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INTRODUCTION 

 

“Sincerity, equality and mutual benefit; solidarity and common development: these are 

the principles guiding China-Africa exchange and co-operation”. This official statement, 

released in a seminal document in 2006 by the Chinese Foreign Ministry, exemplifies a 

growing necessity for exchange between Africa and China. One of the most prominent 

reasons for this is the growing deficiency of natural resources: China has 21% of the 

world’s population, while it only holds 8.5% of arable land and 6.5% of the world’s water 

reserves.
1
 In other words, there is an increasing pressure on Chinese land and water 

supplies. As a consequence the country became a net importer of food in 2004. 

Meanwhile the Chinese economy and middle class are booming while predictions claim 

the Chinese GDP-level will surpass the United States’ by 2020.  

With a growing Chinese middle class and a dramatic increase in global activities, 

a lust for resources has led the country into growing overseas investments especially in 

the developing world. Since 2000 there is an increasing presence of the Chinese in Africa, 

which is often described in media reports in a neo-colonialist framing.
2
 This is mainly 

caused by the current Chinese investments in land, labelled by some media as ‘land 

grabbing’. In 2008, during the height in food-commodity prices, investments in land 

became increasingly interesting as profitable business operations. Consequently cheap 

arable lands in Sub-Saharan Africa became one of the target areas for agro-investors, 

including Chinese enterprises in search of global trading opportunities. Accusations of 

‘land grabs’ are often led by media reports emphasizing exploitation and looting of 

African arable lands by foreign investors. However, these allegations remain very 

controversial as they are often based on superficial observations without hard evidence. It 

is therefore important to put the increasing attention on ‘land acquisitions’ (I use this term 

instead of the more indiscriminate ‘land grabs’) in a historic-political perspective. 

                                                 
1
 P. Ho and I. Hofman, ‘China’s Developmental Outsourcing: A Critical Examination of Chinese Global 

‘Land Grabs’ Discourse’, Journal of Peasant Studies, 39,1 (2012):  8 
2
 B. Sautman and Y. Hairong, “Friends and Interests: China’s Distinctive Links with Africa,” African 

Studies Review, 50,3 (December 2007): 75 and Siani, “Chinese “land grabs” in Africa- the Reality behind 

the news: Policy Brief” Swedish International Agricultural Network Initiative (2008) 
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In 2008, China became the biggest trade partner in Africa surpassing the 

European Union and the United States while at the same time Chinese aid to Sub-Saharan 

Africa rapidly increased. 
3
 This research examines the implications of Chinese foreign 

direct investments (FDI) and development aid to Sub-Saharan Africa.  More specifically 

it will deal with the following question: what is the correlation between China’s increased 

agricultural (business) activities in Sub-Saharan Africa and African economic 

development? The research-area for this thesis will be Sub-Saharan Africa, unless stated 

otherwise it excludes the North-African countries considered to be part of the Arab geo-

political sphere (Morocco, Algeria, Tunisia, Libya and Egypt).  

 Despite the inextricable correlation between Chinese investment and African 

development the main focus of the thesis will be on the macro-and micro-intentions of 

Chinese agribusiness, rather than on an extensive developmental examination of the 

recipient African countries. Nevertheless, it remains critical to take a broader view that 

integrates China’s business pursuits with its implications on one of the most 

underdeveloped areas in the world: Sub-Saharan Africa. There is a need for the 

international community to create a well-balanced understanding of the new role that 

China is playing, especially in the field of agribusiness/development in Africa.
4
 This role 

has often been either neglected, or misinterpreted, leading to simplistic claims of a 

‘yellow peril’.  

Currently there are three schools identifiable within this debate: firstly there are 

the Sino-optimists,
5
 claiming that Africa can gain from Chinese presence on the continent 

(the liberalist theory). These (often Chinese) authors emphasize the benefits of China’s 

agricultural investments for the process of modernization in Sub-Saharan Africa. For 

example, the food production in Africa can increase when the network of irrigation is 

further developed with the help of Chinese experts and businesses. A combination of 

                                                 
3
 M.P. van Dijk, The New Presence of China in Africa (Amsterdam: University Press, 2009), 9  

4
 V. Foster and C. Chen, eds., Building Bridges: China’s Growing Role as Infrastructure Financier for 

Africa (The World Bank: Washington DC,2008) 
5
 See for example: Y. Hairong and B. Sautman, “Chinese Farms in Zambia: From Socialist to Agro-

Imperialist Engagement?” African and Asian Studies, 9 (2010): 307-333; D. Brautigam, The Dragon’s Gift: 

the Real Story of China in Africa (Oxford: University Press, 2009) and H. Wenping, “The Balancing Act of 

China’s Africa Policy,” China Security, 3,3 (2007): 23-40 
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trade-and-aid provides both business opportunities for China and essential instruments for 

the development of Sub-Saharan Africa.  

  Secondly, Sino-sceptics argue that agricultural investments by China in Africa are 

merely motivated by neo-colonialist (business) exploitation.
6
 Chinese land acquisitions in 

Africa understandably evokes strong sentiments from both Western and African 

observers claiming a ‘re-colonisation’ of Africa. Despite the media stories and comments 

by politicians (mainly in the West), in the academic literature on Chinese agribusiness 

there is a total absence of a discourse on neo-imperialism in Africa. 

And lastly Sino-critics take the sceptic’s argumentation even further by declaring 

that the Chinese presence in Africa, which is induced by self-interest, is the cause for 

Africa’s underdevelopment (realism). For example, Hoogvelt claims that the 

underdevelopment of Africa is caused by neo-imperialist aspirations from foreign 

investors: “capitalism reproduces a network of hierarchical relations in which the wealth 

of some benefit from the transfer of economic surplus of others” 
7
 These schools are the 

historiographical fundament for the thesis, and will form the starting point for my 

examination.  

Despite numerous news reports on China’s agricultural endeavours in Africa, only 

few academic studies have analysed Chinese agribusiness activities from a historic-

political perspective.
8
 There is a lack of balanced research on this subject. The three 

academic schools over-simplify a complex interaction between China and Africa by 

focusing on extreme assumptions of either a ‘win-win’ (liberalist approach) or a ‘zero-

sum’ (sceptic /critical approach) correlation. In the author’s opinion the increased 

presence of China in Africa goes beyond the mere interest of extracting resources from 

developing countries on a win-win or zero-sum basis. Furthermore it remains uncertain 

whether China has any influence on the development of Sub-Saharan countries. Many 

                                                 
6
 See for example: A.Vines, “The Scramble for Resources: African Case Studies,” South African Journal of 

International Affairs, 13,1 (2006): 63-75 and Oxfam Novib, “Land and Power: The Growing Scandal 

Surrounding the New Wave of Investment in Land,” http://www.oxfam.org/grow (accessed 22.09.2012) 
7
 A. Hoogvelt, “Globalisation, Imperialism and Exclusion: the Case of Sub-Saharan Africa,” in Africa in 

Crisis: New Challenges and Possibilities.ed. in: T. Zack-Williams, D. Frost and A. Thompson (eds.), 17-19 

(London: Pluto Press.,2002) 
8
 A. Spring, “Chinese Development Aid and Agribusiness Entrepeneurs in Africa,” in Repositioning 

African Business and Development for the 21st Century.ed. S. Sigue, 23 (Canada,2009) 

 

http://www.oxfam.org/grow
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media reports, as my thesis will show, overstate and misinterpret the actual presence of 

the Chinese on the African continent. Therefore the main purpose of this thesis is to 

contribute to a more nuanced imaging of China in Africa, based on a historic-political 

analysis, forming a substantial basis for further research on this topic. 

In the first chapter I will put the Chinese presence in Africa in a historical 

perspective. It will construct a broader (historical) analysis, and provide a contextual 

basis for the following chapters. Sino-African cooperation on agriculture dates back to 

the early 1960’s. At that time this partnership was based on foreign aid and development 

assistance rather than trade investments in agriculture. However, it would form an 

important stimulant for the subsequent agribusiness in later decades. An examination of 

this historical framework is essential for understanding the current Chinese agribusiness 

in Africa. From the late 1990s / early 2000s, Chinese state-owned enterprises (SOEs) 

began to “go global”, expanding their business operations throughout the world. It 

consequently changed the nature of its relationship with Sub-Saharan Africa. This will be 

the starting point for the next part of the thesis. 

 The second chapter will provide a more in-depth examination of the macro-

structural factors and statistics of the Chinese expansion of agribusiness on the African 

continent. From the start of the 21
st
 century, it investigates which actors are involved, and 

whether there is a paradox between political/ideological and economic incentives. Is there 

one ‘Chinese Inc.’ in Africa? The public perception, portrayed in the media, is often 

focused on the notion that China is a neo-colonialist power. However, to what extent is it 

a legitimate claim? By analysing more than fifty news stories on China’s agribusiness in 

Sub-Saharan Africa, during the period of 2008 (the start of numerous reports on Chinese 

‘land grabs’) until present, I attempt to reveal a pattern in reporting. Because of 

insufficient, and even unreliable, quantitative data from NGOs and government 

documents, media reports are sometimes the only source for research on this subject.  

 In the final part of the thesis I will concentrate on the micro-level of the research-

topic. While the second chapter deals with a macro-analysis of China’s agribusiness and 

the media reportage on the subject, the third chapter puts these results to the test.  It will 

assess the micro-statistics of China’s agribusiness: which actors are involved on the 

ground, where, and how much do they contribute to African development? The chapter 
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concludes with a short evaluation of a critical report by Loro Horta, which article on 

Chinese agribusiness in Mozambique was reproduced in many media outlets. Despite an 

overall lack of reliable data on Chinese business activities in Africa, the Zambezi-valley 

in Mozambique is an area which offers an ideal test case for the influence of Chinese 

agribusiness in Sub-Saharan Africa. The main reason for this is the fact that both 

newspapers and scientists have extensively investigated the fertile Zambezi-region, and 

moreover the Chinese presence in the area can be understood as much as a ‘win-win’ 

engagement as a ‘neo-colonialist land grab’.
9
  

Besides the scientific debate on this topic, there are a lot of press reports on the 

research-subject. However, very often the data is insufficient or not reliable. This makes 

crosschecking, and careful argumentation, extra important. By using official sources, for 

example the annual statistics of UNCTAD, the EXIM Bank or China’s Ministry of 

Commerce, the media reports can be checked. The literature used in this research will 

contain both secondary and primary sources.  

In short, this research aims to contribute to the existing literature as a nuanced 

assessment of the Chinese presence in Sub-Saharan Africa by analysing its historical 

roots and its macro-and micro-implications.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
9
 S. Marks, “China and the Great Global Land Grab,” Pambazuka, 11.12.2008 
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Chapter 1, Champion of the Third World? Chinese Engagement in Africa: 1950s-

2000 

 

Modern economic collaboration between China and Africa started with Mao Zedong’s 

communist leadership over the People’s Republic of China (PRC) in 1949. From the 

1950s China developed a unique engagement-model with Sub-Saharan Africa which 

would form the basis for later overseas investments in agriculture. Therefore it is of 

crucial importance to understand the historical foundations of the Sino-African relations 

in the modern era. During this period the evolution of China’s overseas engagement on 

the African continent is distinguished by three separate phases: the socialist cooperation 

(1950s-late 1970s), secondly the capitalist approach (1980s-2000s) and lastly the 

imperialist claims by Western media (late 2000s-present/future speculations).
10

 This 

introductory chapter will examine the first two phases of the Sino-African agricultural 

engagement, focusing on the characteristics of the Chinese development-model. The 

latter ‘imperialist-phase’ will be discussed in the following chapters. 

 

1.1 Sino-African socialist cooperation, 1950s – 1970s  

The first large-scale meeting between Chinese dignitaries and African nations was in 

1955 during the Afro-Asian Conference in Indonesia (also known as the ‘Bandung 

Conference’). Twenty-nine African and Asian states came together to enhance their 

cultural and economic cooperation while averting alignment with either the United States 

or the Soviet Union in the Cold War. In a shared declaration the non-aligned states 

incorporated values with the aim to oppose (neo-)colonialism. Important statements that 

were adopted during this conference were the respect for sovereignty, the principle of 

non-interference and peaceful co-existence between nations based on mutual benefit.
11

 

After the Bandung Conference it became clear that Beijing asserted its leadership over 

the newly created non-aligned movement through both assertive and pragmatic actions. 

                                                 
10

 Y. Hairong and B. Sautman, “Chinese Farms in Zambia: From Socialist to Agro-Imperialist 

Engagement? ,” African and Asian Studies, 9 (2010): 307, C. Smaller, Q. Wei and L. Yalan, “Farmland and 

Water China Invests Abroad”, IISD Report (August 2012) and D. Brautigam, The Dragon’s Gift: the Real 

Story of China in Africa (Oxford: University Press, 2009) 
11

 C.M. Dent,eds. China and Africa Development Relations (London: Routledge, 2011) 5 
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 During the 1950s until the late 1970s Chinese involvement in Sub-Saharan Africa 

intensified, but remained primarily motivated by its social revolutionary goals.
12

 In this 

initial phase “the impetus for much of China’s activity is commitment to world 

revolution”
13

. China’s militant socialist thinking led to a direct dispute between the PRC 

and the more moderate ‘socialism through parliamentary’-approach by Khrushchev’s 

Soviet Union. Consequently Africa was seen as one of the most important battlegrounds 

for the anti-colonial struggle and the Sino-Soviet dispute.  

To counter the rising influence of the United States and Soviet-Union in Africa 

China had to advocate its own model of the “socialist struggle for independence” to the 

new African states.
14

 To nourish this struggle China sold military equipment to Africa 

worth over USD $142 million between 1955 and 1977, an enormous amount during that 

period.
15

  However, there was no coherent tactic to subvert decolonized Africa into 

communist states. Instead, Chinese emphasis on the ‘on-going struggle’ in African 

nations served as a model for future socialist revolutions while simultaneously provided a 

response to the international environment deemed contradictory to China’s interests. This 

early Chinese realpolitik exemplified the revolutionary and pragmatic commitments in 

Africa.  

In this context agricultural engagement by the PRC in Africa started in the 1960s 

as an instrument of diplomacy.
16

 Officially seen as a rebel province of the PRC, the 

Republic of China (ROC, Taiwan) started an extensive development-program, ‘Operation 

Vanguard’, sharing its effective agricultural experience on the African continent. By 

doing this Taiwan increased her sphere of influence on the African continent significantly, 

contributed to African food security while isolating its most prominent rival: the People’s 

Republic of China.
17

 To counter the diplomatic isolation by Taiwan the PRC adopted a 

highly influential ‘One China’-policy. It meant that if African nations recognized the 

ROC as an independent state, the People’s Republic of China would halt new aid 

                                                 
12

 A. Hutchinson, China’s African Revolution (London: Huntchinson & Co Ltd., 1975) 
13

 B.D. Larkin, China and Africa 1949-1970: the Foreign Policy of the People’s Republic of China 

(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1973) 9 
14

 A. Ogunsanwo, China’s Policy in Africa, (Cambridge; University Press, 1972) 260 
15

 M. Meidan, “China’s Africa Policy: Business Now, Politics Later,” Asian Perspective 30,4 (2006): 73 
16

 Brautigam, The Dragons Gift, 34 
17

 T. Xiaoyang and D. Brautigam, “China’s Engagement in African Agriculture: “Down to the 

Countryside” ,” The China Quarterly, 199 (2009): 688 
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commitments. Brautigam labelled this process ‘check-book diplomacy’
18

. Figure 1 (see 

appendix) indicates the amount of aid commitments by China during the period of 1960-

2007, illustrating the absence of Chinese aid during periods of diplomatic ties between 

African nations and Taiwan. The diplomatic battle between the Republic of China and the 

People’s Republic of China would persist from the 1960s until present days.  

In this period, China considered decolonized Africa as politically and strategically 

important for their foreign affairs, as illustrated by the high-profile visit made by PRC-

premier Zhou Enlai from December 1963 to February 1964.
19

 During his tour Zhou 

visited ten African countries and exchanged views with many African leaders. He 

concluded the tour by declaring “without the liberation of all oppressed peoples and 

oppressed nations of the world, the Chinese people cannot win complete independence”. 

20
  Zhou’s ‘eight-principles of China’s aid policy’ formed the basis for future Sino-

African developmental relations, and included the “principles of equality and mutual 

benefit”, “respect for the sovereignty of recipient countries”, “gradually achieve self-

reliance” by developing “aid projects that require less investment but yield quicker 

results.”
21

 It was a great diplomatic success and would form a major milestone in the 

relationship between China and Africa, especially for the development of an extensive 

Sino-African aid program.  

Official development assistance (ODA), in other words ‘aid’, primarily aims to 

“promote economic development and welfare (…) and must be given on a concessional 

basis”.
22

 During the 1950s and early 1960s the total quantity of Chinese ODA was small, 

but one must not forget that China was a developing country itself. Moreover, despite its 

limited number, aid was considered a crucial instrument in Chinese foreign policy. More 

specifically its African aid was seen as most suitable to constrain aspects in world politics 

which were inimical to Chinese interests. For example, in the period between 1954-1971 

Chinese aid to the Near East and South Asia was limited to around USD $350 million, 

while the Soviet Union committed itself to more than USD $2.5 billion in the same area. 

In contrast, ODA from China towards Africa contained over USD $700 million compared 

                                                 
18

 Brautigam, The Dragons Gift, 67  
19

 Hutchinson, China’s African Revolution, 5 and Larkin, China and Africa 1949-1970, 103-106  
20

 Ibid.  
21

 Ibid. 
22

 Brautigam, The Dragons Gift 13 
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to just over USD $1 billion of Soviet-African aid.
23

 Thus Africa was considered a more 

suitable area than Asia for China to enter the competition with the Soviet Union and 

Taiwan. The PRC’s aid policies were inspired by revolutionary aims, but in practice were 

based on pragmatic considerations.  

Beside the instrumental motivation for Chinese aid, ODA towards Africa was 

often a symbol for the excellence of China’s development model demonstrating its 

relevance to African people. The most prominent example was the construction of the 

Tanzam Railway linking Zambia’s copper belt and the Tanzanian port of Dar es Salaam. 

In the period of 1970-1975 an estimated 15,000 Chinese and 36,000 African workers 

(mainly Tanzanian) built the construction with impressive speed. The total budget for the 

project was around USD $500 million making it the largest aid project at the time.
24

 At 

the signing of the project a high official of the PRC, Li Hsien-Nien, declared the 

construction of the railway was part of a “revolutionary struggle against US imperialism 

and its running dogs”. 
25

  

Completion of the railway would eliminate Zambia’s economic dependence on 

Rhodesia (Zimbabwe) and South-Africa, both white-minority governments, as it provided 

an alternative route for their copper exports. It would also facilitate Chinese import of 

Zambian copper, which was the only strategic import commodity during the 1970s. After 

a shortfall in production in 1972, China agreed to purchase a thousand tons per month in 

copper. However, in 1974 a coup in Chile (the biggest exporter of copper to China at the 

time) led to the expansion of imported Zambian copper to 24,000 tons per month.
26

 In 

sum, the construction of the Tanzam railway served both China’s revolutionary and 

pragmatic objectives leaving a visible (and symbolic) reminder of Sino-African aid. It 

demonstrated the Chinese were able to take responsibility for such an enormous project, 

while at the same time contributing to their economic interests. The Tanzam-railway 

                                                 
23

 Hutchinson, China’s African Revolution, 206 
24

 Ibid. 222 
25

 Larkin, China and Africa 1949-1970, 99 
26

 Hutchinson, China’s African Revolution, 203 
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illustrates a growing aid commitment combined with an increasing connection between 

aid and trade.
27

 

Sino-African aid from the 1950s through the mid-1980s often provided in mass 

projects facilitated by large teams of Chinese experts. Agricultural cooperation in these 

decades was solely offered through aid projects, and was not based on investments by 

Chinese investors. Agribusiness was still only of marginal importance in Sino-Africa 

relations. Until the 1980s Chinese aid-projects in African agriculture represented more 

than 25% of the total aid projects to Sub-Saharan Africa (see appendix figure 2),
28

 and 

were often intended to symbolize “socialist modernity”.
29

 At the start of Sino-African 

agricultural cooperation, in the early 1950s, projects were often focused on large-scale 

state farms such as sugar plantations. These state farms aimed at achieving national self-

reliance through socialist methods which were taught by Chinese agro-experts. By the 

70s the nature of these projects changed as aid was now directed to small-and medium-

scale demonstration farms.
30

 Turnkey projects were handed over by the Chinese in fully 

working conditions, without ‘strings attached’. As we will see in chapter 3, these farms 

formed an important starting point for subsequent agribusiness investors of later decades.  

Despite the relevance of aid assistance offered by the Chinese, Sino-African trade 

relations remained relatively modest in the 1950s and 1960s (except Zambian copper) 
31

. 

Nevertheless there was a significant increase in Chinese exports to Africa during the late 

1960s. In 1955 Chinese exports to Africa had accounted for only 1.5% of the total export 

from the PRC, while imports from Africa were 1.75% of the total Chinese imports.        

By 1967 Sino-African export had significantly risen to over 6%, while imports gradually 

increased to 2.85%.
32

 Figure 3 of the appendix demonstrates this development in Sino-

African trade relations between 1955-1967.   

As indicated before, China’s engagement on the African continent was inspired 

by her socialist ideology that was illustrated by her initial support for revolutionary 

                                                 
27

 Hutchinson, China’s African Revolution, 166 
28

 Editorial Board of the Almanac of China’s Foreign Economic Relations and Trade. Almanac of China’s 

Foreign Economic Relations and Trade 1988. (Beijing,2011) 
29

 Gill, “China Inc.”, 236 
30

 Spring, “Chinese Development Aid”, 25 and Smaller, “Farmland and Water” 
31

 Larkin, China and Africa 1949-1970, 89 
32

 United Nations. Yearbook of International Trade Statistics: volume 1967 (New York: United Nations, 

1969) 
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groups in Africa. In the late 1960s Chinese domestic and foreign policy would 

dramatically change as the country began a period re-strengthening her revolutionary 

socialist ideals.
33

 The Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution, which was at his height from 

1966 through 1969, was officially implemented to safeguard the purity of the Maoist 

revolution. However, in reality it was intended to remove Mao’s rivals and replace the 

old order. It resulted in a period of self-imposed isolation from global politics and trade.
34

  

From 1973 onwards there was no longer Chinese support for any dissident 

revolutionary group in Africa, and the aggressive rhetoric gradually moderated as it 

became increasingly pragmatic.
35

 The PRC consequently tried to balance her pursued 

image as ‘champion of the Third World’ with the desire to seek for rapprochement with 

the West. Although increasingly pragmatic, favourable trade-and aid-agreements were 

still implemented as a reward for political cooperation. An example of this Chinese quid 

pro quo-attitude is the delivery of 500,000 tons of refined sugar from China to Sudan in 

1976. While Sudan had been supportive to the PRC in the ‘One China policy’, 

consequently suspending diplomatic ties with Taiwan, China offered the much needed 

sugar to Sudan at USD $51 per ton, compared to USD $80 per ton by traditional sugar 

exporters (France and Taiwan).
36

  

 

1.2 Sino-African capitalist approach, 1980s – 2000 

Beginning in the mid-1980s the dividing line between Chinese aid and foreign direct 

investment began to blur. For China’s engagement in African agriculture it meant that a 

second phase of ‘agro-capitalism’ had started. The new leader of the People’s Republic of 

China, Deng Xiaoping, opened up to foreign investment and thus radically reformed 

socialist thinking. In a speech Deng declared “to strive for socialist modernization, we 

have to pursue an open policy. The open policy we refer to has two aspects: opening up 

to the outside world and opening at home (…) help our development by introducing 

advanced experience from abroad”.
37

   

                                                 
33

 C. Alden, “Emerging Countries as New ODA Players In LCDs: the Case of China and Africa,” 

Gouvernance Mondiale, 1 (2007): 2 
34

 Hutchinson, China’s African Revolution, 133-134 
35

 Ibid. 166 
36

 Hutchinson, China’s African Revolution 198 
37

 Almanac, Foreign Economic Relations 2 
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Consequently “fraternal socialism” of the 1960s was gradually replaced by a 

combination of socialism and prudent capitalism during the 1980s, in Xiaoyang’s words 

“amicable capitalism”.
38

 Deng Xiaoping focused on economic innovation while foreign 

policy became largely dedicated to fostering the economic modernization program. By 

merging socialist ideology and pragmatic market-strategies he thus created the “socialist 

market economy”
39

, which would form an important incentive for the formation of the 

1990s agro-capitalism. 

 While the Chinese share in world trade increased from USD $44,022 million in 

1981 to USD $102,784 million by 1988, Africa only played a marginal part in this 

development. 
40

 Instead, attention from the PRC now centred on enhancing trade relations 

with Japan and the United States (both former foes of China). Especially the Sino-

Japanese economic relation from the 1970s through the 1990s would stand model for the 

later Chinese economic engagement in Sub-Saharan Africa.  

 Trade volume between Japan and China consisted of only USD $40 million in 

1950, which exceeded to over USD $1 billion by 1972 (the year of diplomatic re-

establishment between China and Japan).
41

 In the 1970s the Chinese economy was still 

largely agrarian, with enormous reserves of natural resources. It was similar in structure 

to many current African countries, thence the need to modernize its economy. Japanese 

expertise in building infrastructure and the export of technological know-how became 

increasingly important for the industrial development in the PRC. In return, importing 

China’s natural resources, mainly crude oil, made it the ideal trading partner for Japan’s 

economy based on high-tech technology.
42

  

 In 1973, Japan entered the Chinese petroleum-market and started to import huge 

quantities of crude oil from the oil fields near Daqing while exporting technical 

equipment and assisting in the construction of Chinese infrastructure.
43

 Four years later 

petroleum made up nearly half of the total Japanese import from China (see figure 4). In 

1977 57% (more than USD $1 billion) of Japan’s export to China consisted of metal 

                                                 
38

 Xiaoyang, “China’s Engagement”, 686 
39

 Brautigam, The Dragons Gift,9 
40

 I. Taylor, “China’s Foreign Policy Towards Africa in the 1990s,” The Journal of Modern African Studies, 

36,3 (1998): 443-444 
41

 Almanac, Foreign Economic Relations 42 
42

 Brautigam, The Dragons Gift, 45-47 
43
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articles, while 42,3% of total imports were petroleum and crude oil. By 1989 trade 

between Japan and China had increased significantly to nearly USD $20 billion, but the 

proportion of imported oil had diminished to only 13.7% of total imports.
44

  

 By the end of 1978 Chinese officials had agreed to 74 contracts with Japan to 

support turnkey projects that would form the basis for the PRC’s modernization 

process.
45

 For example, in 1978 the government of Japan had offered a preferential 

interest-loan of USD $10 billion to finance the export of its industrial technology and 

infrastructure near Daqing. China agreed to repay the equivalent in petroleum and coal to 

Japan.
46

 This example illustrates the significance of ‘mutual benefit’ in the Sino-Japanese 

economic relation. The PRC saw these tactics as beneficial for their own modernization, 

while Japan could use their modern technologies to exploit natural resources that China 

was unable to unlock themselves.  

This ‘mutual benefit’-strategy was further intensified in China’s own 

modernization process.  In 1982 Zhao Zhiyang, premier of the PRC, drafted the “four 

modernization program” after he made an official tour to eleven African nations, which 

provided a guide-line for modern Sino-African foreign policy.
47

 This program was 

similar to Zhou Enlai’s ‘eight-principles of China’s aid policy’, although Zhiyang never 

mentioned the word ‘aid’. Instead, the emphasis was placed on the notion of ‘mutual 

benefit’ and ‘common progress’. In practice this meant China would drastically change 

its aid system by conducting four major reforms: firstly, China started to offer 

scholarships to promising African students as to target weak local capacity, secondly the 

Chinese aimed to expand trading opportunities with Africa through existing projects, 

thirdly the procedures for granting support became subject to more rigorous feasibility 

studies, and lastly the structure of the aid system significantly altered as joint ventures, 

instead of major state-sponsored projects, became the most important instrument of 

achieving ‘mutual benefit’.
48
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 In the process of socialist modernization Chinese attention to Africa waned. 

Despite the high-level visits to Africa in the early 1980s (for example, premier Zhao 

Zhiyang’s tour of 1982, vice-premier Li Peng’s tour in 1984) from around the mid-1980s 

these visits had vanished. As indicated before, any contribution of the Third World to the 

process of Chinese modernization was considered to be very unlikely. This can be further 

illustrated by the stagnating amount of ODA from China to Africa: in 1981 the PRC 

committed USD $412 million for aid to Africa, while by 1987 this declined to USD $306 

million.
49

 Aid projects in the 1980s and 1990s focused on repairing dozens of former 

projects that had collapsed. This often led to more direct management by Chinese 

expatriates but was not in contrast to the principle of non-interference according to 

premier Zhiyang. He declared “Chinese rehabilitation projects were directed to 

supporting African self-reliance, instead of interfering in other countries’ internal 

affairs”.
50

    

 Encouraged by the modernization-program of Deng and Zhiyang Sino-African 

economic relations aimed to become more sustainable and mutually beneficial. Thus the 

Chinese government started to promote cooperation between Chinese companies and 

African nations through aid-related investments by joint ventures. However, in the first 

half of the 1980s, the government strictly regulated contracts to state-owned trading 

companies under the Ministry of Commerce, or provincial/municipal ‘economic and 

technological corporation enterprises’ under the State Economic and Trade Commission 

(now National Development and Reform Commission) to construct turnkey project 

through overseas investments.
51

  

The growing interweaving of Chinese aid and business opportunities caused a 

cautious internationalisation in Deng’s gradualist road of capitalist-orientation. Two 

major events in the end of the 1980s and start of the 1990s, would permanently change 

the relation between China and the First and Third World. Firstly, in 1989 the crackdown 

of government-forces at Tiananmen-square consequently led to much international 

criticism of Chinese human rights abuses. This Western criticism was seen in the PRC as 
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a direct interference in the national sovereignty, and became a major motivation for re-

evaluating foreign policy in Beijing.
52

 It initiated a new phase in the Sino-African relation 

as the PRC re-established intensive contact in the developing world. Regarding the West, 

China would keep a more cautious profile in international affairs.
53

   

 In 1993 a second milestone in China’s engagement with Africa and the Western 

world took place. In this year China transitioned from oil-export-to oil-import-country, 

giving greater prominence to its strategic economic relations. Production of petroleum, 

which was the main export-commodity to Japan in the late 1970s, stagnated with a 

growth percentage of >2% while demand annually increased with >10%.
54

 At this point, 

according to some authors, energy resources became the most important catalyst for 

China’s involvement in Africa.
55

  

 In the course of these developments Africa became increasingly important for 

China’s global policy and its diplomatic objectives. This was not a new trend as, for 

example, diplomatic support from African nations had been decisive for the PRC to 

reclaim their seat in the United Nations in 1971.
56

 Moreover, during the 1950s-1970s 

Africa was seen as most suitable continent to counter the growing influence of the Soviet 

Union and United States and obstruct recognition of the Republic of China. But due to 

China’s economic growth, and growing political influence, the nature of Sino-African 

economic relations had changed significantly. China became a major power on the 

African continent, and started to further reform its aid policies. 

 As indicated before, Sino-African aid became more and more linked to business 

opportunities. From the mid-1990s, the Chinese government gradually started supporting 

its most prominent state-owned enterprises to invest in Africa. Restrictive regulations 

from the late 1980s and early 1990s were removed to foster overseas investments. 

Moreover, the state set up new instruments to stimulate trade between China and Africa. 

One example is the establishment of the ExportImport Bank (EXIM) in 1995.
57

 This bank 
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financed Chinese turnkey projects and used foreign aid funds to subsidize concessional 

loans for joint ventures.  

 In the period between 1990 and 2001 China gradually expanded her overseas 

investments and relocated the target-areas (see figure 5): in 1990-1992 China invested 

totally USD $1.3 billion, of which nearly 70% was located in the developed countries. In 

contrast, in 1999-2001 the PRC invested 63% of the total USD $3.7 billion in developing 

countries. FDI outflows to Sub-Saharan Africa increased from 3.83% in 1990 to 14.93% 

of the total stock.
58

 The major shift in the quantity and placement of Chinese global 

investments demonstrate the change of China’s economic policies.  

The major ‘aid’ reforms in the mid-1990s are often referred to as ‘going global’-

policies. Nevertheless, there was not an official government-supported directive to ‘go 

abroad’, instead the government created tools that assisted the Sino-African economic 

relations. Through loosened regulations, tax exemptions and business-supporting bodies  

(ex. EXIM-bank) China aimed to enhance trading opportunities with Africa. It had only 

become an official policy at the start of the 21
st
 century, which thus stimulated Chinese 

agribusiness on the continent. Wei Jianguo, vice-minister for foreign aid proclaimed in 

2002 at an agricultural conference; “China-Africa agricultural co-operation in the new 

century must be conducted by enterprises and should be market-oriented”
59

 This quote 

exemplifies the last phase in the transformation from government-supported socialist aid 

projects during the 1950s-1970s, to commercialized business-aid convergence from the 

1980s onwards. The process led a foundation for China’s agribusiness in Sub-Saharan 

Africa.  

 Despite the initial reluctance of Chinese agribusiness in Sub-Saharan Africa, 

Chinese agricultural aid projects made up over a quarter of the total projects by the end of 

the 1980s. Until 1987, 388 aid projects had been conducted in Sub-Saharan Africa, of 

which 103 were directly related to the agrarian sector: for example, 31 cooperation 

demonstration farms and 29 farm technical promotion projects (figure 3).
60

  Since the 

mid-1950s through the 1970s agricultural cooperation between China and Africa focused 

on state-owned farms and later in developing small-and medium-sized agricultural 
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demonstration projects.
61

 With the pursuance of Chinese modernization and the 

establishment of the “socialist market economy” the nature of the PRC’s overseas 

agricultural cooperation changed.  

 In the course of the 1970s African food production stagnated and even declined, 

while in the rest of the world a gradual growth in production remained (see figure 6).
62

 It 

became clear Sub-Saharan Africa needed support from other countries to prevent 

structural food shortages. In contrast to the conditions implemented in the aid programs 

of Western donors (known as ‘structural adjustment policies’), Chinese aid was known to 

be with ‘no strings attached’. African leaders, like Nyerere, Numeiry, Kaunda, Sekou 

Toure, Ngouabi, Keita etc, were openly having favourable opinions on the Chinese aid-

model.
63

 On the other hand, it caused much international criticism from Western 

countries as they claimed China was supporting dictators and thus contributed to 

corruption and human rights abuses on the continent.  

As indicated before, during the 1980s official policy was focused on 

implementing sustainable development projects based on ‘mutual benefit’ and promoting 

economic growth in the recipient countries. Encouraging Chinese investment in Sub-

Saharan agriculture potentially bolstered food security and created business opportunities 

for agro-investors. Since 1995, until 2001, this process fastened as the Chinese had set up 

221 agricultural cooperation projects in Sub-Saharan Africa and thus contributed in the 

provision of agricultural equipment and machineries. 
64

 Chinese activities in African 

agriculture represented a combination between aid and other sorts of government 

assistance (such as concessional loans) and cautious business exploration by China’s 

state-owned-enterprises. Types of Chinese business models in African agribusiness 

included (aid-sponsored) joint ventures, co-operation contracts and public-private 

partnerships.  

Sino-African agribusiness remained relatively small during the 1990s.  
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China had invested only 11,000 ha in African agriculture, while investing much larger 

amounts in South East Asia. For example, China had invested over 105,000 ha in 

Cambodian arable lands.
65

 It indicates the relative importance of Sino-agrarian 

investments in Southeast Asia compared to African lands, during the second half of the 

20
th

 century. Despite the insignificant amount the historic evolution of Chinese 

agribusiness, combined with the Sino-African aid/trade-development, remains a relevant 

topic because it had great political significance and contextualizes the current negative 

claims by Western media (which will be further discussed in the following chapter).  

 The first Chinese overseas farming operation was conducted by the Wuxi 

municipality (near Shanghai), as it spent USD $800,000 to buy a remote 4,400 ha of 

Australian land. In Sub-Saharan Africa the first agribusiness investment was initiated by 

the state-owned-enterprise China State Farms Agribusiness Corporation (CSFAC) in 

1990. It had established the China-Zambia friendship farm (667 ha) followed by the first 

significant Sino-agribusiness operation in 1992: Zhongken Estates Ltd (3,573ha) also in 

Zambia. According to Brautigam, SOE purchased the Zhongken farm for “USD $600,000, 

then another USD $1.6 million to develop it (…) Now it’s worth USD $6 million, 

employing 200 local workers”.
66

 These two farms would become the model for 

subsequent Chinese agribusiness operations in Sub-Saharan Africa. Figure 7 (see 

appendix) shows the eight investment-farms by Chinese investors during the 1990s.  

  

1.3 Conclusion 

In sum, modern Sino-African engagement dates back from the 1950s when socialist 

cooperation and the “commitment to world revolution” were key incentives for the 

Chinese to become involved in the continent. At the same time Chinese involvement was 

not merely inspired by revolutionary aims, but instead demonstrated a combination of 

socialist ideological goals while acting pragmatically. An example of this is the 

construction of the Tanzam-railway, which was constructed with the help of Chinese aid 

between 1970-1975,  but was also motivated by economic and diplomatic incentives. 

Trade relations between Africa and China remained modest during the 1950s and 1960s. 

                                                 
65

 B. Gill and J. Reilly, “The Tenuous Hold of China Inc. in Africa,” The Washington Quarterly, 30, 3 

(2007): 13 
66 Brautigam, The Dragons Gift, 254 



 21 

 In the second ‘capitalist phase’, Chinese commitment in Africa transformed from 

fraternal socialism (during the 1950s) to a model of prudent capitalism starting in the 

1980s. Attention to Africa was on the wane, as the PRC aimed to strengthen its trade 

relations with the Western world, most notably Japan. The Sino-Japanese trade-relation 

during the 1970s-1990s stood model for Chinese engagement in Sub-Saharan Africa 

based on the principle of ‘mutual benefit’. From the 1980s Deng’s “socialist market 

economy” would alter the nature of China’s economic and foreign policies, as it 

supported a gradual move to prudent capitalism. However, until 2000 Chinese 

agribusiness in Africa remained small although 25% of government-sponsored aid-

projects consisted of agricultural projects. These historic developments in Sino-African 

economic relations contextualize the latter agribusiness-model enhanced by Chinese 

entrepreneurs.  

 

 

Chapter 2, Chinese ‘Land Grab’s’ In Sub-Saharan Africa: a Macro-Perspective 

In accordance with the first chapter, agribusiness was relatively unimportant to Chinese 

engagement in Sub-Saharan Africa until 2000. However, agricultural aid made up around 

a fifth of the approximately 900 turnkey projects supported through China’s development 

program between 1960-2006. But the role of agriculture in Sino-African engagement has 

changed significantly over the recent decades. Despite the fact that currently 95% of 

China’s food consumption is produced by local farmers, the country is coming near the 

critical ‘red line’ to sustain its own food security
67

: 120 million hectares (ha) of arable 

land is now being cultivated, but it remains questionable if Chinese farmers can keep up 

with the rising pressure on food resources. Therefore some authors claim China is using 

its ‘go global’-policies to support SOEs to invest in African arable lands as to provide 

extra food security for the PRC (often referred to as ‘land grabs’). This chapter examines 

the macro-characteristics of Chinese engagement in Africa’s agriculture from 2000 

onwards. It analyses the public perception on this subject through investigating media 

reports, examines the official policy regarding Sino-African cooperation, and thus offers 

a nuanced contribution to the existing literature.  
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2.1 Chinese Food Security Under Pressure 

A sustained growth in population and economy put a rising pressure on Chinese natural 

resources. As stated in the introduction, the PRC now holds 21% of the world’s 

population while it merely has 8.5% of arable lands and 6.5% of the world’s water 

reserves.
68

  Marks claims “100 million people in South-West China will lose the land 

they live on within 35 years if soil erosion continues” while at the same time the higher 

meat consumption and more luxurious life styles in the growing middle class add more 

pressure on Chinese food supply.
69

  

 Another factor contributing to the rising pressure on China’s food security is the 

strong demographic trend of urbanization in the PRC since Deng Xiaoping’s governance. 

In 1978, at the start of Deng’s reign, more than 82.08% of the total 962 million Chinese 

population lived on the countryside. By 1992 the percentage decreased to 72% of the 

people that still lived in rural areas. Despite the downward trend, the rural populace 

remained a significant high portion of the total population. However, in 2010 the rural 

population constituted only 50.05% of the total Chinese society.
70

 More and more people, 

predominantly the younger generations, migrated from the countryside to the expanding 

cities. 

   This urbanization has been spurred by China’s rapid economic growth since the 

introduction of the socialist market economy in the 1980s. In terms of increase in gross 

domestic product (GDP) China still ranked 11
th

 in 1990, but by 2010 became the second 

largest economy in the world with a growth rate of 10.30%.
71

 Even in 2009, when the 

financial crisis struck the global economy hard, growth was still estimated at 9.20% 

according to government sources. The IMF and World Bank estimated per capita GDP in 

China had increased from USD $60 annually in 1978 to USD $5,400 in 2011.
72

 The 

persistent economic growth indicates the success of the Chinese economic model, but at 

the same time signifies a clear potential threat to Chinese food security due to changing 

diets in the growing middle classes.  
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China relies increasingly on the global food market to meet the food demands of 

its own population, as it became a net importer of food in 2004. For example, 70% of 

China’s soybeans consumption is imported from other countries.
73

 In ‘Who Will Feed 

China: Agribusiness or its own Farmers?’ non-profit organization GRAIN claims the 

rapid increase in Chinese soy imports is even “the most dramatic agricultural 

transformation the world has ever seen”. If Chinese import of food commodities 

continues “millions of people are losing access to water, and local food systems are being 

destroyed to make way for exports. The opening of the next frontiers for agricultural 

commodity production is well under way.”
74

 In an almost apocalyptic description GRAIN 

illustrated the soy-imports from China as being harmful to the lives of millions.  

 In response to the rising food prices in 2007/2008 some authors claimed Western 

countries purchased and leased huge amounts of arable lands in Africa to ensure their 

own food security. Oxfam calculated “in the developing countries as many as 227 million 

ha of land- an area the size of Western Europe- has been sold or leased since 2001” while 

an on-going research by the Land Matrix Partnership, an international NGO, suggested 

“the bulk of these land acquisitions has taken place over the past two years, during 2009-

2010”.
75

 

Naturally, the extensive acquisitions of land for the export of food might affect 

the livelihoods and food security of the people in host countries. Moreover, it is a rightful 

claim that land is a central factor to the construction of a social identity. But, on the other 

hand, this process of ‘land grabbing’ is often ill defined, leading to misinterpretation 

through media coverage. The term ‘land grab’ implies the unlawful appropriation of 

property. In general, current land acquisitions are “formally arranged lease or 

concessionary rights, ranging from 30 to 99 year” while “outsourcing of agricultural 

production by leasing or buying rural land in developing countries”.
76

 To avoid a value 

judgment, and thus oversimplification of reality, it is more legitimate to refer to the 

‘acquisition of land’ instead of a neo-colonialist discourse referring to ‘land grabbing’.  
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2.2 The New Scramble for African resources? A Media Analysis, 2008-2012 

In the case of Chinese agribusiness in Sub-Saharan Africa there are different ideas about 

what motivates China to acquire land in the developing world. In the media there is often 

a tendency to emphasize the negative effects of Chinese investments in the agrarian 

sector of Sub-Saharan Africa. Especially since food prices grew dramatically during 

2007/2008 there is a strong surge of news stories assuming China is on an exploitative 

quest for natural resources through a method of aggressive land acquisitions in Africa.
77

   

Extensive quantitative research on international land deals is still lacking, and 

thus the concept of agribusiness is still little understood in the international community. 

Due to insufficient and unreliable data on Chinese land acquisition in Sub-Saharan Africa, 

media reports are often the only main sources left. In the interest of this study it is 

important to provide a better understanding of the available coverage on this subject with 

the aim to contribute to a more balanced debate. Through an inquiry of fifty-six articles 

from fifty different global newspapers a pattern is exposed in the media coverage on 

Chinese land acquisitions in Sub-Saharan Africa between 2008 and 2012.  

The beginning of 2008, when food prices were at their height, forms the starting 

point of this media-analysis. However, already in 2005 and 2006 media were suspicious 

towards Chinese agribusiness in Sub-Saharan Africa, which was often seen as an 

exploitation of natural resources. For example, Princeton Lyman concluded in front of the 

US-China Committee “China’s principal interest in the continent is access to natural 

resources (…) and is indifferent to political controversy”
78

. In a second example Esther 

Pan, editor of the New York Times, asserted that “China is very deeply engaged in 

exploiting Africa’s oil resources (…) to actively trying to diversify its supply lines after 

9/11 and unrest in the Middle East”.
79

 Johannesburg-based ‘IRIN-News’ even claimed 

the Chinese were “engaged in a scramble for African resources to feed the roaring 
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economy”.
80

 In this period the incentives for China’s relation with Africa were mainly 

seen as a new way of exploiting natural resources from underdeveloped countries.  

Between 2008 and 2012 media-reports on Chinese land deals in Sub-Saharan 

Africa gradually changed from a critical to a more optimistic perspective (see figure 8). 

Fifty-six articles were carefully selected through examination of various global 

newspapers. These papers directly referred to Chinese land-deals in Sub-Saharan Africa 

and can be distinguished by four ‘gradations of approval’: first there are Sino-sceptical 

reports, claiming Chinese presence in Sub-Saharan Africa is a neo-colonialist approach. 

Secondly, Sino-critical authors directly ascribe the underdevelopment of Africa to the 

exploitation by China on the continent.  The third and fourth variables concentrate on 

more positive perspectives: Sino-pragmatists see engagement in Africa merely through a 

cost-and benefits consideration. In the view of these reports, Chinese entrepreneurs might 

contribute to the local economy, despite the fact that they are only motivated by profits. 

Lastly Sino-optimists encourage the presence of Chinese agribusinesses on the continent 

as it contributes to the food security of African countries, thus generates employment for 

local workers.  

As figure 8 in the appendix illustrates, sceptic and critical reports decreased over 

time while more positive media attention grew. At the same time the amount of reports 

on Chinese land acquisitions in Africa varied greatly. For example, of the 56 articles 

under consideration more than half of the total coverage was written in 2008 (27%) and 

2009 (41%). The content of these news stories reveals a general mistrust of the Chinese 

intentions in Sub-Saharan Africa. The following section briefly evaluates and 

deconstructs the content of the media’s discourse on Chinese land deals.   

In 2008, at the height of the food-price crisis, the media’s attention centred on the 

potential motivation for China’s rising profile on the African continent. Factors 

contributing to more investments in land were reflected with great suspicion. Thus, some 

reports emphasized that the Chinese government was pragmatically supporting 
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companies “develop agriculture production abroad to guarantee domestic food 

security”.
81

  

It has led some Sino-sceptics to interpret this development in a neo-colonialist 

framework. The most prominent example is an often-cited quote in the Financial Times 

by Jacques Diouf, director-general of the Food and Agriculture Organisation: “China 

plans to lease vast tracts in Africa (…) to grow crops and ship them back to their markets 

(…) there is a risk of creating a neo-colonial pact for the provision of non-value added 

raw materials in the producing countries and unacceptable work conditions for 

agricultural workers”
82

. In similar words, ‘the Guardian’ warned, “rising food prices have 

already set off a second “scramble for Africa”.
83

 Chinese officials emphatically denied 

these claims of a preconceived (neo-colonialist) plan to ensure China’s food security, 

underscoring the country is “fully capable of ensuring its own food security”
84

. 

Neo-colonialist accusations, by a mainly Sino-sceptic Western media, persisted 

during 2009: “a new form of agrarian colonialism (…) land grabs in Africa by China 

serve to guarantee their own national food security. This is a case that recalls the worst 

colonial land grabs in Africa” 
85

 some authors describe these ‘behind-the-scenes 

transactions’ even as “another season of rape and exploitation”.
86

 It is not surprising that 

Chinese land-deals in Africa evoke a great fear for neo-colonialism, but by publishing 

indiscriminate statements some media contributed to a general feeling of mistrust towards 

Chinese agribusiness in Africa. 

According to some Sino-critical journalists, Chinese neo-colonialism in Sub-

Saharan Africa differs from other forms of colonialism because “countries are readily 

allowing themselves to be conquered”
87

 while “the elite of Africa – a combination of 

soldiers, thugs and opportunist politicians – strengthen their own power base (…) and 
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take decisions today that will have major repercussions for the livelihoods and food 

security of many to come”.
88

  

At the same time, mostly through Asian newspapers, some editors start to 

question this “harsh reputation” of the Chinese in the (Western) media. Sino-optimists 

emphasize the “potential to significantly change agriculture on the continent”
 89

. Chinese 

engagement in African agriculture could alter production and thereby assist to increase 

food security in Sub-Saharan Africa, in other words “it could help improve African 

farming”.
90

 An illustration of this is an agro-project in Zimbabwe financed by the 

province of Hubei, where Chinese entrepreneurs “contract farmers and later buy their 

produce and so assist in developing vital infrastructure in the institutions by funding 

farming operations”
91

  

But despite an increase of positive coverage strong critique on Sino-African 

agribusiness remained, even from high government officials. For example, Germany’s 

African Policy coordinator, Gunter Nooke, blamed “China’s practice of buying up land in 

the Horn of Africa for contributing to the devastating drought ravaging the region. In the 

case of Ethiopia there is suspicion that the large-scale land purchases by foreign 

companies, or states such as China are very attractive for small African elite”
92

. In 

response to Nooke’s accusation Yap claimed, in the Wall Street Journal,  that “when it 

comes to famine in Africa, China seems an easy target for critics”
93

. More and more 

media coverage focused on a reflective analysis of the growing Chinese presence in Sub-

Saharan Africa, instead of unsubstantiated accusations of Sino neo-colonialism on the 

continent.  

There are four tentative conclusions to be drawn from an assessment of the 

media-coverage on Chinese land acquisitions in Sub-Saharan Africa, between 2008 and 

2012. Firstly, the media covering this theme can be divided in four content-perspectives: 

critics, sceptics, pragmatics and optimists. It is striking to note that each approach is, in 

generalising terms, geographically determined. There are of course exceptions, but as 
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Western media and local African coverage were mainly most sceptic or critical  towards 

Chinese agribusiness in Africa, Asian newspapers mostly projected a more optimist/ 

pragmatic  image of Sino-African engagement. This is of course a logical inference as 

media in China are more inclined to associate themselves with the official Chinese 

government policy than Western or African newspapers. 

Secondly, the transforming nature of content, from a negative tendency 

(2008/2009) towards a more positive perspective (late 2011-current) on Chinese 

involvement in Africa, is strongly related to the changing historical context. In 2008 food 

prices were rising dramatically, and had never been this high since the crisis during the 

1970s (see figure 9.1).
94

 For example, at the height of the crisis, during the summer of 

2008, the price of rice had increased a four-fold compared to 2003 (see figure 9.2). The 

severity and intensity of the food price-crisis led to many critical reports about Chinese 

agribusiness in Africa and the West. After the ‘price bubble’ suddenly receded, the 

amount of critical articles on Sino-African land-deals gradually decreased.
95

  

China’s expanding relation with Sub-Saharan Africa created a discourse of how to 

define this relation. The media have criticized nearly every aspect of Chinese activities on 

the continent. However, the scepticism of expanding Chinese influence on the African 

continent, reflected in the media coverage, is not a new phenomenon. For example, in 

1967, Wall Street Journal published an article with the title “Red Guard Line Chugging 

into Africa” by R. Vicker. The author created a crude notion of “Chinese penetration” 

and “the prospects of hundreds and perhaps thousands of Red Guards descending upon an 

already troubled Africa is a chilling one for the West”
96

 In the same fashion, ‘The 

Moscow Radio’ proclaimed “the main purpose of Chinese credits is to ensure the 

widening of exports of Chinese goods to the Asian and African markets”
97

  

But accusations against the Soviets and the West were naturally also found in 

Chinese media as the following two excerpt of 1967 illustrate: “the Soviets moved the 

plant to Africa for its own production, utilizing cheap African material and labour (…) Is 

                                                 
94

 M. Kugelman and S.L. Levenstein, Land Grab? The Race for the World’s Farmland (Washington, 

Woodrow Wilson International Center for Scholars, 2009) 
95

 Ibid 
96

 R. Vicker, “Red Guard Line Chugging into Africa”, Wall Street Journal, 29.09.1967 
97 Hutchinson, China’s African Revolution, 210 

 



 29 

this ‘aid’ or ‘plunder’?” at the same time “US imperialism is stepping up its political 

enslavement and economic plunder of the peoples of Africa under the cloak of ‘aid’ (…) 

it’s a neo-colonialist policy”.
98

 

Lastly, and most importantly, the media do not offer substantial and irrefutable 

evidence of either Chinese development or exploitation in African agriculture.
99

 There is 

a striking discrepancy between what China was doing in Africa and what critics said it 

was doing.  It is central to this research to deconstruct the waves of misinformation that 

led to hasty conclusions, and ultimately created an image of the “new Yellow Peril”.  

The Land Matrix Partnership provides one of the most extensive databases on 

international land-based deals. Officially it “facilitates the collection and representation 

of data on land acquisition”
100

, but in reality it often presents “zombie projects” that were 

never implemented.
101

 Consequently it contributes to the existing myth of China as the 

biggest exploiter of African land resources. For example, Land Matrix claims China has 

irrigated 100,000 ha for a rice project in Mali.
102

 But the company involved, named 

Malibya, is a Libyan investment project and has only awarded “the contract for 

constructing the irrigation canals in the region to a Chinese company, CGC”.
103

 Despite 

the fact that Land Matrix still accounts this amount to Chinese ‘land grabbing’, the 

Chinese CGC is merely indirectly engaged in the construction of a Libyan land deal of 

100,000 ha in Mali and not in the land acquisition itself.  

A similar example of misinformation through the Land Matrix Partnership is the 

investment in bio-energy by ABSA Biofuels (a branch of a large financial service group). 

Firstly, the investment-project was supposed to be 30,200 ha in Ethiopia, but was never 

finalised, instead stranded already in the “pre-implementation phase”.
104

 Moreover, like 
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in the example of Malibya, ABSA is not a Chinese enterprise but a joint South-African 

Sino-Ethiopian financial group formed in 1991 and based in South-Africa.
105

 

In sum, media reports on China’s expanding role in Sub-Saharan Africa often 

downplay a nuanced coverage. Despite a gradual moderation in tone after the food-price 

hike of 2008, Chinese land deals in Sub-Saharan Africa remained critically assessed 

(most notably) by Western media. It is highly questionable whether Sino-critics are right 

in their assumption of a ‘new Scramble for African Resources’, as substantial evidence is 

lacking.  In response to the critical posture by most media, some scientists claim that the 

aspects that distinguish the Chinese model, “seem a lesser evil than the West in terms of 

support for Africa’s development and respect”.
106

 The question remains in how far the 

critics are right in suspecting major Chinese land-deals that created under development in 

Sub-Saharan Africa? How can we define the ‘Chinese agribusiness’-model in this region?  

 

2.3 China’s Complex Drivers in African Agribusiness 

As indicated before, data on land acquisition in Africa is limited in reliability and scarce. 

However, a general picture emerges of an increasing allocation of land through offshore 

investments. The specific amount of these land acquisitions is highly debatable, as they 

are often ‘behind the scenes’ business deals between a diffuse network of partners (of 

both private, semi-private and government actors). Therefore the result of extensive 

quantitative research on ‘land grabbing’ leads to various outcomes on the details of these 

deals. For example the Land Matrix Partnership estimated in 2012 that over the past 

decade investors had acquired 83,2 million ha of land mainly in Sub-Saharan Africa. This 

included 86 Chinese investment projects that covered over 9 million hectares of land in 

Africa (just over the size of the Benelux).
107

 The International Institute for Sustainable 

Development (IISD) confirmed 55 Chinese overseas land projects that covered an 

estimated 4,9 million hectares.
108

 Another projection, in 2010,  by the World Bank 

claimed a total of 46 million ha of land acquisitions in 2009 alone, of which 32 million 
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hectares were in Sub-Saharan Africa.
109

 Lastly, as explained in the first chapter, Oxfam 

offered the most exorbitant estimate of 227 million hectares of total land acquisitions in 

developing countries, 70% on the African continent.  All these different estimates are 

indicative for the rise of overseas investment in agriculture, but they do not confirm the 

actual significance of Chinese agribusiness in Sub-Saharan Africa. Furthermore it 

remains unclear what the actual drives are for Sino-African land deals. 

In the existing literature there are three important motivations for Chinese 

investors to acquire overseas land (often in Sub-Saharan Africa). Firstly food insecure 

states “are shopping for land elsewhere to produce their own food”.
110

 Since the food 

price crisis of 2008 these states became aware of the extreme fluctuation in primary 

commodity pricing and thus seek to decrease dependence on the global market for their 

own food security. It changed the assumption that the global market, since the 1970s, 

would continue to experience decreasing prices in food commodities.
111

  

There is a common perception that Beijing is directly supporting its enterprises to 

purchase land abroad and thus ensuring its own food security. But despite the fact that the 

country is approaching the ‘red line’ of 120 million ha, there is currently no official 

policy to acquire land abroad. For example, in 2008 the National Development and 

Reform Commission, a state institute responsible for drafting the five-year plan, 

implemented a renewed food security strategy for the coming 20 years. In this document 

it is explicitly stated that land acquisitions were not a part of the food security-strategy. 

However, still others claim China is unofficially involved in a strategy of long-term 

hedging through land acquisitions.
112

  

A second motivational factor behind land deals is the production of bio-fuels.
113

  

Driven by high energy prices countries are looking for alternative sources, such as energy 

resources derived from carbon fixation. An example of this is the usage of vegetable oils 

(like soybeans) for the refinery of biodiesel. Due to oil-price hikes and economic 
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hardship the global production of bio-fuels increased with 17% in 2010 to “an all-time 

high of 105 billion liters”.
114

 The growing prominence of bio-fuels is illustrated by an 

example from the Chinese aviation sector; the country is “expected to use 12 million 

metric tons of aviation bio-fuels by 2020, accounting for 30% of the country’s total use of 

jet fuel”, according to Li Jian, the deputy director of the Civil Aviation Administration of 

China.
115

 Bio-fuels might become an important trade commodity for Sino-African 

agribusiness, but these predictions remain predominantly speculative. Therefore they are 

only marginally examined in this research. 

The third, and most important drive for land acquisition is the expected financial 

benefits and security out of agribusiness. Investments in land are more and more 

considered to be stabile long-term assets with high profit ratings and low risks in the 

volatile financial system. In other words, the current financial crisis has, in combination 

with the food price-crisis, “turned agricultural land into a new strategic asset”.
116

 

Moreover, these two crises demonstrated the unpredictability of agricultural food prices. 

Because of the growing distrust in the global market, and volatility of agricultural prices, 

producing your own food abroad became an increasingly attractive option.  

Vertical integration of ownership allows the producer to directly export its 

products to its own country. Furthermore the notion grew that if food-importing 

entrepreneurs purchased directly from producers 18 to 24% of the profit could be 

saved.
117

 These financial considerations in an insecure market prominently directed a 

growing trend of land acquisitions. In times of financial crisis or resource-scarcity this 

vertical ownership can sustain a growing demand for resources. By doing this, a country 

becomes both less dependent on the global market, and provides in good business 

opportunities. 

As indicated in the first chapter, from the 1950s/1960s onwards Chinese 

engagement in African agriculture shifted from the socialist plantation model to a 
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‘amicable capitalist’ contractual relationship with local agri-suppliers.
118

 Resulting from 

growing incomes, in combination with changing diets, food demands significantly 

changed and grew rapidly in China. In this way investment in agriculture ultimately 

became an increasingly profitable option for entrepreneurs, with expectations of growing 

return as high as +25%.
119

 The process of commercialization in Sino-African engagement 

indicates a growing importance of China’s trade-driven ambitions in Africa.  

In the case of China the drivers for overseas agricultural investments are complex 

and multifaceted. Despite the fact that there is no official government policy concerning 

food insecurity, the potential risks of growing demand and stagnant agricultural 

production due to urbanization are most likely high on the political agenda in Beijing. 

Although Chinese overseas investments in agriculture were small, in 2007 it consisted of 

only USD $272 million (just over 1% of the total in that year), this trend is growing.
120

 In 

the opinion of the author there is another important drive for Chinese involvement in 

Africa, which is neglected in the current literature. Besides food security, energy security 

and financial incentives China’s rapid expanding economy becomes more intertwined 

with its international image. Through the promotion of China’s ‘soft power’ it cautiously 

attempts to become recognized as a ‘responsible power’. One of the best examples to 

illustrate this process is the rapid increase of Chinese UN-peacekeepers. 

 

2.4 A ‘Responsible Power’ in the making: Soft Power and Peacekeeping 

As suggested in the media-analysis, some authors claim that resources are the most 

important impetus for Chinese investments in Africa. According to Vines, China is the 

world’s second largest importer of oil and 28% of its import comes from Sudan, Angola, 

Congo and Nigeria.
 121

 According to many Sino-critics the growing Chinese presence in 

Africa is a reflection of its expanding economy which depends on the exploitation of 

resources (mainly oil and precious metals ). Because of the instability in other oil-

producing regions (most notably the Middle East) Africa becomes an attractive 

alternative trading partner to meet China’s growing resource demands.  
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The argumentation of Sino-critics that resource-exploitation is central to Chinese 

presence in Africa is erroneous for two reasons: firstly, most African countries are 

anything but a ‘stable alternative’ to traditional oil-producing regions as the current crises 

in resource rich regions of Eastern-Congo and Southern-Sudan demonstrates. Secondly, 

while it is true that Africa has many countries with big reserves of natural resources, 

China has a long history of trade relations including African nations that neither have oil 

nor any other critical mineral.
122

 Thus China invests in sectors and countries without a 

direct relevance to China’s economic necessities. An example of this is the intensive 

trade relation with Ethiopia, which lacks critical resources but is still one of the major 

recipients of Chinese investments.
123

  

 Hitherto China has financed the construction of infrastructure in 35 African 

countries, mostly investing in oil-rich countries like Nigeria, Angola and Sudan but also 

in resource-lacking areas as Ethiopia. According to Sino-optimists building infrastructure 

“offers an important development opportunity for the region”
124

. These authors 

emphasize the significance of Chinese economic assistance for the region in terms of 

mobility and economic development through the construction of important infrastructural 

networks. According to Foster (et al) China is a “small player in the petroleum sector” 

but nevertheless expanded its expenditure on African infrastructural development. In the 

period of 2001-2003, Beijing financed a total of USD $1 billion in Africa’s infrastructure 

while in 2006 (often dubbed China’s ‘Year of Africa’) this amount increased to over 

USD $7 billion.
125

   

 On the other hand, Sino-critics and sceptics see China’s contribution to African 

infrastructure merely as an instrument of its resource-diplomacy. “From 2004, a total of 

USD $4,5 billion loan was disbursed providing Angola with the reconstruction of the 

vital infrastructure, whilst guaranteeing a minimum daily supply of oil to China’s 

national oil corporation Sinopec”.
126

 In this way, China attempts to secure its oil-supplies 

through large infrastructure-projects in Africa, paid for by her large foreign reserves. This 
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quid pro quo-argumentation, often cited as the ‘Angola-model’, is a recurring theme in 

the critical literature. It underscores the underlying motivation for the disbursement of 

large amounts of Yuan-loans and considers the investments in infrastructure as a proof of 

China’s self-interest in Africa. In other words, “China is a colonial power in the making, 

in the mold of former colonial powers”.
127

 The similarities between the Angola-model 

and Sino-Japanese economic relations of the late 1970s (see chapter 1) are striking. 

While there is credibility in both the critical and optimist stances, the debate’s 

focus is too narrow-minded and simplistic. Resources are certainly not the only key factor 

to explain growing Chinese interests on the African continent.
128

 Therefore it is important 

to nuance the existing imaging, and thus to provide a broader explanation that combines 

Chinese overall economic pursuits with the increasing diplomatic relevance which 

focuses on China’s changing global position.  

Hairong correctly argues that “China is now a trade-driven industrial power 

integrated into the world system”
129

, but it remains nevertheless an insufficient 

explanation for its growing interest in Africa. Through development aid and the exertion 

of soft power, China is able to sustain its image as champion of the Third World.
130

 Soft 

power, as defined and introduced by Joseph Nye, is “the ability to get what you want 

through attraction rather than through coercion (…) which could be developed through 

relations with allies, economic assistance, and cultural exchanges”, in turn this would 

result “in a more favourable public opinion and credibility abroad”.
131

 An example of 

China’s soft power in Sub-Saharan Africa are the 21 Sino-learning centres of  the 

Confucius Institutes which “aim to promote Chinese language and culture (…) and have 

become a platform for cultural exchanges”.
132

 Despite local differences and different 

perspectives, extensive survey data suggest that, in general, Africans view China as a 

positive influence on the continent.
133

 While the main source for China’s soft power in 
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Africa is its growing economic engagement, the PRC’s political ambitions should not be 

underestimated.  

 Although China is traditionally a staunch opponent of international interference in 

internal affairs, the country is not a passive actor on the African continent. An example of 

this was the indirect interference of China during the 2006-presidential elections in 

Zambia. After opposition leader Michael Sata strongly campaigned against Chinese 

businesses in the country, the Chinese ambassador in Lusaka threatened to stop all 

investments if Sata would become the new president. Finally, the current president would 

be re-elected, and thus the Sino-Zambian relation kept the status quo, but it did illustrate 

a more active attitude when Chinese interests were potentially harmed.
134

  

While China is certainly not a “messenger of peace” in Africa, its contributions to 

peacekeeping operations endorse the shift in China’s global position. Two official 

documents by the Chinese government explicitly stated the aim of expanding its 

contribution to peace operations through the United Nations (UN). First, in 2006 the 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the PRC established its long-term strategy in Africa 

through its China’s African Policy (often referred as ‘the White Papers’). It included the 

continuous “support and participation in UN-peacekeeping operations in Africa” on the 

basis of the traditional principles of ‘equality’, ‘mutual benefit’, ‘common development’ 

and ‘One-China policy’ while emphasizing a “strengthened cooperation with Africa in 

the UN and other multilateral systems”.
135

 This official stance was frequently repeated,  

most notably in the Beijing Action Plan of the 5
th

 Ministerial Conference of the Forum on   

China-Africa Cooperation (FOCAC) during July 2012. China will launch the “initiative 

on China-Africa Cooperative Partnership for Peace and Security” and thus “provide 

financial and technical support to the African Union for its peace-support operations (…) 

and take an active part in the peace keeping missions of the United Nations in Africa”.
136

     

 Despite its initial resentment of UN peace-missions, by the early 1980s Deng 

Xiaoping led a significant change in foreign policy prioritising peaceful relations with the 
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Western world.
137

 This led to China’s accession in the World Bank, the IMF and a 

limited supportive stance on UN-peacekeeping. Gradually the PRC began to have a more 

active attitude in UN peacekeeping, with a major breakthrough in 1992 when the country 

contributed 401 troops for a state-building mission of the UN Transitional Authority in 

Cambodia (UNTAC).
138

 Accordingly, the traditional principle of non-interference 

became subordinate to a pragmatic case-by-case calculation in China’s foreign policy.  

 Figure 10 of the appendix illustrates the rapid increase of Chinese contributions to 

UN-peacekeeping personnel over the past decade. At the end of 1992 there were only 5 

Chinese peacekeepers, while in 2002 this amount had risen to 123 (of which 69 were civil 

police, 52 military observers and only 2 troop contributions). By November 2012 Chinese 

contributions to UN-peacekeeping had increased a fifteen-fold over the past decade. 

There are now in total 1,931 Chinese peacekeepers. Moreover the type of missions 

changed as well: while in 2002, only 1,62% of the Chinese peacekeeping force were 

troops, by 2012 the amount of soldiers had increased to 93% of the PRC’s total 

contribution to UN peace-missions.
139

 But despite its significance in personnel-

contribution (China now ranks 14
th

 of all UN members) its financial grants to the UN 

remain marginal compared to other beneficiaries. For example, of the total UN 

peacekeeping budget the United States contribute nearly 26%, the U.K. and France 

around 7.5%, and China only 1,5%.
140

 

 The exact motivations for China to participate in a UN-peace operation are 

complex to determine. Some authors argue that its intention is mainly to promote 

economic investments abroad (especially natural resources).
141

 This view is too simplistic, 

as it is more accurate to argue that “economic investment comes before intervention”
142
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rather than the other way around. Moreover, China is involved in UN peacekeeping 

missions in countries without any economic relevance (for example, Cote d’Ivoire, 

Liberia, Ethiopia or Eritrea).
143

  It is certain that through a growing support for UN-

peacekeeping operations China is “now starting to settle into the role of being a great 

power”.
144

 This has great implications for China’s engagement in Sub-Saharan Africa 

including its economic policies. Participation in peacekeeping operations is a relatively 

inexpensive way to demonstrate that China is committed to uphold international peace in 

a responsible way.  

 The norm of respecting human rights is a key concept in the international 

community. On the one hand China’s contribution to global human rights, through active 

participation in the UN, serves a better global image (and thus improves economic 

relations)
145

, but on the other hand, from a critical perspective, “peace support operations 

serve (…) to doctor the dysfunctions of the global political economy within a framework 

of liberal imperialism"
146

. The expansion and protection of this liberal framework seems 

to be in contrast to Chinese interests. How can we reconcile this paradox? According to 

some authors, China is indifferent to exporting the liberal model and acts primarily in a 

pragmatic manner.
147

 

Suzuki offers an interesting alternative argument, claiming that the PRC 

participates in UN peacekeeping operations because it wants to cultivate the image of a 

responsible great power longing to become accepted by the “legitimate great powers” (for 

example the United States). He labels this process ‘recognition games’ by ‘frustrated 

great powers’ dissatisfied with their current status in the international community.
148

 A 

positive image as a ‘responsible power’ can directly counter the existing perception that 

the rise of China leads to an obstacle for Western development. 
149
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 In sum, for a better understanding of China’s agribusiness on the African 

continent, one must fully grasp the complex incentives of Chinese engagement in Sub-

Saharan Africa. It is too simplistic to claim that the country is merely interested in 

resource-extraction from Africa because, as an emerging global power, China has to 

respond to the international environment. Despite its seemingly positive intentions, 

China’s African policies are most likely a response to an international environment often 

considered inimical to Chinese interests. A third of all UN seats is occupied by African 

nations, and is therefore important for Beijing in “helping to balance its relations with the 

United States and other Western powers”.
150

 Thus, by strengthening its relations with 

African nations China can consolidate its international global status. But can the People’s 

Republic of China, in its economic engagement with African countries, be regarded as 

one ‘unity’? Does the emerging economy operate as a “tenuous hold of China Inc.”?
151

  

 

2.5 China Inc.: Actors in Sino-Africa Agribusiness 

Besides the various motivations to get involved in Africa, discussed in the previous 

section, there is a complex network of Chinese actors that operate in Sino-African trade. 

In this part the actor-network of Chinese agribusiness will be examined and 

deconstructed.  

 There are different types of government-involvement regarding offshore land 

deals. The acquisition of land directly done by central government institutions is 

extremely rare (as in the case of China). Instead, countries with extensive trade surpluses 

sometimes operate through sovereign wealth funds (SWF). These funds, directed by the 

central government, hold assets to achieve their financial interests thus invest in new 

foreign capital. Two examples are the China Investment Corporation (with an estimated 

capital of USD $347,1 billion) and SAFE Investment Company (USD $332,4 billion). 

However, between 2003 and 2005 more than 80% of Chinese FDI outflows (including 

the acquisition of land) were accounted for by non-SWF equity shares mainly state-

owned enterprises.
152
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 Figure 11 of the appendix demonstrates the complex actor-network in the current 

economic relation between China and Africa. There are three powerful bureaucratic 

central government agencies in Beijing that exert control over the state-owned enterprises. 

The State-owned Assets Supervision and Administration Commission (SASAC) is the 

owner of the SOE or it maintains the majority-share. This institute has a strong economic 

objective, which is based on a directive to maximize the profits from its allocated 

enterprises (even when it harms diplomacy).
153

 The second powerful agency is the 

Ministry of Commerce (MoC) which holds commercial objectives but in a political 

framework. It concentrates on the economic regulations, coordinates the concessional 

loans and supports Chinese companies that seek offshore business opportunities. In 

contrast, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MoFA) is deeply involved in foreign policy-

making en therefore persists to a more political directive. Together with MoC this 

ministry drafts the annual aid budget, but then with a political-strategic approach.
154

 In 

short, the most important central bureaucracies in Beijing overlap, have different aims 

and sometimes even contradict each other in their objectives (commercial versus political)  

 The division on a central level is further increased by a decentralisation of 

China’s foreign policies and offshore investments on the local level.
155

 Next to the 

national state-owned agribusinesses, which have direct links to the central government 

(for example the China State Farm Agribusiness Corporation), provincial state-owned 

companies operate in accordance with local policies. These provincial enterprises feel 

less restricted by the central state-politics as they operate on a local level, and are 

generally more commercially oriented.
156

 The remaining (semi-) privatized small and 

medium-sized companies operate largely uncontrolled from the central government, and 

thus function as an important “engine for Africa’s economic growth”.
157

 

 But even as these companies and enterprises act on a relative autonomous basis, 

the government still provides a regulatory framework that influences offshore 

investments through her policies and institutions. Two important financial institutions, 

that provide credit for Sino-African agribusiness, are the Export-Import Bank (ExIm) and 
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the China-Africa Development Fund (CADF) (financed through the China-Development 

Bank, CDB).The ExIm-Bank is established under the direct supervision of the State 

Council in 1994. Its task is to promote foreign investment, through the provision of 

export credits and international guarantees for offshore investments.
158

 Thus “facilitate 

export and import (…) and assist Chinese companies with comparative advantages in 

their offshore contracts projects and outbound investment”.
159

    

 The outspoken president of the Export-Import Bank, Liu Ruogu, strongly 

advocates for Chinese investments in the African agro-sector. In the introduction of the 

bank’s annual report he claimed that the “ExIm Bank actively supports China’s leading 

agribusinesses”.
160

 To a crowd of displaced Chinese farmers, who were forced to leave 

their land as part of a planned urbanization around the city of Chongqing, Ruogu offered 

“capital investment, project development and product-selling channels” to help set up 

new Sino-agribusinesses in Africa.
161

 In a later comment he added that “there is no harm 

in allowing farmers to leave the country to become farm owners”
162

  

 The second financial institution that is involved in Sino-African agricultural trade 

and aid relations is the Development Bank of China, that operates the China-Africa 

Development Fund (CADF). This equity fund, at the time worth USD $1 billion, was 

established after the Forum on China-Africa Cooperation (FOCAC) in 2006. Its main 

objective was to facilitate Chinese companies to invest in any profitable project in Africa, 

and consequently accelerate Sino-African trade cooperation.
163

 In some Western media 

reports, however, this fund was seen as a proof of Chinese agro-imperialism in Africa. 

For example, both the Economist and non-profit organization GRAIN reported that the 

fund wanted to invest USD $5 billion in African land deals.
164

 But their main source was 

based on one article in a local Liberian newspaper
165

, and so because cross-checking is 
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impossible, the reliability of both reports may be questioned. At the start the equity fund 

was set up with a capital of USD $1 billion which, according to Hu Jintao “eventually 

will reach to USD $5 billion”.
166

  

Official sources confirm that in the period between 2007-2009 the CADF had 

planned merely USD $500 million in 27 projects (not only in agriculture!).
167

 By the end 

of 2011 CDB had signed special loans contracts worth USD $320 million and was 

committed to USD $617 in various projects.
168

 At the same time the target industries 

consist not only of agricultural enterprises but also manufacturing industries “which are 

crucial to economic recovery and development of African countries”
169

 In short, the 

media reports by the Economist and GRAIN reflected a fear of Chinese engagement on 

the African continent. The aim and scope of the CADF were exaggerated in the media, as 

the fund was not directed merely towards land acquisitions in Africa and, at the start, 

only had a small capital.  

There is a wide variety of Chinese state, semi-state and private actors that are 

active in African agribusiness. But as the barrier between ‘state’ and ‘private’ becomes 

increasingly blurry, a growing set of contradictions arises. The ideological goals pursued 

by the state often contradict the overall commercial interests of Chinese companies and 

businesses. Despite its firm control on policy-making and regulations in the economy, the 

Chinese state does not act as one entity in the field of agribusiness. Therefore it is very 

difficult to assess the exact state’s ownership and influence on Sino-African agribusiness. 

This is partly due to the overall lack of reliable and verifiable sources on this subject. 

Nevertheless, official documents, as well as media reports, confirm that the phenomenon 

of agribusiness is “massive and growing”.
170
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2.6 Go Global! 

Overseas land acquisitions by China are, according to Hofman and Ho, a form of 

‘developmental outsourcing’.
171

 This means that the Chinese state plays a central role in 

the regulation and planning of the offshore land investments on the African continent. As 

demonstrated in the previous section the seemingly ‘central’ role of the state is in reality 

highly fragmented. Nevertheless, every overseas investment by Chinese (private) firms 

needs the approval of the government. Through regulations and policies the state can 

stimulate or discourage Chinese businesses to operate in Africa. Examples of this are the 

“going global” policies, whereby the Chinese government encouraged corporations to 

invest in agribusiness.  

 As a result of a growing trade surplus and “the perceived need to secure key 

natural resources and technologies through ownership”
172

 Beijing started to encourage its 

state-owned enterprises to “go global” from the late 1990s / early 2000 onwards. These 

policies were intended to remove restrictive barriers, and thus improve overseas 

investments. The first referencing to this globalization-process was issued in 1999, and 

encouraged enterprises to “engage in processing and assembly operations outside 

China”
173

, but this guideline was not yet part of a wider policy. During the development 

of the 10
th

 Five Year Plan, the state formally adopted the go-global strategy as an official 

directive: article 12 stated that companies should “implement the go-global strategy, and 

strive to achieve new breakthroughs using domestic and foreign resources and 

markets”.
174

 Hereafter the policy became part of the annual development plans that was 

passed through the People’s Congress. 

The most concrete example of  China’s go-global-policies, with great implications 

for Sino-African agribusiness, was the implementation of the Outward Investment Sector 

Direction Policy in 2006, which determined to which sectors government support would 

go (e.g. in the form of tax exemptions, preferential credits, state subsidies and even the 
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reimbursement of pre-investment expenses like legal consulting services). Sectors in 

which outward investment was encouraged were defined as those which “can obtain 

resources or raw materials that are lacking in China and which the development of the 

national economy urgently required, like agriculture, manufacturing and services”.
175

 

 Due to the constructive state-policies overseas land-based investments in Africa 

grew, most notably from 2000 until the outbreak of the financial crisis in 2007. As figure 

12 illustrates, the pre-2000 Chinese land investments were almost absent. Hereafter land 

deals rapidly increased although, compared to other regions, investments in Africa were 

still fairly small.
176

 In more recent times, Chinese companies announced major overseas 

investments in agriculture, but there is a clear “shift towards less volatile and mature 

markets in industrialized and emerging economies” like Brazil and Argentina, instead of 

Sub-Saharan Africa.
177

 Despite the public perception, China is not among the most 

significant agricultural land investors, certainly not on the African continent.  

 Sino-African land acquisitions have often been the centre of attention in 

discussions, claiming that China is “one of the biggest land-grabbers on the continent”. 

However, the few macro-economic statistics contradict this Sino-critical discourse. 

Agricultural imports from Africa currently only account for 4% of the total Chinese 

imports.
178

 An extensive examination by the UN-financed Food and Agriculture 

Organization (FAO) on the annual growth in food trade between 2006 and 2010 indicates 

a sharp decline in both production and trade of food commodities (figure 13). 

The current total value of imported food products is relatively insignificant when 

compared to the total of imported primary commodities (see figure 14). During the 1980s 

and 1990s import of food still contributed to almost half of the total import of primary 

goods, but this level dropped to 13.04% by 2000 and even to 7.55% in 2010.
179

 However, 

the total amount of imported primary goods (incl. food, raw materials and mineral fuels) 

had increased almost by a ten-fold between 2000 and 2010. Despite the growing demand 
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of China’s emerging middle class, combined with the urbanization-process, the import of 

food remains relatively small as the country still produces nearly 95% of its own food 

consumption.
180

 China is now the biggest importer of vegetable oil, oilseeds and 

soybeans, but it remains self-sufficient in her primary staples such as rice and wheat. At 

this moment there is no direct threat to China’s food security, although its certain that the 

country needs to address the middle class’ increasing demand for luxurious goods and 

food commodities.  

Chinese imports of agricultural goods from Sub-Saharan Africa were hardly 

significant, for example in 2008 it was merely valued around USD$900 million (1.7% of 

China’s total agricultural imports).
181

 Although Africa has often been the focus of media 

attention, especially when it comes to land acquisitions, in terms of statistics its relevance 

to Chinese trade has been modest. The Ministry of Commerce confirmed that during the 

first three months of 2009, based on export-import numbers, trading between the PRC 

and SSA declined by 34,2% (Chinese imports from Africa declining even by 59.3%).
182

 

In 2010 Chinese global import amounted almost USD $140 billion, of which exports 

from Sub-Saharan Africa (excluding Egypt, Morocco, Algeria, Libya, Tunisia, 

Mauritania, Mauritius and the Seychelles) to China accounted for only 2.77% of the 

total.
183

 The only import commodities from Africa of any significance were soybean, iron 

ore and crude oil. But it remains questionable what influence the marginality of Sino-

African import/export has on Chinese foreign direct investments in SSA, specifically in 

agriculture.  

 

2.7 Foreign Direct Investments and Aid – The Chinese Model 

According to the IMF foreign direct investments are “made by a resident entity in one 

economy (direct investor) with the objective of obtaining a lasting interest in an entity 

resident in an economy other than that of the investor (direct investment enterprise)”.
184

 

In 2011, the FDI inflows to Africa (incl. North-Africa) were only 43 billion dollars, and 
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indicated a small attractiveness for foreign investment to the continent. It is striking that 

the share of African inflows diminished from 4,4% in 2009 to 2.8% currently.
185

 This is 

mainly caused by political unrest in North Africa, as investments to other parts of Africa, 

although still fairly small, increased during these years.  

According to official estimates by China’s Ministry of Commerce the total 

amount of foreign investment by Chinese enterprises increased significantly over the past 

few years (see figure 15). Moreover China is, after India, the second largest investor in 

the developing world. But exact statistics on Chinese FDI to Africa are hard to come by 

because of a lack of reliable quantitative data. For example, in 2010 the official number 

of Chinese FDI to Sub-Saharan Africa consisted of USD $1,2 billion. However, by far 

the largest share of Sino-African FDI went to offshore finance centres functioning as 

profitable transit points for investments.
186

 Consequently, a share of up to 91% of 

Chinese FDI went to ‘African’ tax havens Seychelles and Mauritius.
187

  It is hard to 

verify where this money went to, and therefore unfortunately impossible to measure an 

accurate statistic on Chinese FDI in Sub-Saharan Africa.   

Despite the difficulty to accurately measure the amount of Sino-African FDI it 

does indicate two important points: firstly the share of FDI to Africa, even including the 

Seychelles and Mauritius, is small. And secondly, Chinese foreign investments in 

agriculture consist of less than 2% of the total amount.
188

  This is a global trend, as 

outward investment in agriculture remained very insignificant (e.g. in 2006 the global 

FDI in the agricultural sector was USD $190 million, 0.9% of the total).  In the list of 

largest foreign investors there is no company related to agribusiness in the top-30.
189

 

 Nevertheless, there is an important growing trend in Chinese agribusiness on the 

African continent. This development is increasingly supported by a combination of aid 

and investments. As indicated in chapter 1, agricultural aid through demonstration farms 

dates back to the 1950s. But after the establishment of the ‘socialist market economy’ 

these aid projects became more profit-driven. Currently, Chinese aid to Africa is seen 
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mainly as an important impetus to new market opportunities for Chinese enterprises and 

improve the global status of the PRC.
190

 For example, according to a Nigerian diplomat, 

the support of the PRC for launching the first African commercial satellite illustrates 

“China combines aid and investment in a compelling fashion, versus the West’s notion of 

how to ‘help’ Africa, in which mosquito nets and vaccinations still dominate the 

dialogue”. 
191

  

 While often criticized by the West, Chinese aid is often hailed in Africa for 

having ‘no strings attached’. The State Council, headed by the premier and vice-premiers, 

directs China’s aid-policy and approves the annual aid budget. In the words of former 

premier Wen Jiabao the PRC is offering her assistance to Africa “with the deepest 

sincerity and without any political conditions”.
192

 Naturally this statement has to be 

understood with great reluctance, but it is clear that China maintains a different 

development model in Africa than the Western countries, and receives greater credibility 

in Africa as a partner because of her own economic success as a (former) developing 

country. From 2007 China’s official budget for external assistance is sporadically 

published in official reports. The secrecy surrounding the aid figures fuels 

misunderstanding in Western media (who often interpret Chinese engagement in Africa 

as being ‘quid pro quo’).
193

  

 In 1995 the State Council implemented a major aid reform that envisioned to 

“combine aid to Africa, mutual cooperation and trade together”.
194

 After this reform three 

main characteristics would determine future Sino-African aid-assistance: the aid-budget 

of MoFA was expanded, concessional and interest-free loans were provided by the ExIm-

Bank, and from 2001 debt relief to the weakest African nations (for details see figure 16). 

Chinese aid budget to Africa was in 2007, compared to Western nations, relatively small 

(see figure 17). Nearly half of China’s total aid budget was committed to Africa, and had 

provided “by the end of 2009 a total of USD $37,7 billion in aid to foreign countries, 

including USD $15,6 billion in grants, USD $11,3 billion in interest free loans and USD 
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$10,8 billion in concessional loans”.
195

 These loans were often financed through the state-

owned ExIm-Bank as part of the wider ‘go global’-policies.
196

  

After 2000, Chinese leaders started to promote the principles of ‘common 

prosperity’ and ‘mutual benefit’ more actively by pushing its industries to invest offshore. 

By 2011 over one-third of the export seller’s credit of the ExIm-Bank was allocated to 

overseas investment projects.
197

 In this period the amount of concessional loans to Africa 

increased from USD $64 million in 2001
198

 to more than USD $1,5 billion by 2009 

(fig.16) 
199

 The application for a concessional loan is a complex procedure (see figure 18) 

but always contains a borrowing government and a Chinese contractor that carries out the 

specific project. In this way both Chinese enterprises benefit from new overseas contracts, 

while contributing to economic development in Africa. However, critics claim that 

because these projects are often executed with workers brought from China, contribution 

to the local economy is limited (see for more details chapter 3). Examples of projects 

financed after 2006 are the ‘2,3 billion for Mozambique and the Mepanda Nkua dam’, ‘a 

2 billion line of credit to Angola’ and ‘1.2 billion new loans to Ghana’. This makes China 

ExImBank a larger financier in Africa than US ExIm (who in 2005 financed ‘merely’ 

USD $500 million in all SSA).
200

  

  Lastly, the Forum on China-Africa Cooperation (FOCAC) was established to 

enhance the “South-South Cooperation and to strengthen this cooperation serves their 

immediate and long-term interests of both China and African countries”.
201

 In this 

statement the principle of ‘mutual benefit’ resonates, but is combined with exploring 

practical commercial opportunities: China had to anticipate to the rapid economic growth, 

and a growing need of resources (as indicated before, the PRC became a net importer of 

oil by 1993). But moreover it was also expanding new markets for its export commodities, 

while establishing a reputation of a “responsible power”.
202

  At the launch of the 
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FOCAC-conference in 2000 China announced it would start the debt cancellation of the 

poorest African countries by USD $375 million annually (fig.16)
203

  

 Since FOCAC 2000 in Beijing, there have been four subsequent conferences 

aiming to strengthen Sino-African economic and political cooperation. Agricultural 

collaboration is often an important topic during the meetings. At the second ministerial 

conference the Addis Ababa Action Plan (2004-2006) was adopted stating that 

“agricultural development is an effective approach to ensure food security, eradicate 

poverty in Africa (and thus) increase its exports to China” while the state “will continue 

to support and encourage strong and viable Chinese enterprises, through financial and 

policy incentive schemes, to develop agricultural cooperation projects in Africa”.
204

  

 China-African joint ventures were established to operate in the agro-sector in SSA, 

and by 2006 (at the third FOCAC-meeting) the PRC agreed to increase the number of 

export to items enjoying a zero-tariff treatment to 478 items.
205

 From 2006, and 

especially at the FOCAC-2009 in Sharm El Sheikh, it became clear that agricultural 

cooperation would play a bigger role in Sino-African economic relations. Beijing offered 

to send “50 agricultural technology teams to Africa”, “help train 2,000 agricultural 

technicians” and set up “20 agricultural demonstration centres’ in Sub-Saharan Africa.
206

 

In July 2012 fifty African countries met in Beijing with (former) president Hu 

Jintao to discuss Sino-African cooperation during the fifth FOCAC. At this meeting there 

were many references to the “North-South imbalance in development” which would 

“hinder the strong, sustainable and balanced growth of the world economy”.
207

 By 

emphasizing the “increasingly important role” of developing countries China attempts to 

portray itself as a ‘champion of the Third world’. While extending its “aid-for-trade”-

policy, China commits itself to “facilitate access for African agricultural products to the 

Chinese market”, and thus decided to implement a “special plan on trade with Africa to 
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expand imports” from the continent.
208

 Which consequences these Chinese pledges will 

have on African development remains to be seen. Nevertheless it indicates a growing 

importance for Africa as a ‘stepping stone’ for Chinese economic development.  

However, although FOCAC seems to operate in a multilateral setting, Sino-

African foreign investment cooperation concentrates on a bilateral approach. At the 

conferences semi-state, provincial or municipal-enterprises conduct deals with African 

partners. Thus, FOCAC offers an important tool for Sino-African business partnerships. 

For example a USD $50 million agreement between Nigeria’s Osun State and Sichuan 

province in China was signed at the ‘multilateral’ Africa FOCAC Summit in 2006.
209

  

 

2.8 Conclusion  

In short, if we can discern a pattern in the PRC’s policies towards Sub-Saharan Africa 

(like the separate schools: optimists, pragmatics, sceptics and critics) it can only be 

expressed in terms of paradoxes. The media often portray an image of China as a “big 

player” in land grabs, but offer only marginal proof of this assumption. It becomes clear 

that there are no simple answers on exact incentives for China to invest in Sub-Saharan 

Africa. This comes both from a lack of substantial (and reliable) evidence and the 

complex nature of actors involved. What we do know is that the Chinese development-

model differs significantly from ‘grants’ or development aid (with political conditions) 

provided by Western donors. China offers Sub-Saharan Africa an alternative source of 

finance based on commercial prospects, often without ‘strings attached’. Sino-African 

agricultural relations must be viewed in a broader perspective than just in economic terms.  
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Chapter 3, Sino-African Agribusiness: a Micro-Perspective  

The multifaceted nature of Chinese offshore agribusiness activities in Sub-Saharan Africa 

evokes a number of questions. While some activities are obviously orchestrated by 

central government directives, it remains questionable how far Beijing’s control extends. 

A significant number of Sino-African investments is carried out at the local level, without 

direct interference of the central government of the PRC. This chapter attempts to unravel 

the complexities of China’s engagement in African agribusiness from a micro-perspective. 

Which actors are involved ‘on the ground’, what is their personal motivation to invest in 

Africa, and to what extent do they contribute to African development? Despite the 

scarcity of reliable sources on Chinese agribusiness in Africa there is one area which 

receives a  lot of attention from both media outlets and scientists: the fertile lands of the 

Zambezi-Valley. Chinese presence in this area can be understood as both a ‘win-win’ 

engagement and a ‘neo-colonialist land grab’
210

, and therefore makes it an ideal test case 

for assessing Chinese land investments in Sub-Saharan Africa. 

 

3.1 A Road to Development? Sino-Optimists 

As indicated in the first chapter, Sino-African economic partnership intensified during the 

1990s when bilateral agricultural aid projects transformed into profit-driven joint 

ventures. Nowadays, there is a mix between bilateral development aid (often in the form 

of interest-free or concessional loans) and pure commercial interests by several Chinese 

investors.
211

 After FOCAC 2006 China committed itself to set up new agricultural 

demonstration centres with the aim to improve African food security. But at the same 

time these projects were constructed by Chinese companies (or governmental institutions) 

with the financial support of the Chinese Ministry of Commerce who would “provide 

three years of grant support during the ‘exploration-phase’” thus providing Chinese 

companies a “head start in African agribusiness”.
212

 In this way, the stimulation of 

agricultural production in Africa through agricultural centres offers business 

opportunities for Chinese enterprises. 
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 As figure 6 indicated, agricultural production in Sub-Saharan Africa has stagnated 

in the last few decades. This is partly explained by environmental constraints such as 

poor soil fertility (only 6% of SSA-lands is considered to have a ‘high potential’
213

) due 

to land erosions and the extreme weather patterns of annual droughts and floods 

compared to more moderate climates. At the same time there is also other factors 

responsible for Africa’s insufficient farming system: there is a lack of access to capital, 

markets and only marginal investments in agricultural research. As a consequence 25-

35% of the total yields are lost during the post-harvest process because of a poor 

infrastructural system and limited mechanisation.
214

 In short, Africa’s current smallholder 

farming system is obsolete and inadequate to increase agricultural productivity.  

 China, on the other hand, underwent a rapid increase of agricultural productivity 

in recent decades. The total Chinese output value for agricultural commodities rose from 

USD $22,2 billion in 1978 to over a trillion dollars by 2010, with over 120 million 

hectares of cultivated lands.
215

 The success of China’s “agro-revolution” is mainly due to 

the efficient use of water resources (figure 20). Crops can increase by a fourfold through 

a more efficient use of water.
216

 The current and potential area under irrigation in Sub-

Saharan Africa is displayed in figure 21, which indicates there are still many possibilities 

for progression. In comparison: China has more than 60 million hectares of cultivated 

area under irrigation (49,6% of the total)
217

 while Sub-Saharan Africa only has 5 million 

hectares of irrigated lands (4,9% of the total).
218

 Through aid-development and the 

effective use of agricultural expertise, Chinese agro-technicians can directly contribute to 

Africa’s food security. In this way the combination between Sino-African aid-and-trade is 

most likely to contribute to sustainable food security in Africa.  

 The most illustrative example of a mix between aid and agribusiness is the 

evolution of the Koba Farm in Guinea
219

, which was built by the Chinese in 1979 as an 

irrigated rice demonstration farm.  By 1996 the socialist farm was incorporated in a joint 

venture between China State Farm Agribusiness Corporation (CSFAC), a state-owned 
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enterprise, and the Guinean Ministry of Agriculture. Thanks to a 80% majority-share 

CSFAC launched a new experiment to increase the production of rice: the Yuan 

Longping’s Hybrid Rice Research Center conducted a hybrid rice trials which eventually 

increased rice production from 1,5 tons per ha. to 9 tons per ha. This exemplifies the 

principle of ‘mutual benefit’ in practice, as local rice shortages were reduced while 

CSFAC received its financial profits.  

 Consequently most African nations that host Chinese agricultural demonstration 

centres will “almost certainly” benefit from an increase in food production and thus 

become less dependent on their costly rice imports. For example, due to improved seeds 

cultivation (incl. rice), in Mozambique the family-income increased with an average of 

USD $97,- annually (half of the average annual income per capita).
220

 On the other hand, 

despite local difficulties, Chinese companies will gain an opportunity in a promising 

market.  

  Despite an increasing set of contradictions between China’s commercial-driven 

enterprises and the socialist ideology of government, the agricultural demonstration 

centres (financed by the China’s central government) seem a very effective tool in 

supporting Chinese companies to invest in Africa. According to an extensive research by 

the Centre for Strategic and International Studies these agricultural centres form the 

second most-important impetus in the decision to invest in Africa.
221

 The main incentive 

for individual Chinese entrepreneurs to invest in African agriculture is, naturally, to seek 

profit in local economies both by exporting products to the PRC and importing Chinese 

commodities to sell on African markets.
222

 A survey in 2005, assigned by the World 

Bank, concluded that 90% of the Chinese investors listed ‘market opportunities’ as the 

most important stimulant for investments in Sub-Saharan Africa.
223

 This market-

orientation by Chinese businessmen leads to heavy competition on the local markets.  

 The market opportunities for Chinese enterprises are further enhanced through the 

creation of local African special economic zones (SEZ) that would promote trade in 

carefully selected areas. These Sino-operated zones follow the example of the successful 
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special economic zones on mainland China. Their main intention is to secure new African 

markets, and thus create “safe havens for Chinese capital” as well as countering 

protectionist trade practices against Chinese companies.
224

 But it also creates 

opportunities for local economic development as the example of the Multi Facility 

Economic Zone (MFEZ) in Zambia’s copper-rich region illustrates: Chinese investments 

in the zone were projected at USD $800 million, and by early 2009 had created more than 

3500 local jobs through more than ten Chinese companies that had established economic 

operations in the zone. 
225

  

 These factors have created important stimuli for Chinese enterprises to invest in 

agricultural projects in Sub-Saharan Africa. But instead of focusing merely on Chinese 

offshore companies there is also a ‘people’s aspect’ in Sino-African agro-relations. Thus 

there are a growing number of individual Chinese migrants seeking their fortune in 

Africa since conditions in Sub-Saharan Africa are perceived to be more favourable than 

in the PRC.
226

  According to Adem “ there are currently already more Chinese living in 

Nigeria than there were Britons during the height of the empire”.
227

  

 Figure 19 illustrates the diverse categories of Chinese migrants involved in 

African agriculture. Although there are no certain numbers of Chinese nationals involved 

in African agribusiness, figures often estimate there are currently around 750,000 

Chinese migrants in Sub-Saharan Africa.
228

  Despite a lack of exact amounts, it is clear 

that there is a rapidly increasing trend of Chinese migration towards the African continent. 

For example, the number of Chinese migrants living in Zambia in 1992 was estimated 

around 300, while by 2006 a scientific research concluded this number increased to 

approximately 80,000 Chinese working in the country.
229

 These migrants often live in 

lesser conditions than many Western expatriates working for NGOs or development aid 

projects.  
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3.2 A Road to Exploitation? Sino-Critics 

Besides the possible benefits of Chinese agribusiness for local African communities there 

are also more critical voices. As indicated before, particularly during the height of the 

food-price hike, the media has often claimed that “among nations buying farmland, China 

is considered a leader (…) the recent food crisis has been an important factor in decisions 

to invest directly in land rather than continuing to depend on imports”.
230

 But besides 

Chinese companies investing in land, state-institutions (like the ExImBank) also 

supported individual farmers to start agricultural operations offshore.  

 Chinese companies, or individual farmers that start to operate in African 

agriculture, are rarely familiar with local laws and customs. An extensive anthropological 

fieldwork-study of thirty individual Chinese entrepreneurs in Ghana concluded that they 

had only limited knowledge of local culture and traditions and do not socialize with 

Ghanaians.
231

 Moreover, the increase of Chinese agro-entrepreneurs in Africa does not 

necessarily contribute to local development, and thus sparks local anti-Chinese 

sentiments. This is mainly caused by the fact that companies from the PRC seldom hire 

locals to do the work. Instead, they heavily rely on migrants from China to execute their 

projects.
232

  

 Moreover, some Sino-critics argue that the “going global”-policies in practice 

reflect an official economic policy of “disguised protectionism”
233

, as Chinese investors 

are dumping cheap Asian products on African markets with the help of the state. This 

leads to an unfair competition with local vendors, which potentially invigorates African 

frustration. Despite the agreed zero-tariff treatment for several African export products, 

that has led to USD $680 million in exemptions to the least developed African nations,
234

, 

there is only a marginal effect on local African economies (especially as local vendors 

have to compete with cheap Chinese products). 

Subsequent local unrest over Chinese dominance in Africa forced the PRC’s 

Ministry of Commerce into action. Therefore Beijing promulgated its companies to hire 
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more local workers in their African agribusiness operations.
235

 However, these 

‘localization-decrees’ had no significant effect. As figure 11 already demonstrated, the 

Ministry of Commerce has no direct authority over any state-owned enterprise operating 

in Sub-Saharan Africa. In contrast, SASAC controls the national enterprises and is 

merely focused on generating profits instead of regulating Chinese firms in a political 

framework.  In short, Sub-Saharan Africa is considered a “new frontier” for Chinese 

businesses and entrepreneurs but is highly doubtful whether local workers can benefit 

from this.  

Another major problem is the fact that possession of large tracts of land in Africa 

is often ill-defined. In several African countries the arable lands are informally contracted 

to local communities, but are in fact largely state-owned. A World Bank-report estimated 

that only between 2 and 10% of African farmlands are under formal land tenures.
236

 Once 

international investors become interested in acquiring land, these local African small-

scale farmers are insufficiently protected by their national judicial system or formal 

contracts. In the words of Mutiga, a journalist of the Financial Times, "small-scale 

farmers with limited knowledge of their rights stand to lose most (…) the scramble for 

land is often taking place in weak legal environments".
237

  

Thus, the dysfunction of African government institutions to protect local 

communities, combined with a lack of local knowledge on legal land-holdings, led 

several communities to lose access to land and water resources after land-deals.
238

  

Financial agreements directly between a central African government and international 

investors caused a threat to local traditional food supply. These land-deals are often 

shrouded in secrecy, and the absolute absence of transparency in contract negotiations 

induces a lack of “checks and balances”. Because of these factors, bilateral land-trading 

is prone to provoke corruption. According to some Sino-critical authors, China is 

contributing to local African corruption without conscientious objection. For example 

Lyman claims that China is a “principle supporter of Mugabe’s regime”, while “active in 
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many conflict areas in the DRC” and “developing hotels in Sierra Leone during the civil 

war”.
239

 

 

3.3 A Middle Ground 

There lies truth in both the critical and optimistic stance regarding current Sino-African 

agribusiness. But Chinese trade-relations in Sub-Saharan Africa lack coverage in a 

nuanced and contextual framework. Partially this is caused by an overall lack of reliable 

evidence. But the emphasis on a discourse of either a zero-sum game (exploitation) or 

positive-sum outcome (development) often neglects, and oversimplifies, the true nature 

of Chinese agribusiness in Sub-Saharan Africa: there are no obvious conclusions to be 

made. In some specific cases and countries Chinese companies contributed to local 

economic development, while in others suspicions of local exploitation are well founded.  

 From a critical perspective, substantial evidence suggests that agreements 

between Chinese investors and local communities are often not fulfilled and promises are 

broken. For example, as part of a rice-investment project in Madagascar, financed 

through the Hunan Province, local farmers were promised a 30% production-share 

(approximately 2 tons of rice). However, in the end they merely received “20 kilogram of 

rice and cooking oil” from the Chinese managers.
240

 This is mainly due to the actual 

characteristics of land acquisition, and lack of a legal framework, as discussed in the 

previous section.  

 In their basic form land acquisitions are mostly bilateral agreements (e.g. state-to-

state) but always involves multiple contracts between a complex network of brokers (at 

both the central and local level).
241

 As chapter two indicated, Chinese engagement in 

Sub-Saharan Africa becomes highly complicated as the dividing line between ‘state’ and 

‘private’ is very blurry. Moreover it is merely impossible to find primary evidence of the 

legalities in such land deals. Most agreements are done behind closed doors. This is why 

basic data on the size and nature of ‘land grabs’ is mostly inaccessible. There is only one 

example of a contract that is open to the public between conducted between the Ministry 
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of Agriculture of Ethiopia and the “private limited company” Hunan Dafengyuan 

Agriculture Co. Ltd (see figure 21).  

 The sugar-cane project was based on a “lease agreement (…) for the period of 40 

years (…) measuring 25,000 hectares located in Gambela Regional State”.
242

 In return for 

the provided land, the Chinese joint venture would make an annual payment of more than 

USD $200,000. The final contract clearly states that the lessor (in this case, the central 

government of Ethiopia) is obligated to “provide special investment privileges such as 

exemptions from taxation and import duties” while Dafengyuan Co. would “provide good 

care and conservation of the leased land”.
243

 Although this primary document is unable to 

offer conclusive evidence, it does indicate the marginal protection of local people that 

live in the fertile area. Thus there is no mentioning of any actual contractual 

commitments other than the payment. This example demonstrates the vulnerability of 

local communities in bilateral land agreements.  

 On the other hand, it remains questionable whether Chinese agribusiness has the 

extensive negative effect as some authors claim. Gunter Nooke, for example, claimed that  

“large-scale purchases” of Ethiopian land by states such as China contributed to the 

“devastating drought” in the Horn of Africa.
244

  However, as chapter two indicated, there 

is no ‘one China Inc.’ operating in Sub-Saharan Africa. Instead there is often an extensive 

network of actors involved in complex contractual agreements. After actual fieldwork 

conducted by the Oakland Institute, researchers concluded there are almost no land 

investment agreements by Chinese entrepreneurs in Ethiopia, except for the Gambella-

sugarcane project.
245

  

 Chinese agribusinesses in Sub-Saharan Africa produce almost exclusively for the 

local African market.
246

 In some areas this caused anti-Chinese sentiments, as local 

vendors felt threatened by the extensive “dump” of cheap Chinese products (see p.53). 

But in other cases economic endeavors by Chinese businesses is welcomed. An example 

is the investment-program with Hubei-province where local African farmers are 
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contracted while the Chinese “assist in developing the vital infrastructure in the 

institutions (…) funding farming operations, and later buy the produce”.
247

  

 In short, while on a local level people might lose access to their traditional 

resources the drawback is that there is a potential increase of revenues on a macro-level. 

Furthermore, through demonstration projects and sending agro-experts China can 

contribute to local food security. On the other hand, the actual functioning of land-deals 

is often done in secret and yields a complex overall package of non-transparent 

agreements with a lack of legal monitoring for local people. What becomes clear is the 

fact that Chinese agribusinesses mainly sell their produce locally.  

While there is no extensive evidence for the mere positive effects of Chinese 

agro-engagement in Sub-Saharan Africa,  there is also no proof that agribusinesses are 

merely exploiting African farmlands to export agricultural products back to China. To 

counter Diouf’s statement that China is actively leasing land in Africa to “grow crops and 

ship them back to their markets”
248

 officials from the Chinese Ministry of Agriculture 

rightly claimed that “it does not make sense to grow soybeans in Africa or elsewhere and 

then ship them back home.”.
249

 Although vertical integration becomes increasingly 

important in the global food-market (especially after the food-price hike), in economic 

terms shipping back agricultural produce from Africa to China would have both political 

implications and is highly cost-inefficient.
250

   

  

3.4 Chinese Agribusinesses in Sub-Saharan Africa: Estimations and Specifications 

 

In accordance with chapter 2.3 (p.28), the estimates regarding the quantity of global land-

acquisition and agro-companies involved, varied greatly. For example Chinese global 

‘land-grabbing’ was estimated by the Land Matrix (9 million ha.) and the IISD (4,9 

million ha).  But how do researchers assess the amount of land-acquisitions (or leasing) 
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by Chinese agribusinesses specifically for Sub-Saharan Africa? The most recent research 

conducted by IISD calculated that China had acquired 463,792 ha of land in Africa.
251

  

By cross-checking and verifying the most recent data-sets of Ho & Hofman, the 

IISD and GRAIN, this section deconstructs the companies involved and the estimations 

of their land-deals in Africa.
252

 For the purpose of this thesis only confirmed investment 

projects by Chinese agribusinesses in Sub-Saharan Africa are included (confirmed both 

by official documents, media-sources and scientific researchers). Although the actual 

amount of Chinese land-acquisitions is possibly higher than the estimates offered it is 

crucial to achieve a credible assessment. Therefore we need to rely on credible sources in 

this calculation. Moreover, this research aims to provide an overall and nuanced image of 

Chinese involvement in Sub-Saharan agribusiness, and not to get involved in speculations 

by sensational media-reports.   

Based on this research the total estimated amount of Chinese land-acquisition in 

Sub-Saharan Africa can be assessed around 500,000ha. In figure 22 the details of Chinese 

agribusiness in Africa are further explicated. An exact amount of land-deals is irrelevant 

to the question how Chinese agribusinesses contribute to African economic development, 

but an estimate can help creating a general image of Sino-African economic agro-

relations. Compared to other upcoming economies Chinese land-based investments in 

Africa are not necessarily significant. For example, India accounts for an approximate of 

1,8 million hectares of confirmed African land-acquisitions, of which 748,000 ha takes 

place in Ethiopia.
253

 In comparison, the only confirmed Chinese investment in Ethiopia’s 

agriculture is Hunan Dafengyuan, which leased 25,000 ha of arable land for a sugarcane 

project in the Gambela region (see fig.21).  

 The question remains “who is exactly involved” in Sino-African agribusiness? In 

the next section we will shortly indicate the explicit details of China’s biggest agro-firms 

in Africa (projects > 1000 ha), which is summarized in figure 22 of the appendix. Thus, 

by demonstrating concrete Sino-African agribusinesses this research contributes in 
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deconstructing the myths around Chinese land-deals in Africa. The China National 

Complete Plant Import and Export Corporation Group (COMPLANT) is a state-owned 

enterprise, under the direct supervision of SASAC, which functioned as an aid-office 

until 1993. In more than one hundred countries the office had managed fourteen hundred 

aid projects.
254

 Currently COMPLANT consists of three investments-operations, in Benin 

(4,800 ha), Sierra Leone (8,100 ha) and Madagascar (10,000 ha). All projects are based 

on the production and export of sugar cane.
255

 During the 1980s, after Deng’s 

modernization-program was gradually implemented, Beijing provided soft loan-

constructions to aid-offices to help consolidate commercialized projects that were 

formerly funded through Chinese aid. Thus COMPLANT was part of China’s first 

transformation from ‘fraternal socialism’ to ‘amicable capitalism’ during the 1980s.
256

   

During Sierra Leone’s civil war the 1280 ha sugar factory-complex (COMPLANT 

Magbass) was utterly vandalized but from 2003 COMPLANT started to renovate the 

complex and found a new commercial enterprise.
257

 This Sino-African agribusiness has 

employed up to 1,500 local workers
258

 although the senior offices are still held by 33 

Chinese managers. However, the organization has planned to gradually localize its top-

jobs by sending six local employees for senior training to China.
259

 

IKO Ltd. is a Chinese firm active in African agribusiness, with an investment in 

Cameroon worth USD $120 million. However, although currently there is a formal 

agreement for the 99-year lease of land, the actual contract has not yet been ratified by 

the prime minister.
260

 IKO is a subsidiary of the large state-owned conglomerate Shaanxi 

Land Reclamation General Corporation state-owned enterprise, and aims to produce 

cassava, maize and rice for the local sale.
261

 A local Chinese manager claimed that the “it 

is time for the people of Cameroon to understand that the future is in agriculture (…) it 

must move towards the mechanisation of its agriculture”.
262

 In this way, Chinese 
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presence might contribute to local African agro-technological development and thus 

increase food production for smallholder farmers.  

In 1996, China Light Industrial Corporation for Foreign Economic and Technical 

Cooperation (CLETC), a state-owned enterprise, had established a joint venture with the 

Mali government and a private African enterprise with aim of producing sugar cane for 

the local market.
263

 By 2009 it became the largest conglomerate in Mali, leading a new 

industry in Mali. With the support of the Chinese government (through technologies, 

concessional loans etc.) it leased a 20,000 ha of land for a large-scale sugarcane-

project.
264

 The joint venture is an example of a Chinese enterprise that contributed to 

local industrial and agricultural development. Its daily processing capacity is 2,500 tons, 

employing approximately 10,000 people while “transforming two villages into 

prosperous cities”.
265

 

A semi state-owned enterprise often discussed in the media regarding its land-

based investments in African agriculture is China’s largest telecommunications company: 

ZTE Energy.  This specific branch of the larger ZTE-company was established in 2007, at 

the start of the food-price bubble, to invest in biofuels and food production.
266

 Right after 

the foundation of ZTE Energy media reported that it had invested 3 million hectares of 

land in the Democratic Republic of Congo for the creation of the largest palm oil 

plantation
267

. One report, by the Associated Press, even claimed, "ZTE has bought more 

than 7 million acres of forest to plant oil palms”.
268

 Despite these reports on enormous 

Chinese land-grabs, the media did not offer sufficient evidence to confirm their claim.  

Due to the lack of substantial evidence most scientists therefore contested these 

claims, emphasizing the ‘multi-million hectares-project’ had never been fully finalized.
269

 

In 2007, a “memorandum of understanding” was signed between ZTE and the Ministry of 

Agriculture of the DRC regarding a possible investment, which was estimated to “require 
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3 million ha of oil palm plantations”.
270

 This was most likely the occasion for suspicion 

in local media. But according to the DRC’s Minister of Agriculture there were several 

delegations from ZTE to discuss this matter, but the company eventually purchased only 

258ha of fertile land in 2008 
271

. Recently, the Government of the DRC has offered a 

concessional lease for an oil-palm plantation of 100,000 ha, but ZTE has put this 

investment on hold.
272

  

 As discussed in the previous section (p. 56) Hunan Dafengyuan Agriculture Co. 

Ltd invested 25,000 ha of land in the Gambela region for the production of sugar. 

Dafengyuan is a joint venture between the two largest private seed companies in China, 

namely ErShiSanYe Group and Long Ping High-tech.
273

 The project initially moved 

relatively quickly but recently the project has been stalled as investors became “unhappy 

about the land they were allocated”.
274

 The Gambela state, where the project was based, 

is extremely desolated and lacks any infrastructure necessary for any economic 

development. 

  Besides the (semi) state-owned enterprises there are also provincial enterprises 

active in African agribusiness. An example of this is Hubei SFAC, which established a 

demonstration farm on a 1,000 ha plot of land in Mozambique to produce for the local 

market.
275

 But also private Chinese investors are active in Sub-Saharan Africa. Datong 

Trading Enterprise was founded by Riping Ouyang and is currently cultivating 60,000 ha 

of arable land for the production of sesame in Senegal.
276

 Sesame is one of the few 

agricultural products specifically designed for the Chinese market but produced offshore. 

While some reports critically assess Ouyang’s methods (especially due to low payments 

to his employees) he counters by asking “have I come here to exploit? On the contrary, I 

come to invest. I’m throwing money here (…) that is poverty reduction”.
277

 While it 
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seems that this comment has to be taken lightly, it does indicate that there are only few 

Chinese investors operating in Africa producing for the Chinese market.  

 

3.5 Case study: the Zambezi-Valley 

One specifically interesting area to evaluate Chinese offshore investment in Africa is the 

fertile ground of Zambezi, Mozambique. As stated in the introduction of this research, 

Chinese presence in this area is understood both on terms of a ‘win-win’ situation or an 

example of ‘neo-colonialist’ land grabbing (p.4).  The director-general of the Food and 

Agricultural Organisation (FAO), Jacques Diouf, is very critical about Chinese 

agribusiness and warned that “the race by food importing countries to secure farmland 

overseas to improve their food security risks creating a neo-colonial system”.
278

  

In accordance with earlier statements, Sino-critics often refer to the growing 

demographic pressure on Chinese food reserves as the main impetus for overseas land 

grabbing. A prime example of this type of Sino-critical discourse is Loro Horta’s articles 

‘The Zambezi-Valley: China’s First Agricultural Colony?’  and ‘China, Mozambique: old 

friends, new business’ commissioned by the Centre for Strategic & International Studies. 

This section will further examine critical claims by Horta, and attempts to deconstruct his 

analysis. Because of the exceptional amount of reliable scientific data, the Zambezi-

valley is an unique area to investigate the effectiveness of Chinese agribusiness. 

In his articles Horta argued that because of China’s growing demand for food, and 

changing diet, the country has to find new agricultural lands to sustain its food 

security.
279

 Mozambique, and especially the area of the Zambezi-valley, is considered to 

be a perfect location to “meet the demand for food from the Chinese population”.
280

 In 

2006/2007 a Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) was signed between China and 

Mozambique
281

, which, according to Horta’s article, “allowed an initial 3,000 Chinese 

settlers to move to Zambezia to run farms”.
282

 This amount would eventually grow to 

10,000 migrants. Moreover through this memorandum China pledged an investment of 
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USD $800 million to boast the local rice production from 100,000 tons to 500,000 a year 

within 5 years designated for the export to the Chinese market because 90% of the 

African population relies on cassava, maize and peanuts for their diets instead of rice.
283

 

The first flaw in Horta’s article is the fact that no African country exported rice to China, 

only sesame seeds (see appendix fig.22). Moreover, in 2008, the year Horta wrote his 

article, the deficit of rice-reserves in Mozambique was enormous and had put a  huge 

strain on food security in the whole region. In 2008, Mozambique produced 265,098 tons 

of milled rice, but consumed 552,475, which resulted in a huge shortage of rice.
284

 This 

statistic illustrates that Mozambique was not in a position to export rice to China and 

indicates some basic shortcomings in Horta’s critiques.  

Another classic claim by Sino-critics, which is repeated in Horta’s articles, is the 

fact that Chinese rapid economic growth results in the need for raw materials and new 

markets. Horta claims that it “has led Beijing to vigorously re-engage with 

Mozambique”
285

 while it “aggressively seek large land leases (…) particularly in the 

most fertile areas, such as the Zambezi valley”.
286

 It is certainly not true that all African 

countries assertively negotiate with Chinese investors, but in some cases, like the 

Zambezi-valley, there is evidence that the local government, instead of China, is actively 

trying to attract foreign investors.  

Hanlon discovered during a fieldtrip to the area that “the now abolished Zambeze 

valley office tried hard to get Chinese investment and failed: it only received USD$50 

million soft loan for four agro-processing factories”.
287

  Moreover, according to an 

extensive research by the Oakland Institute, the government of Mozambique had granted 

land-concessions to foreign investors for over 2,5 million ha of arable land in the period 

between 2004 and 2009. In the list of foreign investors there is no mentioning of Chinese 
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companies or private entrepreneurs.
288

 In short, if Chinese investors were interested in 

purchasing, or leasing, large tracts of land in the Zambezi-valley, the local African 

government were receptive to offers from foreign investors. The absence of any 

substantial proof to Beijing’s “aggressive” search for land indicates challenges Horta’s 

assumptions. 

 In sum, Horta’s evaluation of Chinese agribusiness in Mozambique is closer to 

fantasy than reality and exemplifies the often unsubstantiated critical claims in the media 

of China’s ‘neo-colonialist’ land grabs in Africa. A major problem is the fact that Horta’s 

unfounded arguments have been repeated in multiple other media outlets (for example the 

IFPRI and South African newspaper Mail and Guardian).
289

 However, after receiving 

extensive critical reviews on his articles
290

, Horta seems to have shifted his own opinion 

towards a more nuanced stance on Chinese engagement in Sub-Saharan Africa. For 

example, in a recent article Horta stated “the case of Mozambique demonstrates that 

China is able to adapt to new realities and address some of the most controversial aspects 

of its presence in Africa”
291

.  

 A field-study conducted by Brautigam and Ekman, in the period between 2009 

and 2012, concluded, “strategies of engagement with China will benefit from less 

sensationalism, and a more evidence-based understanding of Chinese intentions in 

Africa”.
292

 The image that African nations are victimized by an aggressive Chinese 

agribusiness is unfounded. In some cases African policy-makers actively solicited for 

Chinese investments and expertise in agriculture. However, we need to remain vigilant to 

an explosive expansion of global land acquisitions, certainly in areas where local rights 

are being undermined.  
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3.6 Conclusion 

Regarding Chinese agribusiness in Africa there are no simple answers. The dichotomy 

between a ‘positive’ and ‘critical’ school often centre around a discourse of either the 

possible ‘mutual-benefits’ or the exploitative nature of Chinese investments. It becomes 

clear that these two opposing camps both hold some important assumptions, although 

they undermine the complexity of China’s agribusinesses in Africa. In reality, these land-

based investments are in some case beneficial to local development while in others it 

merely fuels local mistrust of Chinese exploitation. Therefore land acquisitions in Sub-

Saharan Africa will benefit from more nuanced research and thus a better understanding 

of motivational factors to invest in the area.  
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Conclusion 

The main focus for this thesis centred on the macro-and micro intentions plus 

consequences of Chinese agribusiness in Sub-Saharan Africa. More specifically the 

following research question was the focus of attention: what is the correlation between 

China’s increased agricultural (business) activities in Sub-Saharan Africa and African 

economic development?  

 Modern Chinese engagement in Sub-Saharan Africa dates back from the 1950s 

when the continent was mainly seen as a battleground for the ‘socialist struggle’. 

Moreover the PRC implemented a ‘One-China policy’ to counter growing influence of 

the ROC (Taiwan) on the African continent. But during this period, agribusiness and 

investments were very limited. Instead, mass aid projects dominated the agro-socialist 

cooperation between the PRC and African nations. One of the most prominent examples 

of a socialist project is the construction of the Tanzam Railway (1970-1975) linking 

Zambia’s copper belt and the Tanzanian port of Dar es Salaam. However, the dividing 

line between socialist aid projects and (prudent) capitalist investments increasingly faded 

as Chinese involvement was no longer entirely inspired by revolutionary aims but instead 

was a combination of socialist ideological words while acting pragmatically. 

 From the early 1980s, under the leadership of Deng Xiaoping, the Chinese 

economic system underwent a dramatic shift towards the ‘socialist market economy’. For 

Sino-African engagement this meant that the first phase of fraternal socialism (1950s-

1970s) was now gradually replaced by a more amicable capitalist approach (1980s-

2000s). Initially China’s focus was on rebuilding ties with the Western world and thus 

African relations were side-tracked in the process. But the cautious internationalisation 

abruptly changed by the events in 1989 during the demonstrations at Tiananmen-square 

and the fact that China had become a net importer of oil by 1993. Based on the principle 

of ‘mutual benefit’ the Chinese government prudently started to support its companies to 

invest abroad (the so-called ‘go global’-policies would find their roots in this period), 

nevertheless Sino-African agribusiness remained relatively small until 2000.  

 When we attempt to deconstruct the macro-specifics of Sino-African agribusiness 

after 2000, it becomes clear that China’s involvement in Sub-Saharan Africa often has 

been criticized in the media. There are three dominant schools of thought concerning 
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Chinese acquisition of African land: firstly there are the Sino-sceptics and critics who 

emphasize the negative consequences of Chinese investments for local African 

development, mainly due to the exploitative nature of its operations. These critics often 

argue that the rising pressure on China’s food security, due to the economic growth and 

food price hikes of 2007-2008, has led to a rapid increase in Chinese land grabs in Africa.  

In contrast, Sino-optimists envision possible contributions of Sino-engagement to local 

economies.  

As the concept of agribusiness remains little understood controversies over this 

subject clarify the few irrefutable conclusions to be drawn. Instead, a pattern in Chinese 

policies regarding agribusiness in Sub-Saharan Africa can only be expressed in terms of 

paradoxes; while Western media often depicture China as a huge “neo-colonialist” 

exploiter of African lands, there is no substantial and irrefutable evidence to confirm this 

claim. Statistics on land acquisition are scarce, and moreover it is nearly impossible to 

trace back foreign direct investment to agriculture especially in the case of Sino-African 

agribusiness. For example, 91% of Chinese FDI-flows went to tax-havens like the 

Seychelles and Mauritania. How much exactly will find its way into agricultural 

endeavours on the continent is uncertain. But despite a lack of exact estimations, we can 

determine some tentative conclusions: the Chinese development-model (‘no strings 

attached’) differs significantly from aid provided by Western donors. In this way, 

Chinese investors offer an effective source of alternative financing in African agriculture. 

But the Chinese agribusinesses in Sub-Saharan Africa must be viewed in a broader 

perspective that just in economic terms. For example, creating an image of a ‘responsible 

power’ becomes increasingly important for Chinese interests. 

To understand the true nature of Sino-African agribusiness one must acknowledge 

the complex network of Chinese and African actors involved in land deals. For example, 

the major state institutions in Beijing overlap in their field but contradict in their 

strategies. Thus there is a tension between economic/commercial aims and 

political/ideological interests. While the central government in Beijing does not have a 

tenuous hold on local actors, it does provide a regulatory framework in which financial 

institutions form an important impetus for foreign investments. However, it is clear that 
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investments from China specifically in African agriculture remain insignificant compared 

to other areas.  

On a micro-approach Sino-optimists claim that Chinese agro-expertise in recent 

decades can contribute to local African food security (e.g. through the construction of 

demonstration farms, irrigation etc.). On the other hand, Sino-critics refute this by 

arguing that Chinese migrants are often unaware of local customs, and that cheap Chinese 

products on African markets undermine local economic innovation as African vendors 

can no longer compete. Moreover, because of the fact that the possession of land is ill-

defined, local communities have insufficient juridical protection from big investors. 

According to these critics, this is a major source of social unrest in Africa.  

However, in the opinion of the author discursive analyses on Sino-African 

agribusiness is too often based on either a ‘win-win’ developmental approach or ‘zero-

sum’ game emphasizing an aggressive exploitative hunt for land by Chinese investors. 

Because of the scarcity of reliable sources, one must be very careful in drawing strong 

conclusions.  From a normative perspective, we need to create a better understanding of 

Chinese agribusiness in Sub-Saharan Africa but therefore a nuanced imaging is necessary. 

In some cases the Chinese development model is most likely to create a balanced trade 

relation based on the principle of mutual benefit. In this way it is the best alternative to 

Western forms of development aid to the African continent. On the other hand, we need 

to acknowledge the complexity of this trade relation, constrain its negative effects on 

local communities and traditions, and comprehend the contextual basis for success or 

failure on the ground without prejudices. 
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Appendices 

Figure 1 Years of new aid commitments, China to Africa, 1960-2007 (grey areas indicate 

diplomatic ties with PRC, while white areas show ties with ROC) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: D. Brautigam, “Chinese Development Aid in Africa. What, Where, Why and How Much? ,” 

http://www.american.edu/sis/faculty/upload/Brautigam-Chinese -Aid-in-Africa.pdf  (accessed 09.09.2012)  

http://www.american.edu/sis/faculty/upload/Brautigam-Chinese%20-Aid-in-Africa.pdf
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Figure 2 China’s Aid Project to Sub-Saharan Africa, until 1987 (by numbers) 

 

 

 

Source: Editorial Board of the Almanac of China’s Foreign Economic Relations and Trade. Almanac of 

China’s Foreign Economic Relations and Trade 1988. (Beijing,1989) 

 

Figure 3 Chinese trade with Africa (U.S. $ millions) 1955-1967 

 

CHINESE EXPORTS/ IMPORTS 

 Total 

Chinese 

exports 

Chinese 

exports to 

Africa 

World 

exports to 

Africa 

 World 

exports to 

China 

Chinese 

imports from 

Africa 

Total 

African 

exports 

1955 1,420 22 5,090  1,490 26 4,430 

1957 1,710 43 6,040  1,500 47 4,620 

1959 2,230 45 6,000  2,190 49 4,820 

1961 1,600 46 6,540  1,600 39 5,430 

1963 1,720 52 6,760  1,420 62 6,240 

1965 2,020 78 8,170  2,120 115 7,650 

1967 2,070 125 8,330  2,350 67 8,330 

Source: United Nations. Yearbook of International Trade Statistics: volume 1967 (New York: United 

Nations, 1969) 
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Figure 4 Commodity Structure of China-Japan Trade, 1977 and 1989 (in millions of U.S. 

dollars) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: T. Morino, “China-Japan Trade and Investment Relations,” Proceedings of the Academy of 

Political Science, 38,2 (1991): 92 

Figure 5 Chinese FDI Outflows, by host region, 1990-2001 (USD $10,000 and %) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: P. Buckley, “The Determinants of Chinese Outward Foreign Direct Investment,” (2007) 



 74 

Figure 6 Food production per capita in Africa and the world (1960-1995) 

 

Source: African Agricultural Technology Foundation (AATF), “A Study on the Relevance of Chinese 

Agricultural Technologies to Smallholder Farmers in Africa,” (2010) 

 

 

Figure 7 China National Agricultural Development Corporation in Africa 

 

 

Source: T. Xiaoyang and D. Brautigam, “China’s Engagement in African Agriculture: “Down to the 

Countryside”, The China Quarterly, 199 (2009): 697 
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Figure 8 Articles on Chinese Land-deals in SSA, 2008-2012 (approval by % and quantity 

of articles)  

 

 

Source: authors own research via examination of 56 newspaper articles in various (global) media 
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Figure 9.1 FAO Food Price Index in real terms, 1961-2010 

 

Notes: calculated using international prices for cereals, oilseeds, meats, dairy products and sugar. The FAO 

Food Price Index is calculated from 1990 to 2010 on a regular basis; in this figure it has been extended 

back to 1961 using proxy price information. The Index measures movements in international prices and not 

necessarily domestic prices.  

Source: Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), World Food and Agriculture in Review 65 (2010) 

United Nations via http://fao.org/publications/sofi/en/  

 

Figure 9.2 The Global Food Price Crisis in 2007-2008 

 

Source: L. Cotula and S. Vermeulen,eds., Land Grab or Development Opportunity? Agricultural 

Investment and International Land Deals in Africa (London: Russel Press, 2009) 52 

 

 

http://fao.org/publications/sofi/en/
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Figure 10 Chinese Troop Contributions to UN peacekeeping operations 1990-2012 
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Source: United Nations. UN-Peacekeeping Contributors. 

http://www.un.org/en/peacekeeping/resources/statistics/contributors.shtml (accessed 01.08.2012) and 

SIPRI. Multilateral Peace Operations Database. http://conflict.sipri.org/ (accessed 12.11.2012) 

 

Figure 11 Chinese State Actors in Sino-African Economic Relations 

 

 

 

Source: B. Gill and J. Reilly, “The Tenuous Hold of China Inc. in Africa,” The Washington Quarterly, 30, 

3 (2007): 42 and D. Brautigam, The Dragon’s Gift: the Real Story of China in Africa (Oxford: University 

Press, 2009) 107 

http://www.un.org/en/peacekeeping/resources/statistics/contributors.shtml
http://conflict.sipri.org/
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Figure 12 Chinese land-based investments in Africa 1949-1999, 2000-2008 and  2009-

2011 

 

      Legend 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: P. Ho and I. Hofman, “China’s Developmental Outsourcing: A Critical Examination of Chinese 

Global ‘Land Grabs’ Discourse,” Journal of Peasant Studies, 39, 1 (2012): 13, 15, 19 

Figure 13 Annual growth in global food production, consumption and trade 2006-2010 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Note: Estimates in US dollars (2004-2006 basis).  

Source: Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), World Food and Agriculture in Review 65 (2010) 

United Nations via http://fao.org/publications/sofi/en/ 

http://fao.org/publications/sofi/en/
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Figure 14 Chinese imports of primary goods, 1980-2010 (in USD $100 million) 

 Total Primary 

Imports (incl. 

food, raw 

materials and 

mineral fuels 

Food-Imports 

(incl. beverages, 

tobacco, 

vegetable oils) 

In percentage 

food/primary goods 

1980 69,59 32,02 46% 

1990 98,53 44,74 45,41% 

2000 467,39 60,99 13,04% 

2010 4338,50 327,38 7,55% 

Source: National Bureau of Statistics of the PRC. China Statistical Yearbook 2011. (Beijing, 2011) 

 
 
 
Figure 15 China’s Foreign Direct Investment 2000-2011  
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Figure 16 Sino-African Aid Assistance, 1996-2007 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: National Bureau of Statistics of the PRC. China Statistical Yearbook 2011. (Beijing, 2011) and D. 

Brautigam, The Dragon’s Gift: the Real Story of China in Africa (Oxford: University Press, 2009) 317 

Figure 17 China’s Aid Budget Compared to Western Donors 2007 (in $ billion) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: D. Brautigam, The Dragon’s Gift: the Real Story of China in Africa (Oxford: University Press, 

2009) 172 

Figure 18 ExIm-Bank Concessional Loan Procedure  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: D. Brautigam, The Dragon’s Gift: the Real Story of China in Africa (Oxford: University Press, 

2009) 143 
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Figure 19 Categories of Chinese Involved in African Agribusiness  

1. Diplomats and negotiators of agricultural contracts and development aid projects 

2. Aid projects: project managers, engineers, technical experts, translators (on 

contracts) 

3. SOE companies: managers, technical experts, workers (on contracts and 

investment projects) 

4. Private-sector agribusiness owners, managers, workers: small to medium 

“farming” an agro-processing operations 

5. Import-export agents and traders of commodities, farm machinery and agro-

chemicals (SME, medium, large, value-added) 

6. Informal-sector hawkers and marketers 

7. Contract workers and labourers (farms and agro industry) 

8. Relatives, spouses, and children      
Source: A. Spring, “Chinese Development Aid and Agribusiness Entrepeneurs in Africa,” in Repositioning 

African Business and Development for the 21st Century.ed. S. Sigue, 26 (Canada,2009)  

 

 

Figure 20 Area under irrigation and potential irrigable area using existing water 

resources 

Country Irrigated area (ha) Potential irrigable area 

(ha) 

Botswana 1,300 39,000 

Lesotho 1,900 20,000 

Mozambique 45,000 2,400,000 

South Africa 1,300,000 1,600,000 

Swaziland 46,000 86,000 

Zimbabwe 120,000 370,000 

Source: African Agricultural Technology Foundation (AATF), “A Study on the Relevance of Chinese 

Agricultural Technologies to Smallholder Farmers in Africa,” (2010) 
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Figure 21 Excerpt from Land-Agreement between Ethiopia and Dafengyuan Co.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: “Land Rent Contractual Agreement”, Ethiopian Ministry of Agriculture and Hunan Dafengyuan 

Agriculture Co.,LTD. (Addis Ababa, 25.11.2010) 



 83 

Figure 22 Chinese Confirmed Land Acquisitions in Sub-Saharan Africa ( >1000 ha) 

Company Location Ha. Crops Details References (in datasets) 

COMPLANT Benin 4,800 Cassava, sugar 

cane for 

export 

SOE, part of 

CADF 

IISD, Ho, GRAIN: Future-

agricultures, Recharge-news + 

official government sources (IISD) 

 Sierra Leone 8,100 Cassava, sugar 

cane 

1,500 local 

workers 

IISD, Ho, GRAIN: three official 

references 

 Madagascar 10,000 Sugar cane In 2008 took 

over state-

owned sugar-

factory 

SUCOCOMA 

IISD, Ho, GRAIN: double 

reference (media and official) 

IKO Ltd. Cameroon 10,000 

(Ho:  

14,000) 

Cassava, 

maize rice. 

Local market.  

USD $120 

million. 

Subsidiary of 

SOE-

conglomerate 

IISD, GRAIN: 

farmlandgrab.org/post/view/16485 

and company source (IISD) 

CLETC Mali 20,000 Sugar cane. 

Local market 

SOE, joint 

venture with 

Mali gov.+ 

company. USD 

$41 million 

IISD, Ho, GRAIN: Oakland 

Institute, IPRCC, farmlandgrab-

document 

ZTE Energy Congo 100,000 

(Ho: 3 

million!) 

Oil palm Semi SOE, 

telecommunicati

ons 

GRAIN: personal communication 

with ZTE DRC’s representative. 

IISD: company and media source 

 Sudan 10,000 Oil seeds Commercial 

production 

IISD, GRAIN: 

farmlandgrab.org/post/view/11831 

Hunan 

Dafengyuan 

Ethiopia 25,000 Sugar cane Joint venture 

between two 

private seed-

companies 

IISD, GRAIN: 

farmlandgrab.org/post/view/18596, 

contract (see fig.21) 

Hubei SFAC Mozambique 1,000 Local market Demonstration 

farm 

IISD, Ho, GRAIN: 

farmlandgrab.org/post/view/2585 

Datong Trading 

Enterprise 

Senegal 60,000 Sesame, 

export to 

China 

Private 

entrepreneur 

IISD, Ho, GRAIN: double 

referencing (incl. media report) 

Chinese 

investment 

group 

Benin 10,000 Oil palm Private group IISD, GRAIN: ANA, 

farmlandgrab.org/post/view18979 
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Company Location Ha. Crops Details References (in datasets) 

National Hybrid 

Rice R&D 

Center 

Mali 100,000 Hybrid rice 

and wehat 

SOE and 

academic 

institute. Joint 

venture with 

Malibya 

IISD, GRAIN 

Chinese 

investors 

Nigeria 15,000 Cassava, 

export 

Private IISD, GRAIN: 

farmlandgrab.org/post/view/14163 

Hebei Hanhe 

Co. 

Uganda 8,100 Food 

production 

and livestock. 

Local market 

Part of China 

aid program and 

investment for 

profit 

IISD, GRAIN: 

farmlandgrab.org/post/view/8198 

Liu Jianjun Uganda 4,000 Food 

production. 

Local market 

Private 

entrepeneur 

IISD, GRAIN: Liu is a former 

government official, facilitating 

Chinese investments in 

Mozambique, Uganda and other 

African countries. Daily Telegraph 

reported that Liu acquired plot of 

land in Uganda.  

Zhongken 

Estates Ltd. 

Zambia 3,573 Wheat, maize, 

chicken eggs. 

Local market 

Part of CSFAC, 

SOE 

Brautigam (2009), Ho 

Zhongken 

Friendship 

Farm 

Zambia 2,600 Maize, wheat. 

Local market 

- Ho 

Zhonghua Zambia 1,400 Maize, cattle. 

Local market 

JSFC Ho 

China 

International 

Water & 

Electric 

Corporation 

Zimbabwe 100,000 Corn, 

sorghum. 

Local market 

SOE IISD, Ho, GRAIN: NGO-source 

and official government source 

TOTAL  

Chinese 

land- 

acquistions 

 493573 

ha. 

   

 

Sources: Cross-checking sources from reference-list in datasets (see appendices). C. Smaller, Q. Wei and L. 

Yalan, “Farmland and Water China Invests Abroad”, IISD Report (August 2012); P. Ho and I. Hofman, 

“China’s Developmental Outsourcing: A Critical Examination of Chinese Global ‘Land Grabs’ Discourse,” 

Journal of Peasant Studies, 39, 1 (2012) and Grain, “Who Will Feed China: Agribusiness or its own 

Farmers? Decisions in Beijing Echo Around the World,” (August 2012) 
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