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UST TEN DAYS AFTER becoming

promoting industrialisation in Africa,

President in March 2013, Xi Jinping,

and to boosting trade and investment

for the first leg of his first official visit

between China and its African part-

abroad, visited Tanzania, South Africa,

ners. Chinese trade and investment

and the Democratic Republic of Con-

in Africa, alongside cultural exchange

go — an acknowledgement of the im-

with the region, has already increased

portance of Sino-African relations to

dramatically over the past three dec-

China. In December 2015, during the

ades: China is now Africa’s largest

Forum on China–Africa Cooperation in

trading partner (US$385 billion in two-

South Africa, Xi announced that China
aims to provide US$60 billion finance,
to African nations over a three-year
period to finance construction, mining, agriculture, and industrialisation
projects across the continent. In September 2016, in his opening speech
to the G20 Summit in Hangzhou, Xi
reiterated

China’s

commitment

to

March 2013: Xi Jinping’s first official visit abroad
Source: CCTV news
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Chinese-owned Chambishi Copper Mine, Zambia
Source: Justin Qian, Flickr

way trade in 2015). It is also the fourth

nese investment in the country had

largest foreign direct investor in the

grown to over US$5.2 billion. Zambia

region.

1

is rich in copper, lead, and zinc, and

Chinese investment in Africa has

has deposits of uranium, coal, and

benefited some African countries by

gemstones. Chinese foreign direct in-

creating jobs, injecting capital into

vestment there, which spans finance,

cash-starved economies, and opening

mining, agriculture, construction, edu-

markets back in China for African ag-

cation, and real estate, grew from US$6

ricultural and mining products. But

million in 2000 to more than US$292

there have been controversies as well,

million by 2012.

especially about the environmental
cost of these investments.
The Case of Zambia

Much of this investment was in
the mining and construction sector.
The Zambia Development Agency — a
public agency established in 2006 to
facilitate trade and investment in Zam-

Zambia is a case in point where the

bia — claims that these Chinese invest-

environmental practices of some Chi-

ments have created jobs, rehabilitated

nese investment in the country have

old mines, opened new mines, con-

drawn criticism from the govern-

structed roads, and generated tax rev-

ment, non-governmental organisations

enue for Zambia’s government.2

(NGOs), and other commentators. In

However, there are concerns over

2016, China’s Ambassador to Zambia

the environmental impact of Chinese

announced that the total value of Chi-

investments, especially in mining, hy-

dropower, roads, and smelters. Some
local environmental NGOs accuse Chinese mining companies of serious pollution of air, water, and land; damaging
wildlife habitat and displacing local
communities without adequate compensation.3 In 2013, Citizens for Better
Environment (a local NGO), criticised
two Chinese companies Nonferrous
China Africa (NFCA) and Chambishi
Copper Smelter (CCS), both based in
the Copperbelt province, for failing to
comply with local environmental regulations, including the timely submission of emissions and other environmental impact reports to the Zambia
Environmental Management Agency
(ZEMA) — the public body entrusted
with the enforcement of local environmental regulations.4 Chinese companies are not the only ones to stand
so accused regarding environmental

Chinese and Zambian coworkers at Chambishi
Copper Mine
Source: Michael Chipili, Flickr

regulation is relatively weak compared
with those in developed countries such
as Australia and Canada (which also
have significant mining activities), and
the government has been, historically,
inattentive to calls for environmental
protection in mining communities.
What is more, Zambia’s previous mining regulations, such as the Mining
and Mineral Development Act of 1996,
and

the

development

agreements

signed between foreign mining com-

pollution in Zambia: in 2016, 1,826

panies and the Zambian government,

Zambian villagers living around the

protected mining and mineral process-

banks of the Kafue River in Zambia’s

ing companies against financial liabili-

Copperbelt province took the UK’s Ve-

ties that might arise from legal suits by

danta Resources to court in the UK for

local communities for environmental

environmental damage that, they said,

damage.

had turned their water supply into ‘rivers of acid’.5

Some officials at Citizens for Better Environment and the Zambia Insti-

Zambia has a long history of poor

tute for Environmental Management

environmental management, especial-

(ZIEM) — another local environmental

ly in mining areas. Its environmental

NGO — argue that Chinese investment

eye to their damaging environmental
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practices.8 Former Zambian president
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Michael Sata made Chinese investment in Zambia the centre of his 2006
presidential campaign, as he accused
Chinese investors of non-compliance
with local Zambian laws and the Levy
Mwanawasa government of failing to
address what he referred to as poor
Former Zambian president Michael Sata
Source: Commonwealth Secretariat, Flickr

in Zambia (as in most African countries) has negatively impacted on the
health of local communities, rivers,
wildlife, and agriculture, and further
weakened ZEMA’s ability to do its job.6
Some scholars, such as Dan Haglund,7
contend that Chinese companies have
little incentive to comply with Zambia’s regulations because neither Chinese banks nor the government has
the framework to monitor compliance

practices among the Chinese.9
Another Side to the Story
But things are not always as they seem.
Based on evidence gathered during my
fieldwork in Zambia and my ongoing
research on this topic, the views cited
above are over pessimistic. Despite
perceptions of regulatory weakness,
over the past two decades the Zambian government has, in fact, introduced
a number of measures to strengthen

by Chinese companies with the host

the country’s environmental laws. In

country’s regulations, and because

2007, it developed a National Environ-

their managerial ethics emphasise

mental Policy to enhance the moni-

productivity and profits above all else.

toring and enforcement capacity of

Worse still, it is widely believed that

local environmental agencies through

Chinese managers are prone to bribing

increasing funding, revising environ-

regulatory officials in Zambia, and that

mental regulations, promoting coordi-

they use the threat of shutting down

nation among relevant agencies, and

the mines (and subsequent job losses)

increasing the fines for polluters, with

to control or ‘capture’ Zambia’s gov-

the goal of boosting compliance from

ernment officials into turning a blind

business, government, and individ-

Air thick with sulphuric acid vapour, Chambishi Copper Smelter
Source: Jonathan Elliott, Flickr

uals. In 2011, it passed the Zambian

ince for two weeks because the compa-

Environmental Management Act that

ny had failed to properly compensate

created ZEMA, which replaced the

and resettle communities affected by

Environmental Council of Zambia. In

the SEOB project.10 The matter was re-

2015, it passed the Mines and Mineral

solved after NFCA agreed to compen-

Development Act, prescribing strin-

sate some members of the community

gent measures against mining com-

who had formal legal claims to the

panies that pollute the environment.

land. That same year, ZEMA suspended

These changes have forced companies,

operations at Chambishi Copper Smelt-

including those from China, to be ac-

er because the smelter was releasing

countable to government and local

emissions above ZEMA statutory lim-

communities for their actions that af-

its. In 2015, ZEMA suspended mining

fect the environment.

operations at Chinese Copper Mining

In line with this new regulatory

in Chingola after some residents of

regime, the Zambian government has

the township accused the company of

suspended the mining operations of

‘polluting their environment and some

some Chinese companies, and collabo-

streams from which local people were

rated with others to improve their en-

drawing water’.11

vironmental standards. For example,

While most of these suspensions

in December 2013, ZEMA suspended

were temporary, they nevertheless

the operations of the Non-Ferrous Chi-

led to changes at both NFCA and CCS.

na Africa (NFCA) Southeast Ore Body

For instance, CCS hired Citizens for

(SEOB) in Chambishi, Copperbelt prov-

Better Environment (CBE) to monitor
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Copper mine in Chingola, Zambia
Source: Hiromu Jimbo, Flickr

its emission levels and report them to

For instance, in 2011, the Zambia

ZEMA as required by law. NFCA devel-

Institute for Environmental Manage-

oped a program to compensate com-

ment (ZIEM) — a members-based NGO

munities affected by its mining activ-

whose partners include the Ministry

ities. According to its Chief Executive

of Lands, Natural Resources, and En-

Officer, Wang Chunlai 王春来, NFCA

vironmental Protection and the Uni-

lost US$10 million as a result of the

versity of Zambia as well as Oxfam,

The company also cre-

Action Aid, and other international or-

ated a new Department for Safety and

ganisations — conducted an Environ-

Environmental Management, with an

mental Social Impact Assessment for

assistant director for environment, to

a mine operated by the NFCA, in the

ensure that NFCA complies with local

Musakashi River Catchment Area. The

environmental laws.

project exposed shortcomings in NF-

suspension.

12

Other constraints on Chinese com-

CA’s management of wastewater, and

panies operating in Zambia come from

also found that the mine’s acid emis-

NGOs and community groups, such

sions had damaged crops, aquatic life,

as farming communities. Local NGOs

houses, and roads.13 The mine agreed

have taken Chinese mining companies

to improve its waste storage and pro-

to court for financial compensation

cessing facilities, and to compensate

and they have conducted independent

some of the affected farmers.

assessments of the environmental im-

In another case, in 2014, CBE, act-

pact of mining projects that local resi-

ing on behalf of the Luela Community

dents have deemed to be polluting the

farmers of Chambishi in Kalulushi Dis-

local environment.

trict, sued CCS in the Kitwe High Court

for damages caused to local farms.

African countries following the path of

The case was settled out of court. The

pollute first and clean up later’.16

company agreed to compensate the af-

The

environmental

challenges

fected farmers, and hired CBE to mon-

brought by Chinese investment in

itor its emission levels on an ongoing

Zambian mining and the evolving

basis.14
The Big Picture

means by which they are addressed
should also be seen as part of a larger and dynamic relationship. Chinese

The Chinese government and Chinese

investment in most African countries

companies are developing strategies to

comes with both costs and benefits.

reduce environmental damage caused

Thus, the rise of Chinese investment

by overseas operations. In 2013, Chi-

in Africa is not inevitably harmful to

na’s Ministry of Commerce 商务部 and

local economies. In the case of Zambia,

Ministry of Environmental Protection

环境保护部 released a document titled,
‘Guidelines on Respecting Overseas Environmental Standards and Managing
the Environment’.15 This and other official documents stress the need for Chinese companies to comply with the en-

both sides have shown efforts to address negative environmental effects,
among other public concerns, and are
expanding their collaborative efforts
in these area. Nonetheless, as China
continues to deepen its economic ties

vironmental standards of the countries

with Africa, social concerns associated

in which they operate. According to

with the growing economic presence

Lin Songtian 林松添, Director General

of China in the region, and how these

of the Department of African Affairs at

concerns are addressed, will continue

the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the Chi-

to influence Sino-African debates in

nese ‘government did not want to see

the near future.

This text is taken from China Story Yearbook 2016: Control,
edited by Jane Golley, Linda Jaivin and Luigi Tomba, published 2017 by
ANU Press, The Australian National University, Canberra, Australia.

