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ON 3 SEPTEMBER 2018, President Xi Jinping  

习近平 delivered a short and rousing speech at 

the opening ceremony of the Beijing Summit of 

the Forum on China-Africa Cooperation (FOCAC).1 

The speech focussed on the ‘common interests’ 

and ‘shared vision’ of China and Africa, and their 

mutual responsibility to champion peace and 

development through ‘brotherly’ cooperation, and 

‘win-win’ solutions.

African leaders and Xi Jinping pose for a group photo at the 2018 
Beijing Summit of the Forum on China-Africa Cooperation (FOCAC)
Source: Department of International Relations and Cooperation  
(DIRCO)
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President Xi emphasised the roles played by Chinese firms and capital in 

solving Africa’s infrastructure and industrialisation problems. He also 

announced that China will provide African countries with US$60 billion 

between 2019 and 2021, in addition to $US60 billion promised during the 

Johannesburg FOCAC Summit in 2015, to address infrastructural, trade 

and investment, manufacturing, health, and education needs across the 

continent. 

After over four decades of unprecedented economic growth, China 

has gone from being a relatively minor economic and diplomatic player in 

Africa to the region’s largest trade and investment partner.2 The most com-

mon view outside of China (including in parts of Africa) is that China is a 

neo-coloniser or neo-imperialist, epitomised by headlines such as: ‘Chi-

na’s Ugly Exploitation of Africa — and Africans’ (from The Daily Beast),3  

‘How China has created a new slave empire in Africa’ (Daily Mail),4 and 

‘China in Africa — The new Imperialist?’ (The New Yorker).5

Neocolonial interpretations of China’s activities in Africa focus on 

how it uses money to ‘buy influence’ across the continent. However, Chi-

na uses another important tool to seek influence: the narrative of ‘com-

President Cyril Ramaphosa and 
Xi Jinping at 2018 Forum on 
China-Africa Cooperation
Source: Department of International 
Relations and Cooperation (DIRCO)



mon interest’ or ‘convergence of interests’. Exploring how China uses both 

money and rhetoric to seek influence in Africa can help us move beyond 

the neocolonial debate to a more nuanced understanding of Sino-African 

relations — with Zambia and Ethiopia being cases in point. And is Sino-Af-

rican relations all win-win, as China’s official rhetoric would have us be-

lieve?

Respect, Love, and Support

The Chinese Communist Party (CCP) has a long history in Africa. After 

World War II, growing movements for independence across the African 

continent were sometimes met by harsh anti-decolonisation policies from 

colonial masters, for example the French in Algeria. Young anti-colonial 

fighters found a friend in CCP chairman Mao Zedong 毛泽东, who had po-

sitioned China as the leader of the ‘Third World’.6 Mao provided military 

assistance in the form of intelligence, weapons, training, and finance to  

anti-colonial rebels in Algeria, Angola, Guinea Bissau, Mozambique, 

and Zimbabwe. This gained him respect among many young African  

nationalists.7 

In May 1955, in a fiery anti-imperialist speech at the Bandung Con-

ference in Indonesia, Chinese premier Zhou Enlai 周恩来 told African and 

Asian leaders that industrialisation was the sine qua non for independence 

and stability.8 He said that acknowledging their ‘shared destiny’ through eco-

nomic and diplomatic cooperation would allow them to industrialise while 

endorsing the principle of non-interference in each other’s internal affairs. 

Under Mao, China provided financial and other material aid to a num-

ber of African countries including Zambia, Tanzania, and Guinea.9 China 

built the TanZam railway between 1970 and 1975 and established numerous 

‘Friendship’-branded projects in Zambia and Guinea.10 Beijing’s efforts paid 

off: in 1971, the People’s Republic of China gained its seat at the United Na-

tions thanks to the support of many African countries. 
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The death of Mao in September 1976, and Zhou Enlai earlier that year, 

led to a gradual change in China’s domestic and foreign policies. After 

Deng Xiaoping 邓小平 assumed the leadership in 1978, he refocussed Chi-

na’s foreign policy away from ideology and towards the economic benefits 

of bilateral relationships. Premier Zhao Ziyang’s 赵紫阳 ten-nation tour in 

1982 set the basis for new China–Africa economic, diplomatic, and cultur-

al relations, taking in countries that shared similar ideologies to China, but 

also those that did not.11 

Domestically, between 1978 and 1994, the Chinese government in-

troduced reforms to improve the efficiency of its state-owned enterprises 

(SOEs) and established special economic zones (SEZs) in China’s coastal 

areas. It also created the Industrial and Commercial of Bank (ICBC) and 

the Export-Import Bank of China, charging them with supporting the  

Party-state’s policies on industry, foreign trade, diplomacy, and the econ-

omy. SOEs, SEZs, and state-owned banks all play a crucial role in China’s 

quest for influence in Africa in the twenty-first century. 

Deng’s reforms triggered a period of rapid economic growth in China, 

averaging over ten per cent per annum through to the early twenty-first 

century. As China’s economy grew, its consumption of natural resources 

also increased rapidly, making China the world’s largest net importer of 

petroleum and other liquid fuels by 2013. In addition, labour costs, which 

had previously given China its cost advantage over other developing coun-

tries, rose, forcing some Chinese companies to search for lower cost pro-

duction sites abroad. This culminated in the introduction of the ‘Go Global’ 

走出去战略 policy in early 2000, which encouraged Chinese companies to 

invest abroad, acquire strategic resources, and gain a foothold in over-

seas markets.12 With its rich endowments of natural resources, a youthful 

population, and a desperate need for finance to meet infrastructural chal-

lenges, Africa seemed the perfect choice for Chinese companies seeking to 

‘Go Global’. 

In 2000, at the first FOCAC summit in Beijing, president and Party 

chairman Jiang Zemin 江泽民 told four African heads of states and other 



participants that: ‘the Chinese people and the African people both treasure 

independence, love peace and long for development and they are both im-

portant forces for world peace and common development’.13 At the third 

FOCAC summit in 2006, Jiang’s successor, Hu Jintao 胡锦涛, announced a 

raft of economic measures to achieve the ‘common interests’ outlined by 

Jiang, including US$15 billion for investment, industrialisation, and the 

construction of vital infrastructure in Africa by Chinese companies.14 

Xi Jinping’s speech at the 2018 Beijing summit blended the ‘common 

interest’ narrative with the usual monetary incentives. He spoke of a long 

history and a ‘shared future’ between the 1.3 billion Chinese and 1.2 bil-

lion Africans, stating: ‘We respect Africa, love Africa, and support Africa’.15 

With so much benevolence, what could possibly go wrong? 

The ‘China of Africa’: Chinese Capital and Ethio-
pian Economic Revival 

In 1991, the Ethiopian People’s Revolutionary Democratic Front (EPRDF) 

overthrew the Communist regime led by Mengistu Haile Mariam. The 

leader of EPRDF, Meles Zenawi, promoted a market-oriented economy; en-

acted new labour, industrial, and investment laws; and liberalised Ethio-

First Zambian president Kenneth Kaunda visits China in 1967. Left to right: Zhou Enlai, Lin Biao, Mao Zedong 
Source: Wikiwand
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pia’s currency exchange regime. Zenawi’s goal was to transform Ethiopia’s 

agrarian economy into an industrial one. Ethiopia’s per capita GDP was 

just US$390 in 1991 — making it one of the poorest countries in the world 

at that time. The Ethiopian government followed China’s lead in making 

the state a key player in the country’s economy, while also relying on for-

eign direct investment as a source of capital and expertise.16 

In October 1995, facing criticism from the west over the EPRDF’s au-

thoritarian, anti-democratic policies, Meles Zenawi visited China ‘to learn 

from China’s practice of market-led socialism and agricultural develop-

ment’.17 Jiang Zemin reciprocated with a visit in May 1996. While Ethio-

pia was looking for capital, China sought diplomatic support and access to 

emerging African markets. Ai Ping 戴平, Chinese ambassador to Ethiopia 

from 2001–2004, noted in 2005 that: ‘[Ethiopia] plays a very unique and 

important role in both the sub-region [the Horn of Africa] and the con-

tinent as a whole’.18 Ethiopia also hosts the headquarters of the African 

Union, which plays a strategic role in African economic and foreign policy. 

Meles Zenawi said in 2006 at the FOCAC summit in Beijing, that contra-

ry to Western media views of China in Africa as ‘The Looting Machine.’19 

‘China is not looting Africa … [and the] Chinese transformation disproved 

the pessimistic attitude that ‘if you are poor once, you are likely to be poor 

forever’ .20 

Chinese shoe-manufacturing 
company Huajian’s factory 
in Ethiopia 
Source: UNIDO, Flickr



With Western democracies hesitant to invest in an increasingly au-

thoritarian Ethiopia, Chinese firms became key players in the develop-

ment of the country’s infrastructure, energy, and manufacturing.21 In 

2006, China’s Ministry of Commerce announced a plan to build six eco-

nomic zones in five African countries. Qiyuan, a privately owned Chinese 

steel-manufacturing company, expressed interest in building an SEZ in 

Dukem, Oromia state, thirty kilometres from Addis Ababa.22 

Despite financial challenges during its early years, the Eastern Indus-

trial Zone (EIZ), as it is now called, is considered one of Ethiopia’s economic 

success stories.23 In 2011, the giant Chinese shoe-manufacturing company, 

Huajian, which makes shoes for international brands such as Guess, Cal-

vin Klein, and Ivanka Trump, opened a factory in the EIZ. The company, 

in partnership with the China-Africa Development Fund, a private equity 

facility promoting Chinese investment in the continent, has promised to 

invest US$2 billion in Ethiopia before 2022.24 By 2017, according to Sher-

ry Zhang, the General Manager of Huajian, the company was employing 

4,200 Ethiopians.25 The EIZ is a good example of how Chinese capital can 

promote manufacturing in Ethiopia while allowing Chinese companies ac-

cess to cheap labour and land. 

China also finances key energy projects in Ethiopia. In 2006, the Ethi-

opian government signed a contract with Italian company Salini Impre-

gilo to build a 1,870 megawatt hydroelectric dam.26 Although the African 

Development Bank and the World Bank denied funding for the dam in the 

face of protests from environmental groups, the Ethiopian government 

viewed the project as crucial for addressing the country’s poor electric-

ity supply: the dam was projected to increase Ethiopia’s energy capacity 

by eighty-five per cent. The ICBC stepped up to provide US$400 million to 

complete the controversial project.27

China has built several other dams in Ethiopia, including the Tekeze 

hydroelectric dam and the Gibe II and IV dams. Because of these and other 

investments, Ethiopia is now a net electricity exporter, with the cheap-

est electricity supply prices in sub-Saharan Africa. The country will earn 
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US$250 million from electricity exports in 2019 — a figure projected to 

reach US$1 billion by 2023.28 

At the same time, these investments have exacerbated Ethiopia’s debt 

problems. China has reportedly lent over US$14.1 billion to Ethiopia since 

2000.29 In early 2018, the International Monetary Fund (IMF) raised Ethio-

pia’s debt distress level to ‘high’.30 In September 2018, reporters at Reuters 

quoted the Chinese mission to the African Union in Addis Ababa: ‘The in-

tensifying repayment risks from the Ethiopian government’s debt reach-

ing 59 per cent of GDP is worrying investors’.31 As the Financial Times put 

it in June 2018, even some Chinese diplomats in Addis Ababa agreed that 

China had loaned too much.32 

Yet Chinese capital has helped make Ethiopia one of Africa’s fastest 

growing economies, averaging more than eight per cent GDP growth in 

the last two decades, as well as a viable manufacturing hub for top for-

eign manufacturers. In May of 2018, Bloomberg published an article ti-

tled ‘Ethiopia Already Is the “China of Africa” ’, with the lede: ‘They share 

fast growth, a strong national history and a sense that the future will be 

great’.33 Unless, as the article points out, a debt crisis does not destroy the 

economy first.

Ethiopian officials, meanwhile, continued to lavish praise on China 

for its contribution to the country’s development. During a meeting with 

Xi Jinping in Beijing in September 2018, Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed called 

China ‘a reliable friend’ whose ‘precious assistance’ had been crucial to 

Ethiopia’s economic restructuring and development.34 

China in Zambia: Infrastructure for Resources?

Zambia gained independence from the United Kingdom in October 1964. 

A year later, it was among the first African countries to establish diplo-

matic ties with China. Seven months after that, in response to Zambia’s 

condemnation of the Unilateral Declaration of Independence in Rhodesia 



(now Zimbabwe), Ian Smith’s 

Rhodesian government cut 

Zambia’s access to the sea 

by blocking the Rhodesian 

railway line that connects 

Zambia to Beitbridge, South 

Africa, through Harare, Zim-

babwe.35 

This led Zambia’s first 

president, Kenneth Kaunda, 

and his Tanzanian counter-

part, Julius Nyerere, to welcome, in April 1967, Beijing’s offer to fund a 

US$405 million railway linking Zambia’s resource-rich Copperbelt to the 

Tanzanian seaport of Dar es Salaam.36 China agreed to build the 1,860km 

single-track line, now called the TanZam, Uhuru, or TAZARA Railway, 

completing the project in 1975. Chinese leaders today refer to the TAZARA 

as the foundation for a ‘new’ Sino-Zambian relations that put economics 

first.37

Poor management of its copper resources by successive governments 

combined with fluctuations in international copper prices, however, to 

make the country one of the poorest in the world by the mid-eighties. In 

1990, under the auspices of the World Bank and IMF, the Zambian gov-

ernment started privatising its loss-making state-owned copper mining 

companies, selling to mainly foreign multinational companies.38 A Chinese 

SOE, China Non-Ferrous Metal Mining Company (CNMC), was the first to 

buy a copper mine — the Chambishi Copper Smelter — under the priva-

tisation scheme. The company bought the mine in 1998 for US$20 million 

through its subsidiary Non-Ferrous China Africa (NFCA).39 

According to China–Africa expert Christina Alves, NFCA approached 

the Zambian government in 2004 with the idea of building an SEZ within 

CNMC’s mining licence area in Chambishi.40 In 2006, China’s Ministry of 

Commerce approved NFCA’s bid to build the Zambia-China Economic & 

The Chinese-financed TAZARA Railway
Source: mwmbwls, Flickr
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Trade Cooperation Zone — Zambia’s first Multi-Facility Economic Zone. 

This was also China’s first economic zone in Africa. Alves has argued: ‘The 

project emerged from converging interests on both sides: China’s interest 

in Zambia’s copper reservoirs and Lusaka’s desire to develop a manufac-

turing base around its mining sector’.41 Both Chinese and Zambian elites 

cite this project to support Beijing’s narrative of win-win partnerships.42 

In 2017, Zambia was Africa’s second-largest producer of copper, be-

hind the Democratic Republic of Congo. Despite several Zambian gov-

ernments exploring ways to diversify the country’s economy, copper still 

accounted for sixty-three per cent of its foreign exchange earnings as of 

2017.43 Yet almost three out of four Zambians lived on less than US$3.20 a 

day.44 Zambia faces pressing social and economic problems, such as poor 

electricity supply, with the state-owned ZESCO (Zambia Electricity Supply 

Corporation) unable to provide full-time electricity supply to most parts of 

Zambia, including the capital, Lusaka.

In Zambia, as in Ethiopia, the Chinese government has stepped in to 

invest in energy production. In November 2015, the Zambian government 

initiated the construction of a 750 megawatt hydroelectric power station 

on the Kafue River in the southern Chikankata district, ninety kilometres 

from Lusaka.45 The Kafue Gorge Lower will become the country’s third 

Kafue Gorge Lower
Source: Nicola Saporiti, IFC



biggest hydropower station and will cost US$2 billion at its scheduled 2019 

completion. SINOZAM, the company building the hydropower station, is 

owned by the Chinese state-owned hydropower engineering and construc-

tion company Sinohydro. China Export-Import Bank and the ICBC will pro-

vide fifty per cent of the funding for the project through Sinohydro; ZESCO 

and CAD Fund are providing the rest. The Zambian government intends 

for the dam to help solve Zambia’s electricity problems, as well as generate 

foreign revenue through exports of electricity to neighbouring countries. 

Notwithstanding the positive contribution Chinese capital has had 

on Zambia’s economy, particularly in funding vital infrastructure, crit-

ics point to a mounting debt crisis, as in Ethiopia, on 3 September 2018, 

while the Zambian President, Edgar Lungu, was meeting with other Afri-

can heads of state and Xi Jinping at the Beijing FOCAC summit, the British 

newspaper Africa Confidential published a sensational story on the detri-

mental impact of Chinese loans on Zambia.46 According to the newspaper, 

the Zambian government spends US$500 million of the public budget fi-

nancing Chinese loans at the expense of much needed social and economic 

development programs. The article describes Chinese loans as a ‘cunning’ 

device used by Beijing to indebt poor countries and gain control over their 

strategic assets. It claims that China has used Zambia’s debt to gain owner-

ship of ZESCO and Zambia’s National Broadcasting Corporation. 

The article reflects widespread perceptions about China in Africa. 

But, as Deborah Bräutigam points out so clearly in her book Will China 

Feed Africa?, such media stories should be taken with ‘a grain of salt’. For 

example, this article claimed that over seventy-four per cent of Zambia’s 

debt is owed to China. However, Zambia’s Minister of Finance Margaret 

Manakatwe, stated in response to the article that Zambia’s total foreign 

debt accruing to China is actually less than one-quarter of the country’s to-

tal debt, adding that ‘The Zambian Government has not offered any state-

owned enterprise to any lender as collateral for any borrowing’.47 

In Beijing in March 2015, President Lungu told Xi Jinping that China’s 

‘win-win partnership with Africa and its sincere and valuable support for 
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Zambia’s independence as well as its economic and social development ... 

[has] won the hearts of the [Zambian] people’.48 But he didn’t speak for all 

hearts. 

Zambians are not just passive recipients of Chinese aid and invest-

ment. In 2005, after an explosion in a Chinese mine in Chambishi killed 

fifty-two Zambians, there were protests in 2006, and the Zambian gov-

ernment responded by strengthening its workplace safety and labour 

standards.49 Non-governmental organisations (NGOs) in Zambia also step 

in where the government has failed. I have written in my doctoral thesis 

how, after unearthing evidence that NFCA and its subsidiary Chambishi 

Copper Smelter (as well as Western companies) were flouting Zambia’s en-

vironmental standards, environmental NGOs, Citizens for Better Environ-

ment, and the Zambia Institute for Environmental Management pushed 

both the Zambian government and Chinese companies to improve their 

environmental standards and regulations.50 The point is that Chinese (and 

other foreign) investment is certainly not always ‘win-win’ for all Zambia, 

but both the Zambian government and its citizens do have agency in deal-

ing with contentious issues as they arise.

Conclusion

The massive transformation that has occurred domestically in the past 

four decades, combined with Beijing’s decision to ‘Go Global’ since the 

turn of this millennium, have made China a global financer of foreign 

investment and infrastructure projects. In Africa, China has built roads, 

railways, bridges, dams, SEZs, and the African Union Headquarters to gain 

access to the region’s growing markets and vast energy and other resourc-

es, as well as to cement strong cultural and diplomatic relations. But it 

is not just about money. Both the journalistic and academic literature on 

Sino-African relations tends to overlook the appeal of China’s Africa nar-

rative of ‘common interest’, partnership’, and ‘friendship’. 



Beijing’s ability to marshal both narrative and financial resources to 

gain influence in Africa is yielding good results for China, at least in the 

case of Zambia and Ethiopia. Both Zambian and Ethiopian leaders have 

expressed ‘sincere gratitude’ for China’s contribution to their countries’ 

development. 

Serious questions remain, however, about the short-term and longer 

term consequences of these contributions, including the burden of debt 

and imbalances in trade. Some Chinese companies (and Western ones as 

well) stand accused, too, of poor treatment of workers and lax environ-

mental standards. Much will depend on how African governments evolve 

their own regulatory and legal institutions, and facilitate the agency of 

their citizens to address these problems. The case of Zambia gives some 

cause for optimism in this regard.

 



This text is taken from China Story Yearbook 2018: Power, 
edited by Jane Golley, Linda Jaivin, Paul J. Farrelly and Sharon 
Strange, published 2019 by ANU Press, The Australian National 

University, Canberra, Australia.
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