
   
 

 

 
The Tazara railroad, running from Kapiri Mposhi in 
Zambia to  Dar es Salaam in Tanzania, was and still is a 
captivating example of China’s early involvement in 
Africa. It was built between 1970 and 1975 with 
Chinese funding and by Chinese workers and 
engineers. Now the Tazara railroad lies somewhat lost 
in the landscape, with lagging maintenance and only a 
few trains passing each week. 
An example of the non-sustainable nature of Chinese 
aid to Africa? Proof that assistance focusing on 
infrastructure doesn’t work and that China is offering 
Africa more the kind of help that it could do without? 
Or is the Tazara Railroad rather a demonstration that  
times are changing, that of a transportation 
mechanism that served its purpose in the Apartheid 
days, when Rhodesia and South Africa effectively cut 
of Zambia from the rest of the world? 
These and similar questions were raised on November 
5th at the third lecture in the 2012-13 SID lecture 
series focusing on “ODA and beyond: Lessons learned 
and New Approaches.” In the Auditorium of the VU 
University in Amsterdam, Prof He Wenping never lost 
the attention of the more than 80 students, academics 
and others whose work or keen interest lies in Africa. 
 
Dr He Wenping is professor and director of the African 
Studies Section of the Institute of West Asian and 
African Studies (IWAAS) in Beijing. Dr Wenping told 
her audience that China´s support for developing 
countries - in Africa and elsewhere – dates back to the 
1950s and that China is hardly a “new player”. 
However, China is  a player that is  increasing the 
volume of its cooperation with African partners: since 
2004, annual growth has been close to 30%. With a 
blurred distinction between aid and trade and limited 
transparency, Chinese growth can’t be readily 
compared internationally, but it is uncontested. 
From  inception, China has maintained as 
cornerstones of its assistance policy in Africa that it 
should be a) bilateral, and b) unconditional. Dr. 
Wenping explained that China’s focus has long been 
on  infrastructural projects, with the Tazara railroad as 
a clear example. But since the 1990s, understanding is  
growing that infrastructure without institutional 
frameworks and capacity will not suffice. Both Chinese  

 
and African actors should comply with standards for 
corporate ethics and environmental sustainability; 
although practice is sometimes slow to follow suit. 
China adheres to  the ‘no strings attached’ principle, 
particularly in terms of the political system and 
economical model that the African country may wish 
to choose. The establishment of the Forum on China-
Africa Cooperation  (FOCAC) in 2000 has given the 
China-Africa cooperation a boost as well as a more 
robust structure. 
Chinese cooperation with Africa is not without its 
challenges, Wenping posed. In particular, she 
mentioned that China is lacking an independent 
agency for such cooperation, in analogy to USAID, the 
British DfID or EuropAid. Also – interestingly – she 
identified the Chinese work ethos and culture of 
saving “rather than spending” as a challenge and a 
domain in which China should become more 
“African”: without a much more robust domestic 
consumption market, China’s long term sustainable 
economic and social development and stability is at 
risk. 
I personally also took a number of more loosely 
related, but interesting messages home from 
Wenping’s presentation: 
- In China’s own development, the mantra has been 

“let the foreign companies take their profit out of 
our country, as long as they leave the 
development behind”. This may also be a valuable 
approach for African countries. 

- Research from the China Studies Centre of the 
University of Stellenbosch in South Africa shows 
that economic growth in Africa for the past 10 to 
15 years has been running parallel to the growing 
involvement of China with the continent. It would 
be foolhardy to assume a causal relationship, but 
it also puts claims of the disruptive or destructive 
impact of China in Africa in a different light. 

- Dr. Wenping sees three main categories of African 
countries: a) resource rich countries (with which 
China engages in resource-infrastructure-swaps), 
b) all weather friends (with historical ties with 
what used to be called PR China and nationalist 
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China), and c) regional players like South Africa, 
Nigeria, and Kenya. 

- Rather than referring to a “Chinese approach” to 
cooperation with African partners, one might 
speak of an “Asian approach”; African partners, 
Wenping stated, see important similarities 
between China and e.g. Japan and Korea in their 
relations with Africa. 

 
Key in the discussion with the audience  was that the 
crucial impact of China in Africa is that it provides  
African parties with more alternatives in their 
relations with the outside world. Besides China, 
countries like India and Brazil and other have joined 
the fray; this offers African parties far more negating 
power when dealing with their traditional 
counterparts from Europe, North America and the 
international institutions. It gives them more leeway 
and – equally important – boosts their self-confidence 
and self-respect. This also impacts beyond the political 
and economic domain. To date, more African students 
study in Malaysia than in the  the United Kingdom. 
 
All in all, Prof. Wenping offered a truly rich 
contribution to the 2012-13 SID series at VU 
University. A series aimed to look beyond traditional 
ODA tracks and search for alternative models that less 
developed countries may use for their development. 
To what extent this development in Africa will also 
require a substantial European contribution and a 
from the Dutch International Cooperation community 
lies in the womb of time. 
 
Kees Kouwenaar 
Senior advisor international strategy at VU University 
Amsterdam and member of the board of SID 
Netherlands Chapter 
 

Note: Readers of this blog may be interested in the 
article “China’s Growing Role in Africa: Myths and 
Facts”, published early 2012 in the International 
Economic Bulletin of the Carnegie Endowment: 
http://carnegieendowment.org/ieb/2012/02/09/china-s-

growing-role-in-africa-myths-and-facts  
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