CHINESE INVESTMENT IN AFRICA: BOOM OR BUST?

         China claims, through the Office of the Ministry of Commerce that its trade with and investment in Africa had promoted economic development and local employment in the continent. It adds that the Chinese government has also done a lot in releasing the debt of African countries, increasing its aid to Africa while expanding its trade and investment in the continent in the past few years. But its thirst for oil is limitless. By 2020 it will be forced to supply 60% of its energy needs from abroad, even from countries such as Chad that has maintained diplomatic relations with Taiwan. Although in 2004, only 2% of the Chinese trade was with Africa, the continent has done particularly well as China has opened up to the world. During the 1990s, Sino-African trade grew by 700%.

          China first became involved in Africa during the Cold War when it made friends and did business in parts of the world overlooked by the West and the Soviet Union. It is now seeing returns to its investments but at a cost to its image and it calls attention to its real intentions in Africa. One major problem for China is the channeling of lines of credit, intended for infrastructure development, for other uses, e.g., government propaganda in general elections. Since the establishment of the Forum on China-Africa Cooperation in 2000, Sino-African relations have entered a new development stage. Within that framework, China has released 10.9 billion yuan (US$1.4 billion) in debts of 31 underdeveloped African countries, helped 40 African countries construct more than 720 projects, shouldered 58 preferential loan projects in 26 African countries, and trained over 10,000 various talents for African countries.

          Consequently, China has encouraged various Chinese enterprises to invest and launch factories in Africa. Presently, China’s investments in Africa have reached $6.27 billion and rising, promoting economic  development in the continent and increasing local employment. In 2003, it overtook Japan to become the world’s second biggest consumer of petroleum products after the US. Unfortunately, Africans look at Chinese investments from a different angle, describing its one-sided activity, exploiting their people and resources while enriching the Chinese. Since all the countries cannot be covered in our allotted space, let’s take the case of Zambia. Despite the cordial relations between China and Zambia, there is widespread resentment towards Chinese business people among and by small businesspeople and poorly-paid workers.
          The Chinese are frequently accused of being the main culprits in the use of casual labor, which involves lower pay and no social security benefits. According to the Chinese embassy, investments by its nationals in the country stand at more than $300 million, spread across 160 enterprises and employing more than 10,000 Zambians. In a recent presidential election, presidential challenger Michael Sata made China’s presence in Zambia’s copper mining and trading sectors a campaign issue, maintaining that “foreign relations must benefit all concerned. It must not be a one-way traffic. Chinese investment has not added any value to the lives of the people of Zambia. We want investors—local investors, foreign investors—who add value.”

          Mr. Sata’s contention is supported by the Federation of Free Trade Unions (FFTUZ) in Zambia which threw its weight behind his campaign, and trade union leaders made similar accusations. But Levy Mwanawasa defended the Chinese when Sata first threatened to review their state contracts should he come to power. The president later agreed with the general complaint about the quality of the investments, saying he would order the arrest and prosecution of investors in copper mines that broke labor laws. He didn’t mention the Chinese by name but everyone knew he was referring to them for being accused of mistreating his people.

          Such sentiments are now more pronounced in the wake of deteriorating working conditions at Chinese-owned factories, e.g., recent explosion on the Copperbelt that killed 40 workers at the BGRIMM factory who were locked inside. In another incident, six workers were shot at a Chinese-run factory this year after they complained about working conditions and demanded an improvement. They were also unhappy of the invasion of Chinese traders in the sprawling market of Kamwala in Lusaka, flooding with cheaply-priced garments (a la K-Mart) and displacing local traders, and destroying the local textile business.

           How long will this love affair continue with its problems of corrupt governments and the Chinese propensity to be involved in domestic political interference?  Africans are beginning to see the same plight they have in common with Tibetans whose region was forcefully absorbed by China as part of China to exploit its natural resources. It’s just a matter of time before the Africans will rise up against these pseudo-investors who came in as apparent friends to help the national and local economy, and realize that they have taken over the country and exploit its resources. How long will it take the Chinese to learn that one cannot impose its will on others in their own country under the guise of promoting their national development?
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