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Editorial 
 
Despite a slow start, the South African community in China is growing rapidly. 

The Centre manages the Chinese and South African government scholarship 

program that sends deserving students to the PRC to study. I remember when 

we sent our first group of enthusiastic students to study in China in February 

2005. Many have done themselves proud serving as mini-ambassadors for their 

country and continent. They are starting to return to South Africa and bringing 

their new knowledge, language skills, and above all their networks back with 

them.  

 

The South African community in China, particularly in first tier cities such as 

Beijing and Shanghai, is growing. There were a few adventurers in the early 

years ï that is the 1990ôs ï most of whom never returned to South Africa. 

Nowadays most moving to China are going into business in China or are 

studying in the country. China is not an easy environment for South Africans 

with the living conditions being so vastly different from back home and the 

cultures so diverse. But the move of these (mostly) young South Africans to 

China is of great importance in the context of the broader relationship between 

our two countries.  

 

What builds relations is trust. Trust takes a great deal of time to cultivate and 

grow. Relations may be framed between governments and businesses but what 

makes relationships truly sustainable is when they are built between peoples. 

South Africans in China are playing this role.  

 

 

 

 

Dr Martyn J. Davies 

Executive Director, Centre for Chinese Studies 
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ñThe DRC may still be 

plagued by disease and 

absolute poverty and in the 

Eastern parts ravaged by 

war, but its mining sector is 

booming.ò 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Commentary 
 
 

Making it in China: The South African Experience 

 

 

By Natasha Pamplin-Bailey 

Beijing Language and Culture University  
 

South Africans living in China are carving out golden opportunities in niche markets.  

Despite the 11 year diplomatic relations between South Africa and China it is 

estimated that there are less than 500 South Africans in greater China and 

approximately 250 in Beijing. One of them is Brian Hendricks who has been living in 

Beijing for the past four years. 

 

At only 36 Hendricks is the Director, Business Development Manager and a 

shareholder of Trihelix, a highly successful International Business Development 

company. Over the past four years Trihelix has substantially expanded its client 

base and is currently being restructured. Its boutique consulting service division has 

an impressive portfolio of clients. 

 

Nine years ago this mechanical engineer resigned from his previous job at South 

Africaôs Koeberg Nuclear Plant and decided to study his MBA abroad. Due to a lack 

of funds he had to sell everything he owned, including his pension funds. Hendricks, 

from the suburb of Ravensmead in Cape Town says he never looked back. 

 

ñThese experiences have shaped my view of the world and my attitude towards life. I 

believe that when people of diverse backgrounds work together, great synergies can 

be achievedéI started to believe that China was certainly on a rapid development 

trajectory after studying and living with Chinese students in the mid-1990ôsò, he 

explains. ñDuring my MBA studies in the Netherlands, my Chinese partner and I 

developed a market penetration strategy for a Chinese State Owned Enterprise in 

the shipping industry,ò he says. The project resulted in a significant infrastructure 

investment by the Chinese government into a knowledge centre in central China. 

The project was one of the key rural-to-urban transition support initiatives in that 

province and was a huge success. 

 

Hendricks adds that he was truly impressed by the forward thinking pragmatism of 

the decision makers in this project and more so in the speed of implementation of 

follow-up activities. ñAfter getting relatively sound insights into China while 

undertaking this successful project, I was convinced that if macro-innovation like this 

was a country-wide trend, then Chinaôs development would continue unabated well 

© Centre for Chinese Studies, University of Stellenbosch; All Rights Reserved  

ñSouth Africans living in China 

are carving out golden 

opportunities in niche 

markets.ò 

 

 

Photo:shanghaidaily.com 



  
 

   

The China Monitor 
 
August 2009 

5 

 

ñChina is still a developing 

country and one of its 

biggest obstacles in its 

development path, is the 

challenge of urbanizing the 

huge rural population.ò 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

into the 21
st
 century.ò  

 

Trihelix has successfully developed and driven business strategies for a Chinese 

solar energy product manufacturer and opened markets for their products in Europe. 

One key successful result is that the company listed on the stock exchange in 

France and the share price has more than doubled in two months. ñWe also recently 

acquired an account for a Saint Gobain (Fortune 100) group of companies in the 

integrated energy efficient building solution market in China ï focusing on the 

refurbishment market.ò 

 ñI foresee the worldôs biggest electric car manufacturer coming from China in the 

next ten years,ò according to Hendricks. 

 

Over the years he has seen business deals between foreigners and the Chinese go 

horribly wrong. He recalls one incident where a foreign and Chinese company 

exchanged correspondence at the highest level and expressed sincere interest to 

explore cooperation.  

ñDuring the first official meeting the visiting party wanted to get straight to business, 

talking about numbers and next steps to go into due processò. However, ñThe 

Chinese wanted to understand what was in the mind of the potential partner, what 

their vision was of the cooperation, how they saw possibilities to build relationshipsò. 

The vice president of the Chinese company later told Hendricks that due to certain 

actions they did not believe the foreign company respected the Chinese boardroom. 

ñThis sounds insignificant and would be brushed off by many Western CEOôs as ñnot 

importantò.  

ñThe reality is that it was the root cause of why the discussions stopped.ò  

 

Hendricks is the only foreign shareholder of the organization on the Mainland and all 

his partners are Chinese. He believes that as a South African he has been brought 

up in a very diverse environment and this adds to his success. ñSouth Africa is a 

country diverse in race and culture, economically and technologically dualistic, a 

country that only 14 years ago had undergone political and civil transition without a 

waréI also remember we had the study partners of my siblings living in our house, 

so it really looked like the United Nations. People from so many countries in Africa, 

Europe and Asia including China,ò he says. Hendricks adds that growing up in this 

environment and also formally understanding the dimensions of culture and relative 

difference between major civilizations helped him to develop the tolerance and 

emotional intelligence needed to function in multicultural environments. He says 

despite Chinaôs economic successes, China is still a developing country and one of 

its biggest obstacles in its development path, is the challenge of urbanizing the huge 

rural population. ñThere are also problems related to the impacts on environment 

due to rapid industrializationò. He adds that these challenges also represent great 
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commercial opportunities for local Chinese and foreign companies. 

 

 ñTo learn from and to engage China requires that we start to understand China in 

all respects. This is the task of our young generationò. Hendricksô two nephews are 

studying in Beijing and Shenzhen. One attends high school and the other just 

completed his first year at university. ñWell what can I say? I have started to sow 

that seed in my own family.ò 

 

On the other side of town Meryl Bailey (24) is the Development Manager of Care 

for Childrenôs (CfC) Special Needs School and Family Services Clinic. CfC is a 

British Charity that has been operating in China for more than 11 years. They work 

in partnership with, and at the request of, the Chinese government and help place 

Chinese orphans into Chinese families through long term foster Care. Bailey and 

her husband, Kyle, came to Beijing in July 2007 as Kyle developed an interest in 

the East while working in Singapore for a sub sea construction company.  

 

ñHe started studying Chinese on his own but finally decided to take two years off 

work to study the language full time which is why we came to Chinaò, she says. 

ñThe plan was always that I would work and earn money for us, but when we 

arrived here the Chinese government were tightening up visa restrictions (because 

of the Olympics) and anyone below 25 years old was not allowed to work as an 

English teacher. ñHowever I found a job teaching business English to Executives 

and did this happily for a yearò. Her responsibility at CfC includes overseeing the 

recruiting, budgeting, spending, training, marketing and business development of 

the project. 

 

ñI have been in touch with teachers' recruiting agents in South Africa and various 

other South African forums about this opportunity and although I have not been 

successful in that form to date, I do hope that this organisation can bring skilled 

South African graduates to Beijing in the future. There are currently two South 

Africans working here, myself includedéI started with six children and three 

teachers and we have grown within one year to seven teaching staff, four 

therapists, a special Education consultant, twelve students and two classes. 

 

Bailey says the Chinese legal system is a hindrance as it is confusing and often 

changes. Furthermore, she says foreign professionals are still afraid to work in 

China because of the unknown. ñManaging locals hasn't been difficult but I would 

say that it has been different. My local staff is amazing and very accommodating 

even if my ways seem unconventional to them!...I don't think language is essential 

in my field because I'm dealing with expatriate families and only a few 

administrative locals and teaching assistantsò, she explains.  ñBut when it comes to 
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training locals (skills transfer) and ensuring that they are receiving information 

correctly I feel language ability is vital,ò she adds. 

 

Bailey explains if she was anywhere else in the world her age and inexperience 

would have counted against her for a position such as this, but she has been given a 

golden opportunity and is grateful she didn't pass up. ñChina is tough, but if you have 

a can-do, never-give-up attitude it really can be your road to successéò 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Ms Natasha Pamplin-Bailey, 
a journalist by profession, is 
currently studying Mandarin 
at Beijing Language and 
Culture University (BLCU). 
She is a recipient of a China 
Exim Bank scholarship for 
further studies in Mandarin 
language and next year will 
transfer to the University of 
International Business and 
Economics to further her 

Chinese Business Studies. 



  
 

   

The China Monitor 
 
August 2009 

8 

`` 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

  

 

 

© Centre for Chinese Studies, University of Stellenbosch; All Rights Reserved  

Policy Watch 

 

 
The China Experience for South African Students 
 
 

By Tebogo Lefifi 

                                                                        CCS China Representative: Beijing 

 
 
 
Over the past number of years China has become a dominant economic and world 

power. During this time the Chinese government has been in the process of an 

education revolution, spending more resources than ever before towards making 

China's universities internationally competitive. Education in China has developed 

significantly in several areas. Specifically, China has developed an international 

competitive advantage in areas such as engineering, IT and business studies. 

Studying in China in these specialised programs has given South African students 

the benefit of a first-rate education along with a unique Chinese experience.  

 

As a destination of choice, China is becoming increasingly attractive for South 

African students. However in comparison to students choosing to study in Europe 

and Americas, the number of South African students heading east seems less 

significant. This has however provided the select number of students choosing to 

study in China with a unique experience, development of scarce skills and network 

opportunities through òguanxiò. As a result these students are in a position to pursue 

careers not only in the field of Sino-South Africa or Africa relations but also in the 

international market.   

 
Since the establishment of formal diplomatic ties between China and South Africa in 

1998 the two countries have become major trading partners. The total volume of 

two-way direct investment in non financial sectors between China and South Africa 

has surpassed US$ 500 million, while in 2008, bilateral trade reached US$ 17.8 

billion. Over a short period, Sino-South Africa relations has ushered unique 

corporation in trade and cultural engagements between China and Africa. South 

Africa has become the only African country with a large corporate footprint in China 

as large conglomerates such as Anglo-American, Sasol, SAB-Miller, Khumba 

Resources and Naspers have a substantial presence in China. Meanwhile China has 

set up 154 enterprises in South Africa. The strategic cooperation between ICBC and 

Standard Bank has developed more cooperative opportunities between China and 

Africa in terms of investment , skills transfer and knowledge exchange. As of end-

March 2009, the two banks had cooperated on 65 projects with 9 already completed. 

With these growing relations it is evident that a need for greater cultural and 

òAs a destination of choice, 

China is becoming 

increasingly attractive for 

South African students.ò 
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