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Abstract 

   Announced in 2013 by Chinese President Xi Jinping, the Belt Road Initiative (BRI) is a global 

development project that extends across Asia, Africa, Europe, and the Americas. Most Western 

scholars and politicians have been highly critical of the BRI, particularly in connection with 

sub-Saharan Africa, defining the project as neo-imperialistic and arguing that only China would 

benefit from it in terms of political, economic, and military expansion. This thesis uses Kenya, 

South Africa, and Nigeria as case studies to measure the effectiveness of the BRI in the 

development of these three countries. On the basis of this analysis, it can be posited that not only 

China, but also sub-Saharan African countries, specifically continental coastal democracies with 

access to natural resources that engage with China as business partners within the BRI’s context, 

derive substantial benefits from their partnerships. To different degrees, Kenya, South Africa, 

and Nigeria, are presented with opportunities to improve their infrastructure, enjoy economic 

growth, and reduce inequality by engaging in the BRI. 
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Abstrakt 

   Iniciativa Belt Road Initiative (BRI), která byla v roce 2013 vyhlášena čínským prezidentem 

Xi Jinpingem, je globálním infrastrukturním projektem, který sahá napříč Asií, Afrikou, Evropou 

a Amerikou. Většina západních vědců a politiků byla vůči BRI vysoce kritická, zejména v 

souvislosti se subsaharskou Afrikou. Definovali tento projekt jako neo-imperialistický a 

argumentovali, že z politického, hospodářského a vojenského rozšíření by z BRI měla prospěch 

pouze Čína. Tato práce využívá Keňu, Jihoafrickou Republiku a Nigérii jako případové studie k 

měření efektivity BRI v rozvoji těchto tří zemí. Na základě této analýzy lze konstatovat, že nejen 

Čína, ale i země subsaharské Afriky, konkrétně kontinentální pobřežní demokracie s přístupem k 

přírodním zdrojům, které s Čínou jednají jako obchodní partneři v rámci BRI, mají z tohoto 

partnerství značné výhody. Keňa, Jihoafrická republika a Nigérie skrze zapojení do BRI těží z 

rozvoje infrastruktury, ekonomického růstu a snížení nerovnosti.  

 
Klíčová slova: Subsaharská Afrika, Čína, Belt Road Initiative, rozvoj, ekonomika, 

neo-imperialismus, přírodní zdroje, infrastruktura 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

1.1 Introduction 

   China has experienced a meteoric rise from a poor, developing country to the world’s 

second-largest economy. In 1990, China’s nominal Gross Domestic Product (GDP) rose from 6 

percent of the United States’ GDP to 66 percent by 2018 (World Bank 2019[a]). Its dramatic rise 

in economic power has strengthened its position on the world stage as a great power. Though 

China continues to position itself as a developing country, it is clear to many critics that it has 

moved into a position of great strength in both its relationship with its neighbors and on the 

world stage. As it continues to consolidate its position, China has resolved to expand its navy and 

create a strong military presence worldwide as evidenced by the creation of its first overseas base 

in Djibouti in 2017 (Blanchard 2017). This rise has not come without costs, however. China has 

depleted many of its own natural resources during its economic boom (Zhang 2018) and has 

become increasingly reliant on other countries’ resources. This is especially true since a 

substantial share of China’s economy is driven by manufacturing. 

   As China looks to gather resources from other parts of the world, it has set its sights on 

sub-Saharan Africa. Known for its abundance of natural resources, land, and cheap labor, 

sub-Saharan Africa is an ideal location for China’s economic expansion. These natural resources, 

such as rubber, oil, and coal, are indispensable for China to sustain its growth. South America is 

also resource-rich, but falls heavily into the US’ sphere of influence. Moreover, by targeting 

sub-Saharan Africa, China gains unprecedented access to new markets and investment 

opportunities. Sub-Saharan Africa also offers large markets for Chinese investment in 
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hospitality, construction, energy, infrastructure, and telecommunications, many of which are 

untapped (Kok 2018).  

   China’s relationship with Africa has mainly been through financing large-scale infrastructure 

projects and offering development loans. This relationship has been developed over the past 15 

years through partnerships such as the Forum on China-Africa Cooperation (FOCAC). China 

continues to invest in the construction of roads, railways, and ports on the African continent, and 

more specifically in sub-Saharan Africa, helping solidify its partnerships with these countries. In 

fact, China financed more than 3,000 infrastructure projects and offered more than $86 billion 

USD in commercial loans to African governments between 2000 and 2014. In 2015, at the 

Conference of FOCAC, President Xi pledged an additional $60 billion USD in commercial loans 

to the African governments (Schneidman & Wiegert 2018). 

   As of 2019, China remains Africa’s largest trading partner. Since 2005, China has contributed 

a total of $2 trillion USD in investments and construction on the continent (Smith 2019). Some 

countries that have a history of involvement in Africa, such as the United Kingdom, Italy, 

Germany, Portugal or France, are already developed countries. Some countries, such as Cuba, 

have been heavily involved in many conflicts on the continent but are still developing. Other 

countries, such as Mexico and Indonesia, have large populations and economies, but not nearly 

the influence or economic power that China has accumulated. China has emerged as a key player 

on the world stage and its power is rising exponentially. Its interest in Africa is considerable and 

relevant as world politics, economics, and balance of power will be substantially influenced by 

China’s success with the Belt Road Initiative (BRI) (Appendix A [Map 1]). More importantly, 

the achievements of the BRI in sub-Saharan Africa will be subject to thorough scrutiny. Scholars 
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and world leaders will assess whether the African countries involved will enjoy benefits, if any, 

from China’s proposed development initiatives.  

   The relatively recent emergence of a strong China is a common topic of debate. However, 

many forget that China was a dominant power in Asia for several millennia. It was only in the 

mid-1800s that China lost its influence. It fell prey to European colonialism and experienced its 

‘100 years of humiliation.’ With the liberalization of the economy in the 1980s and 1990s, China 

saw dramatic growth in its economic power. This economic boost provided China with the 

opportunity to pursue interests that were motivated not just economically, but also politically. 

China hopes to exert its power and influence through the creation of the BRI (Mercator Institute 

2020), connecting the world both culturally and economically. The BRI is inspired by the ancient 

Silk Road, which allowed for information and goods to circulate between Europe and Asia for 

centuries. To date, 138 countries have signed memorandums of understanding (MoU) to take 

part in the BRI (Green BRI Center 2020), many of which are in the developing world, with 

corrupt governments or authoritarian regimes. In Africa alone, over 38 countries have agreed to 

participate in the project (ibid.). China is offering investment loans to these countries, financing 

the construction of infrastructure projects such as dams and railways, with loans worth millions, 

and sometimes billions, of dollars, which can be approved promptly and implemented swiftly.   

   Much of the recent research on China has focused solely on its economic capabilities and 

financial prospects. In contrast, this thesis begins to analyze China's capacity to advance some of 

its geopolitical goals by working directly with sub-Saharan African countries. Specifically, the 

first goal of the thesis is to understand if China’s plan to develop a blue-water navy and its need 

for energy security are motivating factors behind the BRI in sub-Saharan Africa?  
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   Attempting to study all African countries involved in the BRI would be an impossible task for 

a master's dissertation. Given the remarkable differences between all these countries, the results 

of such an endeavor would be likely unclear or contradictory. In order to gain informed and 

reliable insights, the focus of the research on countries that share certain specific characteristics 

is narrow, but at the same time offer a certain degree of variety. As a general rule, the selection 

was inspired by the highest possible degree of homogeneity. To that end, the thesis concentrated 

exclusively on continental sub-Saharan African countries with a coastline and access to natural 

resources, which have signed an MoU with China related to the BRI and are non-authoritarian  . 1 2

Of the 54 African countries, 12 fit these four requirements. Kenya, South Africa, and Nigeria 

were chosen as they met all the requirements and would provide a strong sample size to gather 

conclusions, as explained below. Of the 12 remaining countries, these three have the largest 

economies and the largest populations. Economic size is important as it gives the countries a 

higher degree of autonomy to agree or reject loans from China. Larger economies offer more 

opportunities for investment for Chinese development banks. Therefore, the results of this 

research may not be applicable to countries outside these parameters.  

   North Africa is separated from the rest of the continent by the Sahara Desert and is the most 

developed economic region of the continent. It also has lower rates of poverty, likely due to its 

more developed economic sector (Sachs et al. 2019[a], 24). Since sub-Saharan Africa is less 

developed, exploring this region is more consequential for this research. Generally, landlocked 

countries are less economically developed, and that is particularly true outside of Europe (Paudel 

1 This was taken from the Economist Intelligence Unit (EIU) Democracy Index. Scores are from 0, complete authoritarian state to 
10, a complete democracy. Scores 4.1+ were considered hybrid regimes, flawed democracies, or complete democracies. The 
states chosen all scored above a 4.1 on the EIU Index. 
2 For a complete breakdown of the countries, see Appendix B. 
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2013). It cuts off countries from maritime trade, a powerful economic benefit. Additionally, with 

the exception of Madagascar, island nations in Africa tend to have smaller populations and less 

land mass, making the impact of BRI projects less significant. A critical factor in this research 

was the selection of countries with democratic regimes since, theoretically, politicians are more 

likely to prioritize development goals. However, it must be noted that both democracies and 

authoritarian regimes in Africa struggle with corruption issues, an element that is taken into 

consideration when drawing conclusions, for instance, in the case of Nigeria. Another important 

criterion of selection was the country’s accessibility to natural resources, chiefly oil and/or gas. 

Since China is the world’s largest energy consumer (Enerdata 2020), energy security is a priority 

for the government. The final requirement considered was that the country must have signed a 

BRI MoU with China by 2019.  

   Finally, this paper aims to understand the accuracy of international strategists, such as Ashok 

Behuria (2018) and Deborah Brautigam (2019), who have labelled China’s initiatives in Africa 

as ‘debt-trap diplomacy.’ Behuria, Brautigam, and others have expressed concern that the 

Chinese development loans will have negative impacts on the already fragile African continent. 

Other scholars, such as Akpaninyie (2019), have defined Chinese enterprise on the continent as 

‘neo-imperialist.’ Sub-Saharan African has a complex history with foreign powers exploiting the 

land and the people. China is a relatively new, but powerful, participant on the African continent, 

which makes the outcomes of these large-scale infrastructure projects difficult to predict. 

Providing democratic countries with accurate information about the potential favorable and 

detrimental consequences of agreeing to development loans with China will better position these 

countries for true development in the future. 
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1.2 Research Goals 

   This thesis specifically analyzes sub-Saharan African countries that are coastal representative 

democracies with developing economies and access to natural resources as they shift their hopes 

for development away from the West and towards China.  

   The first goal of the thesis is to analyze two of China’s motivations for offering large loans for 

development through the BRI. Specifically, will China be able to advance its ambitions for a 

blue-water navy and to secure natural resources tied to its need for energy security by offering 

these loans to countries in sub-Saharan Africa? 

   The second goal of the thesis is to analyze whether representative democratic, coastal countries 

with developing economies, specifically Kenya, South Africa, and Nigeria, all of which have 

access to natural resources, will benefit and increase their chances of development by receiving 

loans from China and participating in the BRI. Kenya, South Africa, and Nigeria were chosen 

since they act as a good sample group meeting the four requirements.  

   Finally, some Western scholars and critics, such as Akpaninyie (2019), Carmody (2011), and 

Fernholz (2018), have called the policies of the BRI ‘neo-imperialist.’ Therefore, the third and 

final goal is to answer whether China’s actions through the BRI can be considered 

neo-imperialist.  

   This thesis does not attempt to analyze authoritarian regimes, land-locked countries, or 

countries north of the Sahara Desert.  
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1.3 Research Questions 

1. Can China begin to develop a blue-water navy by offering development loans through the 

BRI to these sub-Saharan African representative democracies?  

2. If China offers development loans through the BRI to these sub-Saharan African 

representative democracies, will it help to secure natural resources for its energy 

security? 

3. Using Kenya, South Africa, and Nigeria as case studies, will the sub-Saharan African 

coastal representative democracies with developing economies and access to natural 

resources that engage with China through the BRI benefit? 

4. Can the loans offered through the BRI and China’s treatment of these countries be 

considered neo-imperialist? 

 

1.4 Methodology 

   This paper aims to answer four research questions. The first two are related to China’s interest 

in sub-Saharan Africa. Is China’s interest in sub-Saharan Africa due to its desire to develop a 

blue-water navy and second, is China’s interest in investing in sub-Saharan Africa a way to 

secure future energy sources. The third question is to better predict if the sub-Saharan African 

countries will benefit from participation in the BRI, and subsequently increase their chances of 

development. Finally, this thesis aims to analyze and answer whether China’s actions in 

sub-Saharan Africa can be considered neo-imperialistic. 

   This paper uses matrices in order to establish whether China is able to advance two of its goals 

when partnering with Kenya, South Africa, and Nigeria through the BRI. It also uses matrices to 
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understand whether Kenya, South Africa, and Nigeria will likely benefit or lose from these 

partnerships with China. 

 

1.5 Structure of the Thesis 

   This thesis consists of eight main chapters. The first chapter, broken down into seven 

sub-chapters, introduces the topic and background of the thesis. The second chapter focuses on 

the theoretical framework. This includes definitions and explanations of the BRI and 

neo-imperialism. It also includes a critical review of the current literature and the gaps that the 

author identified, descriptions of China’s motivations for partnerships with sub-Saharan African 

states, and an explanation of three sustainable development goals for Kenya, South Africa, and 

Nigeria. The third chapter is an explanation of the methodological framework used in the thesis. 

The fourth, fifth, and sixth chapters of the thesis are the case studies of Kenya, South Africa, and 

Nigeria, respectively. The chapters analyze China’s BRI projects in each country, whether China 

will further enhance its own goals, and the likelihood of reaching the proposed development 

goals. These three case studies allow for an application of the previous theoretical assumptions. 

Concluding, the eighth and final chapter summarizes the information gathered and offers  

suggestions for potential future research. 
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Chapter 2: Theoretical Framework 

2.1 Definitions 

2.1.1 Belt Road Initiative  

   It is important to understand the rationale for the BRI. The name takes inspiration from the 

historical Silk Road, which designates China’s path of westward trade in the Han Dynasty (206 

BCE - 220 CE). The Han Dynasty was able to create routes from China to Europe that extended 

more than 4,000 miles. The trade routes traveled through the territories of modern-day 

Afghanistan, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan, India, and Pakistan 

(Chatzky & McBridge 2019). Central Asia was truly the first place of globalization, connecting 

both western and eastern markets. China traded silk, spices, and jade while other countries sold 

gold, precious metals, ivory, and glass to China. The first millennium saw the highest use of the 

route. The busiest trading routes were between the Han Dynasty and the Roman Empire and 

then, under the Tang Dynasty (618-907 CE) and the Byzantine Empire.  

   During this time, the concept of a modern-day nation-state did not exist in Europe. Rather, 

there were many small states that were independent. These states fought continuous wars against 

each other for land and resources. Many of the states that existed in Europe at the beginning of 

the Tang Dynasty had completely disappeared by the end of the dynasty, 300 years later. Other 

states had risen from these wars to solidify their power for a certain period of time before they 

too were defeated and disappeared (Euratlas 2009[a], [b]). However, China has largely 

maintained the same geographic boundaries for 5,000 years and is considered by many authors to 

be a ‘civilization state’ (Coker 2019; Rachman 2019; Zhang 2012). China claims that because it 

has existed as a historic territory for so long, it has a distinctive civilization. It was able to 
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consolidate power in a central government and pursue interests besides defending its borders 

from neighbors. This pursuit of economic interests gave birth to the Silk Road 2,000 years ago. 

The Silk Road gave China the opportunity to trade with Central Asia and Western Europe while 

reaping economic benefits. 

   Modern-day China hopes to realize the same economic benefits that were gained over 1,500 

years ago. President of China, Xi Jinping, announced the project through official diplomatic 

visits to Kazakhstan and Indonesia in 2013. Xi’s vision included “creating a vast network of 

railways, energy pipelines, highways, and streamlined border crossings, both westward— 

through the mountainous former Soviet republics —and southward, to Pakistan, India, and the 

rest of Southeast Asia” (Chatzky & McBridge 2019). The New Silk Road will no longer trade 

silk, jade, or spices. Instead, it will allow for the distribution and transport of oil, gas, and other 

resources essential for Chinese economic development. For example, 67 percent of China’s oil 

consumption is imported. This is moving rapidly towards an absolute dependence on foreign 

resources to continue fueling the economy (Zhang 2018). China expects to benefit financially 

from such large investments in other countries' infrastructure. 

   China also hopes to expand the international use of the renminbi (RMB), its national currency. 

It is offering its strategic partners, such as Pakistan, an opportunity to reduce their reliance on the 

US dollar (Rana 2017). The US dollar is the world’s international trading currency and China 

hopes to disrupt its supremacy. The Chinese government is eager for the RMB to be considered a 

potential alternative option. Motivating other countries to trade in the RMB would be the first 

step in securing the currency as a reserve currency (Amadeo 2019). This would help China 

strengthen its role as a leader on the global stage.  
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2.1.2 (Neo-)Imperialism  

   To understand whether China is conducting neo-imperialist practices in sub-Saharan Africa, 

one must consider the meaning of neo-imperialism, how it arose, and persists.  

   Imperialism  is defined as “the policy of extending the rule or authority of an empire or nation 3

over foreign countries, or of acquiring and holding colonies and dependencies” (Dictionary 

2012). According to Lenin (1939), who was inspired by Hobson, it is the monopoly stage of 

capitalism. It materialized into common vernacular in the 19th and 20th centuries with Western 

and Japanese economic and political dominance in Africa and Asia, and generally held a 

negative connotation. 

   Gilmartin (2009) cites three waves of European imperial expansion. The first wave includes 

the missions of Spanish and Portuguese explorers who colonized vast portions of the Americas 

starting in 1492. Lands to be conquered were divided between these two kingdoms at papal’s 

instigation (Treaty of Tordesillas, 1494). This first wave was followed by the British, French, 

and Dutch exploring North America and the Caribbean. Britain initiated the colonization of Asia 

with settlements in India, though other countries such as France, Portugal, and the Netherlands 

built colonies in Asia as well. The last wave was focused solely on Africa and started with the 

now infamous Berlin Conference (1884-1885). This third wave is often referred to as ‘New 

Imperialism’ (Gilmartin 2009, 115). The European powers, in particular, Britain, France, 

Portugal, and Belgium, spent the subsequent 20 years dividing up Africa between themselves, 

and creating colonies in most of the continent.  

3 The word imperialism derives from the Latin word imperium, meaning supreme authority or power (Lewis 1890). 
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   These waves of imperialism and colonialism have been linked to the development of capitalism 

(ibid., 116). Gilmartin cites the crisis of European feudalism as the motivation for European 

powers to search for new forms of revenue. The development of merchant capitalism in the 17th 

century and the development of manufacturing in Europe meant that the exploration of other 

territories became necessary. The third wave was driven by the industrial revolution and the need 

for new markets and natural resources (ibid., 116). China, a country that only recently started to 

liberalize its economy, is experiencing something similar to the European powers of the late 

nineteenth century. The Chinese economy is growing rapidly, but is unable to provide itself with 

the necessary amounts of raw materials. It also needs new markets to buy and sell its products. 

   It is also important to note the differences between colonialism and imperialism. Imperialism 

and colonialism are often used interchangeably, as they have similar meanings. Colonial and 

imperial activities require a party to have economic and political advantages over the indigenous 

populations they control. Colonialism is taking physical control of areas of a country to establish 

dominance. Imperialism does not require physical control to establish political and economic 

dominance. One can think of the current situation as a relationship between a core and a 

periphery. The core, China, has high profits and high incomes, while the periphery, in this case 

sub-Saharan Africa, has low profits and low incomes. According to the tenets of 

neo-imperialism, China is in a position to establish economic dominance in the sub-Saharan 

countries where it is engaged in the BRI.   

   Consider the meaning of neo-imperialism: neo means “new,” so the term connotes a new form 

of imperialism. In particular, this thesis uses ‘post-colonial African philosophy’ as a basis for 
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characterizing and defining neo-imperialism. Reference is made here to African thinkers such as 

Emmanuel Chukwudi Eze, Tsenay Serequeberhan, Tunde Zack-Williams, and Oseni Afisi.  

   With regard to neo-imperialism in Africa, Zack-Williams (2013, 131) points out “The 

imperialist subjugation of the continent in the post-colonial era has been less overt, occurring 

through the sphere of market subjugation, transfer pricing, profits repatriation, and asymmetrical 

economic partnership agreements leading to deep integration.” He further notes that foreign 

capital is used only to exploit the less developed parts of the world, rather than help them 

develop. Foreign investment from wealthy countries into poor ones only serves to increase the 

gaps between the two (ibid.). Oseni Afisi (n.d.), a Nigerian philosopher and professor, argues 

that it is “the deliberate and continued survival of the colonial system in independent African 

states [that] turn[s] these states into victims of political, mental, economic, social, military and 

technical forms of domination carried out through indirect and subtle means that did not include 

direct violence.” Put otherwise, it is the infrastructures and policies from the colonial era that 

continue to exacerbate the problems of contemporary Africa.  

   Scholars such as Bermeo (2018) and Serequeberhan (1998, 13) argue that development aid 

serves wealthier countries at much higher rates than poor ones. Through technical support, 

financial aid, and scientific assistance, wealthy countries are able to control lesser-developed 

countries. In addition, loans from the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and World Bank (as 

pointed out by Afisi) only serve the wealthy countries. The conditions imposed by the donor 

force the beneficiary state to be subservient. This thesis explores if the theories of Serequeberhan 

and Afisi are correct; that development aid, with strings attached, is likely only to achieve the 

exploitation of poorer countries.  
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   According to Shrestha, McKinley-Floyd, and Mtwige (2008), a common theme in the literature 

is the increasing presence of Chinese companies in Africa and the scramble for African 

resources. These authors warn African scholars and policy-makers that China’s actions in the 

region will be no different than nineteenth-century European imperialism. According to Kolstad 

and Wiig (2011, 34), trade and investment are the direct economic channels between African 

countries and China, and are interwoven. In fact, the authors contend, development projects are 

tied to access and availability of the country’s natural resources. Zhao (2014, 1042) concurs with 

the statements of the previous authors. He writes that “while China’s main imports from Africa 

are primary products with little added value for Africa, including crude oil, copper, ores and 

minerals, Africa is a large buyer of manufactured products such as machinery and textiles from 

China.” Zhao continues his argument stating that Chinese investment rarely helps economic 

development in the targeted country. It is rare to see job creation or improved standards of living 

for the ordinary people in these countries (ibid., 1042).  

   This thesis argues that one of the geopolitical aims for China’s development of the BRI is to 

secure access to energy, which seems to be supported by data available in previous literature 

(Kolstad & Wiig 2011; Zhao 2014). Kolstad and Wiig (2011, 34) write extensively about the 

increases in trade in both material products and energy resources, remarking that most recipients 

of Chinese foreign aid and direct investment are resource-rich countries in minerals, agricultural 

products, or petroleum (ibid., 35). As of 2011, oil, minerals, cotton, and timber made up 80 

percent of the exports from Africa to China (ibid., 34). The largest African exporting countries 

are Nigeria, South Africa, and Egypt (ibid., 34). 
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   There seem to be two large gaps in the literature. The first gap is that much of the current 

literature from Western authors focuses solely on the dangers of African countries engaging with 

China and accepting infrastructure loans. The scholars don’t seem to explore why these loans 

have the potential to be beneficial or why these countries might look to China for development 

loans in the first place. On the other hand, the Chinese sources only promote potential benefits 

for countries engaging in the BRI. These sources do not explain how the countries will benefit, 

only that they will benefit. This paper explores the middle-ground between the opposing sides, 

and tries to offer how these democratic, coastal sub-Saharan African countries have the potential 

to benefit from engagement. 

   Secondly, there seems to be gaps in the literature about China’s blue-water navy. There are 

some articles and books written by authors, for example Koda (2017) and Xin (2011), that offer 

extensive motivations and long-term goals for the Chinese navy. However, few specifically 

examine or consider African waters. Much of the current focus is on the Indian Ocean, where 

India is the regional leader, or, in the Pacific Ocean, where the US and its allies have a strong 

coalition to control the waters. There is a lack of understanding of the Chinese naval goals on the 

African continent. This is surprising, since the country’s first overseas base is in Djibouti. 

Moreover, China now funds or controls 13 ports along the west African coast (Chimbelu 2019), 

all of which lay in the Atlantic Ocean. While this paper does not have the capacity to examine 

each port or Chinese naval interests in West Africa, it would be beneficial to researchers to 

investigate Chinese naval ambitions on the west African coast. 
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2.3 Data Limitations 

   One data limitation encountered while carrying out this research was the inability to interview 

local policy-makers in these three countries. Evaluating a topic as complex as the BRI in Kenya, 

South Africa, and Nigeria is not definitive nor simple. As a palliative, it was decided to use local 

sources from Kenya, South Africa, and Nigeria, such as newspapers, wherever possible. 

Additionally, the materials used were either written in English or translated from Chinese into 

English. Therefore, there were limitations in accessing relevant material from Chinese sources.  

 

2.4 China’s Geopolitical Aims 

   This paper assumes two major motivations for China’s involvement in Kenya, South Africa, 

and Nigeria. The first is China’s relatively new focus on building a blue-water navy. It is an 

effort to show both its military and economic strength. In addition to China’s desire to build a 

blue-water navy, this thesis considers Chinese efforts to guarantee energy security, with a 

particular focus on oil. These two goals are necessary for China to advance its geopolitical and 

economic agendas. 

 

2.4.1 Blue Water Navy 

   Howe (2002) contends that to become an empire and gain political power requires the 

conquering of land. However, it is trade and sea routes that innervate and diffuse cultural and 

economic imperialistic networks. He further notes that “although political empires were built 

mostly by expansion overland, economic and cultural influences spread at least as much by the 

sea” (ibid., 45). What Howe does not explain is how economic power leads to political power. In 
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today’s international community, economies revolve around a country’s ability to exert its 

strength and influence in the system. 

   In this regard, Feng (2009, 71-79) argues that since China is a country with “about 3 million 

square kilometers of Exclusive Economic Zones (EEZs), over 18,000 kilometers of coastline, 

and more than 7,000 islands, China is witnessing a strong wave of the resurgence of ‘ocean 

consciousness.’” He points out that the ‘century of humiliation’ was largely caused by foreign 

aggressors invading directly from the sea. This causes the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) to 

place a large emphasis on the navy. The PLAN’s (People’s Liberation Army Navy) main duties 

include the unification of the nation, defending the integrity of the territory, and safeguarding 

China’s maritime interests and rights (PLA Navy 2015, 5). By unification, the PLAN means the 

annexation of Taiwan to China. Since Taiwan is an island only 130 kilometers off the coast of 

China, it is evident that the PLAN intends to be the primary player in the reunification of the 

country. Defending the integrity of the territory means protecting the country from outside 

influences. Last, and most important, comes a focus on Chinese interests. Besides the mainland, 

China historically has considered the Yellow Sea, the East China Sea, the South China Sea, and 

the Northern Pacific Ocean as part of its overseas territories (Xin 2011, 386). Through the early 

2000s, the PLAN showed no intention of exerting its influence any further than its historic 

overseas territories. However, China has shown an interest in the Indian Ocean, the Southern 

Pacific, and even the Mediterranean and the Atlantic Ocean (Suciu 2020). Though it is not 

explicitly stated, China is heavily reliant on overseas trade for both imports and exports. The 

PLAN must be able to guarantee that Chinese interests, economic and political, are protected at 

all costs. Chinese economic prosperity has not come without costs. It has become one of the 

 



21  

biggest import countries of “iron ore, oil, copper, nickel, alumina, and a long list of other raw 

materials from the global market. Foreign trade on such a large scale has driven China to become 

a country with a deep dependence on overseas commerce” (Xin 2011, 394). The PLAN is 

responsible for ensuring that China has continued access to these natural resources. 

   In consideration of this, it is clear why one of the CCP’s main goals is to build a blue-water 

navy. A blue-water navy is defined as a “maritime force capable of sustained operation across 

the deep waters of open oceans. A blue-water navy allows a country to project power far from 

the home country and usually includes one or more aircraft carriers. Smaller blue-water navies 

are able to dispatch fewer vessels abroad for shorter periods of time” (DSS 2012). According to 

the US Department of Defense’s definition, only the US Navy meets this criterion. The PLAN 

has developed a proposal to project its power range in distant waters. Though the PLAN has 

been advancing its capacity to become a real blue-water navy, it still has much to accomplish 

before achieving this goal. 

   One of the driving factors behind China’s desire for a blue-water navy is that the CCP owes 

much of its legitimacy to its economic strength and continued development. As previously 

mentioned, China’s growing dependence on oil and other raw materials means that it has to 

search for those resources overseas (Prasad 2012). What Beijing fears, however, is that the 

waters surrounding it are controlled by powers that want to limit its capabilities, particularly the 

US, Japan, and India. The US, with the world’s only blue-water navy, makes up 46 percent of the 

world’s 21 total largest navies (ibid.). The difference between the US and any other country is 

considerable. Currently, the PLAN is hardly able to conduct complex naval operations far from 

their home shores.  
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   Since China is attempting to build a blue-water navy, other countries have entered the race as 

well. Australia has embarked on a $40 billion AUD revamp of its submarine fleet, and India 

purchased a nuclear-powered attack submarine from Russia. Furthermore, South Korea is 

modernizing its naval fleet, and Japan, for the first time in 36 years, is enlarging its naval fleet 

(ibid.). That means that while China continues to build its naval fleet, its neighbors, or more 

appropriately rivals, will continue to build theirs with equal urgency. 

   One of China’s biggest problems is that it cannot push eastward with its navy. Preventing 

China from expanding eastward into the Pacific Ocean and towards South America is the US and 

its allies: South Korea, Japan, Taiwan, the Philippines, Brunei, and Vietnam. Since China cannot 

expand into the Pacific Ocean, it is forced to focus its attention upon the Indian Ocean. The 

PLAN’s presence has increased gradually, but steadily. There are a number of increasingly 

friendly countries in the waters of the Indian Ocean and along the African coast. These markets 

will be important sources for potential opportunities in the future, as well as key sources of 

natural resources (Koda 2017, 8). To further illustrate the point, one can look at the difference 

between African and South American partners involved in the BRI. Since China cannot get to 

South American resource markets easily, it needs to find other places to invest. Tata (2017) 

warns that “a naval blockade would trigger a rapid collapse of China’s economy and paralyze its 

military forces, reducing the country to a paper dragon.” This very real threat to resources will 

continue to motivate China to push forward with its navy and build shorter supply routes from 

Africa to China. For example, the routes from the Indian Ocean via Pakistan and other countries 

allow it to avoid maritime choke-points, such as the Strait of Malacca.  
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   In order for a country to have strong military forces, it needs to have close allies. This is 

especially true when it comes to naval power. The importance of overseas bases cannot be 

understated. One of the reasons the US has become a global power is that its alliance networks 

provide it with various bases throughout the world (Koda 2017, 10). While the US has built its 

coalition through a long history of goodwill and partnership, China will struggle to match the 

success of the US. Therefore, it is far more likely that China will use trade to increasingly gain 

access to ports. It is a policy of ‘places instead of bases’ (ibid.). China has already started this 

policy, creating a ‘string of pearls’ throughout the Indian Ocean. It has bases throughout the 

ocean in the Strait of Malacca, Bangladesh, Myanmar, Thailand, Cambodia, Sri Lanka, the 

Maldives, Pakistan’s Gwadar Port, and islands in the Persian Gulf and the Arabian Sea (Edens 

2018). These serve to aid China’s more distant off-shore missions, especially since they are held 

in strategic waters. Moreover, China wants to challenge India’s supremacy in the region, as it 

holds the central geographic position in the Indian Ocean. China is investing heavily in countries 

through these development loans, and expects to receive the appropriate benefits. 

   China’s maritime goals are no longer limited to security, but increasingly include protecting 

their economic interests. In December 2008, China sent two destroyers and one depot ship to the 

Horn of Africa to provide protection to international businessmen and to fight piracy. This is the 

first time in 575 years, since the Ming Dynasty in 1433, that the Chinese navy participated in a 

combat mission (France Press 2008). As China’s power continues to expand, it is likely that the 

rates of such displays of power will continue to grow as well.  
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2.4.2 Energy Security 

   The exponential rise in the Chinese economy has had a host of unexpected results, most of 

them positive. However, with China’s rapid industrialization, two challenges have arisen: a 

significant pollution problem and a spike in the demand for fuel (Garrison 2011, 40). The 

demand for fuel hovers as a constant security threat over the Chinese economy. This is why the 

concept of ‘energy security’ is so central. Chinese energy demands are much larger than the 

Chinese supply of energy, and the country can no longer be self-sufficient with its energy needs. 

In conformity with Yergin (1998, 112), it can be said that energy security aims “to assure 

adequate, reliable supplies of energy at reasonable prices and in ways that do not jeopardize 

major national values and objectives.” While China has large deposits of coal, and coal still 

makes up 59 percent of its total energy consumption (Daly & Xu 2019), China is being forced to 

diversify. Coal is particularly dirty, and mounting international pressures regarding greenhouse 

gases have caused China to shift to other energy sources. 

   The International Energy Agency predicted in 2007 that global demand for energy would 

increase by 50 percent by the year 2030. Within that increase, 70 percent of it will come from the 

developing world (ibid.). Since there are no cost-effective substitutes for oil, which is necessary 

for both the economy and the military, it is China’s desire to ensure that it can receive reliable 

forms of oil. Considering China’s position, Yergin’s assessment should be slightly modified, 

emphasis being less on ‘reasonable prices’ and more on guaranteeing that access to oil will not 

jeopardize national interests. Thus, this paper will now focus on China’s need for oil and its 

geopolitical implications. 
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   Between 1990 and 2007, income doubled for an average Chinese person, while energy 

consumption increased by 15 percent. However, as more people purchase cars and appliances, 

there is a dramatic increase in the demand for fuel and electricity (Brookings 2007). In 2007, the 

Brookings Institute estimated that there were 40 total million cars in China. Brookings predicted 

that in 2020 there would be 150 million cars on the road, which would require an additional 2-3 

million barrels of oil daily. However, China more than doubled Brookings’s estimates. By 2017, 

there were over 300 million cars on the road (Zheng 2017). China now requires an additional 4-6 

million barrels of oil per day. These are exponentially larger numbers than the CCP originally 

estimated, revealing the increasing threats faced by China’s energy security policies. In fact, the 

Energy Information Administration (EIA), part of the US Department of Energy, estimated that 

in 2015, China imported 6.6 million barrels of oil per day. By 2035, the EIA estimates China’s 

daily imports will rise to 9.7 million barrels per day (Tata 2017). If these statistics reveal 

anything, it is that agencies like Brookings and the EIA severely underestimated China’s demand 

for oil. China’s domestic demand for oil is rising quickly, which means that energy security is 

now more than ever a national concern. 

   The fears that led to a focus on energy security policies began in 1993. It was then, that for the 

first time since the establishment of the People’s Republic of China (PRC), that it became a net 

importer of oil with 7.5 percent of its total consumption of oil having to be imported (Leung 

2011, 1330). This made China anxious about its energy security. In 2009, China became the 

world’s largest energy consumer (Enerdata 2020). Beijing recognized the issue and created a 

strategy to diversify the source suppliers. Through the creation of new ‘Silk Roads’ across 

Eurasia and ‘Belts’ throughout the Indian Ocean, China aims to limit its dependence on a single 
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country. “Beijing’s highest strategic priority is to ensure energy security by connecting friendly 

major oil and gas producers to China via pipelines transiting through land routes beyond the 

effective military reach of the United States” (Tata 2017). Creating guarantees for oil exports in 

Central Asia and Russia, the Persian Gulf, and sub-Saharan African will ensure that China’s 

energy needs will be met. 

   Oil and political instability are two factors that have long been associated with the Middle East. 

Meidan (2019, 2) explains that since China became an importer of oil in the early 1990s, “its 

reliance on oil flows from the Middle East has surged, with imports rising from 0.33 million 

barrels/day in 1998 to just over 4 million barrels/day in 2018.” China is heavily reliant on 

countries, such as Iran and Iraq, that are saddled with instability to secure its energy needs. Even 

countries that are seemingly stable, such as Saudi Arabia, are not immune to the conflicts of the 

region. The September 14, 2019, attacks on Saudi Arabia’s oil field, the largest processing plant 

in the kingdom (Medidan 2019, 4), confirmed that China needs to actively search for countries 

that can guarantee energy security. 

   What complicates the situation even more for China, is the influence of the US in oil-rich 

countries. Saudi Arabia and the US are close allies, especially in their distrust of Iran. Sanctions 

against Iran during the Trump presidency has made the already turbulent region even more 

unstable. Not only do the sanctions in Iran limit the capacity to deliver oil, but interactions 

between China and Iran will likely provoke anger in Washington, DC. Though Iran has an 

abundance of oil and would most certainly be happy to export oil to China, the costs far 

outweigh the benefits. The US is still a top importer from and exporter to China, and the acting 

world leader. Beijing recognizes it is not in its geopolitical interests to anger Washington. 
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   Russia and Central Asian countries have large deposits of natural gas and oil and are not 

vulnerable to political instability or the risks involved in transporting oil overseas. If this is true, 

why then do Russian and Central Asian gas only account for 15 percent of China’s overall 

imports (Downs 2019)? While China is building some pipelines through Kazakhstan, 

Kyrgyzstan, and Tajikistan (Chen & Fazilov 2018) as part of the BRI, it still has limited 

interaction with Eurasia. There are several factors why China looks outside this area for its 

energy needs. First, consider the troubled history between China and Russia. After the 

Sino-Soviet split in the 1960s, the Soviet Union stopped funding China with oil and let the PRC 

search for oil on its own (Leung 2011, 1332). Second, large parts of Central Asia are still part of 

Russia’s geographic and political backyard. China is quite aware of this and does not want to 

become reliant on Russia, or its dependents, for its oil needs. Third, the infrastructure is still 

being built in this region to move the quantities of natural gas demanded. Finally, while Russia’s 

economy pales in comparison to China’s, China is not actively trying to support Russia’s 

economy. China is happy to purchase oil in other places for two reasons. One is cost and the 

other is a small, but apparent, effort to remind Russia that it has not forgotten its historical 

affronts.  

   Instability in the Middle East, and the historic issues with Russia, have caused China to turn its 

attention to Africa. Historically, China had strong relationships with North African countries, 

such as Algeria, Egypt, Libya, and Tunisia, all of which were large oil producers and exporters. 

However, after the Arab Spring in late 2010 and early 2011, any previous sense of stability has 

abandoned the area. China has had to shift its gaze, again, to other countries to “integrate 

energy-rich African nations within its energy-security strategy” (ibid.). China has turned its focus 
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to Chad, South Sudan, and Nigeria. China’s energy security strategy is to diversify and not 

become reliant on any regional producer for oil. It will face tough choices in the future about 

how to not only guarantee its energy needs but where to buy them. The Middle East continues to 

be unpredictable and dangerous, but dealing with sub-Saharan African countries is not without 

risks. Either way, for the CCP to continue to run the country successfully, it needs to guarantee 

continued economic development. 

 

2.5 African Development Goals 

   In 2015, the United Nations (UN) General Assembly proclaimed 17 global objectives, labeled 

the ‘Sustainable Development Goals’ (SDGs). The goals are a call for action to bring increased 

economic prosperity, social equality, and environmental sustainability to every country by 2030 

(UNDP 2020). The goals proposed by the UN often fall in line with initiatives provided by the 

African Union’s ‘Agenda 2063’. While it is an intention and expectation that all countries strive 

for these objectives, developed countries are much more likely to reach them than 

lesser-developed countries, particularly in sub-Saharan Africa.  

   This paper examines three of the listed United Nations Development Program’s (UNDP) 

SDGs. They include ‘decent work and economic growth’, ‘industry, innovation, and 

infrastructure’, and ‘reduced inequalities’: eight, nine, and ten of the UN’s 17 goals respectively. 

While other goals listed in the UNDP SDGs list are equally crucial, it would be difficult or 

impossible to test them in connection with the BRI . To test, for instance, an SDG such as ‘life 4

4 A list of the 17 goals include: 1) No poverty, 2) Zero hunger, 3) Good health and well-being, 4) Quality education, 5) Gender 
equality, 6) Clean water and sanitation 7) Affordable and clean energy, 11) Sustainable cities and communities, 12) Responsible 
consumption and production, 13) Climate action, 14) Life below water 15) Life on land 16) Peace, justice, and strong institutions, 
17) Partnerships for the goals 
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below water’ with regard to infrastructural development loans offered by China would be 

inconsequential since the loan would inherently fail to meet the requirements. Therefore, it is 

important to only test goals that are applicable to the nature and quality of the loans offered by 

China. 

   In 2019, 162 countries reported data regarding their completion of goals in order to reach the 

2030 SDGs. Denmark declared meeting 85.2 percent of the SDGs, the highest percentage 

reported. In contrast, the Central African Republic stated that they are able to meet about only 

39.1 percent of the goals, the lowest percentage reported. Kenya, South Africa, and Nigeria all 

fall in the bottom third of the list. South Africa is 113th overall and is meeting 61.5 percent of 

the SDGs. Kenya is 125th overall and is meeting 57.3 percent of the SDGs, while Nigeria is 

159th and is only meeting 46.4 percent of the SDGs (Sachs et al. 2019[d]). None of these three 

countries are on track to reach at least two thirds of their goals by 2030, with Nigeria not even 

reaching half. Nigeria is only doing better than three other countries from the list provided by the 

UN. It is clear that these countries need significant financial and political support if they want to 

reach the development goals proposed by the UN. The following section of the thesis explains 

what each one of these goals are and how they are relevant to the development of Kenya, South 

Africa, and Nigeria. 

 

2.5.1 Decent Work and Economic Growth  

   Increased job opportunities and sustainable economic growth directly correlate with safer, 

more productive societies. Elizabeth Howton (2020), a researcher at the World Bank, states that 

the 43 countries with the highest rate of poverty are located in sub-Saharan Africa. 
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Approximately 40 percent of the population there experiences extreme poverty, and those 

numbers have remained constant over the past 10 years. According to the World Bank’s 

definition of the international poverty line, one must earn less than $1.90 per day to be ranked as 

extremely poor. Impoverished economic conditions make it difficult for individuals to access 

health care, education, clean water, and other basic necessities. Building robust economies that 

are sustainable in the long-term are essential for development. 

   Goal Eight of the SDGs concerns the promotion of ‘inclusive and sustainable economic 

employment and decent work for all’ (UN SDGs[a]). More specifically, one of these specific 

targets is to increase levels of economic productivity globally, but particularly in Lesser 

Developed Countries (LDCs). Increasing prospective job opportunities that provide decent 

employment for both men and women is a further objective. A third example of a specific target 

within Goal Eight is to increase support in trade sectors, especially between LDCs and developed 

countries (for the complete list of UN SDG 8, see Appendix B). While these are the targets, they 

are too general to measure. Listed below are five more specific indicators of whether the BRI 

will aid Kenya, South Africa, and Nigeria in achieving the proposed SDGs:  

● Improve rates of production and consumption 

● Improve conditions to ensure worker’s safety 

● Achieve higher rates of annual GDP 

● Increase trade opportunities for developing countries 

● Implement policies that promote sustainable tourism 

This paper will take some of the goals listed above, and determine whether they are achievable 

through the BRI projects. 
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2.5.2 Industry, Innovation, and Infrastructure  

   Improved infrastructure is critical for sub-Saharan African economic development and will 

lead to significant improvement in the lives of its citizens. The African Development Bank 

Group (2020) explains:  

Infrastructure development is a key driver for progress across the African continent and  

a critical enabler for productivity and sustainable economic growth. It contributes  

significantly to human development, poverty reduction, and the attainment of… 

development goals. Investment in infrastructure accounts for over half of the recent 

improvement in economic growth in Africa and has the potential to achieve even more. 

Investments in infrastructure generate increases in employment and income, and improve health 

and education. It should be noted that major organizations including, but not limited to, the 

African Union, UN, World Bank, and many development banks all acknowledge that 

infrastructure is essential to development. 

   The infrastructure deficit in Africa is a constant and concerning restriction of development. 

According to Herbst (2000), this deficit stems from the vestiges of colonialism, where European 

countries had little incentive to create infrastructure or develop political institutions. Provided 

below are statistics given by the African Development Bank Group (ADBG) (2020) that 

highlight the severity of the infrastructure problem. 

● 57 percent of the population in Africa does not have access to electricity. In 2020, that 

amounts to 741 million people, or more 2.25 times the population of the US. 

● Two-thirds of Africa’s population still uses biomass (garbage, animal waste, wood) for 

fuel, which is environmentally unsound and dangerous to human health. 
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● Africa’s surface area measures approximately 30 million square kilometers and has about 

84,000 kilometers of rail track. In comparison, Europe is about 10 million square 

kilometers (Moen 2016) with about 230,000 kilometers of rail track  (Eurostat 2020). 5

Africa is three times as large as Europe with approximately one third of the rail track.  

● Handling at African ports costs an average of 50 percent more than in other parts of the 

world due to long processing time and poor handling rates. Moreover, inefficiencies due 

to lack of railways and poor connectivity with existing railways exacerbate the problem. 

● In terms of water and sanitation, 40 percent of the African population does not have 

access to clean drinking water. Lack of clean drinking water costs African countries an 

average of 5 percent of their GDP. In fact, annually, in Nigeria the lack of clean drinking 

water costs $3 billion USD and in Kenya it costs $290 million USD.  

Africa, as a continent, and particularly sub-Saharan Africa, lags behind the world in terms of 

development. Poor infrastructure is one of the key inhibitors of development. 

   Goal Nine of the UN’s SDGs is to ‘build resilient infrastructure, promote sustainable 

industrialization and foster innovation’ (UN SDGs[b]). An example of these more specific 

targets is to build sustainable infrastructure to increase economic development for all people. 

Another is to facilitate more infrastructural development through increased technological and 

financial support. Finally, there should be an effort to increase communications technology and 

access to information technology, especially in the developing world (for the complete list of UN 

SDG 9, see Appendix B). In an effort to better quantify these goals, this paper develops some 

5 This does not include Albania, Belgium, Kosovo, Montenegro, or Switzerland. Information was either not provided by EuroStat 
or five plus years out of date. These five countries add an additional 9,800 kilometers of track. 
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measurable goals that can be tested with regard to the development loans given by China through 

the BRI: 

● Increase road access to population in rural areas 

● Increase rail tracks, efficiency of ports, and interconnections 

● Increase manufacturing and construction jobs 

● Increase access to the internet, communications technology, and other information 

technology 

● Facilitate assistance from wealthy foreign donors to assist with these goals 

Again, this paper hopes to measure if the chances of these goals being met will increase as a 

result of enhanced partnerships with China. 

 

2.5.3 Reduced Inequalities 

   The aims of Goal 10 are to ‘reduce inequalities’ (UN SDGs[c]). The intention here is to tackle 

a range of inequalities, both within and between countries. The divide between rich and poor 

populations within countries is staggering, and as equally staggering is the gap between LDCs 

and developed countries. Kenya, South Africa, and Nigeria all strive to close the income gap 

within their countries, and between them and developed countries. In order to alleviate poverty 

and help countries develop, these inequalities must be overcome.  

   A key target of Goal 10 is to improve the regulation of international markets and financial 

institutions, and to ease accessibility to them. The UN also wants to ensure equal opportunities 

and eliminate discriminatory practices. In addition, and perhaps most important to this thesis, is 

to “encourage development assistance and financial flows, including foreign direct investment 
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to… African countries” (ibid.) (for the complete list of UN SDG 10, see Appendix B). Below are 

four qualifiers to determine if Keyna, South Africa, and Nigeria will be able to make progress 

towards UN SDG 10.  

● Promote employment opportunities for all capable workers 

● Ensure that developing countries have access to international institutions and increase the 

power of their vote 

● Offer development aid, assistance, and projects to LDCs 

● Favoring exports that come from developing countries 

In order for Kenya, South Africa, and Nigeria to achieve these goals, they will likely require 

considerable support from more developed countries. 

 

Chapter 3: Methodological Framework 

3.1 Methodological Framework 

   The purpose of this paper is to study a three-part problem: the first two questions are whether 

the interactions with these countries will strengthen China’s geopolitical goals and whether the 

loans China offers Kenya, South Africa, and Nigeria through the BRI will help their 

development. The last problem is whether China’s actions can be considered neo-imperialistic. 

This paper uses three groups of matrices in total. Examples of the matrices are sampled below. 

   The first two are set up as a 2 x 2 matrix. The first matrix pair looks specifically at two of 

China’s main goals for engaging with Kenya, South Africa, and Nigeria. These are on the 

horizontal axis. On the vertical axis is ‘yes’ or ‘no’, identifying whether the goals are met by 

engaging with the specified sub-Saharan African country.  
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   The second matrix group looks specifically at three development goals for Kenya, South 

Africa, and Nigeria and is also on a 2 x 2 matrix. These development goals are on the horizontal 

axis. On the vertical axis is ‘yes’ or ‘no’, identifying whether the goals are met by engaging with 

China in the BRI.  

   Finally, this paper uses a 2 x 2 matrix with the material gathered from the Matrix Groups 1 and 

2, and determines if China’s actions are neo-imperialistic. 

 

3.2 Matrices 

Matrix Group 1 (China’s Geopolitical Goals) 

 Blue Water Navy 

Yes  

No  

 

 Energy Security 

Yes  

No  

 

Matrix Group 2 (Kenyan, South African, and Nigerian Development Goals) 

 Decent Work and Economic Growth 

Yes  

No  
 

 Industry, Innovation, and Infrastructure 

Yes  

No  
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 Reduced Inequalities 

Yes  

No  

 

Matrix Group 3 (Combination of Matrix 1 & Matrix 2) 

 Is it Neo-Imperialism? 

Yes  

No  

 

   The second step is defining what ‘strengthens’ China’s geopolitical goals. The study chooses 

standard markers of China’s stated goals. Examples of ways to strengthen China’s geopolitical 

toolkit include building a blue-water navy and power projection through naval forces, and energy 

security. Looking at decisions by the Chinese government and of large development banks is the 

basis for understanding what China’s goals are. 

   The next step is defining what is ‘beneficial’ to the chosen African democracies. Again, the 

study must choose standard markers of development. Looking at the development goals listed by 

international organizations such as the UN, the World Bank, and the African Union will provide 

the basis for understanding what constitutes development in Africa. Examples of Kenya, South 

Africa, and Nigeria’s development goals include building stronger infrastructures, lower levels 

of unemployment and poverty, and strengthening economies.  
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3.3 Case Selection 

   Three countries were chosen as case studies in an effort to expose the impact of Chinese 

policies in practice: Kenya, South Africa, and Nigeria. These countries were selected for several 

reasons. First, all are currently democracies that were former British colonies. Democracies are 

particularly pertinent to this study because their governments are most likely to put their 

country’s development and the will of their people at the center of their actions. Elected officials, 

in theory, should make decisions that benefit the populace, otherwise, they will lose favor and 

not be re-elected. Authoritarian regimes, on the other hand, are driven by the desire for those in 

power to remain in power. They have fewer incentives to improve the lives of the people, but 

rather just to increase their control.  

   Second, the countries chosen have large economic assets and/or  natural resources which are of 

interest to Chinese investment. Of the 54 African countries, Nigeria has the largest economy, 

South Africa has the second-largest, and Kenya has the eighth (Kruger 2018). Data gathered by 

the IMF indicated that Nigeria’s GDP was valued at $376,284,000,000 USD, South Africa’s 

GDP was valued at $349,299,000,000 USD, and Kenya’s GDP was valued at $79,511,000,000 

USD (ibid.). While this is by no means as large as the Chinese economy, or even large European 

ones, it still provides China enough motivation to invest in such countries. In terms of natural 

resources, both Nigeria and South Africa are known for their natural resources, which China 

desperately needs to keep its economy afloat. Nigeria has large amounts of petroleum, natural 

gas, and iron ore. Nigeria has also discovered oil off its coast, which proves that it is a rising key 

player as China’s need for oil continues to rise. Nigeria is able to produce 1,938,543 gallons of 
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oil per day, making it the 15th largest producer worldwide (Worldometer 2016) . Nigeria also 6

has the 10th largest reserves worldwide, with over 37,070,000,000 gallons (ibid.). South Africa 

has large amounts of arable land, large mineral deposits, and fish. China is increasingly low on 

mineral deposits and has become reliant on imports. According to the ministry official, Ju 

Jianhua, China imports “95 percent of chrome, 90 percent of cobalt, 79 percent of gold, 73 

percent of copper, 73 percent of iron ore, and 67 percent of oil” (Zhang 2018).  

   What Kenya lacks in natural resources, it more than makes up for with its geographic location. 

The Port of Mombasa is the third-largest port in Africa (Daoui 2017). It serves more than 30 

shipping lanes and 80 seaports worldwide and employs 1,788 full-time workers (KPA 2020). 

However, it has two additional benefits that may not be immediately visible. First, it acts as a 

fueling stop for ships coming from the Middle East carrying oil across the Indian Ocean, and 

ships from West African countries carrying oil around the southern tip of Africa. A strong 

influence in a port such as the Port of Mombasa would be invaluable to China as their demand 

for oil continues to rise. Second, the Port of Mombasa controls the movement of goods between 

the coastline and interior African countries such as Rwanda, Uganda, and the Democratic 

Republic of the Congo. Gaining a stronghold in Kenya provides access to many more markets. 

The combined population of Rwanda, Uganda, and the Democratic Republic of the Congo is 143 

million people, which offers China unprecedented access to move goods and to extract natural 

resources provided by these countries. 

   Finally, these three countries are all political players in their respective regions. All are leaders 

due to their relative political stability on the continent, their population, size, and the physical 

6 2016 is the year with the last available data. 
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extension of their country. Kenya is a leader in East Africa, especially among the 

Swahili-speaking countries of Tanzania and Uganda, where Swahili acts like the lingua franca 

(Ager 2020). Other notable countries with high populations of Swahili include Burundi, 

Mozambique, Oman, Somalia, and the Democratic Republic of the Congo. Almost 100 million 

people of the 1.2 billion people on the African continent speak Swahili (ibid.). That means one in 

12 people use this language as their official tongue, making Kenya an important political leader.  

   Sitting on the southern tip of the African continent with a population of 60 million, South 

Africa acts as the political leader for the African continent. A stable democracy that rose from 

the apartheid in the mid-1990s, South Africa’s President Ramaphosa is the acting chair for the 

African Union (Swart 2020). Besides its natural resources and large population, South Africa is 

one of the famous BRICS (Brazil Russia India China South Africa), which are considered to be 

the developing countries most likely poised to succeed (Chen 2019). China, another member, 

recognizes how beneficial an ally like South Africa could be, for both political and economic 

reasons, and will make every effort to capitalize on it. 

   Situated in around mostly French-speaking countries near Central and Western Africa, Nigeria 

has both Africa’s largest economy and largest population (World Population Review 2019). With 

206 million people, it has a population almost twice that of Ethiopia, the second-most populous 

country, which only has 115 million people (Worldometer 2020). Nigeria is the seventh most 

populous country in the world and estimates assume that it will double to 400 million by 2050 

(World Population Review 2019). China recognizes the significance of a booming population 

and a strong economy. It views Nigeria as an opportunity to make large investments and trade.  
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   Since these three countries are leaders in different geographic areas of Africa (east, south, and 

west), China is able to establish outposts on parts of the continent that do not directly interact 

with other powers: all three countries, in fact, sit directly on the sea and do not share close 

proximity with Middle Eastern or European countries that could potentially feel threatened by 

China’s presence. China is finding strategic locations that will quietly enhance its power without 

other major players feeling threatened.  

 

Chapter 4: Case Study I - Kenya 

4.1 Introduction of the BRI Projects in Kenya 

   Though it gained its independence less than 60 years ago, Kenya has been one of the most 

stable countries in Africa. It has become an economic facilitator for the outside world into other 

eastern and more central African countries, and in 2008 launched the ‘Kenya Vision 2030,’ its 

official pledge to become a ‘newly industrializing, middle-income country’ by the year 2030 

(Vision 2030). Some of the main pillars of the Kenya Vision 2030 is large-scale economic 

growth, social progress, and infrastructure development (ibid.). These goals all fall in line with 

the SDGs listed by the UN. 

   Historically, China and Kenya have had a strong relationship, and mutual trust exists between 

them. In the early 1400s, Chinese navigator Zheng He landed on the shores of modern Kenya 

and traded with locals. When Kenya gained independence from Great Britain in 1963, China was 

the fourth country to acknowledge its independence and engage in diplomatic activities with 

them. Since the end of the Cold War, positive relations between the two countries have 

strengthened, with a large number of political exchanges and military cooperation occurring 
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between them. In 2013, President Xi and President Kenyatta signed the ‘China-Kenya 

Comprehensive Cooperative Partnership’ which was upgraded into a ‘Comprehensive Strategic 

Partnership’ in 2017 (Farooq et al. 2018, 408). Their historical trust laid a solid foundation for 

this partnership.  

   Several significant projects are underway within the framework of the BRI in Kenya. These 

include building an ultra-modern port on the island of Lamu in northeast Kenya, upgrading the 

Port of Mombasa, and building a standard gauge railway between Mombasa, the capital of 

Nairobi in the inland, and the country’s landlocked neighbors. Additionally, oil pipelines are 

being built along the railway to connect other countries with no direct access to the sea to the 

Port of Mombasa. These pipelines are planned to reach the oilfields of South Sudan and Uganda, 

and may eventually incorporate Ethiopia, Rwanda, and Burundi. 

 

4.2 Outcomes for China 

4.2.1 Blue Water Navy 

   While China doesn’t control the Port of Mombasa or the Port of Lamu, these two ports provide 

safe waters for Chinese ships along the eastern coast of Africa. China maintains its first overseas 

naval base in Djibouti in the Red Sea. However, such an area is prone to conflicts with countries 

such as Sudan, Saudi Arabia, Yemen, and Somalia, which occupy territory near the Chinese 

naval base. Having the ports of Mombasa and Lamu as footholds in Kenya create two positive 

effects for China. The first, if serious problems do erupt in the region, China will have ships in a 

friendly port relatively close to offer assistance. In addition, these two ports double as fueling 

stations for naval ships. For example, the Weigang ship recently completed the 
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China-Russia-South Africa joint maritime mission in December 2019. Equipment maintenance, 

as well as fuel and materials, were replenished in the Port of Mombasa (Wang 2019). Having 

locations where ships are welcomed is increasingly important if China wants to continue to build 

a blue water navy. 

 Blue Water Navy 

Yes X 

No  

 

4.2.2 Energy Security 

   The oil pipelines in South Sudan and production of oil in Uganda provide opportunities for 

China to source oil. A favorable aspect of importing oil from these two countries through Kenya 

is that both oil-producing countries are removed from the conflicts in the Middle East. While 

sub-Saharan Africa is host to many conflicts, as discussed below, Kenya is a democratic, fairly 

stable country. 

   While South Sudan is a democratic country, it was marred in a six-year civil war from 2013 to 

2020, where it saw a dramatic decrease by two-thirds in oil production, inheriting a ruined 

economy (Bloomberg 2019). However, South Sudan is hoping to rebuild its economy through oil 

production. Before the war, China sourced about 5 percent of its oil from South Sudan. After the 

conflict, it dropped to 2 percent (Farooq et al. 2018, 411). Recently, South Sudan has managed to 

triple its amount of daily oil production (Bloomberg 2019), with a sixth of it going directly to 

China’s EXIM Bank, which is using these funds to build infrastructure destroyed during the 

conflict. 
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   A great limitation for South Sudan is that it is a landlocked country. South Sudan’s oil 

pipelines run largely though the Republic of Sudan, a country from whom South Sudan gained 

independence less than a decade ago. These two countries have a tense relationship that is just 

beginning to thaw (Pelz 2019). While building pipelines through Ethiopia is a possibility, it 

would be more costly since the distance is greater. Moreover, Ethiopia doesn’t reach the sea. To 

get to the sea, pipelines would need to be built from South Sudan through Ethiopia and again 

through either Eritrea or Somalia. However, Ethiopia recently ended a 20-year conflict with 

Eritrea, and Somalia is considered a failed state. Pipelines scheduled to be opened through Kenya 

would circumvent these problems. Moreover, all parties involved, China, Kenya, and South 

Sudan, would benefit. Having the oil pipelines run from South Sudan through Kenya is the most 

cost-effective option and the one that proves least risky. It is in China’s interest to continue 

building the pipelines from South Sudan through Kenya.  

   A similar beneficial opportunity presents itself with transporting oil from land-locked Uganda 

through Kenya. Uganda would be able to move its oil from the northern part of the country 

(Odyek 2020) to the coast through Kenya, which again proves beneficial to all parties involved. 

China’s energy security problem is by no means eliminated by creating oil pipelines from 

Uganda and South Sudan through Kenya, but building pipelines through Kenya creates more 

security for China and allows for higher income flows to travel back to the oil-exporting 

countries. China can continue to solidify stable energy sources in the region. 

 Energy Security 

Yes X 

No  
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4.3 Consequences for Kenya 

4.3.1 Decent Work and Economic Growth 

   Senior Advisor to Kenya’s Ministry of Planning and Devolution, Michael Chege, announced 

“the new maritime silk road will be a game changer for Kenya as we explore opportunities” 

(Lagat 2014). Kenya has the opportunity for real economic growth, and this is largely due to the 

infrastructure projects carried out through Chinese investment. The projects created by the BRI 

will dramatically increase the number of jobs, imports, and exports for Kenya. These increased 

interactions will likely cause sustained prosperity. If it hopes to achieve long-term dynamic 

economic growth, Kenya should continue to take advantage of the loans, investments, and 

partnerships China offers through the BRI. 

 Decent Work and Economic Growth 

Yes X 

No  

 

4.3.2 Industry, Innovation, and Infrastructure 

   Infrastructure benefits to Kenya are substantial if it continues to participate in the BRI. For 

example, the standard gauge train between Mombasa and Nairobi, a distance of 609 kilometers, 

was largely (90 percent) financed by China’s EXIM Bank. The remaining 10 percent of the $3.8 

billion USD track cost was funded by the Kenyan government. Considering that Kenya’s GDP in 

2018 was just shy of $88 billion USD (World Bank 2019[b]), such an investment project would 

have been impossible to complete without external support. Once finished, the train line cut 

travel time between the two cities in half, from ten to five hours. Moreover, estimates indicate 
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that the train line would add an additional 1.5 percent to the total Kenyan economy (Quartz 

2018). In addition, Kenya has seen a dramatic increase in inland container traffic. When the final 

track was laid in December 2017, the Inland Container Depot (ICD) only worked with one cargo 

train daily. By 2019, it was already working with seven cargo trains daily (Chen 2020). The 

cargo from these trains is traded with Kenya’s bordering neighbors, such as Uganda and 

Rwanda. In fact, within the first nine months of 2019, the railway saw profits surge from $37 

million USD to $88 million USD, an increase of 135 percent from the previous year (ibid.). This 

dramatic increase in profits is largely attributable to the cargo trains. While it may take time to 

pay off this specific debt to China, it is clear that the railway is performing well and profits will 

likely continue to soar. It is important to keep in mind that development projects, such as 

railways, are aimed to tackle long-term issues. The creation of this train track allows for an 

economic corridor between the capital and the busy trading Port of Mombasa.  

   The Port of Mombasa is also being upgraded by the China Communication Construction 

Company. While in 2019 the port was able to move 34 million tons of cargo, new upgrades will 

make it possible to move around 47 million tons of cargo by 2025 (Miriri 2019). That is a 

potential increase of 72 percent within a six year time frame. Moreover, the China 

Communication Construction Company will increase the port’s capacity to ship oil and gas. The 

upgrade will allow for an annual capacity of 1 million tons, three times the current capacity. 

These upgrades to Kenya’s current infrastructure are needed for its development. These 

extensive infrastructure projects are being largely financed by China. For Kenya to hope to reach 

the UN SDGs or its self-proclaimed Kenya Vision 2030, it will need continued financing and 

funding from China.  
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 Industry, Innovation, and Infrastructure 

Yes X 

No  
 

4.3.3 Reduced Inequalities 

  According to reports published by the World Bank and the Sino-Africa Center of Excellence 

Foundation, a majority of workers in Kenya are locals, with Chinese firms hiring more than their 

foreign counterparts. The World Bank estimates that Chinese firms employ an average of 360 

local Kenyans. In comparison, the average foreign firm hires around 147 local Kenyans (Farooq 

et al. 2018, 409). Therefore, Chinese firms hire almost two and a half times more local 

employees. Reports from the Chinese Embassy in Kenya indicate that there were 400 Chinese 

firms operating in Kenya that provided jobs to over 130,000 locals in 2019 (Wu 2019). 

Moreover, over 95 percent of the firms’ workforce were local Kenyans (Mwago 2019). Job 

creation is essential in the reduction of inequality. Many of the jobs are in the metals, 

communications, and automotive industries. All industries provide skills to workers that continue 

to develop the economy and reduce inequality. It appears that the jobs provided by the 

infrastructure programs through the BRI are providing opportunities for ground-up development.  

 Reduced Inequalities 

Yes X 

No  
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4.4 Concluding Analysis for Kenya 

   It seems to be in the interest of the Chinese government to continue to engage with the Kenyan 

government in terms of the BRI. The Chinese-backed EXIM Bank is providing large sources of 

income to fund infrastructure projects in Kenya that help Chinese policies. Upgrading the Port of 

Mombasa means that Chinese imports from and exports to central Africa have the capacity to 

move more quickly and more cost effectively. Economic strength is a pillar of the CCP and 

generally benefits all trading parties involved. Moreover, the oil pipelines currently under 

construction will be able to circumvent the problems related to the ongoing crisis in Sudan. This 

makes it possible for China to secure the resources to cover its energy needs. Finally, while 

Mombasa may not be a port directly controlled by the Chinese , it can still act as friendly waters 7

for the PLAN. Allies, particularly throughout the Indian Ocean, are crucial for China. 

   Engaging with China is generally beneficial to Kenya, and it has largely positive impacts on 

Kenya’s development. These large-scale infrastructure projects will provide local Kenyans with 

forms of employment, but will also boost economic growth. Reduction in unemployment and 

increases in infrastructure will certainly enhance economic prosperity. This leads to the reduction 

of inequality within the country and will help close the inequality gap between Kenya and more 

developed countries. All evidence suggests that it is in Kenya’s best interest to continue 

engaging with China in these partnerships. It appears to be a win-win relationship for both 

countries. 

 Is it Neo-Imperialism? 

Yes  

No X 

7 See the Magampura Mahinda Rajapaksa Port in Sri Lanka. 
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Chapter 5: Case Study II - South Africa 

5.1 Introduction of the BRI Projects in South Africa 

   Rising from the political turmoil of the 20th century systems of colonialism and apartheid, 

South Africa rose to become one of the strongest political and economic forces on the African 

continent. It is considered an upper-middle-economy and a middle power in terms of 

international affairs. More importantly, it has been predicted to be one of the five BRICS 

countries, along with China, that would dominate the world economy by 2050 (Chen 2019). It is 

a stable liberal democracy and, indeed, is considered the leader nation in southern Africa. Its 

largest city, Johannesburg, acts as the seat to the African Union’s Pan-African Parliament.  

   For all its successes, the country has however been plagued by social, political, and economic 

problems since the apartheid was lifted in 1994. Problems from which South Africa has not been 

able to escape are a lack of infrastructure, poverty, inequality, and unemployment. According to 

data provided by the South African’s Department of Statistics in 2019, rates of unemployment 

hovered at 29 percent. The Department of Statistics (2019) estimates that the biggest declines in 

employment in the year 2019 were due to job losses in the industrial sector. According to the 

data provided, 38,000 jobs were lost in agriculture and mining industries, 30,000 in 

manufacturing, 24,000 in construction, and 21,000 in trade. These four industries resulted in a 

net loss of 113,000 jobs. Such high rates of unemployment continue to prevent the South African 

economy from developing further and exacerbate issues of inequality.  

   A problem that goes hand-in-hand with high rates of unemployment and hinders the South 

African economy is its crumbling infrastructure. The South African Institute of Civil Engineers 

(SAICE), an organization that measures the country's overall infrastructure, gave the country a 
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D+ on a scathing report in 2018 (Isa 2018). The report, which measures standards of transport, 

water supply, and electricity, dropped from a C- in 2011 to the D+ obtained in 2018. The report 

noted that the infrastructure necessary to keep the country afloat is at a high risk of failure (ibid.). 

In February 2020, South Africa’s President Ramaphosa, during an ‘extraordinary’ meeting, 

acknowledged that the country’s infrastructure was in dire conditions and that improvements 

needed to be made to enhance quality of life (Business Tech 2020). Ramaphosa announced that 

his government would release a ‘detailed infrastructure plan’ in the near future with plans 

addressing how to tackle these monumental issues. 

   While South Africa has not embraced the BRI as warmly as Kenya, for example, China and 

South Africa do entertain warm relations. In fact, South Africa was the first African country to 

sign an MoU with China in 2015 and is the only country in the world where President Xi has 

made three international visits since the beginning of his administration (Mokati 2019). This is 

also motivated by their BRICS membership. 

   Since 2011, China has been South Africa’s largest trading partner and it appears the two are on 

track to develop further ways of collaboration (Meng 2018). China launched the Overseas Joint 

Development Center in Johannesburg in 2018 with a focus on rail technology and the transfer of 

international talent (ibid.). Another example is the large-scale wind plant built in the city of De 

Aar in South Africa’s Northern Cape Province. This plant provides enough power, all green, to 

meet the electricity demands of 85,000 local residents, according to the local South African 

government (ibid.). South African Minister of Economics, Charles Manuel, stated in an interview 

in 2019 “South Africans [have] seen the benefits for ourselves... I think Africa has been a major 

beneficiary of the BRI program. And we really hope that we will see more progress and faster 
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progress with regards to the BRI, as it connects countries and nations around the world and 

makes trade and investment more efficient for the benefit of everyone” (ibid.). In addition, 

Manuel has expressed his gratitude to the Chinese programs, pointing out that, as a result of this 

collaboration, South Africa has seen increases in employment, economic growth, education, and 

construction of infrastructure (China Daily 2018). These are all listed under the UN SDGs as 

factors required to foster development. The analysis below further explores the ways that South 

Africa can benefit from participation with Chinese development banks and the BRI. 

 

5.2 Outcomes for China 

5.2.1 Blue Water Navy 

   South Africa’s Durban Port is the busiest in sub-Saharan Africa and the third busiest in Africa 

overall (Chimbelu 2019). Currently, China does not seem to be heavily invested in South 

Africa’s ports nor do these ports seem to be of a particular interest of the Chinese PLAN. 

However, it would be in PLAN’s interest to continue development of the South African ports. 

China could continue its chain of influence from along the eastern coast of Africa, through South 

Africa, and back up the western coast. China is currently operating ports from Djibouti to 

Mozambique and Angola to Guinea. While China is currently funding the Port of Durban, a 

stronger economic investment could be a stepping stone in increasing the presence of the 

Chinese navy in Africa. Greater funding to Durban would increase the efficiency and volume of 

imports and exports, and make it a friendly harbor, along the lines of China’s policy in the Port 

of Mombasa. South Africa acts as a geographic bridge between the east and west coasts of 

Africa, and it would be in China’s geopolitical interests to secure a stable footing there. 
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 Blue Water Navy 

Yes X 

No  

 

5.2.2 Energy Security 

   South Africa does not have large reserves of gas or petroleum, especially compared to 

countries such as Angola or Nigeria. It would not make sense economically for China to invest in 

the production of these natural resources. South Africa does have an abundance of other natural 

resources such as coal, iron, gold, and other mineral ores (Valentine 2018). However, China is 

trying to move away from its reliance on coal. Therefore, China is not likely to gain anything in 

terms of energy security from continued cooperation with South Africa and the BRI. 

 Energy Security 

Yes  

No X 

 

5.3 Consequences for South Africa 

5.3.1 Decent Work and Economic Growth 

   One of the factors thwarting South Africa’s efforts to rise economically is its persistently weak 

economic growth. South Africa’s economy grows, on average, 2.5 percent and has remained at 

that rate for the past 25 years (Matsangou 2019). It has fallen into a perpetual cycle of low 

growth rates from which it cannot escape. China, in comparison, had growth rates between 6.6 

percent and 14.23 percent during the same time frame (Macrotrends 2020). South Africa needs to 

find a way to escape the trap of low growth.  
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   South Africa’s economy seems to be over-reliant on natural resources and, as mentioned 

earlier, its crumbling infrastructure has become an endemic issue. This has caused a decline in 

exports and, subsequently, a decline in revenue gained from exports (Matsangou 2019). Since 

2007, when its GDP growth was at an all-time high of 14.23 percent, China has seen a relative 

decline in economic growth. President Xi is aware of China’s slowdown and has suggested a 

restructuring of the economy and a repositioning of China’s place in the global economy. More 

to the point, Xi has suggested that China shift upwards in the global value chain: in other words, 

a shift from the production of inexpensive commodities towards a policy of innovation, 

consumption, and services (le Pere 2017, 4). South Africa could fill the new needs of the Chinese 

economy. Low-end manufacturing and production of low-end commodities could be shifted to 

South Africa and then exported to China. This could give South Africa a jump-start to its 

economy. 

 Decent Work and Economic Growth 

Yes X 

No  
 

5.3.2 Industry, Innovation, and Infrastructure 

   In recent years, China has largely shifted its focus from the mining sector to the infrastructure 

sector in South Africa, with a particular focus on manufacturing and construction (Evans 2020). 

This appears to have been an effort to reduce China’s alleged over-reliance on South Africa’s 

natural resources and a way to diversify China’s economy. It is clear that South Africa’s 

continued engagement in infrastructure projects would have immense benefits for both the 

country itself and the southern part of the continent. The notion that the country should rely on 
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assistance from China in its efforts to develop seems to be widely accepted. The South African 

Development Community (SADC), of which South Africa is a key member, agreed to link their 

infrastructure and industrialization strategies to the BRI. The SADC put a specific focus on the 

construction of infrastructure (ibid.). This sort of agreement and other recent developments are 

built upon a long history of mutual trust and cooperation between the members of the SADC and 

China. 

   One of the key sectors where the BRI and South Africa can work together, and where both 

parties would benefit, is the development of South Africa’s green energy sources. In April and 

June of 2015, South Africa’s Golden Valley offered public procurement tenders for wind energy 

plants. Chinese wind turbine manufacturing firm, Goldwind, purchased both procurement offers. 

The first tender offer installed 48 2.5 megawatt (MW) wind turbines, making it the 

second-largest wind turbine project by Goldwind in Africa (Xu et al. 2019). The second project 

was for an additional 13 2.5 MW wind turbines (ibid.). In total, the two public procurement 

offers led to the installation of 61 Goldwind wind turbine units in South Africa providing a 

potential of 152.5 MW. To put this in perspective, under ideal conditions, a large wind turbine 

can produce 1.8 MW of electricity, a provision sufficient to meet the energy needs of nearly 600 

households (Layton 2006). Therefore, the 61 Goldwind turbines have the potential to produce 

enough electricity to power over 50,000 homes per year. This is a significant net gain for South 

Africa as it has small gas and petroleum reserves, which makes these sources of energy 

expensive (Xu et al. 2019). Shifting away from gas and petroleum towards clean, renewable 

energy will have positive impacts on the South African economy.  
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   Moreover, this cooperation between South Africa and China makes it a turning point in 

Chinese-South African relations. Goldwind is working directly with local South African firms. 

There is a direct transfer of knowledge between the people of the two countries. Goldwind is also 

sourcing its employees from local communities, thereby providing stable jobs to the local 

communities. This also builds trust and fosters cooperation between the two countries. 

 Industry, Innovation, and Infrastructure 

Yes X 

No  

 

5.3.3 Reduced Inequalities 

    In terms of economic inequality, the aftermaths of the apartheid are still perceptible in South 

Africa. Their neighbors, such as Namibia and Botswana, experience higher rates of overall 

poverty and yet, South Africa experiences much higher rates of violent crime. This can likely be 

attributed to the extreme levels of inequality in the country (Matsangou 2019). In fact, reports 

published by the World Bank in the spring of 2018 revealed that South Africa “had a Gini 

coefficient  of 0.63 in 2015, making it the lowest in the world. The report goes on to suggest that 8

education and the labor market are ‘primarily responsible’ for overall inequality” (ibid.). It seems 

that inequality primarily determines the precarious nature of the South African economy.  

   Currently, South Africa’s poverty, unemployment, and weak economic growth tend to 

discourage potential investors. Moreover, the country is rife with political and economic 

corruption, issues with security, and political parties attempting to nationalize key sectors. These 

issues make it risky for countries to invest in developing projects in the country and are 

8 A statistical measure of the distribution of wealth distribution and inequality. 
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discouraging to investors. If a potential business partner, such as China, extends development 

opportunities to South Africa, the government will obviously be inclined to seize the chance for 

these opportunities for cooperation. 

   Securing job opportunities is the first way to start tackling inequality in South Africa. The rate 

of unemployment of the population (29 percent and rising) only exacerbates problems associated 

with inequality. By accepting development projects through the BRI, South Africa has the 

opportunity to fight these high levels of unemployment. In addition, there is a knowledge transfer 

from Chinese workers to South African workers. Collaboration between local South African and 

Chinese workers on projects, such as the wind turbines, is a great example of this knowledge 

transfer. Issues related to inequality will not be solved immediately, but South Africa can begin 

to tackle the problem by working with China on the BRI.  

 Reduced Inequalities 

Yes X 

No  
 

5.4 Concluding Analysis for South Africa 

   It is clear that a strong partnership with China, through the BRI, will have substantial and 

impactful results on South Africa’s development. China has offered large-scale infrastructure 

programs, such as the wind turbines and the upgrade of the Port of Durban, that will benefit 

South Africa in both the short and long term. This partnership is likely to provide jobs to local 

South Africans, which will have a direct effect on reducing the problem of extreme inequality. 

Moreover, the infrastructure projects and job opportunities have the potential to help South 
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Africa escape from the low-growth cycle in which it is currently trapped. South Africa should 

further seek out China as a partner for its much-needed development projects. 

   While China is able to secure economic security, and to a lesser extent, develop strategic 

locations for its navy, it falls short in achieving energy security. China can help develop an 

export-based economy in South Africa, which benefits both parties. Inexpensive goods can be 

produced by South Africa and exported to China. In terms of China being able to develop its 

blue-water navy, South Africa’s location is key in connecting both the east and west parts of the 

continent where China is currently financing a number of thriving ports. The area where China 

will not benefit is in its need for energy security. South Africa’s lack of petroleum and gas, and 

excesses of coal, make it an unlikely solution for China’s energy problems. 

 Is it Neo-Imperialism? 

Yes  

No X 

 

Chapter 6: Case Study III - Nigeria 

6.1 Introduction of the BRI Projects in Nigeria 

   Nigeria is the economic powerhouse of West Africa and the largest economy on the continent. 

It has the continent’s largest population and is expected to have the world’s third largest 

population by 2100 (Gramlich 2019). Nigeria has also acted as a regional leader in western 

Africa by pursuing peacekeeping missions in the civil wars of both Sierra Leone and Liberia.  

   However, the country is not without serious problems that inhibit its optimal development. 

There are over 500 languages spoken in the country (Financial Times 2019), there are tensions 
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and conflicts among religious lines, and corruption in the country is rampant. While Nigeria has 

large amounts of oil located in the Niger Delta (the southeastern part of the country), and has the 

potential for further development, it has also created a rentier state (ibid.). Members of the 

government have become wealthy from oil production without contributing significantly back to 

society.  

   Nigeria has a similar history with China as most other sub-Saharan African countries. Bilateral 

agreements have been regularly sealed to promote each other’s investments and development. A 

Chinese Development and Trade Center was established in Nigeria, and subsequently, a Nigerian 

Trade Office was established in China, both in the mid-2000s (Gold & Devadson 2018, 1030). 

The two countries signed MoUs in the late 1990s and throughout the 2000s. Furthermore, under 

Nigerian President Obasanjo (1999-2007), the relationship between China and Nigeria thrived 

under the ‘oil for infrastructure’ policy enacted by Obasanjo (ibid., 1032). 

   Nigeria joined the BRI later than both Kenya and South Africa, only agreeing to participate in 

the project in 2019 (FOCAC 2019). However, there are on-going infrastructure projects that 

began several years ago and some relatively new ones that fall under the BRI. A standardized 

gauge railway has been built from the capital, Abuja, to Kaduna, a major trading and agricultural 

center. Another railway has been built from the sprawling coastal city of Lagos to the country’s 

third-largest city of Ibadan, located in the country’s interior. Both projects were made possible 

by loans from the Chinese banks. China has also built airports in Port Harcourt and in Kano, and 

a new terminal at the International Airport in Abuja (Jeremiah 2020). These infrastructure 

projects offer greener, more reliable transportation, and promote business. In fact, trade volume 
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increased by 10.8 percent from 2017 to 2018 between China and Nigeria, totaling $15.3 billion 

USD.  

6.2 Outcomes for China 

6.2.1 Blue Water Navy 

   At first glance, China’s investment in the Lekki Deep Sea Port in Lagos appears to be for 

economic rather than military objectives. Developing the Lekki Deep Sea Port demonstrates that 

China has a strong desire to increase the rates of shipping commodities, such as minerals, 

foodstuffs, and oil, from the west African region. It is logical and reasonable that China wants to 

make shipping more cost-effective and efficient. While the Chinese PLAN base in Djibouti acts 

directly for naval purposes, the objective to invest in the Lekki Deep Sea Port in Lagos does not 

appear to be militarily focused. It is even vastly different from the ports in Kenya. The Port of 

Mombasa acts as a strategic location in the Indian Ocean, where China imports and exports many 

of its goods. Nigeria is tucked into the hook of the Gulf of Guinea far on the other side of the 

continent.  

   Yet, upon deeper inspection, the Lekki Deep Sea Port in Lagos acts as China’s first real 

stronghold in the Atlantic Ocean, historically under American and British control. Additionally, 

China has also invested in other ports along Africa’s western coast, demonstrating that it wants 

to increase its presence in the Atlantic Ocean. China is either operating or funding ports in 

Mauritania, Guinea, Sierra Leone, the Ivory Coast, Ghana, Togo, Nigeria, and Cameroon, as well 

as the island nation of Cape Verde (Chimbelu 2019). Of the 13 coastal west African countries, 

China now has a stake in eight of their ports (Appendix A[Map 2]). It is apparent that China is 

starting to exert its presence in the Atlantic Ocean.  
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   Moreover, Nigeria is only slightly north of Kenya latitudinally, and South Africa is at the 

bottom of the continent. These three countries form an almost perfect V-shape around the 

continent acting as strategic locations for China’s navy. This acts as a safety net for both 

merchant ships and naval ships, and these bases can offer safety, protection, and security for fuel 

replenishment.  

 Blue Water Navy 

Yes X 

No  

 

6.2.2 Energy Security 

   Nigeria has some of the largest oil deposits in the world. Though it is farther away from China 

than the Middle Eastern countries with whom China has partnerships, Nigeria has a large 

capacity to deliver and meet China’s needs. Moreover, if the development projects that China is 

currently funding continue to aid in Nigeria’s development, it will only increase the amount of 

oil China can purchase, and at a lower cost. 

   However, extracting oil in Nigeria is not without serious risks. The Niger Delta is still a region 

rife with instability. Militant groups, conflicts with the Nigerian army, and local agitated farmers 

all threaten the stability of the region. In a country as economically stratified as Nigeria, violent 

clashes along the oil pipelines are bound to occur. Yet, China regularly invests in oil-rich areas 

that are politically unstable for the purpose of securing oil and continuing to expand its influence. 

On the other hand, China has been known to evacuate its workers when regions become too 

unstable, as seen in South Sudan in 2013 (Rose & Azihu 2013). Therefore, it is in China’s energy 
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security interests for Nigeria to increase development, quickly and securely. Increased 

development usually leads to increased stability. 

 

 Energy Security 

Yes X 

No  

 

6.3 Consequences for Nigeria 

6.3.1 Decent Work and Economic Growth 

   The potential for Nigeria to grow economically is impressive. Estimates for the Lekki Deep 

Sea Port in Lagos propose that over 200,000 jobs will be created directly or indirectly with the 

creation of the new facility (Maritime Executive 2019). It also has the potential to generate 

billions of dollars in revenue for the region and the Nigerian state. Moreover, adjacent to the port 

will be the creation of the Lekki Free Trade Zone (ibid.). Again, this has the potential to create 

more jobs and develop both the local and national economies. Lagos is already a major 

metropolitan city and the creation of such a large-scale port will only increase the attention of 

international investors.  

   The railroads that are under construction also have an opportunity to contribute to economic 

growth. Railways were a key factor in the development of Europe and the United States in the 

19th century. Nigeria has the same potential opportunities now. Along the railway between 

Lagos and Ibadan are several extensive production plants, among them Nestlé, a Dangote 

Cement facility, and a British-American Tobacco processing plant (Lopez et al. 2019). 
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Facilitating the movement of goods from these production plants directly to the modern Lekki 

Deep Sea Port in Lagos by way of an accelerated railway will have substantial economic benefits 

for Nigeria. The entire supply chain, including local farmers, production facilities, and shipping 

ports, will improve its efficiency and generate more profits. These infrastructure projects are a 

great opportunity for Nigeria to increase its economic growth.  

 Decent Work and Economic Growth 

Yes X 

No  

 

6.3.2 Industry, Innovation, and Infrastructure 

   In 2019, the $630 million USD Lekki Deep Sea Port project was signed by Nigeria and the 

Chinese Development Bank. The port will have a water depth of 16.5 meters and two 680 meter 

long berths. The future port will have the capacity to accommodate container ships up to 18,000 

twenty foot equivalent units (TEUs) (Maritime Executive 2019). This port offers a massive 

capacity to ship goods in and out of Lagos. It is also expected to relieve the ports in Tin Can 

Island and Apapa, Nigeria. Those two ports are chronically congested and always at maximum 

capacity. It is expected that 200,000 jobs will be generated from the port and the free economic 

zone next to it.  

   In addition to infrastructure projects such as railways and airports, the BRI also aims to aid in 

the production of oil in Nigeria, the continent’s largest producer. In 2016, the government of 

Nigeria signed oil and gas infrastructure agreements with Chinese firms totaling $80 billion 

USD. These were to include improvements on the refineries and pipelines, besides being 

destined to refurbish facilities (Vella 2019). By 2019, the state-owned company, Nigerian 
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National Petroleum Corporation (NNPC) was able to produce 200,000 barrels of crude oil daily. 

They estimate that they will be able to produce three million barrels daily by 2023 (ibid.), 

equating to NNPC producing 15 times more oil daily in just four years. This demonstrates the 

confidence NNPC has in Chinese investments increasing the efficiency of production. 

 Industry, Innovation, and Infrastructure 

Yes X 

No  
 

6.3.3 Reduced Inequalities 

   As mentioned above, the Lekki Deep Sea Port is capable of offering over 200,000 jobs for both 

skilled and unskilled workers. Using Kenya and South Africa as guides, China tends to hire labor 

from within the local populace. Based on this, most positions will go directly to Nigerians, 

providing them with opportunities for employment. Between 1991 and 2013, unemployment was 

below 3 percent in Nigeria, but it has risen to approximately 6 percent over the past several 

years. The benefits from 200,000 jobs created in the Lagos region alone will ripple throughout 

the rest of the country. The loans and projects offered through the BRI are ways for Nigeria to 

combat its chronic issues of economic inequality. Only through employment security, can 

Nigeria attain more equality for its citizens. 

 Reduced Inequalities 

Yes X 

No  
 

6.4 Concluding Analysis for Nigeria 
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   The projects offered through the BRI have the potential to foster Nigeria’s further 

development. China is offering loans for smart infrastructure projects susceptible for creating 

sustainable economic growth. The Lekki Deep Sea Port and Lagos-Ibadan railway are two 

specific projects that have the potential to impact Nigeria’s infrastructural capacity dramatically, 

generating significant profits if managed properly. If NNPC administers the oil production 

profits effectively, there is a chance for a ripple effect throughout the surrounding Niger Delta 

communities. China is offering Nigeria beneficial loans, but Nigeria has the power to overcome 

its internal struggles and to take responsibility to manage this opportunity.  

   Investing in the construction of ports and expanding its influence in Nigeria will create 

economic and military benefits for China. Certainly, China is securing more ports as it expands 

its presence along the west African coast and seeks to gain footholds into the Atlantic Ocean. 

Additionally, China continues to create a network of ports around the continent, which will 

further strengthen its naval capabilities. As Nigeria continues to develop and oil is produced 

more efficiently, China’s energy security will also increase, only reinforcing China’s interest in 

the area. As Nigeria becomes richer, in theory at least, so do its citizens. The population will be 

determined to ensure that oil production and shipments to China, and other countries, are 

efficient and profitable. Both China and Nigeria have the ability to benefit from China’s 

investments through the BRI. It is imperative that Nigeria accept this opportunity as a 

responsibility to secure its future.  

 Is it Neo-Imperialism? 

Yes  

No X 
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Chapter 7: Neo-imperialism - A Final Look 

   Much of the current literature from Western sources is highly critical of Chinese actions in 

sub-Saharan Africa. As shown in the literature review, many scholars refer to the BRI and 

Chinese actions on the continent as ‘debt-trap diplomacy’ or neo-imperialist practices. These 

scholars and politicians characterize the BRI negatively. Such a peremptory assessment, 

however, does not take into account the real stakes of the sub-Saharan African democracies 

involved in the project. Moreover, the association of BRI policies and neo-imperialism is far 

from self-evident, and in any case proves problematic by definition. 

   European colonialism and imperialism were marked by a clear distinction between those 

advantaged and those exploited. To simplify, the situation seems to have been more black and 

white. The European powers clearly profited immensely, while African peoples and communities 

were exploited, and their lands robbed of resources for decades. From the three case studies 

analyzed above, it can be deduced that the current situation is quite different for two key reasons. 

First, the governments of countries that participate in the BRI willingly engage with, as opposed 

to being subdued by, China. Sub-Saharan African democracies recognize these opportunities for 

development offered by China that help build stronger infrastructure, and, in turn, provide 

employment opportunities. The countries that engage with China recognize that strong 

infrastructure and a low unemployment rate are needed for economic development. They have 

purposely chosen to sign an MoU with China and to participate in the BRI. Secondly, it can be 

demonstrated that these countries are largely benefitting from their engagement with China. 

More specifically, in Kenya, South Africa, and Nigeria, roads, railways, power plants, and ports 
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have all been built in the past several years with Chinese capital. It is unlikely that these projects 

would have been completed without the intervention of Chinese development banks. 

   By definition, a requisite component of neo-imperialism is the exploitation of vulnerable 

countries by wealthy ones through methods such as risky development loans, which determine 

asymmetric economic relationships. Though the second-largest economy in the world, China is 

still a middle-income country, ranking 68th in the world for Gross National Income (GNI) per 

capita Purchasing Power Parity (PPP), and lagging behind small economies such as Belarus and 

Mauritius (World Bank 2019[c]). As a consequence, it cannot be stated that China is engaging in 

neo-imperialistic policies. Indeed, as demonstrated above, political leaders, locals, and 

businessmen in Kenya, South Africa, and Nigeria have all received the benefits of the BRI in 

varying degrees. 

   Another aspect to be considered is China’s role as a business partner as an alternative to the 

policies adopted by Western countries in their relationship with sub-Saharan African countries. 

Historically, Western-backed development banks have promoted development projects in 

sub-Saharan Africa. As an alternative partner, Chinese development banks, such as EXIM Bank, 

disrupt a situation of quasi-monopoly. Because competition, in the view of most economic 

experts, is healthy in all markets, it can be assumed that it is also healthy for developing markets. 

Sub-Saharan African countries have more choices when deciding what development bank 

supports their requirements or which project is best suited to meet their needs. Moreover, 

countries such as Kenya, have been struggling to develop since gaining their independence in the 

mid-20th century. Chinese development banks are providing jobs, funds, and resources that other 
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organizations, such as the IMF, are unable or unwilling to provide. Both China and the countries 

involved with the BRI benefit from the interaction. 

   It bears noting that China shares a sense of victimhood and historical exploitation with the 

sub-Saharan African countries. Historically, much of China’s foreign policy has been 

anti-imperialist, standing against foreign interference and aggression, colonialism, and 

imperialism. China is an observer to the ‘Non-Aligned Movement’ and has close ties with many 

African development groups such as the Southern African Customs Union (SACU). It would 

seem at odds with China’s historic and current foreign policy to engage in neo-imperialist 

actions. 

   Finally, but perhaps most importantly, claiming that China’s actions are neo-imperialist not 

only risks interpreting China’s agenda through the lenses of European history, but discounts the 

active role of the sub-Saharan African countries that decide to engage with China’s BRI. In a 

sense, using the notion of neo-imperialism in the case of China’s interactions with sub-Saharan 

African democracies would imply, wrongly, that these countries will be exploited in light of their 

weaknesses and economic capabilities.  

   On the contrary, countries participating in the BRI have decided on their own will that a 

partnership with China is in their best interest. As the three case studies above reveal, Kenya, 

South Africa, and Nigeria all developed infrastructure projects and made tender offers. These 

infrastructure projects were financed not only by Chinese development banks, but by local firms 

and Western development banks, as well. Rather than China deciding what a country needs to 

develop, the studied countries chose what development projects they needed in order to boost 

their economy and successfully invest in their growth. These partnerships appear balanced and 
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equal. A key example is with South Africa’s market for renewable energy. Chinese firms faced 

stiff competition in several of the public procurement tenders against European renewable energy 

firms such as Italy’s Enel, Portugal’s Energias de Portugal, and France’s Électricité de France 

(Xu et al. 2019). 

   In summary, it would be unfair to choose a one-size fits all definition for Chinese actions in 

sub-Saharan Africa. For liberal, democratic African countries, a partnership with China tends to 

be beneficial and productive, and yields positive results. In the case of authoritarian regimes, it is 

unlikely to spur any real development. Those two outcomes are likely whether China or another 

country is offering the loans for development projects. All countries studied in this thesis, Kenya 

in particular, proved that they were able to turn the Chinese development loans through the BRI 

into successful macro-economic performances. Successful development and building of 

long-lasting infrastructure are directly at odds with theories of neo-imperialism.  

   Overall, it seems that the Chinese funded projects in Kenya, South Africa, and Nigeria will 

provide net benefits, instead of net losses. Therefore, blanket statements such as ‘debt-trap 

diplomacy’ and neo-imperialism in sub-Saharan Africa are unfair to both China and the countries 

involved.  

 

Chapter 8: Conclusion 

8.1 Conclusion 

   The BRI is a vast, ambitious project with 130 currently participating countries, with more 

likely to engage in the future. In order to understand China’s motivations for offering such 

substantial loans and, equally as important, to determine if participating countries benefit from 
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the loan agreements offered through the BRI, this thesis focused on three sub-Saharan African 

countries who are current partners with China in this venture. This thesis has specifically 

examined continental sub-Saharan African countries with a coastline and access to natural 

resources, which have signed an MoU with China related to the BRI, and can be considered to be 

non-authoritarian states. Kenya, South Africa, and Nigeria were chosen due to the size of their 

populations and their economies, and because they arguably offer the best insight to answer the 

four research questions at the core of this paper. 

   The first research question this thesis answered was whether China would be able to advance 

its goals for a blue water navy through the BRI. The answer is a resounding yes. China is 

financing the development of ports and building strong relationships with Kenya, South Africa, 

and Nigeria, which will be instrumental in securing the efficiency of its navy in the future, and 

increasing the potential to have a blue water navy. China will have friendly waters in some of 

Africa’s largest ports to refuel and carry out necessary maintenance. Certainly, China will 

advance its goal for a blue-water navy by collaborating with the development of ports in Kenya, 

South Africa, and Nigeria. 

   In addition, this thesis aimed to understand if, by financing the BRI, China was motivated by 

its present need for energy security. China is heavily reliant on other countries for gas and 

petroleum, something that Nigeria certainly has and to which Kenya can facilitate access. As 

South Africa does not have easy access to petroleum or gas, it appears that energy security is not 

the only factor for China to offer development loans. Therefore, it appears that the BRI aims to 

secure energy resources, though this is not its only motivation.  
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   Further, this paper determined whether the sub-Saharan countries that fit the parameters 

expressed above would benefit from engaging with China through the BRI. To define ‘benefit’, 

the paper used the UN SDGs as markers of beneficial development. Specifically, would the BRI 

help these countries spur economic growth, develop industry and infrastructure, and reduce 

inequality? While these are three specific goals, they are also closely interconnected and 

interdependent. The loans offered by China tackle infrastructure deficits through building or 

upgrading ports, railways, and roads. Providing these countries with the ability to participate 

more actively in the global economy through infrastructural improvements has the potential to 

spur their economic growth and reduce inequality. This increased economic growth will allow 

these countries to repay the loans to China and continue to upgrade existing infrastructure. 

Improvements in infrastructure and stimulation of economic growth are reliant on each other. 

The successes seen in Kenya, South Africa, and Nigeria prove that the BRI projects are bound to 

benefit these countries. They could experience advanced rates of development and economic 

growth, largely due to the projects offered by the BRI.  

   Last, this thesis explored whether China was exploiting these sub-Saharan African democracies 

and whether its policies could be considered neo-imperialist. As the literature review suggests, 

many scholars have argued that only China will benefit from these development loans and, as a 

consequence, that the sub-Saharan African countries will be exploited. However, the data 

gathered here demonstrates that this is inaccurate. Success for China and success for the country 

receiving the loans do not need to be mutually exclusive. The loans offered through the BRI have 

the potential to help these democracies develop dramatically. Since the loans are specifically 

targeted for infrastructure projects, these countries will be able to tackle substantial problems 
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where they experience a serious deficit. Modern, safe, and efficient ports, railways, and roads are 

all necessary for LDCs to make steps towards rapid development.  

   In summary, the type of continental coastal sub-Saharan African democracies this paper 

analyzed can benefit from these loans. There is high potential for success if the loans are 

managed properly. Therefore, this paper has established that Chinese policies in these countries 

cannot be considered neo-imperialist. Rather, the BRI provides opportunities for success.  

   The BRI has the potential to impact and change the developing world in ways that have been 

impossible in the past. The West tends to focus on the idea of ‘debt-trap diplomacy’, frequently 

citing the case of the Hambantota Port in Sri Lanka. By focusing on one specific example, such 

as Sri Lanka, one risks losing sight of the actual potential of other similar projects and the 

opportunities now available for developing countries in both sub-Saharan Africa and the world. 

A better understanding of the project is key for Western scholars. Improvements to infrastructure 

funded by China, such as railways and ports, can help secure African development and its future. 

It affords these countries access to global markets that were previously out of reach. The 

sub-Saharan African democracies that participate in the project will see their chances to import 

and export goods dramatically improve, likely enjoying the rewards that come from participation 

in the global economy. Finally, the BRI participants will continue to be provided opportunities 

for real and sustained development.  

 

8.2 Recommendations 

   A critical next step for the research is to measure the effectiveness of the Chinese development 

projects in Kenya, South Africa, and Nigeria over a sustained period of time. For example, 
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measuring the increased efficiency in the Port of Mombasa or determining how much coal was 

saved over a 10 year period due to the wind turbine installations could provide useful 

information in determining the effectiveness of the BRI in these three countries. These major 

infrastructure projects have just started to gain traction and become productive. However, 

evaluating the full array of benefits triggered by Chinese investments, and examining the 

developmental advantages in these three African countries is difficult to assess with precision. 

   In this regard, comparing the progress of other liberal, democratic sub-Saharan African 

countries of similar economic sizes and states of development not involved in the BRI with that 

of Kenya, South Africa, and Nigeria could be illuminating. An appropriate measure to consider 

is economic growth of development in the same time frame. It may even be possible to measure 

the effectiveness of Kenyan, South African, and Nigerian leadership if the gap between them and 

other analogous African countries was significant. Did participation in the BRI hinder or advance 

that country’s development? If the countries that did not participate have similar levels of 

economic growth and development, can it be surmised that the BRI was not as effective as 

planned? Possibly, was it that the other countries implemented different policies that spurred 

growth?  

   Similarly, of the sub-Saharan African countries that did not choose to participate, what were 

the motivations not to engage with the Chinese government as a partner for development? Did 

China not consider them as a potential partner as they lacked natural resources or offered no 

strategic location benefit? Was it that the African country did not have the funding to initially 

start the project, or rather, did the politicians not have the constituent support to participate in the 

project? Since there are many countries involved in the project, it is important to understand the 
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motivations of those that are not involved. Conversely, why were they not considered to 

participate?  

   Another area that deserves more research is a comparison of liberal, democratic states to 

authoritarian regimes that engage in the BRI. Having direct, side-by-side comparisons of the 

development of different political structures would be essential to understand whether and to 

what extent the Chinese development loans were effective. In other words, do these loans help 

the democratic countries develop more, less, or the same as authoritarian ones? Comparing the 

development of liberal vs authoritarian states could aid those who study development. 

   One research question that this thesis was unable to investigate was the reason why many 

Western countries are so highly critical of Chinese foreign investment through the BRI in 

sub-Saharan Africa. Phrases such as ‘debt-trap diplomacy’ and neo-imperialism are reiterated 

regularly in scholarly journals. Warnings are given to countries about the dangers of participating 

in the BRI. It would be constructive and relevant to see the motivations behind such advice. 

Moreover, why and how are the development projects and loans from the countries where the 

articles are published different from the projects and loans offered by China?  

   Clearly, there is still much to research regarding the intersection between sub-Saharan African 

nations’ development and the BRI. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



73  

Appendices 
Appendix A 
Map 1: Belt Road Initiative in the Eastern Hemisphere 

 
(The Economist 2020) 
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Map 2: Chinese Investments in African Ports 

(Chimbelu 2019)  
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Appendix B 
Breakdown of Studied African Countries 

Country 
Continental 
Africa 

Sub-Saharan 
Africa 

Coastal 
Countries BRI Member 

*Non- 
Authoritarian 

Algeria Algeria     

Angola Angola Angola Angola Angola  

Benin Benin Benin Benin Benin Benin 

Botswana Botswana Botswana    

Burkina Faso Burkina Faso Burkina Faso    

Burundi Burundi Burundi    

Cameroon Cameroon Cameroon Cameroon Cameroon Cameroon 

Cape Verde      

Central African Republic CAR CAR    

Chad Chad Chad    

Comoros      

Democratic Republic of 
the Congo DRC DRC DRC   

Republic of the Congo 
Republic of the 
Congo 

Republic of the 
Congo 

Republic of the 
Congo 

Republic of the 
Congo  

Djibouti Djibouti Djibouti Djibouti Djibouti  

Egypt Egypt     

Equatorial Guinea 
Equatorial 
Guinea 

Equatorial 
Guinea 

Equatorial 
Guinea 

Equatorial 
Guinea  

Eritrea Eritrea Eritrea Eritrea   

Ethiopia Ethiopia Ethiopia    

Gabon Gabon Gabon Gabon Gabon  

Gambia Gambia Gambia Gambia Gambia Gambia 

Ghana Ghana Ghana Ghana Ghana Ghana 

Guinea Guinea Guinea Guinea Guinea  

Guinea-Bissau Guinea-Bissau Guinea-Bissau Guinea-Bissau   

Ivory Coast Ivory Coast Ivory Coast Ivory Coast Ivory Coast Ivory Coast 

Kenya Kenya Kenya Kenya Kenya Kenya 

Lesotho Lesotho Lesotho    

Liberia Liberia Liberia Liberia Liberia Liberia 

Libya Libya     
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Madagascar      

Malawi Malawi Malawi    

Mali Mali Mali    

Mauritania Mauritania     

Mauritius      

Morocco Morocco     

Mozambique Mozambique Mozambique Mozambique Mozambique  

Namibia Namibia Namibia Namibia Namibia Namibia 

Niger Niger Niger    

Nigeria Nigeria Nigeria Nigeria Nigeria Nigeria 

Rwanda Rwanda Rwanda    

Sao Tome and Principe      

Senegal Senegal Senegal Senegal Senegal Senegal 

Seychelles      

Sierra Leone Sierra Leone Sierra Leone Sierra Leone Sierra Leone Sierra Leone 

Somalia Somalia Somalia Somalia Somalia  

South Africa South Africa South Africa South Africa South Africa South Africa 

South Sudan South Sudan South Sudan    

Sudan Sudan Sudan Sudan Sudan  

Swaziland Swaziland Swaziland    

Tanzania Tanzania Tanzania Tanzania Tanzania  

Togo Togo Togo Togo Togo  

Tunisia Tunisia     

Uganda Uganda Uganda    

Zambia Zambia Zambia    

Zimbabwe Zimbabwe Zimbabwe    

Total = 54 Total = 48 Total = 42 Total = 26 Total = 23 Total = 12 

     
*According to 
the 2019 EIU 
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Appendix C 

UN SDG 8: Decent Work and Economic Growth 

8.1 Sustain per capita economic growth in accordance with national circumstances and, in 

particular, at least 7 percent gross domestic product growth per annum in the least developed 

countries 

8.2 Achieve higher levels of economic productivity through diversification, technological 

upgrading and innovation, including through a focus on high-value added and labour-intensive 

sectors 

8.3 Promote development-oriented policies that support productive activities, decent job 

creation, entrepreneurship, creativity and innovation, and encourage the formalization and 

growth of micro-, small- and medium-sized enterprises, including through access to financial 

services 

8.4 Improve progressively, through 2030, global resource efficiency in consumption and 

production and endeavour to decouple economic growth from environmental degradation, in 

accordance with the 10-year framework of programmes on sustainable consumption and 

production, with developed countries taking the lead 

8.5 By 2030, achieve full and productive employment and decent work for all women and men, 

including for young people and persons with disabilities, and equal pay for work of equal value 

8.6 By 2020, substantially reduce the proportion of youth not in employment, education or 

training 
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8.7 Take immediate and effective measures to eradicate forced labour, end modern slavery and 

human trafficking and secure the prohibition and elimination of the worst forms of child labour, 

including recruitment and use of child soldiers, and by 2025 end child labour in all its forms 

8.8 Protect labour rights and promote safe and secure working environments for all workers, 

including migrant workers, in particular women migrants, and those in precarious employment 

8.9 By 2030, devise and implement policies to promote sustainable tourism that creates jobs and 

promotes local culture and products 

8.10 Strengthen the capacity of domestic financial institutions to encourage and expand access to 

banking, insurance and financial services for all 

8.A  Increase Aid for Trade support for developing countries, in particular least developed 

countries, including through the Enhanced Integrated Framework for Trade-Related Technical 

Assistance to Least Developed Countries 

8.B By 2020, develop and operationalize a global strategy for youth employment and implement 

the Global Jobs Pact of the International Labour Organization 

 

UN SDG 9: Industries, Innovation, and Infrastructure 

9.1 Develop quality, reliable, sustainable and resilient infrastructure, including regional and 

transborder infrastructure, to support economic development and human well-being, with a focus 

on affordable and equitable access for all 

9.2 Promote inclusive and sustainable industrialization and, by 2030, significantly raise 

industry’s share of employment and gross domestic product, in line with national circumstances, 

and double its share in least developed countries 
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9.3 Increase the access of small-scale industrial and other enterprises, in particular in developing 

countries, to financial services, including affordable credit, and their integration into value chains 

and markets 

9.4 By 2030, upgrade infrastructure and retrofit industries to make them sustainable, with 

increased resource-use efficiency and greater adoption of clean and environmentally sound 

technologies and industrial processes, with all countries taking action in accordance with their 

respective capabilities 

9.5 Enhance scientific research, upgrade the technological capabilities of industrial sectors in all 

countries, in particular developing countries, including, by 2030, encouraging innovation and 

substantially increasing the number of research and development workers per 1 million people 

and public and private research and development spending 

9.A  Facilitate sustainable and resilient infrastructure development in developing countries 

through enhanced financial, technological and technical support to African countries, least 

developed countries, landlocked developing countries and small island developing States 18 

9.B Support domestic technology development, research and innovation in developing countries, 

including by ensuring a conducive policy environment for, inter alia, industrial diversification 

and value addition to commodities 

9.C  Significantly increase access to information and communications technology and strive to 

provide universal and affordable access to the Internet in least developed countries by 2020 
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UN SDG 10: Reduced Inequalities 

10.1 By 2030, progressively achieve and sustain income growth of the bottom 40 percent of the 

population at a rate higher than the national average 

10.2 By 2030, empower and promote the social, economic and political inclusion of all, 

irrespective of age, sex, disability, race, ethnicity, origin, religion or economic or other status 

10.3 Ensure equal opportunity and reduce inequalities of outcome, including by eliminating 

discriminatory laws, policies and practices and promoting appropriate legislation, policies and 

action in this regard 

10.4 Adopt policies, especially fiscal, wage and social protection policies, and progressively 

achieve greater equality 

10.5 Improve the regulation and monitoring of global financial markets and institutions and 

strengthen the implementation of such regulations 

10.6 Ensure enhanced representation and voice for developing countries in decision-making in 

global international economic and financial institutions in order to deliver more effective, 

credible, accountable and legitimate institutions 

10.7 Facilitate orderly, safe, regular and responsible migration and mobility of people, including 

through the implementation of planned and well-managed migration policies 

10.A  Implement the principle of special and differential treatment for developing countries, in 

particular least developed countries, in accordance with World Trade Organization agreements 

10.B Encourage official development assistance and financial flows, including foreign direct 

investment, to States where the need is greatest, in particular least developed countries, African 
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countries, small island developing States and landlocked developing countries, in accordance 

with their national plans and programmes 

10.C  By 2030, reduce to less than 3 percent the transaction costs of migrant remittances and 

eliminate remittance corridors with costs higher than 5 percent 
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