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abSTRaCT

The aim of this paper is to review China’s engagement with Zambia in relation to the activities 
of other partner countries as donors, lenders and investors. Some commentators seem to regard 
China’s presence in Zambia in recent years as unique; others claim that China always was a special 
friend that supported Zambia unconditionally, while others still regard China’s increased engage-
ment as a new form of colonialism. This paper takes a broader view, and looks at similarities 
between the activities of China and other international actors as well as collaboration among them. 

It largely focuses on the past two decades, during which China’s presence in Zambia has become 
more visible. The first section nevertheless recalls the early years when Chinese funding and con-
struction of the Tazara railway was an important, but not the only, support to Zambia as a Frontline 
State supporting national liberation in southern Africa. The second section reviews international 
support to Zambia during the years of economic stagnation or decline (roughly 1975-2000), 
when China was generally absent. The third and fourth sections deal with aid programmes, loans 
and credits, investments and trade in mining and other sectors in recent years. The fifth section 
deals with some issues surrounding China’s alleged political influence in Zambia, followed by a 
conclusion.

The main finding is that, when situated in a longer time frame, China’s engagements with Zambia 
in terms of aid projects, loans and credits, and investments do not differ all that much from those of 
other major powers or development partners. The ‘traditional’ donors have been important contrib-
utors to Zambia’s development for decades. A major challenge today is to improve the transparency 
around the terms of Chinese grants and loans, including funding tied to Chinese companies. All 
development partners are pursuing a mixture of political, economic, and humanitarian motives. It 
is the responsibility of the Zambian authorities to safeguard Zambian interests and not fall victim to 
illicit payments or political pressures, while all international creditors, including the Chinese, need 
to be responsible lenders.

ThE EaRLy yEaRS: SUPPORT FROm 
SEvERaL SOURCES

When Zambia became independent in 1964, a number 
of countries quickly offered development assistance. The 
previous colonial power, the United Kingdom, provided 
resources in the form of officials and professionals to ease 
the takeover until Zambians could fill the same positions. 
The United States was positioning itself for global influ-
ence during the Cold War, and was eager to outweigh 
the colonial powers in Africa. The Soviet Union and its 
allies were slower to react, but were already providing a 

lot of support to national liberation movements in South-
ern Africa, most of which were soon present in exile in 
Zambia. Several smaller European nations, including the 
Netherlands and four Nordic countries (Denmark, Fin-
land, Norway and Sweden), were early supporters. Zam-
bia obtained technical assistance from the UN system, 
and funding from the multilateral development banks. 

Despite its relatively underdeveloped economy, China 
was also willing to assist. Distant Africa was initially not 
a priority, but there was a growing interest in making 
new friends, gaining sufficient recognition to replace the 
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Republic of China (Taiwan) at the United Nations, and 
influencing the newly independent nations and libera-
tion movements, in competition with the Soviet Union. 
Tanzania soon became a bridgehead for China’s growing 
interests in Africa. According to Yu (2016), the Chinese 
made their first proposal to build a railway linking Zam-
bia to the coast as early as 1963.

Upon independence, Zambia immediately declared its 
support for the liberation of the whole of Southern Africa 
from colonial and white minority rule. When, in 1965, 
the Ian Smith regime in neighbouring Southern Rhodesia 
announced its Unilateral Declaration of Independence, 
the United Nations imposed economic sanctions against 
it. This placed tremendous pressures on Zambia, whose 
main trade routes ran through Rhodesia. Its only realis-
tic alternative was to construct new transport routes and 
upgrade the existing road links to the east African coast 
through its neighbouring country of Tanzania.

Some participants in the current debate about China’s 
role in Africa hail the former’s funding and construction 

of the Tazara railway line as if it was the only interna-
tional donor willing to assist Zambia in creating alterna-
tive transport routes (i.e. Mwamba 2018). This was clearly 
not the case. Parallel to the railroad, other donors funded 
an oil pipeline as well as the practically new Tan-Zam 
highway linking Zambia to Dar es Salaam, in addition to 
other development programmes.

Early in 1967, the governments of Tanzania and Zam-
bia agreed to build an oil pipeline from Dar es Salaam 
to Ndola, where an oil refinery was to be constructed. 
Loan funding was obtained from Italy, and the Italian 
construction company Snamprogetti was the main con-
structor (Tazama Pipelines 2016). According to Sardinis 
(2014: 30), construction took 16 months, at a total cost 
of GBP16 million (US$44.8 million at the 1967 exchange 
rate). The Tazama pipeline was commissioned in 1968 
and is still in use today, more than 50 years later.

Simultaneously, several donors contributed to improve-
ments to and upgrading of the Tan-Zam highway. The 
highway was overburdened and had become known as 

US President Jimmy Carter greets President Kenneth Kuanda outside the White House, Washington, DC, 
17 May 1978. Wikimedia Commons. 
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the ‘hell run’, especially during the rainy season. Accord-
ing to a 1969 World Bank appraisal, the Zambian sec-
tions of the highway were then under construction, partly 
funded with World Bank loans. Reconstruction of the 
section from the Zambia-Tanzania border had begun, 
and was financed by USAID. The 1969 assessment was 
about the reconstruction of the Morogoro-Iyayi section 
of the highway inside Tanzania, which would be funded 
by loans from the World Bank and Sweden. The high-
way is still the main transport route connecting the two 
countries.

Constructing a brand-new railway line was an even 
greater undertaking. Tanzania and Zambia sent requests 
to potential funders including the United Kingdom, the 
United States, the Soviet Union, and the development 
banks. Most of them concluded that the railway would 
not be economically viable, and there was no favour-
able response until the official commitment by China 
in September 1967. The Tazara railway, stretching 1 860 
kilometres from the port in Dar es Salaam to the con-
necting point of Kapiri Mposhi in central Zambia, on the 

edge of the Copperbelt, was completed ahead of time in 
1975. The construction involved up to 15  000 Chinese 
and 45 000 African workers, at an estimated cost of more 
than US$400 million. A loan from China covered about 
70% of total costs (Chinese Posters 2019). Sardinis (2014) 
confirms that the loan was granted at 1% interest, pay-
able over 30 years with a 10-year grace period. However, 
according to the former Zambian vice-president Guy 
Scott (2019: 183), the loan has never been serviced, and 
in reality has become a grant.

When opened, Tazara was considered a ‘first class’ railway. 
Over the years, it deteriorated drastically due to a lack of 
maintenance and repairs. It never carried the expected 
amounts of goods, partially because of congestions and 
delays in the Dar es Salaam port, and later because of 
breakdowns. Several donors, not only the Chinese, have 
provided additional funds for repairs and new rolling 
stock. Since 2016 there have been renewed negotiations 
with the Chinese for a complete overhaul and reconstruc-
tion, but at the time of writing (April 2020) no agreement 
had been reached.

Queen Beatrix and Prime Minister Ruud Lubbers welcome President Kenneth Kaunda at the start of a state 
visit to the Netherlands, 13 April 1986. Picture: Rob C Croes/Anefo/Wikimedia Commons.
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Tazara was one of the biggest projects in Africa at that 
time, and the first major development project funded by 
China. As late as 2017, it was still China’s largest over-
seas aid project (Embassy of China 2017b). Its visibility 
and reputation went far beyond the borders of the coun-
tries involved, and it was seen as a symbol of Chinese 
friendship and solidarity with independent Africa. It also 
marked China’s first real ‘entry into Africa’.

The decision to fund Tazara might also have been influ-
enced by China’s struggle with the Soviet Union over 
political hegemony (Yu 2016; Monson 2009: 3). In the 
late 1960s, at the height of its cultural revolution, China 
adopted a ‘new third world’ policy and denounced the 
Soviets as ‘revisionists’ and ‘social imperialists’. Both 
countries were involved in Cold War competition with 
the West to make new friends in Africa. However, in line 
with the approach of the OAU (now the African Union) 
and the non-aligned movement (NAM) itself, neither 
Zambia nor Tanzania wanted to take sides. They were 
open to investments, loans and development grants from 

all sources, be they Chinese, Eastern European, Western, 
or more neutral and non-aligned countries.

Compared with other aid programmes at the time, China’s 
funding of Tazara was a major undertaking. It amounted 
to about US$40 million annually to each of the two coun-
tries involved over period of five years. This compares 
well with development assistance to Zambia by member 
countries of the OECD’s Development Assistance Com-
mittee (DAC).1 This only totalled US$10 million in 1970, 
but increased rapidly to US$67.5 million in 1975 and 
US$234 million in 1980 (OECD DAC).

While Chinese support to Tazara was generous, assistance 
from other sources was growing and was diversified to 
several sectors besides transport. Thus Tazara was com-
plemented by the Tazama oil pipeline and the improved 
Tan-Zam highway. It is not possible to claim that any one 
of these projects is more beneficial than the other, as all 
are essential.

President Kenneth Kaunda inspects the Chambishi River Bridge, one of 320 bridges built for the Tanzania-
Zambia Railway, September 1974.
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DOminanT WESTERn aiD, 1975-2000

For a number of reasons, the economic situation in Zam-
bia deteriorated drastically during the late 1970s and 
1980s, and HIV / AIDS threatened to take a heavy toll. 
By 1990, Zambia was one of the most heavily indebted 
countries in the world, expressed as a percentage of GDP, 
and had among the world’s highest per capita rates of 
HIV / AIDS infections. 

During the years of economic decline and subsequent 
recovery, Zambia became heavily dependent on devel-
opment assistance, which provided up to 50% of the 
national budget in some years. The main contributors 
were the ‘traditional donors’: Western and multilateral 
aid providers. East European countries, especially Yugo-
slavia, were also prominent as contractors and suppliers, 
and were active in the military and security sectors.

There were periods of severe disagreement between the 
Zambian government and traditional donors, especially 
during the difficult years of economic stagnation and 
decline, and during negotiations with IMF over eco-
nomic reforms and debt relief. Nevertheless, traditional 
donors continued to help maintain basic health and 

education, measures for combating HIV / AIDS, and sev-
eral other vital programmes. They also eventually funded 
debt relief. 

China was not an active participant in these processes, 
and did not make any significant financial contribution. 
Beyond continued support to Tazara, there are few indi-
cators of any major Chinese activity in Zambia in this 
period. Some of the Chinese workers and employees 
decided to stay on, however, as private traders or entre-
preneurs. They were not very visible, and Scott (2019: 
183) says ‘we more or less forgot about them’.

POST-2000: ThE REvivaL OF ThE 
mining SECTOR

Multiparty elections were reintroduced in Zambia in 
1991, 18 years after the declaration of a one-party state in 
1973. The state-controlled economy was liberalised and 
partially privatised under the structural adjustment pro-
grammes designed by the World Bank and IMF. These 
reforms culminated in about 2000 with the privatisation 
of the copper mines. The state-owned mines had been 
badly run down, and were losing about US$1 million a 
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day. World prices were low, and production was about 
one third of Zambian copper’s heyday some 30 years 
earlier.

The mines were sold to international companies which 
invested billions of dollars in new equipment and mod-
ernisation. They managed to increase production and 
were fortunate that prices also improved strongly in the 
first decade. This revival of the mines combined with 
higher copper prices contributed strongly to a high 
growth period in Zambia’s economy.

Some commentators have created the impression that 
the Chinese dominate the Zambian mines. However, the 
three main mining companies are owned by Australians 
through the Canadian-registered First Quantum Miner-
als company, Indians through the UK-registered Vedanta 
company, and the Swiss-registered giant Glencore /  
Extrata. China only has a stake in two smaller companies, 
producing less than 10% of total output.

Nevertheless, China is particularly important as Zambia’s 
main trading partner,2 importing up to half of its copper 
exports – at least up to 2016. In that year, according to 
the Chinese Embassy (2017a), China imported Zambian 

goods to the value of US$2.1 billion. Practically all of this 
can be assumed to be copper. The total value of Zam-
bian copper exports was US$4.4 billion, which means 
that China imported almost 50 per cent. In preceding 
years, China’s share of Zambia’s exports was of a similar 
magnitude.

From about 2012, slower economic growth in China 
resulted in a reduced demand for copper. World prices 
dropped from about US$10  000 per metric tonne in 
2011-12 to less than US$5 000 in 2016-17 (LME 2019). As 
a result, Zambia’s economy stagnated, foreign exchange 
earnings dropped dramatically, and the inflation rate 
jumped from about 7.5% to above 20% for some months 
in 2016 before dropping again. Zambia is thus highly 
dependent on the health of the Chinese economy, which 
is probably China’s main effect on the former’s welfare 
and economic fortunes.

Changing aiD PaTTERnS

The aid scene has also changed considerably since the 
1990s, when Zambia’s aid dependency was at its height. 
China and other new donors have entered the scene, and 

Opposite: A train on the Tazara Railway crosses a bridge near the Zambian-Zimbabwean border, 2009. Picture: Richard 
Stupart/Wikimedia Commons. Above: The New Kapiri Mposhi Railway Station in Zambia, October 2012. Picture: 
David Brossard/Wikimedia Commons. After years of deterioration, the Tazara again requires heavy reinvestment and 
reorganisation.
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some of the traditional donors have moved out. More-
over, as a result of Zambia’s stronger economic growth, 
its aid dependency has been reduced strongly in respect 
of the state budget as well as in the overall economy. Net 
development aid peaked in 2004-6 due to debt relief. 
Since then, according to DAC statistics, the level of aid 
from traditional DAC members and multilateral donors 
have been maintained at about US$1 billion a year.

Other changes have also taken place. The United States 
has become Zambia’s biggest donor by far, with an aver-
age contribution of more than US$300 million in 2008-
17 (calculations based on OECD DAC statistics) and up 
to US$500 million in recent years, according to the US 
ambassador Daniel Foote (2019). The major part of this 
is the PEPFAR programme for combating HIV / AIDS, 
and other health programmes. Zambia was also one of 
the countries that benefited from the Millennium Chal-
lenge Account (MCA). A grant of US$355 million over 
five years starting in 2012 was used for improving water 
and sanitation systems in the capital of Lusaka. 

The UK was the second biggest bilateral donor during 
2008-2017, followed by Norway, Japan, Sweden and Ger-
many. Multilateral funding came from the EU institu-
tions; the Global Fund Against Aids, Tuberculosis and 
Malaria; and the World Bank /  IDA. Since 2013, however, 
four of the bilaterals – Denmark, Netherlands, Canada 
and Norway – have reduced or terminated their aid pro-
grammes. The Danish and Dutch embassies were closed 
in 2013 and the Norwegian one in 2016, while the Cana-
dian High Commissioner’s Office has been downsized.

Meanwhile, several ‘non-traditional’ donors have 
increased their presence and contributions. Besides 
China, India has been a long-time contributor. Other new 
donors include Brazil, Turkey and the Arab development 
banks and funds. They offer scholarships and technical 
assistance, along with loans and credits. China in par-
ticular has offered combinations of grants, interest-free 
and other soft loans, as well as credit lines and loans on 
commercial terms. The terms are often not transparent, 
however. While the grants and interest-free loans would 
qualify as official development aid (ODA) according to 
OECD DAC criteria, the soft loans would be considered 
partially as aid, based on the subsidy element compared 
to market rates. 

China’s aid to Zambia was almost nil before 2000, except 
for the continued soft loans for Tazara. The China Africa 
Research Initiative (CARI) at Johns Hopkins University 
registered one small loan in 2002, but starting from 2006 
loan commitments increased to US$620 million in 2010 
and US$2  117 million in 2017 (CARI website). While 
these figures include various types of loans and credits, an 
aid element is present in the soft loans. Moreover, China 
has provided grants for the construction of government 
offices, two major sports stadiums, as well as smaller 
health and education programmes.

In the early years after 2000, the global aid community 
made efforts to better adapt to recipient countries’ plans 
and policies, and to improve internal coordination as 
well. In Zambia, donors decided to put these principles 
into practice and agreed, in 2007, on a Joint Assistance 
Strategy for Zambia (JASZ), followed by a Memorandum 
of Understanding with the government. This included a 
division of labour among the donors, a monthly Cooper-
ating Partners Group (CPG) forum, and regular consul-
tations with the government. Initially, neither China nor 
the other ‘non-traditional’ donors were party to this.

The ‘non-traditionals’ do not provide direct budget sup-
port, and therefore did not contribute to the budget 
support by nine main donors totalling US$1.35 billion 
over a nine-year period from 2005 to 2013. In some 
years, budget support constituted up to 9% of the gov-
ernment’s annual budget (de Kemp et al 2011; personal 
notes). The support structures were intended to promote 
further harmonisation among donors and an organised 
dialogue with the government about prioritised develop-
ment issues, including poverty reduction and financial 
management. 

According to a major evaluation of budget support in this 
period, the new donors such as China and private foun-
dations made this dialogue in promoting further reforms 
and improvements in the public financial management 
system less effective (de Kemp et al 2011). However, the 
slow progress perceived by the budget support donors 
and evaluators may well be due to other reasons. Dia-
logues, donor pressure and conditionality do not lead to 
real change unless the governments of recipient countries 
themselves are committed to such reforms.
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In 2011, the BRICS countries, i.e. Brazil, Russia, India, 
China and South Africa, became partners to the global 
aid coordination attempts, as agreed at the High-Level 
Forum on Aid Effectiveness in Busan (South Korea). As 
a result, they were all invited to join the CPG group in 
Zambia. This they accepted, except for Russia. In this 
way, China became engaged – to some extent – with the 
broader development community in Zambia. It did not, 
however, take part in the joint dialogues with the Minis-
try of Finance, nor did it participate in any of the sector 
group dialogues with the respective line ministries (per-
sonal experiences, 2011-2016).

LOanS, CREDiT anD DEbT

Rather than grants, China and the other ‘non-traditional’ 
donors were more eager to provide loans and credits, and 
obtain contracts for exports or construction work.

As a highly indebted poor country (HIPC), Zambia 
obtained debt relief in the late 1990s, and practically all its 
foreign debts to the World Bank and IMF were cancelled 

in 2005. New lending was initially limited, but from 2012 
Zambia began to borrow heavily once again. By 2017, 
according to the IMF / World Bank as well as its own 
debt sustainability assessments, Zambia was again at high 
risk of debt distress. The official figure was US$11.2 bil-
lion in public foreign debt at the end of 2019 (Ministry of 
Finance 2020). Until 2011, most loans had been obtained 
on highly concessionary terms. The new loans, however, 
are less concessionary or on commercial terms, with 
higher interests and shorter time frames for repayments.

According to the Ministry of Finance, Zambia borrowed 
from several sources in this decade. It continued taking 
loans from the World Bank and AfDB, but now at less 
concessionary ‘mixed’ rates since it was categorised as a 
‘lower middle-income country’ in 2011. In 2012-14 it bor-
rowed a hefty US$3 billion on the commercial Eurobond 
market, at increased interest rates. It also obtained loans 
and credit from banks in India, South Africa and the 
Arab world. However, the biggest new loans have been 
obtained from the Bank of China, the Chinese EXIM-
bank, and other Chinese sources (Ofstad and Tjønneland 
2019). 

The Sentinel (Kalumbila) copper mine west of Solwezi in North-Western Province (known as the ‘New Copperbelt’). It is 
owned by the Australian/Canadian company First Quantum Minerals, which is the largest copper producer in Zambia. 
Substantial volumes of Zambian copper are sold to China. Picture: Arve Ofstad.
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According to the CARI data, the largest Chinese loan 
commitments have been for the road sector (about US$3 
billion), and for power and energy (about US$2.7 billion). 
Most of the Chinese-funded road projects are well known 
in Zambia and include the Mongu-Kalabo Road, the long 
bridge across the Zambezi River in Western Province, 
the rehabilitation and construction of roads in Lusaka, 
and the major Lusaka-Kabwe-Ndola Highway which is 
currently under construction. The power sector projects 
include the extension of the Kariba North Bank imple-
mented in 2012-13, several smaller hydro power stations, 
the expansion of the transmission grid, and a coal-fired 
power plant at Maamba. The largest single loan is US$1.5 
billion for the Kafue Gorge Lower (KGL) power plant, 
which is still under construction. 

Besides these main sectors, Chinese banks and credit 
institutions have also funded further maintenance and 
rolling stock for Tazara; new international airport termi-
nals in Lusaka and Ndola (in the Copperbelt); the digital 
migration of the national broadcaster, the ZNBC; some 
water supply and sanitation projects; as well as loans 
combined with grants for government buildings and 
sports stadiums in Lusaka and Ndola. 

The Ministry of Finance has not provided a breakdown 
of this figure since end 2017, when official foreign debt 
stood at US$8.7 billion. At that time, about US$2.3 bil-
lion (26%) were loans from China, US$1.6 billion from 
multilateral development banks, and US$3 billion from 
Eurobonds. The remainder were from various other 
sources (Ministry of Finance 2018).

CARI data indicates that the Zambian government may 
have borrowed more. It has identified a total of US$8.7 
billion in signed loan commitments from China in 2002-
2017, including loans for military and security purposes. 
The discrepancy between Zambia’s official figures and 
the CARI data is partially explained by lending that has 
not yet been disbursed, including some big loan commit-
ments in 2016 and 2017. Undisbursed portions are not 
included in official data. There may also be some ‘hid-
den loans’ and loans to parastatals where the government 
guarantee is unclear. The Zambian government is seeking 
to delay or cancel some of the undisbursed loans. Never-
theless, the CARI figures indicate that Zambia’s foreign 
debt levels will be much higher in the future, and that 
China may already be its biggest creditor.

Work under way on the 750 MW Kafue Gorge Lower Hydro Power Plant. The $2.4 Billion project is scheduled for 
completion in August 2020. Picture: Charles Kahanji.
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almost 60 % of new FDI in 2016, and controlled about 
20% of the total stock of FDI.

Lubinda and Jian (2018) have outlined some of the 
major investments undertaken by state-owned as well 
as independent and private Chinese companies in Zam-
bia. These include investments in the Special Industrial 
Zones located in Chambishi in the Copperbelt and in 
Lusaka East and South. There is a Chinese-owned copper 
smelter in Chambishi, which also undertakes smelting 
for other copper mines. New investors such as the global 
electronics company Huawei have found their way to 
the special industrial zones. Other Chinese investments 
include hotels and restaurants, as well as investments in 
agriculture. Recently, Zambia signed an agreement for a 
new Chinese-financed cement factory in the Copperbelt. 
More plans have been announced, but some have not 
materialised. 

Zambia needs to diversify its economy to reduce its 
dependence on copper exports, and seeks inter alia to 
manufacture higher-value processed goods. In response, 
the Chinese ambassador in the period 2011-14, Zhou 
Yuxiao, announced that he was looking for a Chinese 
company that would invest in the processing of copper. 
However, this did not happen during his term in Zam-
bia, probably because no Chinese company thought it 
would be profitable enough. Chinese companies do not 
automatically follow the Chinese government’s dictates; 
instead, they make economic assessments involving 
opportunities and profitability in the same way as other 
investors.

While Chinese investments in Zambia have grown, and 
some are quite visible, investments by other foreign-
owned companies over the past decade have been equally 
visible and relevant. Major mining companies remained 
the main investors, at least until the recent slump in cop-
per prices and confusion over taxes. For example, in 2012-
2015 the Australian-Canadian company First Quantum 
spent more than US$2 billion on a new copper mine in 
Kalumbila in North-Western Province, adding more than 
30% to existing copper production. Among others, this 
involved the building of a new town for more than 10 000 
people. Meanwhile, along with the state-owned Zamtel, 
the mobile phone providers Airtel (Indian) and MTN 
(South African) are visible in almost every village, and 
outlets of the South African Shoprite, Spar and Pick ‘n 

While all of these loans are state-guaranteed, many of the 
more specific loans are project-based and tied to agree-
ments on a build-operate-transfer basis (BOT). This is 
the case inter alia for the airport construction, the hydro 
power plants, and the joint venture for the digital trans-
formation of the ZNBC. In these cases, the Chinese part-
ner will part-own and manage the specific project until 
the loan has been paid back. Rumours that the Chinese 
partner would take full ownership of Zambian state com-
panies such as ZESCO or ZNBC were strongly denied by 
the Zambian authorities, and turned out to be exaggera-
tions (Ofstad and Tjønneland 2019).

Despite numerous warnings from domestic as well as 
external advisers, Zambia’s external borrowings have 
burgeoned to the point where the IMF has placed it in 
the ‘high risk of debt distress’ category. China seems to 
be the lender of last resort, and has been willing to lend 
to Zambia at reasonable rates despite its high debt lev-
els. While many of the funded projects may be beneficial 
in the long run, it will take time before they will gener-
ate sufficient revenues to service the loans. In the short 
term, the Eurobond loans are the most expensive. But in 
the longer term, it is the sum of indebtedness that will be 
costly, regardless of source. While the Zambian govern-
ment bears the main responsibility for taking these loans, 
lenders are also obliged to ensure that the resulting debts 
are sustainable.

FOREign DiRECT invESTmEnT

The Chinese are not involved in Zambia for short-term 
lending and construction only. In 2017, the Chinese 
ambassador in Zambia declared: ‘In 2016, China’s direct 
investment in Zambia amounted to US$378 million, and 
the total Chinese investment is now close to US$4 billion. 
Zambia has been one of the top ten destinations among 
all African countries for Chinese investment’ (Chinese 
Embassy 2017a). 

Zambia has attracted relatively high levels of foreign 
direct investment (FDI), mostly in the mining sector. 
According to UNCTAD data, FDI inflows were US$663 
million in 2016, US$1 108 million in 2017 and US$569 
million in 2018. This resulted in a stock of more than 
US$20 billion by the end of 2018 (Lloyds Bank 2020). If 
these figures are accurate, Chinese investors represented 
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mixed credits from the multilateral development banks 
would be more or less on the same terms. The terms of 
Chinese soft loans are definitely better than those on offer 
in the Eurobond market, where, in the last round in 2014, 
Zambia had to pay 9.4% interest on a ten-year US$1.25 
billion loan.

Chinese loans are almost always tied to contracts with 
Chinese companies. Tied aid was also the general rule 
for most Western donors in the 1960s and 1970s, but 
was eventually phased out on the grounds that it under-
mined healthy economic competition, and made the 
aid less effective. Chinese contractors are required to 
engage a certain percentage of Zambian ‘local content’, 
but this obligation may not always be fulfilled. Accord-
ing to standard development knowledge, tied aid usually 
involves overpricing, and according to rumours in Zam-
bia these contracts are buttered with special ‘gifts’ to the 
decision-makers. According to the former vice-president, 
Guy Scott, the Chinese are overpricing to compensate for 
the generous loan terms. In a widely read account of his 
‘adventures’ in Zambian politics published in 2019, he 
wrote: ‘Rule of thumb calculations indicate that Chinese 
financed capital projects cost about double what they 
would if paid for in cash’ (Scott 2019: 190). However, this 

Pay supermarket chains are popping up in urban centres 
all over the country. 

In a changing global economy, it is not surprising that 
European and American investors are giving way to the 
growing economic powers. In Zambia, China and South 
Africa seem to be in the forefront in most sectors, except 
in mining. Other emerging economies – including Tur-
key, Brazil, Middle Eastern countries and Nigeria – are 
also active investors. For Zambia, this implies broader 
and more diversified economic opportunities. The chal-
lenge is to ensure that investments create employment 
and generate income for Zambians, regardless of special 
connections or economic pressure. 

SimiLaRiTiES, COmPETiTiOn OR 
COmPLEmEnTaRiTy?

The loans and projects described above do not differ 
greatly from one another, whether provided by Chinese 
or other sources. The terms are not always known, but 
Chinese ‘soft’ loans often carry interest of 2%-3% a year 
and sometimes 0%-1% a year, repayable over 25-30 years, 
and sometimes with a 10-year grace period. The present 

The Kazungula Bridge under construction, with the ferry still operating in the foreground. The tender was won by a South 
Korean company, ahead of a Chinese competitor. The project is co-funded by the African Development Bank, an EU Trust 
Fund, and the governments of Botswana and Zambia. Picture: Tracy Anne Brooks/Wikimedia Commons.
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(2013), ‘the project would tackle a severe environmental 
concern at the mine caused by the unregulated and spon-
taneous self-combustion of tons of currently unused low-
grade coal while producing much-needed electricity for 
the country and the region’.

However, two years later, the AfDB decided to stop fund-
ing coal-related projects altogether, and cancelled the 
loan. As a result, Maamba and Zambia turned to China 
for help. China had increasingly become the lender of 
last resort for coal power projects, as the previous major 
funders, Japan and Korea, were also less available. In 
addition, the Chinese company SEPCO was contracted to 
design and build the plant in Maamba (Nicholas 2010). In 
the end, funding for this coal-fired power plant was pro-
vided by a consortium including the Bank of China and 
the Industrial and Commercial Bank of China, together 

may be an exaggeration. 

There are several cases of close collaboration as well as 
parallel funding. Typical examples are in the road and 
energy sectors. A case in point is the Kariba hydro power 
dam, where many partners have been involved. China 
funded the expansion of the plant by installing new 
turbines in 2012-2013. Soon after, the World Bank, the 
AfDB, the EU and Sweden agreed to provide loans and 
grants totalling around US$300 million to fund major 
repairs needed to stop cracks and thus avoid the whole 
dam wall from collapsing (Lusaka Times 2014; Zambezi 
River Authority website).

Another illustrative case is the Maamba Coal Mine 
located in the Sinazongwe district in Southern Prov-
ince. It was state-owned, but was privatised in 2010. The 
majority owner is the Indian-owned and Singapore-based 
company Nava Bharat, while the Zambian state retains a 
minority share. In 2013 the company obtained a US$150 
million loan from AfDB to part-finance the construc-
tion of a 300 MW power plant to be fed by low-grade 
coal from the mine. According to the AfDB press release 

The Maamba Colliery and coal-fired power plant 
at Sinazongwe in Southern Province. Following the 
withdrawal of the AfDB, it was completed with Chinese 
assistance.
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million) and the AfDB (US$70 million) agreed to fund 
the project. However, when the South Korean company, 
Daewoo, won the tender ahead of the Chinese as well 
as a Japanese company, JICA withdrew its funding. The 
Japanese tender was far more costly than the two others, 
but the Chinese tender was actually lower than Daewoo’s. 
However, the Chinese offer was rejected by Botswana, 
which claimed negative experiences with this company. 
All this resulted in considerable confusion, and caused 
delays in the AfDB’s acceptance of the tendering process. 
The bridge is now being built by Daewoo, based on a co-
financing arrangement with the AfDB and a grant from 
the EU-Africa Infrastructure Trust Fund, along with con-
tributions from Zambia and Botswana (personal knowl-
edge; Chulu 2014).

Major road projects are being funded by the AfDB, the EU, 
China, as well as the Zambian government itself. Others 
are funded by the World Bank / IDA and by Arab develop-
ment funds (RDA 2020). In several instances, one road is 
being funded by China, and the next or connecting road 
by the AfDB, the EU / EIB, or other international institu-
tions. One such case is the Mbala-Nakonde Road which 
was built at a cost of US$180 million sourced from China’s 

with two commercial banks, Barclays and Standard Char-
tered, plus a second tranche from the Industrial Develop-
ment Corporation of South Africa and the Development 
Bank of Southern Africa (DBSA).

This may be the first combination of South African and 
Chinese funding. It may also illustrate different attitudes 
towards climate change. The AfDB will no longer finance 
coal-fired power plants, in order to reduce CO2 emis-
sions in line with the Paris Agreement to combat climate 
change, while the Chinese – and the South Africans – 
continue to do so. However, China is a major investor in 
hydro power and is also planning a 500 MW solar power 
plant, thus contributing strongly to the development of 
renewable energy in Zambia.

The Kazungula Bridge across the Zambezi River, linking 
Zambia and Botswana and also providing connections 
to Namibia and Zimbabwe, illustrates the interconnec-
tions between international lenders and contractors. The 
bridge will ease the traffic congestion across the Zambezi, 
currently served by two old pontoons. Chinese funding 
was not involved, but a Chinese company tendered for 
the construction contract. In 2012, Japan’s JICA (US$40 

US President Barack Obama chats with Mozambican President Armando Guebuza and 
then Zambian Vice-President Dr Guy Scott before the US-Africa Leaders Summit on 
‘Investing in Africa’s Future’, Washington, DC, August 2014. Picture: U.S. Department of 
State/Wikimedia Commons.
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One aspect of Chinese politics that entered Zambian pol-
itics was the competition between the People’s Republic 
of China (PRC) and Taiwan (the Republic of China). In 
2001, when Michael Sata and Guy Scott formed a new 
opposition party, the Patriotic Front (PF), they decided 
to make use of this competition between the two Chinas. 
According to Scott (2019: 184), Taiwan had become fond 
of giving monetary assistance to opposition parties in 
countries whose governments did not recognise it, and 
the PF needed money. As a result, Scott acknowledges, 
it accepted a sum of US$50  000 from Taiwan which 
Sata and others used in 2007 to travel to the United 
States. Whether it accepted further funds from Taiwan is 
unknown.

Before the 2006 elections, the PF strongly criticised what 
it described as China’s growing presence and influence in 
Zambia, and more or less promised to recognise Taiwan. 
In line with the PRC’s ‘One-China’ policy – but contrary 
to the general Chinese policy of non-interference in 
the domestic affairs of African countries – the Chinese 
ambassador at the time stated that, if the PF won the elec-
tions, it would withdraw all support to Zambia.

EXIM Bank, and commissioned by President Edgar Lungu 
on 15 March 2016 (RDA 2016). Lungu also announced that 
Zambia would borrow US$193 million from the AfDB to 
fully rehabilitate the connecting Nakonde-Chinsali Road. 
The AfDB loan was approved in October 2015, and Zam-
bia signed the agreement in January 2016.

These examples shows that there are greater similarities 
than differences between Chinese, multilateral and other 
lenders, even though differences do exist, as with coal-
fired power plants. Chinese sources seem to act as ‘lend-
ers of last resort’, while the multilaterals are utilised for 
long-term, low-return but vital funding, as in the case of 
repairs to the Kariba Dam.

POLiTiCaL DynamiCS

Despite Zambia’s 30-year history of peaceful multiparty 
elections and an open and market-friendly economy, 
some commentators have expressed fears that, besides 
accepting loans and investments from China, it might 
also copy some less democratic features of the Chinese 
model (e.g. Shullman 2019).

South African President Cyril Ramaphosa with Zambian President Edgar Lungu, August 2018 ... 
South Africa is an important investor in and trading partner for Zambia. Picture: GCIS/Wikimedia 
Commons.
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Meanwhile, Wynter Kabimba, PF Secretary General and 
Minister of Justice under Sata, was apparently impressed 
by the Chinese model. His lack of success in promot-
ing China-inspired policies in Zambia provides useful 
illustrations. 

Two months after the change of government in 2011, 
Kabimba took then vice-president Scott along with him 
to Beijing. Scott (2019: 190-191) describes this as an 
expedition to make friends with Kabimba’s fellow ‘social-
ists’. Scott was obviously not impressed, and describes 
it as a cold, smoggy and peculiar experience. Kabimba 
ended up being dismissed from the party and the gov-
ernment in 2014. He subsequently formed the Rainbow 
Party and campaigned on a strong socialist platform, but 
only garnered 0,26% of the votes in the 2016 presidential 
election.

Kabimba’s failure illustrates that there are few political 
leaders or movements who favour the reintroduction of 
a one-party system and a reversal to a state-controlled 
economy. Too many Zambians remember the difficult 
years in the 1980s, and do not want them back. There are 
challenges for democracy in Zambia, including restric-
tions on the media and on non-government organisa-
tions, unruly youth groups acting as party ‘cadres’, and 

In the event, the ruling Movement for Multi-Party 
Democracy (MMD) won the parliamentary elections, 
and its candidate, Levy Mwanawasa, won the presiden-
tial vote, with Sata running second. Following the elec-
tions, the China issue ‘went off the boil’ (Scott 2019: 189). 
Perhaps the PF realised that China was too important 
for Zambia’s future development, and there was little to 
be gained from making friends with Taiwan. Matambo 
(2020) describes PF policies as ‘choreographed Sinopho-
bia’. In early 2011, China appointed a new ambassador 
to Zambia, who stated that China would accept any out-
come of the impending elections.

There was nevertheless still some uncertainty about Sata’s 
position when he won the presidential race in September 
2011. As the votes were counted and the outcome became 
clear, the US ambassador spent time with the sitting pres-
ident, Rupiah Banda, to convince him to bow out grace-
fully, which he eventually did. Sata was more concerned 
about his relationship with China, and on his very first 
evening in office he reassured the Chinese ambassador 
that Zambia would not change its position. Since 2011, 
relations with China have been cordial under Sata and his 
PF team as well as under Sata’s successor, Edgar Lungu. 
Attempts by PF ministers to continue criticising China 
were soon muted. 

Chinese President Xi Jinping and Zambian President Edgar Lungu on the eve of the 2018 Summit of the Forum 
on China-Africa Cooperation (FOCAC) in Beijing, China.
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investments from China, India and Korea (…) But in the 
final analysis, as foreign investors go, there are no major 
differences between the goals of the Chinese and those of 
other foreign investors. (…) Many of them [the Chinese], 
no doubt, may end up settling in Africa. But so did (and 
still do) whites of many nationalities and many Indians 
and other South Asians.’ It is up to Zambia to regulate 
this.

This paper illustrates that China’s engagement with Zam-
bia in terms of investments, loans and aid programmes 
does not differ all that much from those of traditional 
donors and other international investors. Even in the 
1970s, Chinese funding of the Tazara railway was not that 
unique. China had a political motive, as did other pow-
erful countries, and many assisted Zambia in that dif-
ficult situation. Today, the main challenge surrounding 
Chinese involvement is the lack of transparency about 
the terms of funding, including funding tied to Chinese 
companies. But the types of projects (roads, energy, hos-
pitals) and the more commercial investments in hotels, 
cement, new technology, and so on are similar to aid pro-
jects, loans and investments from other partner countries 
which have a similar mixture of political, economic and 
humanitarian development motives.

other abuses of human rights. However, these actions 
cannot be traced to foreign political pressure, Chinese 
or otherwise, but rather reflect internal political power 
struggles, and rulers seeking to retain power. At the same 
time, there are forces within the ruling party as well as in 
the opposition and civil society that may counteract these 
negative tendencies.

This also contradicts a concern that is sometimes 
expressed in Western countries, namely that countries 
like Zambia have multiparty systems and market-based 
economies only because they have been forced to adopt 
them as a condition for development assistance. The argu-
ment follows that Zambia will gladly abandon its demo-
cratic and liberal features, if it obtains sufficient Chinese 
loans and investments. This has not happened, and is not 
likely to happen in the near future. 

COnCLUDing REmaRkS

It is instructive to quote Sardinis (2014: 316): ‘During the 
last decade, mining and related industrial development 
in Zambia, combined with the growth of the Chinese and 
other Eastern [Asian] countries’ markets, have attracted 

A Chinese delegation led by President Xi Jinping meets with a Zambian delegation led by President Edgar Lungu in the 
Great Hall of the People, Beijing, September  2018.
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China has become an important investor in and creditor 
to Zambian development projects, funding much-needed 
road, air, energy, and digital infrastructure. In the mean-
time, other countries and institutions are playing equally 
important roles in the health sector, water and sanitation, 
public financial management, agricultural research, and 
adjustments to climate change. The Zambian authori-
ties – together with their partners – remain responsible 
for ensuring that projects and programmes are relevant, 
well-designed, effectively prioritised and cost-effective, 
and not motivated by illicit payments and / or political 
influence.

The Zambian economy still relies very heavily on produc-
ing and exporting copper, and is vulnerable to external 
shocks. As a result, China’s strongest impact on Zam-
bia’s welfare may still be the health of its own economy, 
because of its direct impact on demand for Zambia’s cop-
per and international copper prices. 

In the immediate future, debt distress is Zambia’s greatest 
challenge, now worsened by the corona pandemic. While 
Zambia needs to accept responsibility for borrowing 
beyond its means, China and other international credi-
tors need to be more responsible lenders.

The Zambian capital of Lusaka. Previous investments by international investors and donors are currently being 
supplemented by Chinese involvement in new roads, a football stadium and a new airport terminal. Wikimedia Commons. 

To conclude, Zambia itself has to manage its foreign 
investors, foreign debts, and the in-migration of work-
ers and entrepreneurs, whether Chinese, French, Indian, 
American, Saudi, South African, or any other nationality. 
This is the overarching policy challenge facing Zambia in 
a continuously changing global environment.

EnDnOTES
1  The Development Assistance Committee (DAC) is made 

up of OECD member countries providing poorer coun-
tries with development assistance. In the 1970s, its mem-
bers included most West European nations, the United 
States, Canada and Japan. As of 2020, it has 30 members. 
The UNDP, the IMF and the development banks serve on 
the committee as observers.

2  Unfortunately, official Zambian statistics are still mis-
leading about this, citing Switzerland as the main export 
destination. However, Switzerland is the location of the 
main trading house for Zambia’s copper, and does not 
actually import any Zambian copper.
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