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China-Africa: Will the marriage
of convenience last?

olf Warrior 2, released
in July 2017, became
the first non-Hollywood
movie to break into the
top 100 highest-grossing
film of all time at the glo-
bal box office. The action movie portrays China
as Africa’s protector. Just four days after the
release of the movie, China opened its first
overseas military base on the coast of Djibouti,
embodying the message of the movie.Chinahas
demonstrated a particular interest in Djibouti, a
small country inthe Horn of Africa, as a gateway
to the continent, especially since the first Forum
on China-Africa Cooperation (FOCAC).

As its name suggests, FOCAC embodies and
oversees Beijing’s interest in the entire conti-
nent. Since the first Forum was held in 2000, the
upturn in economic cooperation between the
Middle Kingdom and the African continent has
transformed China into a key economic partner
for many African countries. However, closer bila-
teral ties between China and most of its African
partners remain centred around China’s growing
demand for commodities - particularly mineral
resources such as oil, metals and precious stones
-and has become subject to increasing scrutiny.
Nevertheless, almost 20 years after the inception
of FOCAC, it has become necessary to reassess
the China-Africa relationship. China’s economic
rebalancing towards more domestic consump-
tion is underway, and the slowdown in economic
activity is apparent already, despite some signs
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of strength in 2017. This should translate into
weaker Chinese demand for mineral resources
and lower commodity prices - starting with
those of crude oil - both of which are lingering
tendencies that will reshape the China-Africa
bilateral relationship. Declining trade between
the African continent and the Middle Kingdom,
as well as the shrinking outward foreign direct
investment (ODI) flows in the past two years,
further reinforce this trend.

This drop in demand will not affect all countries
in the region equally. Those which benefited the
most from China’s expansion are expected to
feel the impact more strongly. For this study, we
deployed an export dependency index to identify
the main pockets of risk. It is scaled from O to 1,
where higher scores indicate more exposure to
disruptions of trade with China. Our results sug-
gest that dependency on China across the conti-
nent has increased significantly between 2006
and 2016. To put this into context, Sub-Saharan
Africa’s commodity export dependency on China
was 0.24; higher than the 0.07 registered in the
EU-28 and 0.12 in the United States. Moreover,
Sub-Saharan Africa still displays a much higher
incidence than its emerging market peers in
Asia and South America. Not surprisingly, we
found that large exporters of oil (Angola) and
metals (Zambia, South Africa) are most at risk
to potential shifts in Chinese demand. These
countries have also benefited from more
inflows of Chinese ODI and lending.
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