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INTRODUCTION 

 

This year marks the 21st Anniversary of the founding of the Forum on 

Africa-China Cooperation (FOCAC)1. The FOCAC provides a unique 

and genuine opportunity for African nations and China to cement and 

upgrade their relationship in a way that serves their long-term interests 

on the basis of mutual benefits, respect and equality. 2. 

 

The key problem for Africa, is the fact that national economies are 

weak in value creation.3 African governments should be capable of 

guiding their private sector towards value creation, a key factor for 

achieving a sustainable competitive edge in the global market. 4 A 

relationship forged around this drive backing Africa’s value creation 

endeavor is the only relationship that can be considered as a genuine 

South-South cooperation and one that would last in a win-win 

partnership for sustainable development5 in POST-COVID 19 era.6  

 

The FOCAC is a strong partnership, which has gestated for twenty one 

years, and has delivered some concrete outcomes that are beneficial 
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to Africa.7 Although Africa needs to utilize the partnership to the fullest 

in terms of the potential of the available market8 and the business 

opportunities.9 There is also need to align the partnership to the 

strategic objectives of the African Union. 10  

 

It is against this background that this paper seeks to explore answers to 

two fundamental questions: 

i. Was the last twenty one years of a productive cooperation between 

Africa and China or of indebtedness and resource extractive 

relations? 

ii. What are the priorities for building a stronger, united and influential 

global partnership, moving forward? 

 

1. TWENTY ONE YEARS OF PRODUCTIVE COOPERATION OR OF 

INDEBTEDNESS AND RESOURCE EXTRACTIVE RELATIONS:- 2000-2021 

 

Various narratives have emerged about Africa’s relationship with 

China, often ignoring the key opportunities, practical implementation 

and challenges relating with China by African nations with different 

levels of economic development and needs.11 The “resource 

extractive” narrative12 ignores the reality that African Counties export 

more of natural resources to the European Union than to China.13 The 

fact is that African countries are increasingly importing finished 

products from China while exporting raw materials/products to China,14 

falling into similar trade patterns as with ex-colonial masters in Europe 

(especially UK and France) 

 

For narratives on how “indebted” African nations are to China , recent 

findings show that just three African counties owe over 40% of their 

debt to China (Republic of Congo, Djibouti and Angola) while three 

other African countries owe over 40% of their debt to the private sector 

(Mauritius, Nigeria and Zambia). Other African countries have a 

broader mix of creditors.15 In any case, China’s relative rise in this setting 

is not just due to China, but largely because concessional finance from 

OECD development partners has slowed considerably, and becoming 

increasingly difficult to access from multilateral institutions due to 

conditions and standards attached.16  

 

1.1 Evidence of Productive Cooperation between Africa and China 

(20000-2021) 

First, as Africa’s 5th most important Bilateral Investor,17 China seeks to 

support African industrialization and the processing of its raw material; 

and to help reduce tariff and non-tariff barriers in trade. 



3 | Page 
 

Table 1 below reveals Chinese investment stock, and investment in 

both hard and soft infrastructure in Africa. 

 

Table 1:- Chinese Investment Stock and In Infrastructure in Africa18:- 

2000-2020 

 

S/No Investment Stock (2000 – 2020) 

1. ⮚ In 2000, China’s investment stock in Africa was just 2% of USA 

levels, with fewer than 200 Chinese firms on the ground. This 

soared to over 55% of USA levels by 2020, and the number of 

Chinese firms expanded to over 10,000 of which 10% are 

state-owed. 

⮚ In construction alone, China’s state-owned firms have 

generated over 40 billion dollars in revenues annually since 

2012 in Africa. They finance one in five and build one in three 

projects, making China the single largest player in African 

infrastructure development/investment 

⮚ Transport and Energy infrastructure dominate Chinese 

Foreign Direct Investment (FDI), along with utilities, 

technology, and real estate. 65% of Chinese lending goes to 

these same sectors, making it difficult, for many analysts to 

neatly separate loans from investments. 

⮚ In 2019, direct Chinese investment stock in Africa topped 

49.1 billion dollars, up by nearly 100 times from the year 2000. 

⮚ Even with COVID-19, direct Chinese investment in Africa has 

been steady, reaching 3 billion dollars in 2020 alone. Chinese 

investment climbed from 2.71 billion dollars in 2019 to 3 billion 

dollars in 2020. 

2. Investment in Infrastructure20 

 ✔ Between 2000 and 2020, the Chinese portfolio included 46 

ports projects; one third (1/3)of Africa’s power grid and 

energy infrastructure; 186 government buildings, and 14 

intra-governmental telecommunications networks; over 80 

large scale power plants; more than 7,000km of railways, a 

similar amount of roads and over 150 medical facilities; etc. 
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3. Investment Diversification Challenge21 

 ● The Chinese private sector push into Africa is not evenly 

distributed:- 12 Counties account for 2/3 of total investment 

on the continent. They include Egypt, Nigeria, South Africa, 

Angola, the Republic of Congo, Zambia, Ghana, Algeria 

and the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC). To date, 

Chinese FDI mostly about 25% goes to these mineral and 

extractive resource rich countries, while only 12% of the FDI 

goes to manufacturing. 

● Chinese companies also focus on African Countries as a 

sales destination that broadens their reach. E.g Transsion 

Holding, the company behind popular smart phone brands 

like Techno, Infinix and Itel, commands a 48.2% share of the 

African smartphone market. That is three times the share of 

Samsung (16%) its closest competitor. 

4. Loans/Debt Financed/Debt Service Suspension22 

 ❖ Between the same period of 2000 and 2020, it is unclear how 

much of Chinese investment described above is FDI and 

how much is debt-financed. However, over the same period, 

African countries signed 274 loans worth 46.6bn dollars for 

transport infrastructure; 174 loans for energy projects worth 

38bn dollars, 141 loans for communications and national 

security purposes worth 15.3bn dollars. 

❖ China has actively participated in the G20 Debt Service 

Suspension Initiative. Having signed debt suspension 

agreement or reached similar understanding with 19 African 

countries, and cancelled the interest-free loans due to 

mature by the end of 2020 for 15 African countries within the 

framework of the FOCAC. 

❖ At the 20th anniversary celebration of FOCAC in November 

2020, both Africa and China committed to keep FOCAC as 

a pacesetter of China-Africa Cooperation and pursue 

higher standard of this partnership. Over 85% of the 8 major 

initiatives announced in 2018 have been implemented and 

70% of the 60bn dollars supporting funds have been 



5 | Page 
 

disbursed. 

 

Second, as Africa’s biggest Bilateral Trade Partner,23 for almost twelve 

years running, China-Africa trade reached 208.7 billion dollars in 2020, 

twenty times the size of trade volume in the year 2000. China has 

contributed more than 20% to Africa’s growth for about a decade. 

 

Table 2 below reveals a summary of Chinese-African imports. 

 

Table 2:- Chinese Imports and African Import24 

CHINESE IMPORTS AFRICAN IMPORTS 

⮚ Chinese Imports from Africa 

Constitute between 20-30% of this 

trade volume and are dominated 

by crude oil and gas, minerals, 

precious stones, and base metals 

⮚ African Imports from China 

consist of machinery, transport 

equipment, electronics, textiles 

and footwear. 

⮚ These skewed trade 

patterns have led to calls for 

China to immediately remove 

tariffs on African value-added 

products to increase the quality 

of Africa-China trade  

 

Trade deals signed between China and some African countries have 

recently included agriculture, helping to narrow a trade deficit which 

has been mostly in favour of China. In 2019, for example, Chinese 

goods worth 114.22bn dollars were exported to Africa, compared to 

72.75bn dollars of African products exported to China. These trade 

numbers were affected by COVID-19 in 2020. 

 

Rwanda became the first African country to export dried chili peppers 

to China worth a total of 500 million dollars, for more than Rwanda 

earns from its coffee and tea exports to China26  

 

Tanzania in 2019/2020, was allowed to export soybean to China, 

Kenyan avocados, tea, coffee and roses, Ethiopian coffee and 

soybeans, beef products from Namibia and Botswana, fruit from South 

Africa and Rwandan coffee were exported to China27.  

 

1.2 Practical Economic and Trade Cooperation has been Fruitful28 
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FOCAC remains a solid platform for promoting a win-win cooperation. 

China-Africa economic and trade cooperation has been growing at a 

higher level, demonstrating three encouraging shifts:- from government 

driven to market-driven; from trade in goods to industrial cooperation, 

and from engineering contracts to investment and operations. 

Together, the two-sides drafted and implemented ten (10) cooperation 

plans and eight (8) major initiatives, taking practical cooperation to a 

new level. 

 

2. PRIORITIES FOR BUILDING A STRONGER, UNITED AND INFLUENTIAL 

GLOBAL PARTNERSHIP 

The key priorities for consideration by the forthcoming 21st Anniversary 

November 2021 FOCAC meeting are:- 

(i) Building a closer China-Africa Community with a shared future29:- 

Indeed, what Africa and China have done together during the 

COVID-19 peak (2020-2021) testifies to their determination to build 

a closer Africa-China community with a shared future; and has 

become living proof of the importance of Unity in the face of 

global challenges. 

(ii) Aligning the Chinese and African development strategies30:- By 

combining the Chinese Belt and Road Development Initiative with 

the African Union Agenda 2063 on the Africa We Want, which 

covers agriculture, energy, intra-African trade, mining, and 

science and technology over next ten years; and with the 

Agreement establishing the African Continental Free Trade Area 

(AfCFTA) adopted on 21st March, 2018, entered into force on 30th 

May, 2019, having been ratified by 36 African Union Member 

States (signed by 54 out of 55 nations). The AfCFTA covers Trade in 

Goods and Services, Dispute Settlement Mechanism (under 1st 

phase negotiated upon) and the on-going negotiation on draft 

Investment, Competition Policy, Intellectual Property Rights and E-

Commerce. 

 

The AfCFTA and the Agenda 2063 have clear goals, targets, indicators 

and elaborate pathways towards their achievements. It is imperative 

for development partners like China, USA and EU to align their 

development plans with these frameworks to bolster them through 

economic relationship for sustainable development, to offer financial 

and technical supports, as well as ensure that their actions do not 

conflict with these frameworks. 

 

That means that African countries collectively will be rule-setters in their 

relationships with all development partners, including China. 
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3. COVID-19 VACCINE ACCESS31:- will be a top priority for the 

African Union seeking commitments from China to open up production 

facilities to allow African countries to purchase vaccines. The African 

group is also mobilizing effort to establish five vaccine manufacturing 

hubs across Africa in July 2021, Egypt started manufacturing the first 

Chinese COVID-19 vaccine in Africa through a partnership with 

 SINOVAC, a model the AU Wants to replicate as part of a larger 

strategy to solve supply shortages. 

 

4. NEGOTIATING INCREASED INFRASTRUCTURE FINANCING: will be 

complicated as China’s infrastructure lending and FDI in Africa may 

slow over the mid-term due to the growing number of borrowers unable 

to repay their debts.32  

 

5. DEBT FORGIVENESS/DEBT RESTRUCTURING.33:- Debt forgiveness will 

be a hard point to sell. Chinese lenders hold roughly 21% of African 

Debt and extended loans worth 152bn dollars to 49 African countries 

between 2000 and 2019. China fears setting a precedent for blanket 

forgiveness and will likely stick to debt restructuring and postponements 

of repayments. At least 18 African nations are renegotiating debts with 

about 30 different Chinese lenders. A further 12 African nations are 

attempting to reschedule about 12 billion dollars in loans. 

 

6. PURSUE SOLIDARITY, CONSULTATION AND COOPERATION34:- China-

Africa cooperation requires both parties to uphold equity and justice as 

their guiding principles and strengthen coordination in international 

affairs. China is the largest developing country and the African 

continent is home to the largest number of developing countries. When 

China and Africa cooperation prospers, South-South development will 

be sustainable and prosperous. When the voice of the 2.6 billion 

people in Africa and China are heeded and respected, the World will 

have a genuine basis to uphold equity and Justice, such that no one is 

left behind in achieving the sustainable development goals under both 

the UN Agenda 2030 and the AU Agenda 2063.35 

 

7. MAKING AFRICA’S YOUNGEST POPULATION AN ASSETS36:- As many 

nations face the challenges of an ageing demography, Africa has the 

potential for tremendous innovation and economic growth, some of 

which are already being realized. Africa has the youngest population in 

the world, with three quarters of which under the age of 35. Investing in 

youth education, access to finance, capacity building of youths to be 

more creative and innovative in solving societal and global problems 
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and challenges, will protect them against being preyed on by 

financiers of terrorism, drug and human trafficking, and other organized 

criminal activities. China and Africa can and should tap on the 

vibrancy and energy of this young population on building a community 

with a shared future for mankind. 

 

CONCLUSION 

It is evident from the above analysis that the Africa-China relation is 

based on mutual benefit, respect, solidarity and unity. If FOCAC is 

refocused to make Africa’s youngest population an asset through 

education and retraining, jobs creation and poverty eradication, these 

young people will transform their countries, Africa and the world. 

Negotiating with sincerity of purpose on all the above competing 

priorities will surely make FOCAC a solid platform for building a stronger, 

united and influential global player and partner, moving forward.  
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