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During the 2010s, China became one of the 

leading connectivity players in Africa – if not the 

most important one. This policy brief focuses on a 

key aspect of China’s approach towards African 

continent – the provision of loans linked to 

construction of physical infrastructure. We argue 

that the importance of these projects may have 

come close to rivalling the importance of trade in 

the China-Africa relationship – but its future role 

is questionable due to unsustainable debts. 

The start of the upsurge of Chinese loans and 

construction projects in Africa predated the Belt 

and Road Initiative (BRI), though the BRI further 

increased the money flow, leading to a peak in 

new Chinese loans between 2013-2018. However, 

the amount of the loans began to ebb before the 

end of the decade. Subsequently, the COVID 

pandemic and other factors led to a significant 

decrease of new projects. 

While BRI is by no means dead, its visibility is now 

reduced, as new initiatives are introduced. 

China’s connectivity presence in Africa now 

emphasises “small and beautiful” projects, often 

with a focus on green and digital infrastructure, 

involving a variety of actors, financiers, and 

models such as public-private partnerships 

(PPPs). 

Recommendations for the EU: 

- Increase awareness of China’s evolving 
roles in African connectivity. 

- Acknowledge differences between the 
roles of the EU and China, especially when 
it comes to China’s focus on bilateral 
loans and physical infrastructure. 

- Develop viable connectivity programs in 
partnership with relevant African actors.  

- Engage China in dialogue to increase 
understanding of each other’s 
approaches and potentially collaborate 

where possible.                     
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INTRODUCTION 

The People’s Republic of China’s (PRC, or China) has 

always perceived itself as a natural close partner to 

Africa and the Global South at large.1 Although 

China’s approach towards Africa has differed 

throughout the time, participation in construction 

of physical infrastructure on the continent has 

always been an important piece of China-Africa 

relations. At first, China's development 

collaboration with Africa took the form of grants 

and zero-interest loans, whereas later, 

concessional (and also commercial) loans became 

China’s key instrument of development finance 

provided to Africa.2  

After the announcement of the Belt and Road 

Initiative (BRI) in 2013, the large infrastructure 

projects funded by Chinese loans and constructed 

by Chinese companies became one of the most 

visible aspects of China-Africa relations. 

Meanwhile, the upsurge of large-scale loans and 

projects also led to problems, including high 

indebtedness, eventually resulting in steep decline 

of new Chinese loans. While China is all but leaving 

Africa, its future role in construction of physical 

infrastructure will likely take different shapes. 

This policy brief analyses China’s evolving roles in 

the construction of the infrastructure in Africa. 

After a brief historical overview of the role of 

infrastructure in China-Africa relations, we will look 

at the distribution of Chinese loans in African 

connectivity sectors, and review the types of 

Chinese lenders. Subsequently, we will discuss the 

 
1 Cabestan, J.-P. (2023). The Belt and Road Initiative and 
China's hegemony in Africa. Orbis, 67(4), 544–
564. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.orbis.2023.08.005 

2 United Nations Development Programme China. (2021, 
March 16). China’s overseas development finance: Review of flows 
and definitions, and potential support for SDG attainment in partner 
countries. https://www.undp.org/china/publications/china
s-overseas-development-finance-review-flows-and-
definitions-and-potential-support-sdg-attainment-partner-
countries 

3 Brazinsky, G. A. (2017). Winning the Third World: Sino-
American rivalry during the Cold War. University of North 
Carolina Press. 

debt issue resulting from the dynamics of the 

previous decade, before we conclude with the 

discussion of potential future trajectories of 

China’s role in African connectivity. 

EVOLVING ROLES OF INFRASTRUCTURE IN CHINA-AFRICA 

RELATIONS 

The PRC’s presence on the African continent dates 

back to as early as the 1950s, building on the 

contacts that had existed between the Chinese 

Communist Party (CCP) and various anti-colonial 

movements across Africa. In contrast with the 

crucial role of the economic exchanges in the post-

Mao eras, the earliest relations were mostly 

political in nature, as China was providing military 

support to African liberation movements.3 

An exception to this pattern is the Tanzania-Zambia 

railway, constructed by China between 1970-1975 

and funded by an interest-free loan of 988 million 

yuan (equivalent to roughly 3 billion US dollars 

today). This represented China's largest foreign aid 

package to Africa to date, and included sending 

engineers and workers, becoming a symbol of anti-

colonial solidarity and Sino-African friendship.4 

However, the railway has suffered from the lack of 

proper maintenance and management, 

operational inefficiencies and economic 

unsustainability. Consequently, its operational 

capabilities today are severely limited.5 There are 

now negotiations between the governments of 

China, Tanzania, and Zambia for the line’s 

refurbishment.6 

4 Monson, J. (2009). Africa’s freedom railway: How a Chinese 
development project changed lives and livelihoods in Tanzania. 
Indiana University 
Press. https://www.sahistory.org.za/sites/default/files/ar
chive-
files/jamie_monson_africas_freedom_railway_how_a_chi
bookos.org_.pdf 

5 Zajontz, T. (2022). ‘Win-win’ contested: Negotiating the 
privatisation of Africa’s Freedom Railway with the ‘Chinese 
of today’. The Journal of Modern African Studies, 60(1), 111–
134. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0022278X21000446 

6 Reuters. (2025, March 20). China's CCECC to invest 
$1.4 billion in Tanzania-Zambia railway. 
https://www.reuters.com/world/africa/chinas-ccecc-
invest-14-billion-tanzania-zambia-railway-2025-03-20/ 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.orbis.2023.08.005
https://www.undp.org/china/publications/chinas-overseas-development-finance-review-flows-and-definitions-and-potential-support-sdg-attainment-partner-countries
https://www.undp.org/china/publications/chinas-overseas-development-finance-review-flows-and-definitions-and-potential-support-sdg-attainment-partner-countries
https://www.undp.org/china/publications/chinas-overseas-development-finance-review-flows-and-definitions-and-potential-support-sdg-attainment-partner-countries
https://www.undp.org/china/publications/chinas-overseas-development-finance-review-flows-and-definitions-and-potential-support-sdg-attainment-partner-countries
https://www.sahistory.org.za/sites/default/files/archive-files/jamie_monson_africas_freedom_railway_how_a_chibookos.org_.pdf
https://www.sahistory.org.za/sites/default/files/archive-files/jamie_monson_africas_freedom_railway_how_a_chibookos.org_.pdf
https://www.sahistory.org.za/sites/default/files/archive-files/jamie_monson_africas_freedom_railway_how_a_chibookos.org_.pdf
https://www.sahistory.org.za/sites/default/files/archive-files/jamie_monson_africas_freedom_railway_how_a_chibookos.org_.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0022278X21000446
https://www.reuters.com/world/africa/chinas-ccecc-invest-14-billion-tanzania-zambia-railway-2025-03-20/
https://www.reuters.com/world/africa/chinas-ccecc-invest-14-billion-tanzania-zambia-railway-2025-03-20/
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After Mao’s death in 1976, Deng Xiaoping focused 

in his political and economic relations primarily on 

the Western developed countries and their 

partners, so the importance of Africa in China’s 

international affairs actually decreased in the 

1980s.7 

From the 1990s, China's economic growth became 

the driving force for deeper engagement with 

Africa.8 Moreover, as China faced Western 

sanctions following the 1989 Tiananmen massacre, 

it also sought to strengthen political ties with 

African countries, who by and large refrained from 

criticising China. In the late 1990s, China initiated 

the “Going Out” strategy (走出去, zouchuqu), 

which supported Chinese state-owned enterprises 

(SOEs) in establishing themselves as important 

actors internationally.9  

In 2000, China founded the Forum on China-Africa 

Cooperation (FOCAC) – a type of China-led 

multilateral institution which would serve as a role 

model for how China would later engage other 

parts of the (largely developing) world.10 In fact, the 

BRI has followed similar patterns at the global level, 

focusing on exchanges (at various levels, not just 

diplomatic), building relationships, and offering 

economic incentives.  Indeed, at the first FOCAC 

leaders’ summit in 2006, Chinese president Hu 

Jintao pledged 3 billion USD in loans and 2 billion 

USD in export credits. Furthermore, he announced 

the plan to found an Africa-focused equity fund 

known as the China-Africa Development Fund, 

 
 
7 Shinn, D. H., & Eisenman, J. (2012). China and Africa: A 
century of engagement. University of Pennsylvania Press; 
Mlambo, C., Kushamba, A., & Simawu, M. B. (2016). 
China-Africa relations: What lies beneath? The Chinese 
Economy, 49(4), 257–
276. https://doi.org/10.1080/10971475.2016.1179023 

8 Amusen, T. (2019). China and Saharan Africa economic 
relations: A neo-mercantilist perspective. African 
Renaissance, 16(2), 145–162. 
9 Tao, J. (2012). From an active and progressive 'going out' 
strategy to its speedier implementation. China Perspectives, 
(2012/1), Article 1. Retrieved 
from https://journals.openedition.org/chinaperspectives/
5822 

pledging 5 billion USD to encourage Chinese 

enterprises to invest in Africa.11  

Subsequently, China has emerged as the largest 

bilateral infrastructure financier to Africa, 

contributing for instance roughly 23% of the total     

 110.8 billion USD infrastructure finance committed 

to Africa in 2018.12 The vast majority of China's 

development finance has come in the form of 

loans. According to the Chinese Loans to Africa 

(CLA) Database, between 2000-2023, 49 African 

governments and regional institutions received 

1306 loan commitments amounting to 182.28 

billion USD.13 

DISTRIBUTION OF CHINESE INFRASTRUCTURE PROJECTS  

“Infrastructure connectivity is the foundation of 

development through cooperation,” said Chinese 

President Xi Jinping at the Belt and Road Forum in 

2017. Throughout the past 24 years (i.e., since 

1993), China claims to have participated “in the 

construction of over 10,000 kilometers of railways, 

100,000 kilometers of highways, nearly 1,000 

bridges, and 100 ports in Africa.” However, in 

Beijing's eyes, the concept of infrastructure 

connectivity transcends mere hard infrastructure, 

encompassing “connectivity of policies, rules and 

10 Dian, M., & Menegazzi, S. (Eds.). (2018). New regional 
initiatives in China’s foreign policy: The incoming pluralism of global 
governance. Palgrave Macmillan 

11 Al Jazeera. (2006, November 5). China pledges billions 
to 
Africa. https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2006/11/5/chi
na-pledges-billions-to-africa 

12 Infrastructure Consortium for Africa. 
(2019). Infrastructure financing trends in Africa – 2018. Abidjan, 
Côte d’Ivoire: ICA Secretariat, African Development 
Bank. https://www.icafrica.org/ 

13 Boston University Global Development Policy Center. 
(2024). Chinese Loans to Africa 
Database. https://www.bu.edu/gdp/chinese-loans-to-
africa-database/ 

https://doi.org/10.1080/10971475.2016.1179023
https://journals.openedition.org/chinaperspectives/5822
https://journals.openedition.org/chinaperspectives/5822
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2006/11/5/china-pledges-billions-to-africa
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2006/11/5/china-pledges-billions-to-africa
https://www.icafrica.org/fileadmin/documents/IFT_2018/ICA_Infrastructure_Financing_in_Africa_Report_2018_En.pdf
https://www.bu.edu/gdp/chinese-loans-to-africa-database/
https://www.bu.edu/gdp/chinese-loans-to-africa-database/
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standards which need to provide institutional 

safeguards to enhance connectivity.” 14 

China's engagement in infrastructure and 

connectivity across the continent primarily focuses 

on three key areas (Figure 1): transportation, 

energy, and information and communication 

technology (ICT). 

In terms of transportation, this includes the 

construction of railways, roads, highways, bridges, 

and ports. Energy projects encompass the 

development of dams, major power plants, and 

electrical grids. Additionally, China invests in 

telecommunications and digital connectivity, 

including the construction of data centres and the 

deployment of satellite TV, fibre optic networks 

and 5G networks. While there has been some 

provision of development finance for water and 

sanitation, education, and healthcare projects as 

well as the development of industrial parks and 

special economic zones (SEZs), these areas have 

received comparatively lesser support by China.  

 

 

The PRC’s lending surged following the 2008-2009 

global financial crisis. At that time, China's 

 
14 Xi, J. (2017, May 14). Full text of President Xi’s speech 
at opening of Belt and Road forum. 
Xinhua. http://www.xinhuanet.com/english/2017-
05/14/c_136282982.htm 

15 Zajontz, T. (2022). The Chinese infrastructural fix in 
Africa: Lessons from the Sino-Zambian ‘road 
bonanza’. Oxford Development Studies, 50(1),14–
29. https://doi.org/10.1080/13600818.2020.1861230 

16 Carnegie Endowment for International Peace. (2021, 
June). What do we know about Chinese lending in 

construction and infrastructure industries were 

impacted by a decrease in domestic demand facing 

a shortage of projects and excess construction 

material. The extensive disbursal of loans and 

export credits by Chinese policy banks for 

infrastructure projects made it possible to move 

the Chinese surplus capital and material to Africa.15 

In 2011, China replaced the Western lenders, such 

as France, UK, US and Germany, as the top lender 

in Africa.16       

China's lending to Africa peaked in 2016, however 

this number is skewed by Angola which received an 

exceptionally high loan of 19 billion USD to 

refinance some of the older loans. Subsequently, 

after 2018, Chinese loans declined due to a number 

of reasons including China's slowing economic 

growth, stricter outbound capital controls, the 

COVID-19 pandemic, and the struggles of the 

African countries to pay back the high debts.17 The 

year 2023 saw some marginal increase in the new 

loans provided, but the amounts are still well 

below those of the peak years of 2013-2018 (Figure 

2). 

 

Africa? https://carnegieendowment.org/research/2021/0
6/what-do-we-know-about-chinese-lending-in-
africa?lang=en 

17 World Economic Forum. (2024, June). Why strong 
regional value chains will be vital to the next chapter of 
China and Africa’s economic 
relationship. https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2024/06
/why-strong-regional-value-chains-will-be-vital-to-the-
next-chapter-of-china-and-africas-economic-relationship/ 

http://www.xinhuanet.com/english/2017-05/14/c_136282982.htm
http://www.xinhuanet.com/english/2017-05/14/c_136282982.htm
https://doi.org/10.1080/13600818.2020.1861230
https://carnegieendowment.org/research/2021/06/what-do-we-know-about-chinese-lending-in-africa?lang=en
https://carnegieendowment.org/research/2021/06/what-do-we-know-about-chinese-lending-in-africa?lang=en
https://carnegieendowment.org/research/2021/06/what-do-we-know-about-chinese-lending-in-africa?lang=en
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2024/06/why-strong-regional-value-chains-will-be-vital-to-the-next-chapter-of-china-and-africas-economic-relationship/
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2024/06/why-strong-regional-value-chains-will-be-vital-to-the-next-chapter-of-china-and-africas-economic-relationship/
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2024/06/why-strong-regional-value-chains-will-be-vital-to-the-next-chapter-of-china-and-africas-economic-relationship/
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The top African borrowers are not confined to one 

specific region of Africa and are geographically 

dispersed. In particular, China lends to countries 

with all sorts of political regimes and democracy 

levels.  As such, China has provided lines of credit 

to countries that score low on the democracy index 

such as Sudan or Cameroon, but also to countries 

with more developed democratic standards such as 

South Africa or Ghana.18  

Contrary to common assumptions, China has not 

exclusively lent to countries that are members of 

the BRI. Many of the top borrowers, such as 

Angola, Ethiopia, Nigeria, Zambia, Sudan, and 

Ghana, only joined the BRI as recently as 2018, yet 

they had already received loans long before 

becoming part of the initiative.19  

Angola is a significant outlier among the top 

borrowers, accounting for 25% of all Chinese loan 

commitments to the region since 2000. Most of this 

lending is backed by oil exports, exemplifying the 

"Angola model," where the recipient nation 

leverages its commodities, particularly oil, to 

secure low-interest loans for development projects 

(Figure 3). 

 
18 Economist Intelligence Unit. (2024). Democracy Index 
2023: Age of 
conflict. https://www.eiu.com/n/campaigns/democracy-
index-2023/ 

19 Nedopil, C. (2025). Countries of the Belt and Road 
Initiative. Shanghai: Green Finance & Development 
Center, FISF Fudan 
University. https://greenfdc.org/countries-of-the-belt-
and-road-initiative-bri/ 

20 Chatham House. (2022, August). Beijing briefing: Belt 
and Road going nowhere. The World 
Today. https://www.chathamhouse.org/publications/the-
world-today/2022-08/beijing-briefing-belt-and-road-
going-nowhere 

 

 

CHARACTERISTICS OF CHINESE LENDERS 

China has preferred to provide most of its 

development finance bilaterally,20 constituting an 

important distinction when compared with the 

typical approach of the OECD countries who have 

increasingly provided much of their development 

finance through multilateral frameworks.21 While 

many of China’s connectivity projects in Africa are 

now associated with the BRI, Chinese lending is not 

necessarily a part of a centrally-elaborated 

strategy, and the BRI label was commonly stuck to 

individual projects later on.22 

The majority of Chinese loans were provided by 

China's two policy banks: the China Development 

Bank (CDB) and the Export-Import Bank of China 

(EXIM Bank). Out of an estimated $182.3 billion 

21 United Nations Development Programme. (2021). 

China’s overseas development finance: Review of flows 

and definitions, and potential support for SDG 

attainment in partner countries. 

https://www.undp.org/sites/g/files/zskgke326/files/migr

ation/cn/China-Development-Finance-Report-

UNDP.pdf; Organisation for Economic Co-operation 

and Development. (2024). Multilateral Development 

Finance 2024. 

https://www.oecd.org/content/dam/oecd/en/publications

/reports/2024/09/multilateral-development-finance-

2024_4d90da16/8f1e2b9b-en.pdf 

22 Chatham House. (2022, August). Climbing out of the 
Chinese debt trap. The World 
Today. https://www.chathamhouse.org/publications/the-
world-today/2022-08/climbing-out-chinese-debt-trap 

https://www.eiu.com/n/campaigns/democracy-index-2023/
https://www.eiu.com/n/campaigns/democracy-index-2023/
https://greenfdc.org/countries-of-the-belt-and-road-initiative-bri/
https://greenfdc.org/countries-of-the-belt-and-road-initiative-bri/
https://www.chathamhouse.org/publications/the-world-today/2022-08/beijing-briefing-belt-and-road-going-nowhere
https://www.chathamhouse.org/publications/the-world-today/2022-08/beijing-briefing-belt-and-road-going-nowhere
https://www.chathamhouse.org/publications/the-world-today/2022-08/beijing-briefing-belt-and-road-going-nowhere
https://www.undp.org/sites/g/files/zskgke326/files/migration/cn/China-Development-Finance-Report-UNDP.pdf
https://www.undp.org/sites/g/files/zskgke326/files/migration/cn/China-Development-Finance-Report-UNDP.pdf
https://www.undp.org/sites/g/files/zskgke326/files/migration/cn/China-Development-Finance-Report-UNDP.pdf
https://www.chathamhouse.org/publications/the-world-today/2022-08/climbing-out-chinese-debt-trap
https://www.chathamhouse.org/publications/the-world-today/2022-08/climbing-out-chinese-debt-trap
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committed between 2000-2023, the two banks 

account for $151.5 billion. 23 

EXIM Bank, the country's official export credit 

agency, is the only bank that provides government 

subsidised concessional foreign aid loans and 

preferential export buyer’s credits. It also offers 

two other types of loans negotiated at commercial 

rates: the export seller's credit directed to Chinese 

companies seeking to boost their operations 

abroad, and export buyer's credit granted to 

importers of Chinese goods and services.24 EXIM 

Bank accounts for 57% of all loans committed to 

Africa.  

CDB has both policy and commercial bank 

characteristics. Both banks have created a number 

of development funds such as the China-Africa 

Fund for Industrial Cooperation (CAFIC) launched in 

January 2016. EXIM Bank owns 20 % of the shares, 

while the State Administration of Foreign Exchange 

(SAFE) retains the remaining 80 % share.       

In 2007, the CDB established the China-Africa 

Development Fund (CADF) as its private-equity 

subsidiary to stimulate Chinese FDI in Africa. The 

fund typically takes on a minority shareholder role 

to help mitigate risks and withdraws once the 

projects achieve financial sustainability. The fund 

has been involved in the construction and 

infrastructure rollouts and supported investments 

by Chinese companies in Special Economic Zones in 

Mauritius, Egypt and Nigeria.25  

In recent years, there has been an increase in lines 

of credit extended by commercial banks including 

the CDB, Industrial and Commercial Bank of China 

 
23 Boston University Global Development Policy Center. 
(2024). Chinese Loans to Africa Database. Retrieved 
from http://bu.edu/gdp/chinese-loans-to-africa-database 

24 Chen, W., Geiger, T., & Mandon, P. (2024). China’s 
lending to Africa: New data and a closer look at debt 
sustainability (IMF Working Paper No. 24/37). International 
Monetary 
Fund. https://www.elibrary.imf.org/view/journals/001/2
024/037/article-A001-en.xml 

25 Schiere, R., Ndikumana, L., & Walkenhorst, P. (Eds.). 
(2011). China and Africa: An emerging partnership for 
development? African Development Bank 

(ICBC), Bank of China (BOC) and finance provided 

by Chinese companies. In general, we are seeing a 

growing diversity of Chinese financiers including 

state-owned enterprises, private companies, 

provincial banks, and even Chinese Venture Capital 

firms (Figure 4).26 

 

PROMISES AND PITFALLS OF CHINA’S LOANS 

Chinese loans are often located somewhere in 

between typical commercial and concessional 

loans, which is another difference compared to the 

typical OECD approach, which distinguishes more 

clearly between the two. Chinese lenders usually 

charge higher interest rates than the Word Bank, 

have a smaller grant element and shorter 

repayment periods.27 Nonetheless, the attractivity 

of Chinese loans lies in its ability to mobilise the 

funding and deliver the projects 2.7 times faster on 

average than other international financing 

Group. https://www.afdb.org/fileadmin/uploads/afdb/
Documents/Publications/Anglaischina.pdf 

26 Munk School of Global Affairs & Public Policy. (2023, 
September). From a “project of the century” to “small is 
beautiful”: The changing face of the BRI in 
Africa. https://munkschool.utoronto.ca/belt-
road/research/project-century-small-beautiful-changing-
face-bri-africa 

27 Dreher, A., Fuchs, A., Parks, B., Strange, A., & Tierney, 
M. J. (2022). Banking on Beijing: The aims and impacts of China’s 
overseas development program. Cambridge University 
Press. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108564496 

http://bu.edu/gdp/chinese-loans-to-africa-database
https://www.elibrary.imf.org/view/journals/001/2024/037/article-A001-en.xml
https://www.elibrary.imf.org/view/journals/001/2024/037/article-A001-en.xml
https://www.afdb.org/fileadmin/uploads/afdb/Documents/Publications/Anglaischina.pdf
https://www.afdb.org/fileadmin/uploads/afdb/Documents/Publications/Anglaischina.pdf
https://munkschool.utoronto.ca/belt-road/research/project-century-small-beautiful-changing-face-bri-africa
https://munkschool.utoronto.ca/belt-road/research/project-century-small-beautiful-changing-face-bri-africa
https://munkschool.utoronto.ca/belt-road/research/project-century-small-beautiful-changing-face-bri-africa
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108564496
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institutions.28 While the Chinese loans do not come 

with conditionalities pertaining to good 

governance, labour and environmental standards, 

they tend to be conditioned by the solicitation of 

Chinese contractors (traditionally mostly SOEs),29 

who  themselves play a role in driving the projects, 

pitching ideas to local governments promising to 

deliver the necessary funding.30 

Much of China's lending is not intrinsically 

predatory or problematic for African states. 

Instead, China is increasingly seeking to engage 

with countries that demonstrate better 

governance.31 Still, China's loans and infrastructure 

projects in Africa entail a number of risks and 

problems, including lack of transparency and poor 

governance standards, financial, social and 

environmental sustainability, and labour migration 

and rights. There are also question marks about the 

quality of the projects constructed by Chinese 

firms,32 although some evidence indicates that 

 
28 Parks, B. C., Malik, A. A., Escobar, B., Zhang, S., 
Fedorochko, R., Solomon, K., Wang, F., Vlasto, L., Walsh, 
K., & Goodman, S. (2023). Belt and Road Reboot: Beijing’s Bid 
to De-Risk Its Global Infrastructure Initiative. Williamsburg, VA: 
AidData at William & 
Mary. https://www.aiddata.org/publications/belt-and-
road-reboo 

29 Lee, C. K. (2017). The specter of global China: Politics, labor, 
and foreign investment in Africa. University of Chicago Press; 
Alden, C., & Jiang, L. (2019). Brave new world: Debt, 
industrialization and security in China–Africa 
relations. International Affairs, 95(3), 641–
657. https://doi.org/10.1093/ia/iiz083 

30 Zajontz, T. (2022). The Chinese infrastructural fix in 
Africa: Lessons from the Sino-Zambian ‘road 
bonanza’. Oxford Development Studies, 50(1), 14–
29. https://doi.org/10.1080/13600818.2020.186123 

31Chatham House. (2022, August). Climbing out of the Chinese 
debt trap. The World 
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32 Malik, A. A., Parks, B., Russell, B., Lin, J. J., Walsh, K., 
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there is no significant difference in the quality of 

work of Chinese construction firms and their 

competitors from the OECD countries. 33 

Despite the criticism surrounding China's 

infrastructure projects, many African leaders see 

Chinese loans positively. According to a recent 

survey, 87 % of respondents in Sub-Saharan Africa 

consider China an active development partner, 

ahead of other international partners. 

Furthermore, nearly half of respondents in Sub-

Saharan Africa chose the PRC as their preferred 

partner for projects related to infrastructure.34 

While the popular “debt trap” narrative is 

overwhelmingly criticised by researchers,35 the 

rapid upsurge of China’s large-scale loans to Africa 

naturally led to increased debt-burdens. Moreover, 

several projects have been considered “white 

elephants” with questionable impact on 

development. These controversial projects have 

33 Farrell, J. (2016). How do Chinese contractors perform in 
Africa? Evidence from World Bank projects (CARI Working 
Paper No. 3). China Africa Research Initiative, Johns 
Hopkins University School of Advanced International 
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Strange, A. M. (2023). From the ground up: A global analysis of 
Chinese overseas development projects and debt sustainability. 
AidData at William & 
Mary. https://docs.aiddata.org/reports/bri-from-the-
ground-up/full-report.html 

35 Mohan, G., & Power, M. (2021, April 26). The 
discordant ‘debt trap’ and ‘secrecy’ narratives on the Belt 
and Road Initiative. Global Policy 
Journal. https://www.globalpolicyjournal.com/blog/26/04
/2021/discordant-debt-trap-and-secrecy-narratives-belt-
and-road-initiative; Hillman, J. E. (2021, February 6). The 
Chinese ‘debt trap’ is a myth. The 
Atlantic. https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archi
ve/2021/02/china-debt-trap-diplomacy/617953/; 
Brautigam, D. (2020, February 6). A critical look at Chinese 
‘debt-trap diplomacy’: The rise of a meme. China Africa Research 
Initiative, Johns Hopkins University 
SAIS. http://www.sais-cari.org/s/DB-DebtTrap.pdf; 
Jones, L., & Hameiri, S. (2020). Debunking the myth of ‘debt-
trap diplomacy’: How recipient countries shape China’s Belt and 
Road Initiative. Chatham 
House. https://www.chathamhouse.org/2020/08/debun
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often attracted much attention, making it more 

difficult to assess critically how beneficial the 

Chinese infrastructure projects have been overall 

for the development of African countries.36 

Still, the rapidly surging debt burden is a real issue 

and it has been recognised as such also by China. 

Research from 2019 identified at least 140 

instances of restructuring or writing off debt since 

2000, although China has been hesitant to provide 

extensive debt relief.37 Moreover, China’s 

preference for bilateral debt relief and the fact it 

does not participate in the Paris club multilateral 

framework has complicated the collective debt 

relief for the African countries.38 At the latest 

FOCAC summit in September 2024, China did not 

commit to debt relief but instead announced 50.7 

billion USD in credit lines and funding over the next 

three years, focusing on strengthening trade and 

investment partnerships.  

Data from 2019 indicated that China has begun to 

lend to countries that have not previously sought 

debt restructuring. Ghana, South Africa, Egypt, 

Côte d’Ivoire, and Nigeria were the largest 

recipients of Chinese loan commitments in 2019 

and none of these countries have restructured debt 

with China since 2000.39 Beijing's adoption of 

formal debt sustainability frameworks such as the 

Ministry of Finance's Debt Sustainability 

Framework for Participating Countries of the BRI, 

issued in 2019, suggests that China is learning and 

 
36 Cooper, R. (2019). The development impact of Chinese 
development investments in Africa. K4D Emerging Issues 
Report. Brighton, UK: Institute of Development 
Studies. https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/5
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mpact_of_Chinese_development__nvestment__in_Africa
.p 

37 Horn, S., Reinhart, C. M., & Trebesch, C. (2019). China’s 
overseas lending (NBER Working Paper No. 26050). National 
Bureau of Economic 
Research. https://www.nber.org/papers/w26050 

38 Hameiri, S., & Jones, L. (2024). China, international 

competition and the stalemate in sovereign debt 

restructuring: beyond geopolitics. International Affairs, 

100(2), 691–710. https://doi.org/10.1093/ia/iiae017; 

Duke, R. (2024). Peak repayment: China’s global 

lending. Lowy Institute. 

adapting its lending practices. Similarly, Exim Bank 

has strengthened its risk assessment framework. 

FUTURE OF CHINA’S CONNECTIVITY PRESENCE IN AFRICA 

Recently, Chinese loans to the developing world, 

including Africa, have become smaller in scale and 

have been primarily directed toward countries 

considered more creditworthy (such as Senegal 

and Côte d’Ivoire). At the BRI Symposium in 

November 2021, Chinese President Xi Jinping 

announced a pivot towards “small and beautiful 

projects” in international cooperation, signalling a 

move away from large-scale infrastructure projects 

towards projects that put an emphasis on green 

and digital infrastructure with a higher degree of 

local collaboration. China has opted for more 

targeted lending and has become more selective 

with its investments. Rather than relying on loans, 

the Chinese leadership is now seeking to stimulate 

FDI. 40 

China’s shift in overseas infrastructure financing 

reflects a learning curve shaped by the challenges 

of past projects that often lacked environmental 

and financial sustainability. Previously, Chinese 

finances in Africa were used to construct coal 

power plants and hydroelectric dams. Since the 

COVID-19 pandemic, China has intensified its 

efforts to ‘green’ the BRI focusing on renewables. 

At the 2021 United Nations General Assembly, Xi 

Jinping pledged to stop financing coal power plants 

overseas. China's recent renewable energy projects 

https://interactives.lowyinstitute.org/features/peak-

repayment-china-global-lending/ 

39 Acker, K., & Brautigam, D. (2021). Twenty years of data on 
China’s Africa lending (CARI Briefing Paper No. 4). China 
Africa Research Initiative, Johns Hopkins University 
School of Advanced International 
Studies. https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5652847d
e4b033f56d2bdc29/t/605cb1891cb0ff5747b12167/16166
87497984/BP+4+-+Acker%2C+Brautigam+-
+20+Years+of+Data+on+African+Lending.pdf 

40 Chen, W., & Ghilardi, M. F. (2024). Navigating the evolving 
landscape between China and Africa’s economic engagements (IMF 
Working Paper No. 24/37). International Monetary 
Fund. https://www.elibrary.imf.org/view/journals/001/2
024/037/article-A001-en.xml 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/5e9d791386650c031f757047/EIR26_The_development_impact_of_Chinese_development__nvestment__in_Africa.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/5e9d791386650c031f757047/EIR26_The_development_impact_of_Chinese_development__nvestment__in_Africa.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/5e9d791386650c031f757047/EIR26_The_development_impact_of_Chinese_development__nvestment__in_Africa.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/5e9d791386650c031f757047/EIR26_The_development_impact_of_Chinese_development__nvestment__in_Africa.pdf
https://www.nber.org/papers/w26050
https://doi.org/10.1093/ia/iiae017
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5652847de4b033f56d2bdc29/t/605cb1891cb0ff5747b12167/1616687497984/BP+4+-+Acker%2C+Brautigam+-+20+Years+of+Data+on+African+Lending.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5652847de4b033f56d2bdc29/t/605cb1891cb0ff5747b12167/1616687497984/BP+4+-+Acker%2C+Brautigam+-+20+Years+of+Data+on+African+Lending.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5652847de4b033f56d2bdc29/t/605cb1891cb0ff5747b12167/1616687497984/BP+4+-+Acker%2C+Brautigam+-+20+Years+of+Data+on+African+Lending.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5652847de4b033f56d2bdc29/t/605cb1891cb0ff5747b12167/1616687497984/BP+4+-+Acker%2C+Brautigam+-+20+Years+of+Data+on+African+Lending.pdf
https://www.elibrary.imf.org/view/journals/001/2024/037/article-A001-en.xml
https://www.elibrary.imf.org/view/journals/001/2024/037/article-A001-en.xml


                                                                                                          |   China’s involvement in African infrastructure 

[Type here] [Type here] [Type here] 

in Africa include the Garissa Solar Power Plant in 

Kenya, the Nyabarongo II Hydroelectric Power 

Station in Rwanda or the 1,000-megawatt floating 

solar plant on Zimbabwe's Kariba dam. However, 

despite the declared intent to direct more 

resources to climate-related initiatives, only 11% of 

the loans committed by China to African 

governments in 2023 were to finance renewable 

energy projects.41 

Amid China's rethinking of its engagement with the 

continent, digital connectivity has come to the 

forefront. In March 2023, Huawei announced its 

plans to invest 300 million USD in Africa's data 

centres and cybersecurity. Beijing's focus on 

projects emphasising people's livelihood, digital 

economies and green development has been 

associated with China's Global Development 

Initiative which was introduced in 2021. Although 

the BRI is not going anywhere as it was enshrined 

in the PRC's constitution in 2017, China's rethinking 

of the structure of its development finance 

structure for the Global South is accompanied by a 

revised branding strategy.42 

As lending has become less economically viable 

and more politically risky, public private 

partnerships (PPP) have emerged as the preferred 

model to fund infrastructure projects. Even though 

China's use of PPP predates the launch of the BRI, 

recent years have seen a growing significance of 

the PPP projects within the financial governance of 

the BRI. 43 

Within the framework of the PPP projects, Chinese 

companies expand their roles beyond mere 

contractors under the previously dominant 

 
41 African Business. (2024, October). Can China go green in 
Africa? African 
Business. https://african.business/2024/10/energy-
resources/can-china-go-green-in-africa 

42 Chatham House. (2022, August). Climbing out of the 
Chinese debt trap. The World 
Today. https://www.chathamhouse.org/publications/the-
world-today/2022-08/climbing-out-chinese-debt-trap 

43 van Wieringen, K., & Zajontz, T. (2023). From loan-
financed to privatised infrastructure? Tracing China's turn 
towards public–private partnerships in Africa. Journal of 

Engineering-Procurement-Construction (EPC) 

contracts to also acting as investors and operators 

within the Build-Operate-Transfer (BOT) or Build-

Own-Operate-Transfer (BOOT) models. In a 

BOT/BOOT set up, the private company invests the 

initial capital required to build infrastructure. Once 

the project is completed, the company operates it 

for a set period—typically between twenty to thirty 

years—during which it recoups its investment 

through user fees, such as road tolls. After this 

operational phase, ownership and management of 

the infrastructure revert to the government. 44 

Transport infrastructure has been the main focus 

of China's PPPs in Africa as Chinese firms have 

participated in road PPP projects in Sierra Leone, 

the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC), 

Madagascar, and Kenya. One step further from 

BOT model towards market seeking FDI is the 

Integrated investment, construction and operation 

approach that has been the model of choice for 

several deep-sea port construction projects, such 

as Nigeria's Lekki port and Kribi port in Cameroon 

or energy projects such as Amaria Hydropower 

station in Guinea or transmission lines project in 

Ethiopia. While state-owned enterprises (SOEs) 

have played a dominant role in Chinese PPPs 

abroad, recent years have seen a rise in 

participation from private enterprises.  

In theory, this model helps the government close 

the infrastructure gap while allowing the private 

company to secure returns on its investment. 

However, it can also lead to ballooning off-balance-

sheet liabilities for the host government and also 

engender new challenges such as institutional 

opacity, long-term liabilities, corruption or popular 

Current Chinese Affairs, 52(3), 373–
400. https://doi.org/10.1177/18681026231188140 

44 Insisa, A. (2024). China’s BRI and EU Global Gateway: 
Experiences with public-private partnerships for infrastructure projects 
in Africa—Assessing impact and significance (ReConnect China 
Research Papers, No. 1, September 2024). ReConnect 
China. https://www.reconnect-china.ugent.be/wp-
content/uploads/2024/09/ReConnect-China-Research-
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contestation. PPP projects in some cases might 

contribute to the trends of gradual 

commodification and privatisation, deepening 

social inequalities. 

CONCLUSION 

China’s gradual pivot from large, loan‑heavy 

infrastructure projects to a portfolio of smaller, 

greener and digitally oriented initiatives redefines 

the nature of its engagement in Africa. While this 

shift may reduce overt debt risks, it also introduces 

new complexities, such as off‑balance‑sheet 

liabilities, limited transparency, and potential 

social inequities that could undermine long‑term 

development outcomes. For the EU, these 

dynamics present both a challenge and an 

opportunity to recalibrate its own connectivity 

strategy on the continent. Chinese projects 

compete with EU companies and initiatives for 

contracts, attempting to integrate African markets 

into China‑led supply chains, challenging EU 

market access and potentially reshaping broader 

geopolitical and geoeconomic structures. 

The EU should increase its awareness and 

understanding of China’s evolving roles in African 

connectivity, recognizing the significant changes 

and influences brought by China in this domain. It 

is important to acknowledge the differences 

between approaches of the EU and China, 

particularly in regard to China’s emphasis on 

bilateral loans and physical infrastructure. 

Meanwhile, the EU should also develop viable 

connectivity programs in partnership with relevant 

African actors, ensuring that the initiatives are both 

effective and responsive to local needs. Lastly, the 

EU is encouraged to engage China in dialogue to 

deepen mutual understanding of each other’s 

approaches and to identify opportunities for 

potential collaboration where interests align. 
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