonial solidarity to mutually 
beneficial cooperation

The common struggle against Western colonialism encouraged China and Africa to forge an 
enduring bond of friendship and solidarity. China has a long history of mutually beneficial 
cooperation with Africa, which dates as far back as the immediate post-independence period 
on the continent, evidenced in the loans it gave to newly independent countries such as Guinea 
and Tanzania in the 1960s and 1970s. In the 21st century, Sino-Africa cooperation has evolved 
into a fight against poverty and underdevelopment, underpinned by the values of sincerity, 
friendship and shared interests. Inspired by China’s own experience with modernization and 
socio-economic transformation, Sino-African cooperation under the leadership of President Xi 
Jinping has been designed to assist Africa overcome three key bottlenecks to its industrialization 
and sustainable development. These include infrastructure deficit, inadequate human resource 
capacity, and gaps in financial capital. 
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These strategic objectives are pursued through two key cooperation frameworks – the Forum 
for China-Africa Cooperation (FOCAC) and the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), both of which have 
the full attention and commitment of the top Chinese leadership. For example, since assuming 
the Chinese presidency in March 2013, Xi Jinping has prioritised the FOCAC framework, co-chair-
ing two of its summits, and in 2015 committed $60 billion (tripling previous commitments) to 
finance mutually beneficial cooperation on 10 priority projects. At the 2018 FOCAC submit, Presi-
dent Xi Jinping announced eight new initiatives that China will implement with African countries 
in the next three years and beyond, in a wide variety of areas, including industrial promotion, 
infrastructure connectivity, trade facilitation, people-to-people exchanges, as well as peace and 
security. Ambassador Songtian further revealed that 44 African countries and the African Union 
(AU) have signed agreements with China on the BRI.

Since the mid-1990s, cooperation between China and Africa has become the face of a resurgent 
South-South cooperation, with a focus on financing and developing the continent’s infrastruc-
ture. Since 2000, China has financed infrastructure projects in Africa to the tune of about $S130 
billion dollars. These have included railways, power plants, airports and industrial parks. Besides 
boosting Africa’s share of international trade, contemporary Sino-African cooperation has also 
been a source of inward investment into the continent, with China currently among the top 
five sources of investment in Africa. Mainly through offering scholarships to African students to 
study in China, Beijing has also assumed a critical role in the continent’s human capital develop-
ment. In the context of the fourth industrial revolution, China has been assisting the continent 

An overhead view of the 
Addis Ababa Light Rail 
system in Addis Ababa, 
Ethiopia.
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acquire knowledge and skills in critical science and technology areas such as artificial intelligence 
and robotics.

Appreciating Africa’s infrastructure deficit and the role of China

Africa lacks critical infrastructure necessary for the continent’s socio-economic development and 
industrialization Despite boasting enormous potential for hydro-power, solar, wind and fossil 
fuel energy, Africa faces a huge energy deficit, owing mainly to inadequate financing and lack 
of investment to develop the requisite infrastructure. Consider, for example, the Democratic 
Republic of Congo, which is home to the third largest hydroelectric potential in the world, after 
China and Russia, but is only able to provide electricity to less than 6% of its population of more 
than 80 million people. The lack of infrastructure also means that African countries are yet to 
exploit fully the potential of the blue economy. Likewise, although the newly launched African 
Continental Free Trade Area (ACFTA) holds the prospects to not only catalyse the continent’s 
industrialization and economic development, but also to deepen regional integration, this 
potential will not be realised without concerted efforts to develop the continent’s infrastructure 
that facilitates production and trade. Eliminating or reducing tariffs alone would not boost intra-
African trade, given the existence of many non-tariff barriers to trade among African countries, 
including those arising from the poor state of the continent’s infrastructure. In the southern 
African context, the African Development Bank (AfDB) estimates the infrastructure financing gap 
to be US$86-108 billion. In addition to deficiencies in critical utility infrastructure such as energy 
and ICT, the region also suffers from poor connectivity as a result of inadequate road and rail-
way infrastructure. 

Cooperation between China and Africa can help the continent address its infrastructure deficits 
to drive industrialization and economic development. With over 40 African countries already 
signing up to Beijing’s Belt and Road Initiative, this initiative alongside Chinese support within 
the framework of FOCAC, could play a critical role in assisting Africa plug some of its infrastruc-
ture gap. Through the FOCAC framework, China has already become one of the major financier 
of infrastructure projects in Africa. By showing faith in a continent that has been labelled a 
“shithole” by some Western leaders, China has also contributed to the positive re-imagination of 
Africa that is a prerequisite for unlocking the continent’s infrastructure development potential, 
particularly in the ICT sector. However, Chinese assistance would not make any difference with-
out a corresponding and transformative African agency that is able to harness the opportunities 
for infrastructure development that come with Sino-African cooperation. 

Sino-Africa infrastructural cooperation: the case of Ethiopia

The example of Ethiopia demonstrates how, on the basis of a home-grown development path, 
cooperation between China and Africa can be harnessed for structural economic transforma-
tion. Thanks to its comprehensive strategic industrialization plan, the Ethiopian government 
has been able to direct Chinese investment into key productive sectors, including infrastructure 
development, with significant results in terms of skills development, job creation, and rapid 
industrial development. Within the framework of the maturing relationship between China and 
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Ethiopia, China has invested billions of dollars in infrastructure development projects in Ethio-
pia. These include the Addis Ababa-Djibouti railway, Addis Ababa-Adama express way, Addis 
Ababa city light railway, Ethiopian airlines mega airport, and a host of industrial park develop-
ment projects. While enhancing the investment portfolio of Chinese companies, these projects 
have equally benefited Ethiopia in terms of job creation, efficient use of resources, as well as 
technology/skill transfer. Chinese infrastructure projects in Ethiopia have also serve as a catalyst 
for long-term economic transformation in the east African country. However, it was argued that 
in the interest of sustainability, the infrastructural development cooperation between China and 
Ethiopia, just as with the rest of the continent, needs to be infused with or prioritize a number of 
key principles, including mutual benefit, environmental sustainability, maximum benefit to the 
local people, zero tolerance of corruption, and quality products and services.                    

Industrial cooperation between Africa and China: Lessons from 
Ethiopia and Uganda

Present-day Sino-African cooperation is taking place in the context of a generational call to 
create opportunities and transform the lives of Africa’s youth, who make up more than 60% 
of the continent’s population, but are for the most part underskilled and unemployed. Africa 
should take advantage of China’s industrial development model of cooperation to acquire new 
skills and technology, create jobs, and develop its infrastructure and industrial base. Ethiopia 
represents a good example of how African countries should use their cooperation with China 
to respond to the pressing need of creating economic opportunities for the youth. By prioritis-
ing industrial development in its cooperation with China, Ethiopia has not only acquired much-

The ECOWAS Bank 
for Investment 
and Development 
headquarters in Lome, 
Togo, built by Chinese 
contractors with a 
grant from the Chinese 
goverment.
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needed technology, but has also benefited from infrastructure and skills development. What is 
more, Addis Ababa has leveraged its industrial cooperation with Beijing to secure access to the 
Chinese market for its products while also attracting investment from China. In 2018 alone, a 
quarter of the foreign direct investment into Ethiopia came from China. All these have enabled 
the Ethiopian government to make significant strides in its industrialization efforts, while also 
creating thousands of jobs opportunities for the country’s unemployed. 

The case of the Liao Shen industrial park in Kapeeka, Uganda, further illustrates the argument 
that through mutually beneficial cooperation with China, African countries are able to further 
their industrial and economic development thanks to tangible benefits of cooperation such as 
technology and skills transfer, infrastructure development, and the earning of foreign exchange. 
The Liao Shen industrial park was designed to host 14 factories, six of which are currently in 
operation, while eight are under construction. The park has proven to be attractive to Chinese 
investors as a result of efforts by the Ugandan government to create a favourable investment 
environment, as well as other locational advantages. For example, investors are allowed to 
repatriate 100% of their profits. They also benefit from a young, productive and cheap labour 
force, as well as affordable access to raw materials. In return, the Ugandan economy is enriched 
mainly through value addition to local resources and the creation of employment opportunities. 

Agricultural cooperation in Sino-African relations

Africa has vast uncultivated arable land that could be harnessed in the fight against unemploy-
ment, poverty and food insecurity, but the agricultural sector on the continent remains largely 
underdeveloped. While Africa boasts 12% of the world’s arable land, only 40% of this in culti-
vated. This is the case even though agriculture is mainstay of many African economies, employs 
65-70% of its work force, and accounts for about 30% of the continent’s total GDP. This state of 
affairs can be blamed on factors such as lack of political will to support the sector, poor infra-
structure and access to markets, the impact of climate change, as well as inadequate investment 
agricultural research and development. As an illustration, despite African governments acceding 
to the comprehensive Africa Agricultural Development Programme (CAADP), few have lived up 
to the commitment to allocate 10% of their annual budgets to develop their agricultural sectors.

Compared to other sectors such manufacturing, services, and construction, agriculture is yet to 
occupy a prominent place in this cooperation. It has attracted less than 10% of Chinese foreign 
direct investment and loans, and has also not been the primary focus of development assistance 
from China. However, there has been a noticeable interest on the part of the Chinese govern-
ment to prioritise support for the agricultural sector in Africa. For example, since 2003, Beijing 
has encouraged agricultural exports from Africa to China as part of its zero-tariff policy, while 
Chinese FDI in the agricultural sector has also been increasing, growing from US$30 million in 
2009 to US$82.47 million in 2012. In addition, since 2006 China has built more than 40 agricul-
tural demonstration centres in African countries such as Rwanda, the DRC, Mozambique and 
Ethiopia. More than anything else, China’s support for the agricultural sector in Africa is predi-
cated on sharing its own experience with the transformation of this sector. 

The Chinese experience suggests that Africa needs to move beyond the sectoral consideration of 
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agriculture to approach it as part of a broader economic development strategy, with economic 
development in this context conceived as the process transferring labour from low productiv-
ity sectors such as agriculture to high productivity ones such as manufacturing and the services 
sector. Throughout this process, government would need to make tough decisions and adopt 
sound policy measures in a bid to balance different imperatives. For example, this could entail 
adopting appropriate measures that would incentivise some farmers to remain in the agricul-
tural sector in rural areas while encouraging others to migrate to the cities to work in industries. 

In the case of China, a rural economic diversification strategy was used to reduce the workforce 
in the primary sector while encouraging transition to, and the development of, secondary and 
tertiary sectors in the rural areas. This strategy was informed by the understanding that the 
dominant small-holder farming was not economically sustainable. Despite intensive cultiva-
tion, small-holder farming, which is generally practiced on just half hectare of arable land, can 
hardly meet the basic needs of households, let alone serve as a significant source of income. In 
this context, it became prudent to provide rural households other income-generating economic 
opportunities outside of farming, but in rural areas instead of relocating this labour to the cities. 
Of course, this strategy made provision for some family members to seek alternative income-
generating activities in urban areas. China’s rural economic diversification strategy also included 
a range of measures to boost the productivity of land and labour in the agro-processing industry 
in rural areas. 

The Nairobi Terminus, 
a railway station on 
the Mombasa–Nairobi 
Standard Gauge Railway.
The primary contractor was 
the China Road and Bridge 
Corporation.
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Possible lessons for Africa from China’s experience include the need to develop a clear vision of 
the kind of agricultural sector and rural landscape that is desired. This vision should be informed 
by specific conditions of individual African countries. African countries also need to acknowledge 
that socio-economic development, just as industrialization, is a long term strategic process. 
Small-holder farming will always be of strategic importance to this process, at least in the short 
term, and should therefore be promoted. Moreover, it is the responsibility of individual African 
countries to identify and deploy in a prudent manner the right mix of policies and strategies to 
unlock the potential of the agricultural sector for broader socio-economic development.

Overall, cooperation between China and Africa in the agricultural sector has a bright future, not 
the least because this sector is increasingly becoming critical for China’s longstanding interests 
in energy security and minerals, and that Africa has a lot to benefit from agricultural cooperation 
with China. However, Africa cannot transform its agricultural sector by prioritising Chinese sup-
port, be it in the form of finance, or the transfer of knowledge, skills and technology. More than 
anything else, Africa needs sound agricultural policies and strategies, on the basis of which it can 
solicit external assistance. Such policies and strategies should be pro-poor and pro-rural, and 
should be able to generate strong linkages between the agricultural sector and the countries’ 
industrialization efforts.

The future of Africa-China cooperation 

Cooperation between China and Africa has a bright future, not the least because China is a 
dependable partner. Concerns around the over indebtedness of African countries to China do 
not imperil the sustainability of Sino-African relations.  Not all African countries have incurred 
bad debts from China, although going forward, African countries would need to rethink their 
financial relations with China. The onus now is on African countries to reorganize and approach 
this partnership with a sense of responsibility and foresight. This include taking urgent and 
practical steps to deepen African integration, which remains a precondition for the continent’s 
socio-economic transformation. This is because a single political and economic bloc will enhance 
the continent’s influence in the global economy. There would be short term winners and losers 
from integration, but everyone will be a winner in the long run. 

Think tanks and academic institutions have an important role to play in shaping the future 
trajectory of Africa-China relations, considering that China is still struggling to own the narrative 
around its relations with Africa, mainly because of a language barrier. Consequently, it is the 
Western narrative, with all its factual inaccuracies and bias, that continues to shape perceptions 
of how China engages with the continent. African scholars and researchers could contribute 
in setting the record straight by collaborating with their Chinese counterparts to entrench an 
evidence-based and factual narrative of Sino-Africa relations. A major impediment in this regard 
would be the challenge in accessing the relevant data on these relations.

The future of Sino-African cooperation will also be greatly influenced by the Made in China 2025 
strategic plan. Launched in 2015 by Chinese Premier Li Keqiang, the plan identifies 10 priority 
areas in which the government has committed itself to making rapid advances over a ten-year 
period. These include: ICT, robotics, green energy and green vehicles, aerospace equipment, 
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ocean engineering and high tech ships, railway equipment, power equipment, new materials, 
medicine and medical devices, agriculture machinery. Despite having attracted the wrath of the 
US, this initiative promises to put China at the centre of a global production network that will 
also open room for Africa in its drive for industrialization and economic transformation.

On the role of people-to-people cooperation in Sino-African relations, it was noted that most of 
the initiatives in this regard were driven by China, as evident in the establishment of Confucius 
Institutes across the continent, which have become vehicles for teaching the Chinese language 
and incubators of diverse cultural exchange initiatives between China and Africa. The initia-
tive to establish a Centre for Africa-China Studies (CACS) at the University of Johannesburg also 
constitutes part of efforts to deepen understanding between the Chinese and African people. 
The same could be said of the scholarship programmes for African students sponsored by the 
Chinese government. On this, there was a call for African students to make the most of the 
resources and global networks of the different Confucius Institutes on the continent. There was, 
however, a suggestion that African countries also need to take initiative to deepen the people-
to-people, say by opening their own cultural institutes in China.

Finally, a continental approach to Africa’s engagement with China is imperative if this coopera-
tion is to benefit the African people. However vested personal and national interests continue to 
make it difficult for the continent to leverage multilateral frameworks such as FOCAC for its col-
lective benefit. There was a shared sense that it was not China’s responsibility to make Sino-Afri-
can cooperation a truly mutually beneficial endeavour. That is a responsibility that rests squarely 
on African countries, and should begin with a commitment to deal decisively with widespread 
governance and institutional shortcomings on the continent.

The main hall in the 
African Union Conference 
Centre and Office 
Complex in Addis Ababa, 
built by the Chinese 
government. PIcture: 
WIkimedia Commons.
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Policy recommendations 

The following ten policy recommendations emerged form the September 2019 conference on Africa-China indus-
trial and infrastructural cooperation: 

• African countries should develop a strategic approach in their cooperation with China. This would mean 
identifying their infrastructure and industrial development needs and strategically channel Chinese support 
to these priorities.

• It is imperative for African countries to exercise prudence in sourcing loans from China in order to avoid debt 
traps. Instead measures should be adopted to improve their business environments so as to attract more 
investments. Emphasis should also be placed on exploring home-grown innovative financing mechanisms.

• There is an urgent need for African countries to invest in developing the requisite capacity to manage and 
maintain the infrastructure that is being financed and constructed by China. 

• In pursuit of their industrialization and economic development objectives, African countries should develop 
policies and strategies to tap into the huge and growing Chinese outbound tourism market.

• In the interest of sustainability, the infrastructural development cooperation between China and Africa should 
prioritize the key principles of mutual benefit, environmental sustainability, maximum benefit to the local 
people, zero tolerance of corruption, and quality products and services.

• In order to leverage successfully their cooperation with China to unlock the continent’s digital potential, Afri-
can countries should adopt sound ICT policies and strategies, and develop the capacity to enter into effective 
business partnerships and secure sustainable funding. They should also improve on their capacity to execute 
projects speedily.

• China should scale up its agricultural development assistance to Africa, with a focus on promoting agro-
processing and developing agricultural value chains particularly in the meat and leather sub-sectors. Such 
cooperation should also give priority to the production of crops such as millet, sorghum, yam, plantain and 
cassava, in which the continent has a comparative advantage.

• African countries should request China to share with them the technology it has used to adapt to changing 
weather patterns and harness successfully its water resources for industrialization and economic devel-
opment. This technology could be adapted to assist the continent better develop and manage its water 
resources.

• African governments and institutions of learning should encourage their students to take advantage of the 
resources and global networks of the different Confucius Institutes on the continent, in order to broaden 
their skills and horizons.

• In order to counter the negative global perceptions about Sino-African relations, African scholars and 
researchers should consider partnering with their Chinese counterparts to produce evidence-based accounts 
of this cooperation. Chinese and African governments could assist this endeavour by providing funding for 
collaborative research and giving researchers access to relevant data.
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