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China’s PeRsPeCtive on  
ConteMPoRaRY China-

afRiCa Relations 

Wenping He

a new milestone in the history of China-africa relations was created 
when the first forum on China-africa Cooperation (foCaC) took 
place in Beijing in 2000, a process that culminated in the Third Min-
isterial and first heads of state Conference held in early november 
2006. The year 2006 was significant in the diplomatic calendar of 
sino-africa relations; four major visits from China’s top leaders cast 
China-africa relations into the media spotlight at home and abroad. 
That year began with foreign Minister li Zhaoxing’s tour of Cape 
verde, senegal, Mali, liberia, nigeria and libya, which coincided 
with the release of China’s first White Paper on its africa Policy on 
12 January. This was followed by President hu Jintao’s visit to the 
continent from 24 to 29 april, with stopovers in Morocco, nigeria 
and Kenya. The final visit was made by Premier Wen Jiabao, who 
toured egypt, ghana, the democratic Republic of Congo, angola, 
south africa, tanzania and uganda between 17 and 24 June. These 
high level visits underlined the importance that the Chinese govern-
ment attaches to its african relations. Moreover, they indicate that 
following the establishment of official bilateral ties half a century 
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ago, sino-africa relations have moved into an era of rapid develop-
ment characterized by co-operation. 

The end of the Cold War in the early 1990s saw africa losing 
its much-valued geo-political status. in spite of this, China has re-
mained committed to developing relations with the continent since 
it foresaw great value in fostering an across-the-board relationship 
with africa by forging closer political, cultural and educational links. 
This was clearly demonstrated in the 1980s when Beijing began to 
cement and expand its economic and trade ties with the continent.

The importance of Africa in China’s foreign policy agenda
The importance of africa in Beijing’s foreign relations can be best 
understood in the following two significant factors. Politically, China 
has always regarded Africa as its most reliable ally in the international 
struggle. The development of sino-african relations has important 
political meaning for both China and africa, as well as across the 
developing world. first, the strengthening of sino-african relations 
is beneficial to unity and co-operation between developing countries. 
China’s non-aligned foreign policy and its national commitment to 
socialism imply a promise that China will stand firmly and support 
the countries of the developing world despite what happened in the 
past or what the present and the future may bring. unmistakably, the 
total strength of the developing world is increasing both in terms of 
its proportion of international trade and its right to speak on inter-
national affairs. China is the largest developing country in the world, 
and africa is the continent that has the greatest concentration of 
developing countries. Therefore the development of sino-african 
relations must be seen in this context, where it is Beijing’s over-
riding goal to raise the international status of the developing world 
and establish a new international order by promoting south-south 
co-operation and the common prosperity of these countries. This is 
significant considering that current relations between the north and 
the south appear poor in certain respects. Thus, uplifting the collec-
tive prosperity of developing countries and enabling them to share in 
the fruits of globalization have far-reaching implications for world 
peace and development.
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secondly, sino-african co-operation is considered important 
for strengthening a multi-polar world order and promoting both 
China’s and africa’s international positions and influences therein. 
since China adopted its economic reform path and opened up policy 
space for engagement, China’s international image and position have 
improved remarkably, while its influence in international affairs has 
also simultaneously increased. in this regard, according to Beijing’s 
view, africa remains an important player in the global affairs of the 
current international system. even though most african countries 
have suffered from political turbulence and economic recession dur-
ing the early period of the post-Cold War era, most are now entering 
a period of political and economic stability, while their positions in 
the international setting have also improved. and this is where the 
synergies between China and africa overlap. Clearly, China and 
africa share a broad consensus on major international issues. They 
have traditionally co-operated and co-ordinated with each other on 
matters serving common interests. Both sides have collaborated to 
promote multilateralism and democracy in international relations 
and un reforms aimed at peace and harmony in the world. 

finally, sino-african co-operation can contribute to the success 
of the ‘one China policy’ and, most important, the culmination of 
China’s reunification. in order to extricate itself from international 
isolation, taiwan’s leaders are taking africa (especially West af-
rica) as the focus for developing its diplomatic relations. although 
most african countries insist on the ‘one China policy’, there are 
still a few african countries who cannot resist the lure of money 
and maintain ‘diplomacy’ with taiwan, which has a bad influence 
on China’s african policy. however, with the dramatic increase in 
China’s comprehensive national power, especially in the last decade, 
more african countries choose mainland China rather than taiwan. 
The ‘taiwan factor’ no longer has the same importance as before. 

Economically, Sino-African relations can help strengthen China’s path to 
sustainable development. africa’s rich deposits of natural resources and 
potential market advantages have great strategic meaning for China’s 
economic development in the 21st century. With China’s rapid pace 
of modernization and economic reform, China must expand into 
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new overseas markets and secure the supply of raw materials that 
is, indeed, critical for sustaining its growth trajectory with regard to 
national development and stability. following China’s accession to 
the Wto in 2001, the Chinese government has advanced further 
moves to expand the ‘going out’ strategy of Chinese enterprises to 
become globally competitive and enter new markets. 

in fact, from the economic angle, China-africa co-operation will 
bring each side's advantages into full play. There are 53 countries on 
the african continent, which has a total population of 850 million, 
abounds in natural and human resources, has great market potential 
and boasts huge potential for development. however, owing to long-
lasting colonialist plunder and local conflicts, the continent remains 
economically backward, lacking capital, technology and expertise. on 
the other hand, China has acquired much economic strength and ex-
pertise over the past three decades since the country embarked on the 
road of reform and opening up in the late 1970s. at the same time, 
however, it is confronted with the problems of inadequate resources 
supplies and ever-fiercer competition in the domestic economic 
arena. taking all this into account, China and africa complement 
one another in resources, market, capital, technology and expertise. 
and much can be done in this regard.

While it may appear that China’s intentions in africa are intrinsi-
cally aligned to tendencies of mercantilist nationalism, China’s current 
demand for natural resources has created a surge in the global com-
modity price index which has, to a large extent, seen africa’s economic 
growth level benefiting from the commodity windfall. nevertheless, 
the real thrust of China’s contemporary relations with africa was felt 
in foCaC which promoted a new impulse for future engagements.

FOCAC: a new initiative for promoting Sino-African relations
The emergence of a unilateral world order after the Cold War became 
an immediate concern for the vast majority of developing countries. 
The need to establish a new, fair and reasonable international politi-
cal and economic order, so as to deal with the challenges of economic 
globalization and safeguard its legitimate rights and interests, was an 
overriding objective for the developing world to assert its independ-
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ent voice in global affairs and extend its relations more broadly to 
include strategic partners from the south, especially in light of the 
experience of the Cold War. seemingly, then, strengthening and in-
stitutionalizing relations between China and africa was considered 
necessary to reflect the new impulses in the global south. 

hence the birth of foCaC in 2000. at the end of the 1990s, 
some african countries proposed that as the us, Britain, france, Ja-
pan and europe had established mechanisms for contact with africa, 
it was necessary for China and africa to establish a similar mecha-
nism to fit in with the need to strengthen relations. after earnest 
study, China decided to echo the suggestions of african countries, 
and proposed to hold the forum in 2000. 

from a historical perspective, foCaC must be seen as a continu-
ation of the spirit of the Bandung Conference held in indonesia in 
1955. in essence, Bandung was about the spirit of common prosper-
ity, respect for equality, justice, peace and the overall development of 
the developing world, based on its independent status. The relevance, 
today, of the Bandung Conference and what it stood for can be seen 
as one of the central pillars of China’s foreign policy engagements 
with the developing world and, indeed, sino-african relations. and 
this has become even more significant since foCaC has become the 
platform where discussions on future co-operation and consultation in 
achieving a non-aligned and multilateral world order, which adequate-
ly reflects the developing world, can be held. in fact, the foCaC 
forum was the first of its kind in the history of sino-african relations. 
it is a beneficial attempt as well as an important move for the Chinese 
government to further consolidate and strengthen friendly cooperative 
relations on the threshold of the new millennium. 

The first Forum: Beijing 2000
in october 2000 the first foCaC was held in Beijing. it focused on 
two major areas: how to promote and establish a just and equitable 
new international order, and how to further strengthen co-opera-
tion between China and africa on economic and social development. 
The forum reached consensus on a wide range of issues and adopted 
two important policy documents, the Beijing declaration and the 
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Programme of Cooperation on economic and social development. 
it also decided to hold a ministerial conference every three years, 
alternating between China and africa. 

during the forum, the Chinese government offered to write off 
debts worth RMB10 billion owed by african countries within two 
years. in fact, the Chinese government completed ahead of schedule 
an even greater reduction of african debts. By June 2002, China had 
signed debt relief protocols with 31 african nations, cancelling 156 
african debts totalling RMB10.5 billion. at the same time, China 
urged the international community to honour its debt reduction 
promises without further delay. 

Moreover, the Chinese government committed itself to set-
ting up special foundations for encouraging Chinese enterprises to 
invest in africa and for a variety of training initiatives for african 
professionals. since 1996, China has held training courses for mid-
dle- and high-ranking african diplomats annually, and launched an-
nual seminars for african economic and management officials from 
1998. China-africa co-operation in higher and vocational education 
has also been enhanced. so far, China has trained 15,000 african 
professional personnel and offered scholarships to 20,000 students 
from 51 african countries studying in China. in addition, China will 
continue to dispatch training personnel to africa to give short-term 
training courses. for example, China’s follow-up Committee has 
sent Chinese experts to six african countries for regional training 
courses on malaria prevention and treatment, maize farming tech-
niques, applied solar energy technology, etc. These courses have been 
aligned to the commitments that the Chinese government made at 
the 2000 Cooperation summit.

The second Forum: the Addis Ababa 2003  
Ministerial Conference
The second foCaC was held in addis ababa on 15-16 december 
2003, the first time that the meeting was held in africa. its main task 
was to review the implementation of the two documents adopted at 
the first summit and to explore new ideas and measures to deepen 
co-operation. The meeting concluded with the adoption of the ad-
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dis ababa action Plan (2004–6), which reflected consensus of both 
sides on political issues and other important international issues of 
common concern. in particular, the summit concretized ideas about 
strengthening of co-operation. alongside the addis ababa forum, 
the China-africa Business Conference was also held. Representa-
tives from nearly 100 Chinese enterprises held discussions on busi-
ness opportunities and linkages with their african counterparts, 
which culminated in the signing of many contracts of intent to do 
business. 

The major concrete measures that China promised to undertake 
included: granting some african countries tariff-free treatment for 
their exports to China; expediting increases in revenue and alleviation 
of poverty by exempting certain commodities of the least developed 
countries from import tariffs, to facilitate and expand the entry of 
exports from these countries into the Chinese market; and increased 
assistance and channelling of more resources into the african hu-
man Resources development fund. The Chinese government de-
cided to launch the 2004-6 China-africa inter-governmental hu-
man Resources development Plan under the fund.1 other measures 
include boosting tourism co-operation by encouraging more Chinese 
citizens to travel to africa,2 and holding a series of events to promote 
better understanding between the peoples, especially the younger 
generations of both sides.3 

in addition, the Chinese government also promised to gradually 
increase development assistance to africa. in september 2005, when 
President hu Jintao attended the un summit on financing for de-
velopment, he called for the un to play a bigger role in development 

1 a 33 per cent increase in the fund will allow China to hold 300 training 
courses in three years for some 10,000 african professionals in various fields, 
and raise the number of scholarships that China offers for african exchange 
students.

2 apart from the original travel destinations of egypt, south africa and 
Morocco, China has decided to grant a further eight african countries 
approved destination status: Mauritius, ethiopia, tunisia, Zimbabwe, 
Kenya, Zambia, tanzania and seychelles.

3 including the ‘2004 China-africa Youth Carnival’, ‘Meet in Beijing’—an 
international art festival focusing on african arts—and the‘voyage of 
Chinese Culture to africa’.
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assistance and declared that China would take important measures 
in such fields as tariffs, debt, preferential loans, public health and 
human resources to help other developing nations, especially african 
countries, to accelerate development. These measures included the 
following: China would write off debt or cancel interest payments 
owed, or provide assistance for servicing of low interest Chinese 
government loans made to poor and heavily indebted countries with 
which China had diplomatic relations but which had failed to ser-
vice those loans by the end of 2004; train 30,000 people in various 
employment skills over the coming three years; and pledge us$10 
billion of concessional loans over the next three years.

in short, the experience of foCaC over the last six years has 
proven to be an important platform and dialogue mechanism for 
strengthening China-africa co-operation and solidarity, and safe-
guarding common interests. at the end of 2006, the third Ministerial 
Meeting of the forum, together with the first sino-african heads 
of states summit, was held in Beijing on 3-5 november. according 
to China’s Premier Wen Jiabao the summit was intended to focus 
on ‘China and africa reducing...and remitting debts, economic as-
sistance, personnel training and investment by enterprises.’4

The new-type China-Africa strategic partnership
The new initiative of China’s strategic partnership with africa was 
officially launched by two significant developments in 2006: the re-
lease of the ‘China’s african Policy' White Paper, and the speech by 
President hu Jintao to the nigerian parliament during his april visit. 
in both, reference was made to the concept of ‘developing a new type 
of China-africa strategic partnership’. Besides being clearly defined, 
it signalled the future course for sino-african relations. during the 
sino-african summit, african delegations enthusiastically echoed 
the new concept and made clear that african countries were fully 
ready to build such a new-type China-africa strategic Partnership. 
The consensus on building this strategic Partnership was regarded as 
the most important achievement of the summit. 

4 Xinhua, ‘Chinese premier hails sino-african ties of cooperation’, 19 May 
2006.



151

china's perspective on china-africa relations

The central feature of the new partnership is consolidation of co-
operation in the political, economic, cultural and security fields, as 
well as in international affairs, with emphasis on mutual trust and 
support. The real thrust of the new relationship is linked with China 
affording african countries respect and recognition of the right to 
choose their independent path of development. This is clearly stated 
in the language that China adopts towards africa, which is non-
intrusive and outlines continual support for african countries’ efforts 
to seek renewal through strengthening unity. This is, undoubtedly, 
illustrated by the common mutual interests and collective interna-
tional efforts to promote peace and development in africa. 

While strategically aligned to historical relations, the new type 
of China-africa partnership is also about establishing benefits of 
mutual economic engagement. With China being the largest de-
veloping country and africa comprising the largest concentration 
of developing countries, there is no doubt that each has a long road 
to sustainable development. despite China’s economic progress, it 
faces new problems such as a severe energy shortage and escalat-
ing competition in its domestic market. given these factors, the 
Chinese government encourages Chinese firms to invest in africa 
in various fields such as trade, agriculture, infrastructure building, 
mining and tourism, while offering an increasing amount of as-
sistance to hasten the continent’s development. 

to date, China has spent RMB44.4 billion in assisting african 
countries with over 800 projects, including textile factories, hydro-
electric power stations, stadiums, hospitals and schools. at present, 
trade between China and africa is undergoing rapid growth. The 
bilateral trade volume rose from us$12.11 million in the 1950s to 
us$10.5 billion in 2000, us$29.4 billion in 2004, nearly us$40 bil-
lion in 2005, and over us$50 billion in 2006. in recent years China 
has increased imports from african countries and thus maintained 
a trade deficit with them, enabling these countries to earn a large 
amount of foreign exchange. 

Moreover, Chinese firms have redoubled their efforts to penetrate 
the african market. at the end of 2006, Chinese investment in 
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africa had reached us$11.7 billion.5 over 800 companies are cur-
rently operating in africa, engaged in trade, manufacturing, natural 
resource exploitation, transport, agriculture and agricultural process-
ing. Chinese companies have helped to create employment oppor-
tunities in african countries, increase their tax revenues, introduce 
practical technologies to these countries, enhance the competence of 
local workers and improve their productivity. 

on the cultural front, China and africa are aiming to become 
equal partners jointly promoting the prosperity and progress of hu-
man civilization. China and africa are both origins of human civili-
zation, boasting brilliant cultural heritages. in basic values, african 
culture has a lot in common with Chinese culture. for example, 
both value community spirit and the tradition of yielding personal 
gain to the interests of the community. given these common values, 
China and africa are expected to further strengthen their cultural 
linkages with a view to building a harmonious world where different 
civilizations coexist in the spirit of tolerance and equality, while also 
learning from each other. in a broader sense, cultural exchange is not 
only limited to exchanging students and teachers and holding artistic 
performances and exhibitions. Chinese medical teams, and flourish-
ing programmes such as China’s training of african workers and the 
exchange of experiences in pursuing development, are also part of the 
China-africa cultural exchange.

in the field of security, China and africa should enhance exchang-
es and consultation, thus raising the awareness of collective security 
in the international community, promoting a new security concept 
featuring mutual trust, mutual benefit, equality and co-operation, 
and shaping an international environment favourable for common 
development. Clearly, the future of China-africa co-operation also 
holds significant relevance in non-traditional security fields, for ex-
ample in preventing major infectious diseases including bird flu, and 
addressing cross-border crime, for joint response to the challenges 
posed by globalization. hence, the new impulse in China-africa re-

5 Jia Qinlin, head of Chinese Political Consultative Conference, opening 
ceremony speech at the China-Kenyan economic and trade Co-operation 
forum in nairobi on 24 april 2007.



153

china's perspective on china-africa relations

lations can be felt on many fronts. This multi-dimensional approach 
to strengthening relations is markedly different from that which has 
prevailed between africa and its traditional development partners. 

at the opening ceremony of the Beijing summit, President hu 
Jintao unveiled eight major measures in the coming three years in 
a bid to promote the new China-africa strategic partnership and 
facilitate bilateral co-operation in a wider scope and on a higher 
level. These involve expanding aid, offering preferential loans, en-
couraging Chinese firms to invest in africa, constructing the au 
conference centre, eliminating debts of some least developed african 
nations, extending zero-tariff treatment on 190 products from some 
of the poorest african countries to cover 440 products, setting up 
three to five offshore economic and trade co-operative zones in af-
rica, training professionals for african countries, and constructing 
30 local hospitals. These show that China cares very much about 
africa's development. all these measures, quantified and having very 
particular content, are easier to implement and fulfil than generally 
stated goals.

The experience and practice of foCaC over the past six years 
indicate that it is not an empty-talk club. it is an important platform 
and effective mechanism conducting collective dialogue between 
China and african nations and exchanges in the field of governance, 
promotion of mutual trust, and pragmatic co-operation. President 
hu Jintao's announcement indicates that the Chinese government 
gives top priority to the promotion of two-way investment. in con-
trast with the fast expanding Chinese-african trade in recent years, 
the mutual investment rate between the two sides still remains low. 
Mutual investment, however, is a vitally important factor benefiting 
both and assuring their sustainable development.

african countries prefer mechanisms which help tap their internal 
potential to those that merely provide one-way aid, which is like a 
blood transfusion. only after they acquire the capability of supplying 
their own blood can they shake off poverty altogether. obtaining 
investment to start businesses and industries is pivotal to africa's 
industrialization and revival, as well as increasing employment, has-
tening technical know-how transfer to the continent, and facilitating 
the training of its own professionals. The Chinese government will 
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therefore set up a us$5 billion China-africa development fund to 
help Chinese companies invest in africa. at the same time, a number 
of economic and trade co-operative zones in africa and a China-af-
rica chamber of commerce are expected to be set up. all this is bound 
to bring Chinese investment in the africa to new heights.

Problems emerging in China-Africa relations
even though relations have been enjoying sound, rapid development, 
it is imperative that we pay great attention to the new problems and 
challenges and consider the ways and means to deal with them. in 
recent years, with accelerated economic globalization and China’s 
economic expansion, issues have unavoidably emerged as China-
africa relations experience rapid development. generally speaking, 
the major problems in recent years are the following. 

Energy development and the issue of ‘delivering benefit to the people’. 
With China’s energy exploitation in africa, some people in Western 
media and academic circles (and even political circles) began to ques-
tion China's motives in africa, suggesting that ‘China is conducting 
energy diplomacy in africa’ and that ‘China’s energy plunder in 
africa’ is a type of ‘neo-colonialism’. They hold that China’s attention 
is based on its demand for oil and other strategic raw materials. They 
say that China has become the second largest oil consumer after the 
us, that africa is rapidly becoming an important supply base of oil 
and that China’s rapid economic development and its relative lack 
of domestic resources determine that it pays constant attention to 
production bases of natural resources. these arguments are clearly 
one-sided and bear the imprint of the Cold War mentality, but at the 
same time, they serve to remind us indirectly that we should avoid 
following the old path of the Western colonialist countries while 
seeking energy supplies in africa.

take sudan for example. China has invested a great deal in oil 
exploration there. When i visited south africa at the end of 2005 
and met sudanese people from religious and political circles, they 
had considerable reservations, expressing certain dissatisfaction 
about the benefits they got from China-sudan oil cooperation. 
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although a north-south peace agreement has been signed, there 
are still multiple contradictions and widespread social confrontation. 
China has already signed an agreement on oil exploitation with the 
sudanese government in the north, but the oilfields are in southern 
sudan, leaving Chinese oil companies between the two sides and 
easy media targets. The south often complains that land acquisition 
for exploration led to displacement of people who have not been 
provided with employment. an influential Christian bishop in upper 
nile Province has always been quite friendly towards China, but on 
many public occasions he called on Chinese oil companies to pay 
more attention to environmental protection in oilfields of southern 
sudan, to have more exchanges with the local people, and to protect 
and improve the immediate interests and living standards of the local 
people.6

for historical reasons, the controlling rights to oil exploitation 
in african countries are in the hands of france, the uK, italy, the 
us and other former Western colonial powers. over the years, since 
Western oil companies have been only concerned with their own 
economic interests and have neglected environmental protection 
in oil producing areas and the local peoples’ ability to develop their 
economy, the constant flow of ‘oil dollars’ has only filled the pockets 
of Western oil companies and some corrupt african officials, instead 
of bringing benefits to local people. on the contrary, the unequal 
distribution of wealth and ‘black gold’ resources has led to internal 
conflicts. for example, nigeria, the largest oil producer with a daily 
output of 2.5 million barrels of crude oil, is facing a prolonged oil 
products shortage due to its poor oil refining capacity and has to rely 
on large amounts of imported petrol. in the niger delta, owing to 
their lack of access to oil wealth, local people often take great risks to 
steal oil from pipelines or kidnap foreigners. 

Therefore, relying on the traditional friendship and the fact that 
both China and many african states are developing countries, african 
countries place high hopes in us. They hope that in exploring oil 

6 see daniel deng, ‘a statement of the Current situation in northern upper 
nile’, paper for the conference ‘afro-Chinese Relations: Past, Present and 
future’, 23-25 november 2005, Johannesburg, south africa.
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markets in africa, a newly enriched China will abide by the principle 
of win-win cooperation, pay more attention to environmental 
protection and the improvement of people’s living standards in the 
local area, and help oil producing countries in africa to improve their 
ability of economic development. in a word, efforts should be made 
to enable the local people to benefit from their oil wealth.

Trade frictions and conflicts of economic interest. Certain african 
scholars hold that China’s economic development constitutes both 
tempting opportunities and terrible threats to africa.7 take, for 
example, the textile trade, where the sustained increase in exports 
from China to the us and the eu, the two largest markets for textile 
products, and the great increase in Chinese products to african 
countries where textile and apparel is a key industry have, to a certain 
extent, eroded these countries’ international market share, affecting 
the development of the textile industry and leading to bankruptcies 
and unemployment. 

indeed, with ever expanding economic and trade cooperation 
between China and africa, conflicts over trade and investment 
between the two sides are also becoming more prominent. China’s 
absolute advantage in labour costs and resources has put the textile 
and light industries in some african countries in a helpless position. 
for example, in south africa, a pair of trousers made in China only 
costs us$1 which includes long-distance transport costs and customs 
duty, while the same product locally produced costs ten times as 
much.8 The influx of Chinese commodities such as textile products, 
clothes, shoes, and motorcycles objectively affected the development 
of the young manufacturing industry in africa. Competition between 
the same types of products from China and africa also weakens the 
export capability of african countries, indirectly undermining relevant 
industries in africa as well the international community’s enthusiasm 

7 Represented by Mr Moeletsi Mbeki, deputy director of the south 
african institute of international affairs. see China’s Journey to Africa, Yale 
Globalization 3 January 2005.

8 see ‘africa, Competition not only from China’, by lin Zhishen, special 
report on Cankaoxiaoxi: ‘friction, the Pain of Chinese textile Products’, 30 
June 2005.
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about making direct investment in africa. according to the Chinese 
Ministry of Commerce, since the founding of the Wto the total 
number of cases concerning anti-dumping and safeguard measures 
brought against China by african countries is 48, accounting for 6.2 
per cent of investigated cases of trade protection by foreign countries, 
which is much higher than the proportion of China-africa trade in 
China’s total foreign trade volume.9 experts have also pointed out 
that the end of the global textile quotas may lead to unemployment 
of about 30 million people, a large portion of whom could be in 
africa. By 2007, us$42 billion of textile exports will be shifted 
from sub-saharan and southern africa to China. it seems that facts 
support this view. following the end of global textile quotas on 1 
January 2005, six textile factories in lesotho went bankrupt within 
several months, leaving 7,000 people unemployed. around the same 
period, seven textile factories in Kenya went bankrupt, causing wide 
unemployment.10

Certain african scholars also deem China-african trade relations 
to be a kind of unequal mode of ‘north-south economic relations’ be-
cause africa mainly exports raw materials and imports manufactured 
goods. indeed, although the volume of trade between China and 
africa has increased, the trade structure where China exports 
machinery, electronic products, textile and light industry products 
to africa and imports oil, timber, mineral products and other raw 
materials from africa has not been changed. 

Differences in political understanding and concepts of values. in recent 
years the process of political development and democracy has been 
quite rapid in africa. in government documents and the daily talk 
of the ordinary people, words like democracy and human rights are 
frequently heard. The development of ngos and civil society is also 
quite fast, and africans are very proud of this. This may lead to some 
misunderstanding on the part of africans about China’s democracy 
and human rights conditions. some even think that China has not 

9 ‘steady development of China-africa economic and trade Cooperation’, 
by Zhou Jianqing, West Asia and Africa, 1 (2006), pp.17-18.

10 see lin Zhishen ‘africa, Competition not only from China’.
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paid due attention to the development of democracy and human 
rights in africa.11 Western countries have gone even further, claiming 
that China only pursues selfish interests in conducting economic 
and trade relations with africa while neglecting the democracy 
and human rights conditions of recipient countries. They argue 
that China’s unconditional economic aid has objectively supported 
the so-called ‘failed states’ in africa, and that it is detrimental to 
the promotion of ‘good governance’ by Western countries and the 
progress of anti-corruption and human rights causes in africa.12

as early as 1988 the african Commission on human and 
People’s Rights was established. since the 1990s, ‘good governance‘ 
has become a new concept very popular in africa. Both the au 
and the new Partnership for africa’s development (nePad) 
deem good governance one of the indispensable preconditions for 
rejuvenation and development in africa. good governance, to put 
it simply, means enhanced governing capacity and responsibility 
as well as improved management standards and administrative 
efficiency. it emphasizes people’s role in participating in political 
activities and civil society as well as decentralization and grass roots 
service. it promotes democracy, the rule of law and transparency 
of government, respects the independent role of legislative bodies 
and judicial bodies, and safeguards human rights and the rights and 
interests of women. to strengthen administration and promote 
good governance, african countries have also created a mechanism 
of democratic supervision—the african Peer Review Mechanism, 
an important part of nePad adopted in March 2003. a country 
joining this mechanism must make the running of its government, 
its economic policies and its human rights conditions public, and 
accept supervision and assessment of member countries according 
to set standards. if a member state is found to fall short of certain 
standards through checks and supervision, the specialized agency 
of the mechanism is entitled to demand that the country conducts 
reforms in the areas concerned and put forward concrete suggestions. 

11 see Jean-germain gros, ‘Chinese economic success and lessons for africa: 
Possibilities and limits’, Nkrumaist Review, May 2005.

12 ‘africa: China’s great leap into the continent’, iRin 23 March 2006.



159

china's perspective on china-africa relations

if a member country has no means to reach certain standards, then it 
will not be able to benefit from nePad as other member states do. 
By april 2005, 24 countries had joined this mechanism.

Moreover, there are also some differences among african 
countries’ stances on the issue of international intervention, and the 
principles like ‘sovereignty coming first’ and ‘non-interference in 
internal affairs’. although the principle of ‘non-interference in each 
other’s internal affairs’ is maintained in the au charter, the principle 
of ‘non-indifference’ is also confirmed. according to this principle, 
the au Peace and security Council has the right to conduct military 
intervention in case of events like ‘war crime, genocide, crime against 
humanity and serious threats to law and order’ in member states. it 
is also permissible to send peacekeeping troops to stop a war and 
safeguard peace when military conflicts occur. 

How to promote ‘all-round co-operation’ 
between China and Africa
over half of China’s african Policy Paper is devoted to elaborating 
how China will further strengthen ‘all-round cooperation’ with 
africa. it is fair to say that it was the first time for China to put 
forward the concept of ‘all-round cooperation’ clearly in the form of a 
government paper on China-africa relations in recent years. to cope 
with the above-mentioned new problems and challenges in China-
africa relations, attention should be given to the following points in 
the process of promoting ‘all-round cooperation’ in the new era:

In the process of energy exploitation, commercial interests should be 
effectively combined with social interests, with attention paid to 
environmental protection and people’s livelihood in the local area. in 
energy cooperation, China’s approach is different in nature from the 
plundering mode of Western oil companies. it is clearly spelt out 
in the african Policy Paper that ‘China will cooperate with afri-
can nations in various ways on the basis of the principle of mutual 
benefit and common development, develop and exploit rationally 
their resources, with a view to helping african countries to translate 
their advantages in resources to competitive strength, and realize 
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sustainable development in their own countries and the continent 
as a whole.’13 for example, Chinese companies in sudan began to be 
involved in energy exploitation from the mid-1990s. By the end of 
2003, Chinese oil companies had invested us$2.7 billion in sudan, 
built 1,506 km of pipelines and set up a crude oil refinery with the 
output of 2.5 million tons per year and several petrol stations. This 
has not only made sudan an oil-exporting country, but also enabled 
it to have a comprehensive industrial system of oil prospecting, 
production, refining, transport and sales.14 By contrast, shell has 
been exploiting oil for over five decades in nigeria, a country with 
rich oil resources in africa, but the country still remains an exporter 
of crude oil and an importer of petrol effectively without its own 
oil producing and processing system, thus remaining an exporter of 
primary resources. 

in the process of helping africa promote its sustained economic 
development, more attention should be given to social benefits 
and people’s livelihood in China-africa energy exploitation and 
cooperation. specifically, in the process of resources exploitation 
on the one hand, Chinese enterprises should pay more heed to 
establishing and maintaining a good image by devoting part of their 
profits to environmental protection, education, hospitals and other 
projects concerning people’s livelihood. on the other hand, we can 
also combine our traditional foreign aid of sending medical teams, 
digging wells, cooperation in education and the ‘volunteers’ service, 
which has existed for several years, with work related to energy 
exploitation in order to help Chinese enterprises solve issues related 
to local people’s livelihood.

at the same time, the Chinese government might also consider 
the drafting and, when conditions are ripe, the promulgation of a 
law on overseas investment, with the aim of using law and directive 
orders to set compulsory provisions that an enterprise should devote 
a certain percentage of its profit to improving the livelihood of 

13 ‘african Policy Paper’, Chinese Ministry of foreign affairs. http://www.
fmprc.gov.cn

14 see ‘energy Cooperation between China and sudan’, China Oil and Petrol, 
16 (2005), p. 40.
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the people. strategically speaking, exploitation of resources and 
energy cooperation in africa is not only the job of the individual or 
enterprise, but also the job of government concerning state interests 
and diplomacy.

in sudan, for example, people in the south actually have no 
objection to oil exploitation by Chinese companies. They just want 
to benefit more from it. Therefore, China can hold negotiations 
with the sudanese government so that each party allocates part of 
its profit to be used in relocation and employment, in order to win 
support from the local people. according to the peace accord, after a 
six-year transitional period, southern sudan will hold a referendum 
on whether it will become an independent state. any failure to win 
people’s hearts in southern sudan will be detrimental to the unity of 
sudan and the friendly relations between China and sudan.

Acting in the manner of a benevolent power, China should help African 
countries in readjusting their textile industry so as to improve the compe-
titiveness of their products and promote sustained development of China-
Africa economic and trade cooperation. trade frictions with african 
countries should be resolved within the framework of the new type 
of strategic partnership. after all, africa is the continent that has the 
largest number of the least developed countries, as well as being our 
diplomatic cornerstone of traditional friendship. it represents reliable 
diplomatic resources and strength for us concerning a series of major 
international political and economic affairs. to properly handle 
issues concerning competition and frictions in bilateral economic 
and trade relations, we must be far-sighted, transcend the market 
rules of competition and ‘survival of the fittest’. We should follow a 
competition mode that is different from our dealings with developed 
countries and adopt some protective and compromising measures for 
the textile industry and other related pillar industries in africa. in June 
2007, during his visit to south africa, Premier Wen Jiabao declared 
that China would restrict our export quotas of textile products so 
as to help relevant african countries in restructuring their textile 
industry and improving the competitiveness of their products. This 
was warmly received by south africa and other african countries. 
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the Chinese government should also actively guide the 
development orientation of Chinese industries that have compara-
tive advantages by promoting their transformation from extensive 
growth to intensive growth featuring high added value and high 
technological content and encouraging them to follow a path of 
market diversification, thus leaving some time and space for the 
restructuring of relevant sectors and industries in africa and the 
improvement of their competitiveness, so as to reach the goal of 
common development. to change the structure of commodity 
trade and resolve trade imbalances between China and africa, the 
two sides should coordinate their strategies for future economic 
development with an eye to setting up more Chinese firms in africa, 
improving african capacity of processing and product development, 
and diversifying their export varieties. 

Stepping up aid and strengthening supervision on foreign aid projects. 
aid is one of the most popular topics in africa. in the 1960s and 
1970s, despite its own economic difficulties, China devoted huge 
amounts of human and physical resources to help build the tanzania-
Zambia Railway. so far China has provided aid for africa in various 
areas with a total sum of RMB44.4 billion and has assisted over 
800 infrastructure and public welfare projects. in the past 20 years, 
with the rapid economic development in China, the expectation of 
african countries on China’s aid has also increased. Therefore, we 
should properly increase the level of our aid for africa on the basis of 
our increased comprehensive national strength. 

as a matter of fact, with enhanced national strength and 
international influence, we have the obligation and capability to do it. 
in september 2005, at the summit celebrating the 60th anniversary of 
the un, President hu Jintao, on behalf of the Chinese government, 
made five solemn pledges to the least developed countries, including: 
China will grant zero tariff to some products from 39 least developed 
countries which have diplomatic relations with China; cancel the 
debt of all the heavily indebted poor countries that have diplomatic 
relations with China; provide us$10 billion of preferential loans to 
developing countries; increase relevant aid to developing countries, 
to african countries in particular; and help developing countries 
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train human resources in various fields. These pledges are not only 
a concrete demonstration of China as a big responsible country 
but also an important guarantee of further development of China-
africa relations and the strengthening of China-africa ‘all-round 
cooperation’.

supervision and management of the capital flow and progress of 
all assistance projects under way should be strengthened to avoid 
misuse and embezzlement of capital. for implementation, projects 
can be categorized according to the amount of capital involved. 
for example, projects involving over us$100 million should be 
implemented by soes. Medium development projects involving less 
than ten million dollars can be open for bid among soes, qualified 
collective enterprises and private enterprises. small projects under 
us$100,000 can be well open to private enterprises in the form of 
bidding. diversified participation constitutes a new path for us to 
improve the efficiency of foreign aid projects.

Strengthening communications and mutual understanding and 
conducting dialogues on democracy through multiple channels. in this 
era of globalization and great diversity, it is natural for countries 
with different historical processes and national conditions to have 
differences in political understanding and values. however, these 
differences should be tackled through periodic communication and 
dialogue at various levels in order to promote mutual understanding 
and avoid a negative impact on overall diplomacy.

during visits by leaders at various levels and people from different 
circles, it is necessary to give more positive comments on the process 
of democratic development in africa. More explanations should be 
given about China’s ‘bottom up’ mode of democratic development 
which is determined by its national conditions; although it is different 
from the ‘top down’ mode of democratic development in africa, they 
aim at the same goal, as should be explained to convince africans 
and ‘win their hearts’.

‘all-round cooperation’ between China and africa in the new era 
is a trend. diplomacy is not only the behaviour of the government 
and the leaders, but also the behaviour of the whole society. Citizens 
can be mobilized to cultivate an atmosphere of ‘grand diplomacy’ 
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so as to integrate China-africa friendly exchanges and cooperation 
at all levels. at present, there are multi-layered exchanges between 
China and africa through various channels. in addition to the poli-
tical and economic arenas, exchanges are also conducted in military 
affairs, education, health, medical care and culture and among 
youth, women and technical personnel and scholars. Currently, over 
50 provinces and cities in China have established formal ties with 
their counterparts in africa. Therefore, it is necessary for people 
from different trades to have full understanding about our national 
conditions and africa’s development so that they can serve as ‘non-
governmental envoys’ in promoting China-africa friendship in the 
new era.

Strengthening African studies. africa has always been China’s important 
ally. China and africa have had over half a century of relations of 
traditional friendship. in the past we often said that China-africa 
economic relations (a relatively small trade and investment volume) 
did not match our traditional friendly political relations. at present, 
after over a decade’s development, China-africa economic relations 
have been greatly strengthened. however, another thing that does 
not match the friendly relations has not aroused people’s awareness: 
the limited focus on african studies in China does not match the 
tremendous demands of China-africa relations.

in recent years, great changes have happened in african politics 
and society. our research on africa is far from enabling us ‘to know 
ourselves and others perfectly’. Currently in the Chinese academy of 
social sciences, the largest research institution on african studies, 
there are only around 20 researchers on africa (nationwide the 
number of people engaged in studying and teaching of african affairs 
is less than 300). facing 53 african countries, inevitably they cannot 
cover all of those and their research may be not as thoroughgoing as 
it ought to be. therefore, i suggest that the research focus on african 
studies should be strengthened. Research teams in diplomatic and 
foreign trade-related government departments and those of academic 
institutions should be integrated so as to cultivate a group of experts 
on africa, who can exchange views among themselves and provide 
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reliable and timely information for decision-making at the central 
level.

all in all, 2006 is a year worth remembering in the history of 
friendly relations between China and africa. fifty years ago, China 
and egypt established diplomatic relations at ambassadorial level, 
which started diplomatic relations between China and african 
countries. on the occasion of the 50th anniversary of the diplomatic 
relations between China and africa, the Beijing summit and the 
third foCaC ministerial meeting were held in 2006. Therefore, we 
have every reason to believe that the friendly relations of cooperation 
between China and africa will have a brighter tomorrow.






