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Executive Summary 

The one-and-a-half day conference aimed to explore how China’s engagement in Africa could 
implicitly assist Africa overcome its regional integration weaknesses. As China’s activities in 
the continent increase, the need for a coordinated and united African voice has become more 
pertinent. Discussions focused on the merits of a regional approach to China’s engagement with 
the continent, in order to address current economic, political and social problems currently being 
experienced in Africa. Emphasis was placed on the potential role that Chinaôs ýnancing and 
construction of transport corridors, among other projects, could have in promoting and furthering 
the process of regional integration. 

Institutional linkages are starting to emerge as illustrated with China Development Bank’s 
relationship with the NEPAD Business Foundation and Chinaôs views toward the New 
Partnership for African Development (NEPAD) as a positive force in African development. Thus 
there exists great potential for the development of partnerships between stakeholders from 
China and continental programmes. The potential role that Regional Economic Communities 
(RECs) and NEPAD can play in ýlling the policy gap towards establishing a framework of 
collaboration and effective partnership with China is substantial. However, challenges facing 
the realisation of this role include the overlapping membership and disconnect between existing 
regional institutions within the RECs themselves. Furthermore, issues of sovereignty and 
domestic policy remain priorities to African governments, often overriding common goals and 
areas of interest between neighbouring countries and regional communities.

As China’s role in the provision of infrastructure has broadened throughout Africa, it has become 
clear that the continent needs to coordinate a regional response to the potential advantages 
China could bring in this regard in future. Furthermore, greater emphasis should be placed on 
creating a dialogue amongst RECs in order to enhance and gain clarity on the developments 
and future prospects between them and various stakeholders from China. Stakeholders from 
China encouraged the use of regional groupings, expressing interest in engaging with these 
regional institutions, and highlighted the current difýculties in doing this, including the lack of an 
identiýable coordinated process. Bilateral communication between African states and China has 
been favoured as a result of this lack of coordination and united voice from Africa. 

The conference concluded that China’s role in Africa’s regional integration can only be 
harnessed once there are identiýable and coordinated regional voices. It is the responsibility of 
African governments to forge integration. It was suggested that while the potential beneýts from 
Chinaôs engagement on the continent, speciýcally in the provision of infrastructure, was great, it 
could only be harnessed once African governments realised these beneýts and the advantages 
that regional actions could bring to their country, as well as its neighbours. 
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Introduction

Since the independence of African states, regional integration has been widely regarded as vital 
for facilitating economic development in Africa. However, evidence on the ground suggests that 
this process has been constrained by internal weaknesses within Africa’s political, economic, 
social and cultural milieu. Yet, the emergence of new actors in Africa’s economic landscape, 
namely China, seems to be offering African leaders and development practitioners the 
opportunity to consider how the prospects of enhancing regional integration can be achieved.

At present, the New Partnership for Africaôs Development Programme (NEPAD) makes a 
similar appeal and views the Regional Economic Communities (RECs) as the building blocks in 
advancing sustainable development in Africa. The deýciencies in infrastructure have constrained 
and, to a large extent, impeded economic development because of the high costs of doing 
business in Africa, thereby making intra-regional trade all the more expensive. Recognising this 
predicament, the NEPAD Secretariat has made infrastructural development a core objective 
of its focus. With the presence of Chinese companies winning infrastructure and construction 
projects on the African continent, analysts have noted that China’s growing investment in 
Africa’s infrastructural development is promoted by Beijing’s foreign resource security strategy. 
Where critics have been quick to point out that this is Beijingôs soft power at work, most African 
leaders are proponents of Beijing’s investment strategy and see it as providing the much needed 
regeneration of the continent’s fragile infrastructure. But can China be considered, directly or 
indirectly, as a driver of regional integration in Africa? 

The one-and-a-half day conference aimed to explore how China’s current infrastructural 
investments in Africa could implicitly assist Africa to overcome its regional integration 
weaknesses. Moreover, the conference examined the extent to which China’s engagements 
in mineral-enriched economies is creating and/or facilitating spaces for transport corridors and 
other spatial development initiatives to emerge that will enhance the prospects for regional 
integration. 
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Session One: Regional Integration in Southern 
Africa - A role for China?
 
Zhong Jianhua, PRC Ambassador to South Africa posed the question as to whether China 
was the only role-player in Africa and if not, how many others there were. 

He stated that China is supportive of Africa’s integration in terms of politics, economics and a 
response to peace and security issues. Politically, China recognises the need for the African 
Union (AU) and sub-regional organisations to be the dominant force, as African actors. 
Ambassador Zhong noted that China has strong relations with many such organisations. 
Ambassador Zhong highlighted peace and security challenges as the largest obstacle to Africa’s 
regional integration. He underlined Chinaôs support of the AU and other bodies preventing and 
solving regional conþict in so-called ñhot spotsò, especially through sponsoring a peacekeeping 
conference and by sending peacekeepers to Sudan. 

On the socio-economic front, Ambassador Zhong stressed that China supports the New 
Partnership for African Development (NEPAD) as a positive force in African development. 
Financial support has been given to NEPAD in the form of US$ 500 000 for the training of 
nurses in Kenya and Tanzania. Ambassador Zhong emphasised the importance of strengthening 
the unity of African countries. Lessons from European integration for Africa were debated. 
Ambassador Zhong advised caution on this as the EU is much more culturally homogenous. He 
suggested that a clearer understanding of context is required.

Francis Kornegay, Senior Researcher, Centre for Policy Studies examined how African 
countries are responding to Chinaôs rise in Africa. He pointed out that the European Union (EU) 
and the United States of America had ñfree reignò until recently, approaching engagement with 
African issues in a relaxed manner. Kornegay suggested that the ñrelaxation is overò, as major 
emerging powers such as China and India are emerging with their own agendas, giving Africa 
new room to manoeuvre vis-à-vis its donors. 

Kornegay suggested that given Africaôs population projections for 2050, putting Africaôs total 
population over the 1 billion mark, the need for regional integration is pressing, in order to 
address current economic, political, social and security challenges that have little prospect for 
resolution in the current ñsovereignty frameworkò. He emphasised that the extent to which Africa 
could engage China in regional integration was critical.

Kornegay noted that the recent problems regarding African countries’ acceptance of the 
Economic Partnership Agreements (EPAs) with the EU and the challenges of harmonising 
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the South African economy within the Southern African Customs Union (SACU) exposed the 
fragility of SACU and the Southern African Development Community (SADC) as agents of 
regional integration. These bodies arguably lack the institutional capacity, implementation and 
programme development required. This is critical, considering that China will be looking to 
these bodies and other regional economic communities (REC) to provide a roadmap for African 
integration.     

Kornegay mentioned a recent report stating that the AUôs unit for trade and industry would 
engage RECs in terms of coordinating a China policy, but it seems that little has come of 
this. This is pertinent as China moves to a more multilateral approach in addressing African 
developmental issues.  

It is important to develop synergies between RECs and other bodies such as the DBSA, African 
Development Bank (AfDB), World Bank and others. These partnerships should be used as a 
point of departure for engagement with other powers, and not merely China.  Kornegay pointed 
out that the EU model of integration takes on one aspect of integration at a time, whereas Africa 
does not have the luxury of this as so many aspects require urgent simultaneous attention, 
and consequently very strategic planning. He suggested a multi-pronged approach taking key 
learnings from EU in terms of methodology. 
 
Gilbert Khadiagala, Head of International Relations Department, Wits University highlighted 
the Tanzam Railway as means of understanding China’s engagement in Africa. He emphasised 
the centrality of transport and its role as a vehicle for regionalism, citing the Tanzam project as a 
pioneer in this aspect.  

Prof Khadiagala distinguished between exogenous regionalism driven by ýrst generation donors 
such as the EU and the more preferable endogenous regionalism fostered by instruments 
such as NEPAD. He suggested that the endogenous regionalism provides China with a new 
entry point to assist regional integration through the development of transport among other 
mechanisms. 

Prof Khadiagala also suggested that there are currently challenges in engaging China, as well 
as other actors, multilaterally. Most interaction is thus conducted bilaterally, as there is no clear 
articulation of multilateral regional co-ordination in terms of infrastructure or others sectors.  The 
important question to explore is Chinaôs role in ñsecond generationò regional integration and how 
a transport corridor model informs this new structure of regionalism, allowing disengagement 
from a regionalism driven and informed by the EU. A theory of engagement with China on this 
issue is a work in progress, as multilateral interaction needs to develop from mere engagement 
of the ñsummit kindò.  

Prof. Khadiagala acknowledged the opportunity engagement with China holds for Africa in terms 
of the strategic nature of infrastructure development and Chinaôs new models of ýnancing, but 
emphasised the need for more dialogue and better investment harmonisation between RECs in 
Africa. 
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Discussion 

Dr Gu Yang (China Development Bank) emphasised that moves towards integration must 
come from within. Given that EU integration took decades to achieve despite a shared vision, 
African integration will be a lengthy process. She put forward that Chinaôs controversial ñno-
strings attachedò model has contributed to African integration as it has triggered a new debate 
on African integration and development, and is a ñwake up callò for traditional actors. She also 
emphasised that Chinese actors cannot be ñmore African than Africans themselvesò and asked 
for clarity on an entry point for China Development Bank into the process. It was countered that 
the ñno strings attachedò approach was an impediment to challenging local actors to deýning 
what their priorities were. 

Richard Jacobs (Mintek) suggested that the private sector not be discounted in the process of 
regional integration, insisting that this sector responds well to ‘incentivisation’ and could help 
achieve regional integration with minimal state intervention.
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Session Two: China’s infrastructure investment 
footprint in Southern Africa
 
The chairperson, Dr Garth le Pere, Executive Director of the Institute for Global Dialogue 
noted that the ýrst session had set a good tone, highlighting infrastructure as a very important 
strategic aspect of regional integration. He continued that the West looks at Africa through a 
deýcit framework. For China, however, Africa is alive with possibilities. It is through infrastructure 
that China has made a great contribution, albeit through controversial means, which decades of 
World Bank policies have been unable to match. 

Dr Winsor Chan, China Construction Bank (CCB) approached the debate as a ýnancial 
intermediary for the private sector. He mentioned that political issues are very important for 
commercial engagement as it is difýcult to do business in an unstable political climate. He noted 
that bilateral and multilateral engagement go hand in hand. 

Dr Chan explained that no generalised model can be used in Africa in terms of Chinese actors’ 
engagement, whether bilaterally or on a regional level. He cited the example whereby the 
Engineering, Construction, Procurement (ECP) model works well in Angola but this is not the 
case in South Africa due to competition boards and the need for independent consultants.   

Dr Chan further addressed the initiators of Chinese investment, explaining that sometimes 
government support is required for market entry. As no Chinese company singularly yet has 
the expertise to mine, process and export the African resources so desperately needed by 
China, addressing Chinaôs resource needs requires coordination by the Chinese state. He also 
pointed out that the controversial practice of Chinese companies bringing Chinese labour to the 
continent derives essentially from a skills shortage, rather than a ýnancial imperative. As there is 
a shortage of skills in Africa, the local labour force must either be trained or the skills imported. 
The presence of Chinese labour in African countries can be viewed as a prioritisation by the 
African government in question, of speedy delivery of infrastructure over social development and 
skills transferral. 

Dr Chan posited that full integration policies do require public-private partnerships (PPPs). He 
maintained that Chinese companies do not work in isolation and that ñAfrica is a big cake to be 
sharedò. For him, the key issue is poverty reduction, as infrastructure development cannot be 
sustained without economic growth in the country. He suggested bringing in consultants on a 
case-by-case basis to advise how infrastructure projects could be paid off over several years. 
Fundamentally, Chinese contractors need to understand what African countries priorities are. 
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David Monyae, Researcher, DBSA explored the nature of the playing ýeld. He pointed out that 
China in Africa is not a new phenomenon, but that the rules of engagement have changed. In 
terms of the SADC region, he emphasised the importance of a common understanding regarding 
the region’s infrastructure as it emerged from a colonial past.   

He highlighted the two issues pervading perspectives of China as a threat, propagated by 
Western media, and the perspective of China as a critical development partner, helped by 
most Africans, in his experience. Monyae advocated a perspective within these two views. He 
urged Africans to deýne what they want from China and other players. He questioned whether 
Africans have enough tools and understanding to deal with the challenges and opportunities 
that China and other players are presenting. Monyae raised the question as to whether China 
is appropriately prioritised on an African and regional agenda. To what extent are RECs 
going to concretise a regional integration agenda into a common position and build response 
mechanisms with regards to not just China, but also India, Brazil and the US? He suggests the 
entrance point as being NEPAD. 

It was suggested that suspicions of Chinese actors in Africa are driven by the ñfear factorò of the 
unknown. Nevertheless, it was put forward that China is engaging Africa for the same reasons as 
other trade partners – for oil and other natural resources. A new debate has emerged as to how 
Africa should pursue development ï the Western liberal development model or the route initiated 
by China involving rapid infrastructural development prioritised over political reform. What is 
lacking is an assertion of what Africans want or have prioritised for themselves.

Phillipe Durand, Lead Infrastructure and (PPP) specialist, African Development Bank 
observed that there are many powerful Chinese players in the construction industry in terms 
of ýnancial muscle and state backing. These companies have delivered projects such as the 
Three Gorges Dam. This project was completed one year ahead of schedule and under budget 
ï this means additional revenue of US$ 1 billion. Durand also mentioned the Memorandum of 
Understanding (MOU) between China Exim and World Bank and expressed the AfDB interest to 
follow suit. 

Pointing out that Africa had 15 landlocked countries and 16 shared river basins, Durand 
outlined the considerable infrastructure gaps the continent  faces in terms of electricity and 
water sanitation among others. NEPAD and the RECs provide a good framework to address the 
infrastructure gaps but the commitment of individual countries is essential in terms of regional 
infrastructure. Durand cited the example of SADCôs efýciency in working toward a common 
market, but their inability to avert South Africa’s power crisis. Durand highlighted the need to 
involve the private sector by addressing ýnancial risk equations and providing predictability and 
transparency in the form of a regulatory framework. 

Durand also went on to emphasise the importance of linking mechanisms to the local economy, 
thus transcending the colonial nature of the transport infrastructure corridor of linking mine 
to port.  He also voiced concerns as to the sustainability of rapid infrastructural expansion – 
dependent on the willingness of customers to pay, and the availability of subsidies. China’s 
involvement will be helpful to develop infrastructure and services regionally. 

Chris Burke, Research Fellow, Centre for Chinese Studies sought to provide a context 
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