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Championing U.S. Conditionality 
A Strategy to Counter Chinese Economic Influence in Africa  
 
Since 2009, Chinese investment and aid to Africa have exceeded that of the United States. The 
subsequent increase in Chinese influence undermines U.S. security initiatives on the continent, 
threatens access to key resources, and increases China’s power in multilateral bodies. However, 
growing African resentment towards China’s predatory economic practices creates an 
opportunity for the United States to counter Chinese influence in Africa. The United States 
should fund nongovernmental organizations interested in promoting strong labor practices, 
governance and capacity building, thereby drawing attention to the flaws of Chinese economic 
activities. Additionally, Washington should publicize the domestic political and economic 
benefits of U.S. foreign aid conditionality to implicitly critique questionable Chinese behaviors. 
By contrasting the two countries’ relationship with Africa, the United States can regain 
grassroots support on the continent. 
 
 
Introduction  
 
China’s economic involvement in Africa has grown dramatically since the 1980s, causing 
concern among many in the U.S. foreign policy community. For example, in May 2013, Senator 
Chris Coons, who sits on the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, stated that “China, which has 
made dramatic inroads across the continent in recent years, may undermine or even counter 
value-driven U.S. goals in the region, and should serve as a wake-up call for enhanced American 
trade and investment.”1 
 
Despite such concerns, China’s economic practices in Africa—which hinders government 
transparency, exploits workers, and fails to build local capacity—have evoked a growing popular 
backlash among citizens of the continent. This emerging resentment provides an opportunity for 
Washington. Instead of viewing U.S. conditionality as a liability relative to China, the United 
States should robustly champion the political and economic benefits for African’s of 
conditionality, while supporting local groups that focus on good governance and building 
indigenous economic capacity.  Such a policy would: (1) build grassroots support for the United 
States among Africans by highlighting the extractive nature of Chinese practices, and (2) may 
alter China’s approach to development in Africa. This proposed policy also would require a more 
vigorous, coordinated, and focused approach to U.S. public diplomacy and aid allocation on the 
continent. 
 
 
 
Growing Chinese Influence in Africa 
 

This heightened engagement in Africa by China since the mid-1990s has important 
implications for the United States. China now offers African countries another political 
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and especially economic alternative to the United States and the West generally. 
                     − Ambassador David Shinn, 20112 

 
Beijing has spent the past three decades building a relationship with Africa based on aid, 
investment, and trade, with little attention paid to political conditions on the continent or building 
local capacity. 
 
 
Growing Chinese Economic Involvement in Africa 

 
China has contributed enormous sums of resources towards African development through 
Official Development Assistance (ODA), investment, and trade. 
 

• Increasing Chinese foreign aid. China spent $84.4 billion on African development aid 
between 2000 and 2012. This aid can be broken down into three categories: Official 
Development Assistance (ODA), Other Official Flows (OOF), and remaining unspecified 
contributions.3 ODA is defined as aid given by official agencies, “with the promotion of 
the economic development and welfare of developing countries as its main objective.”4  
OOF are transactions that do not meet the requirements for ODA because their primary 
purpose is not development.5 “Unspecified” indicates any transaction that does not fit 
into either category due to lack of sufficient information.6 Figure 1 highlights the relative 
small size of Chinese ODA, which is focused on promoting the development and welfare 
of a recipient nation, compared to China’s OFF and unspecified contributions.7  
 
 

Figure 1: Chinese Aid to Africa 
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• Increasing Chinese investment. China also invests heavily on the African continent. Such 
investments include Foreign Direct Investments and Joint Ventures. Estimates of the total 
of Chinese investment in Africa from 2005-2011 reach roughly $13.5 billion.8  
 

• Increasing Chinese trade with Africa. In 2009, China surpassed the United States as 
Africa’s largest trading partner. Three years later, Chinese two-way trade with the 
African continent reached $198 billion, doubling that of the United States.9 Ambassador 
David Shinn writes that easy financing by Chinese banks and lower bids by construction 
companies, “make it difficult for American and Western companies to compete.”10 This 
policy is leading to a dominant Chinese economic presence on the African continent. 
 
 

Figure 2: Total Trade with Africa 
 

 
 
 
The Threat of Growing Chinese Influence 
 
Chinese growing involvement in Africa jeopardizes United States’ security interests—both on 
the continent and globally.  
 
 
Chinese Influence Undermines U.S. Security Initiatives 
 
By providing African governments with an alternative source of economic support, Beijing’s 
involvement in Africa serves as an obstacle to political reform and contributes to the grow of 
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• Hinders U.S. efforts to encourage political reform. In contrast to Washington’s 
development standards, China contributes to Africa regardless of regime type or 
government practices. Consequently, African leaders prefer the ease of Chinese aid over 
the conditionality of U.S. aid. Even Washington’s close allies in Africa such as Ethiopia, 
Kenya, Angola, Ghana, and South Africa selectively apply guidance from the United 
States to improve their human rights and governance practices because they can rely on 
China for support.11 
 
Furthermore, Angolan journalist Rafael Marques indicates that Angola is encountering a 
reverse democratization process in which the government has revived a regime similar to 
Beijing’s one-party system but without China’s economic growth. This results in a 
system in which the African ruling elites maximize their profits, while allowing China to 
gain control of key economic assets through privatization.12  

 
• Hinders U.S. efforts to combat terrorism. The Chinese contribute investment and aid to 

Africa regardless of regime type or willingness to cooperate with anti-terrorist operations. 
These contributions insulate African nations from U.S. pressure to cooperate on anti-
terrorism initiatives by offering an economic alternative. 13  For example, Chinese 
investment and aid to Sudan allows the government to ignore U.S. pressure that seeks to 
alter Khartoum’s support for radical groups. 

 
• Hinders U.S. efforts to combat narcotrafficking.  The instability of African governments’ 

and their lack of resources makes the continent an inviting region of transit for 
narcotrafficking. The United States Senate Caucus on International Narcotics Control 
stated that, “Illicit activities surrounding the West African drug trade jeopardize U.S. 
goals in the region. The drug trade destabilizes governments and funds terrorist 
organizations, including Hezbollah and Al Qaeda in the Land of the Islamic Maghreb.”14 
However, China indiscriminate invests in nations that are centers of drug trafficking, such 
as Ghana, insulates governments from U.S. pressure to combat narcotrafficking.15  

 
 
Chinese Involvement Jeopardizes U.S. Access to Resources 
 
By building an economic relationship with Africa, China has gained significant control over 
African rare earth metals and other natural resources, compromising U.S. access to these 
resources. 
 

• Competition for rare earth metals. Rare earth metals are crucial for many defense 
applications such as “jet fighter engines, missile guidance systems, antimissile defense, 
and satellite and communication systems.”16 Rare earth metals also are essential for many 
products such as rechargeable batteries and medical devices.17 The PRC already controls 
80 percent of the world’s output of rare earth metals, leaving the United States heavily 
dependent on imports of rare earth metals from China.18 Discovery of rare earth mineral 
deposits in Africa provide a possible long-term alternative to Chinese sources. 19 
However, with China currently mining these deposits in Africa, Beijing is still in a key 
position to control access to these metals.20 China demonstrated its ability to capitalize on 
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this power in 2010 when it withheld rare earth metals from Japan over a maritime 
dispute.21  
 

• Competition for African minerals. With its growth in industry, China competes with the 
United States for other resources in Africa. In 2012, 81 percent of U.S. imports from sub-
Saharan Africa were mineral products, including oil and precious stones.22 Eighty percent 
of China’s imports from Africa also consist of mineral products.23  

 
China threatens U.S. production capacity through its control over African resources. In some 
cases China maintains a strategic monopoly over these resources, with the potential of cutting off 
international access in times of conflict. In other cases, China is a major competitor of the United 
States for African resources.  
 
 
Chinese Influence Threatens the United States’ Power in Multilateral Bodies 
 
Growing Chinese influence in Africa increases the PRC’s power in international institutions. By 
building financial relationships, China cultivates a strong partner in many African nations. This 
relationship translates into African support for Beijing’s, rather than Washington’s, interests in 
multilateral bodies. With 54 member states, African nations form the largest regional group in 
the United Nations.24 The U.S Department of State believes that one of China’s three main 
objectives in providing aid to Africa is to increase China’s global reputation as a leader of the 
developing world.25  
 
 
 
Current U.S. Policy in Africa 
 
The United States currently promotes its partnerships in Africa; however, growing Chinese 
involvement in Africa requires a more robust and coordinated response. 
 
 
General Promotion of U.S. Values in Africa 
 
The United States currently operates under a policy of minimal involvement in China’s 
relationship with Africa. Instead of entangling itself in China’s missteps, the United States 
focuses on improving its relationship with many African nations.  

 
• Promotes African business. The U.S. Department of State has a number of programs that 

promote the development of African business. Through the Bureau of African Affairs’ 
Office of Economic Policy’s Commercial Unit, the State Department provides 
specialized counseling on expanding business on the continent. The Department of 
Commerce also works to help U.S. investors and facilitate U.S.-African trade through 
their Trade Informational Center.26  

 
• Builds capacity. One of the key components of the State Department’s efforts to build 
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indigenous capacity in Africa is the variety of education and leadership programs that it 
sponsors, such as the President’s Young African Leaders Initiative.27 The Global Peace 
Operations Initiative, for example, assists Africans in developing their own peacekeeping 
training.28 

 
• Promotes African development. USAID engages in a variety of programs in Africa to 

assist African economic development. The agency assists African businesses by 
negotiating trade agreements with international economic partners and informing the 
African businesses of opportunities to increase these links with the United States.29 
Programs like the U.S. Global Health Initiative create partnerships between U.S. and 
African governments and private organizations to promote health and wellness.30 USAID 
also provides monetary resources to help African governments democratize, reduce 
corruption, improve human rights practices, and quickly respond to humanitarian crises.31  

 
 
 
An Emerging African Popular Backlash Against China 
 
Many U.S. policymakers view China’s increasing economic involvement in Africa as cause for 
concern. However, inadequacies in Beijing’s policy towards Africa have resulted in a backlash 
among Africans.  
 
 
Failure or Inadequacy of Current Chinese Policy 

 
Chinese projects in Africa have contributed to development; however they suffer from three 
main problems:  
 

• Hinders strong, transparent governance. China’s disregard for human rights and 
corruption enables authoritarian regimes such as those in Sudan, Libya, and Zimbabwe. 
Ambassador David Shinn notes that, “China gives its highest foreign policy priority to 
developing strong links with governments irrespective of the nature of the governing 
regime.”32 For example, Sudan is one of China’s crucial oil exporters in spite of its poor 
human rights record. China invited Omar al-Bashir, the President of Sudan and a war 
crimes suspect, to visit Beijing in 2011 to solidify friendly relations with China.33 This 
contrasts with the U.S. opposition to Sudan on the grounds of its indictment by the ICC.34 
Additionally, Amnesty International condemned China’s acceptance of Bashir, stating 
that China risked becoming a “safe haven for alleged perpetrators of genocide.”35 
 

• Enacts unfair labor practices. Beijing has brought its notoriously poor labor practices 
from China to Africa. Chinese involvement in Chad exemplifies the PRC’s exploitive 
practices. In September 2013, for example, China dumped excess crude oil into ditches 
south of Chad’s capital and then had Chadian workers to remove it without protection.36 
Additionally, employees at Chinese-run copper mines in Zambia must work for two years 
before receiving safety helmets. Fatal accidents occur almost daily when this dangerous 
practice is combined with the poor ventilation of the mines. The Chinese avoid 
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condemnation for this practice by bribing union leaders.37  
 
While the Chinese government has officially maintained that its businesses comply with 
local laws, violators are rarely forced to answer to Beijing. Yoon Jung Park, a China-
Africa researcher with Australia’s Monash University finds that the migrant Chinese 
living in Africa often fail to follow instructions from Beijing without significant 
repercussions.38  
 

• Fails to build capacity. China hinders the development of African capabilities in three 
categories:  

 
1. Neglecting African managerial capacity. Africans depend on Chinese workers to set 

up and manage aid projects. A Chinese researcher stated that in the case of Tanzania, 
“Once the Chinese side stopped ‘blood transfusion,’ the projects could not operate 
properly. Efficiency declined, machines became worn out, and finally the whole 
project became paralyzed.”39 Deborah Brautigam confirms that issues with Chinese 
projects in Africa forced the Chinese to commit to a long-term partnership.40 
Therefore, rather than building self-sufficient managerial capacity, China created a 
continent of economies dependent on its guidance for operation. 

 
2. Undermining Africa’s industrial capacity. By importing cheaper Chinese goods, 

Beijing has damaged African industry and contributed to local unemployment. 
Between 2001 and 2010, South Africa lost 78,000 jobs to Chinese imports. 
Researcher Rhys Jenkins has stated that with Chinese imports, the African 
manufacturing sector expels rather than absorbs labor.41 Additionally, estimates of the 
number of Chinese migrant workers in Africa ranges from 270,000 to one million.42 
These figures represent the number of Africans who lost their jobs to Chinese 
workers.43   

 
3. Building poor quality infrastructure. The Chinese often build projects with poor 

infrastructure. For example, the Chinese Overseas Engineering Group Company spent 
$8 million (contrasted with the $80 million Portugal spent to construct a private clinic 
for the country) to build an 80,000 square hospital in Angola’s capital of Luanda. 
However, in June 2010 cracks in the building walls and disintegrating bricks forced 
the hospital to evacuate all staff and patients.44 Additionally, Angolan roads and the 
roofs of building built by China often deteriorate quickly.45 These are only a few of 
the many examples of China’s poor building practices. 

 
 
Signs of an Emerging Backlash 
 
As a result of Chinese practices, African resent of China has increased, manifesting in a variety 
of ways:  
 

• Leadership dissatisfaction. Many African elites have expressed displeasure with Chinese 
practices on the continent. Lamido Sanusi, governor of the Central Bank of Nigeria, 
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stated, “So China takes our primary goods and sells us manufactured ones. This was also 
the essence of colonialism.”46 In July of 2012, South African President Jacob Zuma also 
illustrated this attitude when he described his nation’s trade relationship with China as, 
“unsustainable in the long term.”47 

 
Additionally, after leading a strike against Chinese company, New Era Investments, for 
breaching minimum wage agreements, General Secretary of the Metal and Allied 
Namibian Workers Union Bernard Milinga commented on the 418 workers that were 
fired as a result, “This is an unfair labor practice and the exploitation of worker of the 
highest order.”48 
 

• Public opinion. China’s unfair labor practices and poor project quality have decreased 
African approval towards the Chinese. A Gallup poll based on data from 2006 to 2008 
found that 73 percent of Sub-Saharan African countries approve of American leadership, 
while only 65 percent approve of Chinese leadership.49    
 

• Unrest. Africans also have expressed their displeasure through vandalism, strikes, 
kidnapping, and even murder.50 For example, on January 8, 2014, more than 200 
Mozambican construction workers held a strike in January against alleged beatings by 
their Chinese employers, poor working conditions, and unfair payments. A worker 
reported, “These Chinese have no respect for the people. They insult us, beat and send us 
away when they want and for no reason.”51  

 
Given the prevalence of Chinese involvement in Africa, the backlash that has emerged could 
potentially spread across the continent.  
 
 
Troubling Trajectory 
 
China’s practices have the potential to get worse—and the potential for an African backlash 
greater—with time. 
 

• Stagnated growth. China’s rate of economic growth has slowed. Chinese GDP growth 
fell from 9.3 percent in 2011 to 8.8 percent in 2012.52 Additionally, the growth of urban 
household income declined from 9.7 percent in early 2012 to 6.5 percent in the same 
period of 2013.53 China’s Development Research Council expects GDP growth to drop to 
six percent by 2020.54 Given the millions of rural Chinese moving to cities, the Chinese 
government has established 8 percent as the minimum annual growth rate necessary in 
order to mitigate unemployment and prevent domestic unrest.55  
 

• Consequences for Africa.  With this slower growth, at best, China’s extractive practices 
in Africa are unlikely to change and, at worst, may deteriorate as Beijing seeks higher 
rates of return from its investments on the continent. Thus China will increasingly exploit 
Africa as a source of profit to boost its slowing growth rate. At the same time, it will 
lessen its already minimal attention to labor practices, industrial capacity, and 
infrastructure quality on the continent.  



 
 

9 

As the Chinese economy’s rate of growth decreases, the likelihood of Chinese foreign 
malpractices increases. Chinese behavior will become more focused on profit and less concerned 
with supporting Africa. Therefore, the United States should expect resentment among the 
African people to grow. 
 
 
 
Championing U.S. Conditionality and Values 
 

Forward-thinking African leaders are seeking new investors, especially American 
investors.  They like the fact that when American companies invest, they hire, train and 
promote local staff, they invest in the communities and they’re focused not just on taking 
resources out of the continent, but investing in the human resources of the continent as 
well. 

- Michael Froman, United States Trade Representative, 2013 
 

The United States should adopt a two-pronged initiative to indirectly challenge China’s 
problematic economic practices in Africa and increase the appeal of U.S. development 
assistance. First, the United States should provide NGOs with grants to promote good 
development policies in Africa. Second, the United States should conduct a public relations 
campaign to advertise the responsible, sustainable practices of its own agencies. Together, these 
policies will draw attention to the wide gap between U.S. and Chinese economic activities in the 
region and engender more favorable attitudes towards the United States among the African 
public. 
 

• Grants program. The United States should offer grants to relevant NGOs to promote 
good development policies in Africa. These organizations could trumpet the need for 
foreign firms and development agencies to engage in responsible labor practices, respect 
human rights, build capacity, and construct sustainable infrastructure. While the United 
States already conducts similar activity with NGOs involved in Africa, Washington 
should scale up its existing programs to increase the impact of these initiatives. As 
awareness of good development practices grows, the African public is more likely to 
embrace the conduct of U.S. aid agencies—in particular the conditionality of American 
assistance. It is also likely that Chinese economic activities will face greater scrutiny and 
sharper criticism—building opposition to China’s presence in the region. 
 
Grants could be awarded to NGOs such as Global Hand, which teaches good business 
practices to disadvantaged individuals in order to encourage entrepreneurship and help 
them secure a stable income.56 Global Hand could use U.S. funds to encourage foreign 
firms and development agencies to invest in developing African-owned businesses. 
Another potential recipient is the Center for Democracy and Development, which 
researches challenges to the democratization and development of West Africa.57 The 
United States could offer the Center funds to investigate barriers to democratic 
development on the continent. This research could ultimately reveal how Chinese aid and 
investment are an obstacle to promoting good governance. There are a number of other 
NGOs that would be good candidates to receive similar grants from the United States. 
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Funding independent organizations to seek to improve development in Africa will benefit 
the United States in two ways. First, these NGOs will provide further evidence of the 
divergence between U.S. and Chinese practices. Second, reports from these organizations 
are more likely to be perceived as unbiased. As a result, they may build support among 
the Africans (and eventually African governments) for U.S. development agencies—
perhaps at the expense of China. Beijing may object to this program. However, compared 
to a more aggressive U.S. policy—one that openly criticizes Chinese practices—this 
approach will likely have a minimal effect on Washington’s relationship with China.  
 

• Public diplomacy initiative. The United States should launch a campaign through the 
Department of State, in particular the office of the Under Secretary for Public Diplomacy 
and Public Affairs, that highlights the good development practices of U.S. agencies in 
Africa, including their commitment to constructing sustainable infrastructure, assisting 
management capacity, creating jobs, defending human rights, and supporting transparent, 
democratic governments. The Department of State can build on existing initiatives, such 
as a program in the Bureau of Public Affairs that connects local, regional, and national 
foreign media with Department of State officials to facilitate information sharing 
regarding U.S. foreign policy in Africa. Additionally, the Bureau of International 
Information Programs distributes information about current U.S. policies and values 
through social media and other websites to foreign audiences in order to increase 
transparency about American foreign policy.58 The Department of State should charge 
these programs with also highlighting U.S. development activities that deviate from 
Chinese practices. Washington should target this campaign at areas of Africa in which the 
Chinese are more heavily invested.  
 
The practices of U.S. development agencies abroad are in stark contrast with those of 
China. As the gap between American and Chinese values become more widely known, 
resentment towards the Chinese in Africa may increase. As Ambassador David Shinn 
observed, “The most serious tension over the short-term is likely to result from the 
different approach that China and the West have on human rights and democratization in 
Africa…The strength of the recent protests and calls for reform across North Africa has 
clearly given China reason for concern. Beijing’s silence is deafening.”59 Thus, by 
advertising good U.S. development practices—and thereby implicitly critiquing Beijing’s 
malpractices—the United States can intensify the backlash among Africans against 
China.  
 
Some policymakers may fault this policy for failing to confront the Chinese directly 
regarding their questionable practices. However, a more aggressive policy would 
unnecessarily heighten tensions with Beijing.  By adopting the policy recommended here, 
the United States can win over the African public, while eroding support for China—
without provoking significant conflict with Beijing. This approach is also more consistent 
with U.S. values, by encouraging the African people to demand change. 

 
Thus, the United States should implement policies that will serve to foment wider public 
dissatisfaction with Chinese economic practices, encouraging African states to turn away from 
China and seek development assistance from Washington. 
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Conclusion 
 
The rise of China may undermine U.S. influence—how much is yet unknown. While, many U.S. 
policymakers worry that Beijing’s aid to and investment in countries in Africa threatens U.S. 
interests, China’s involvement in these countries creates an opportunity for Washington to shape 
this future. By hindering strong governance, enacting unfair labor practices, and failing to 
develop capacity in Africa, there is growing resentment towards China among many Africans, 
which will only increase with a downturn in the Chinese economy. To shift the allegiance of 
states currently partnering with China towards the United States, Washington should enact a two-
pronged initiative. It should offer grants to NGOs to promote responsible development policies 
and conduct a public relations campaign to advertise U.S. standards in foreign development. This 
initiative will encourage African states to replace Chinese aid and investment with development 
assistance from the United States and thus counter Chinese influence in Africa. This policy 
allows the United States to expand its influence even as China rises.  
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