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China, which is the world’s 
largest single country 
creditor1, remains one of the 

largest bilateral lenders to African 
countries. Between 2000 and 
2019, it is estimated that African 
governments, through their state 
owned enterprises, and Chinese 
financiers signed over a thousand 
loan commitments worth US$153 
billion2. In 2020, loans from 
Chinese banks comprised nearly 
20% of all lending to Africa; 
though a significant proportion 
was concentrated in a few 
countries like Angola, Cameroon, 
Djibouti, Ethiopia, Kenya and 
Zambia. Various factors have been 
attributed to propel the appetite for 
debt among African governments. 
Some include the drive to facilitate 
economic growth boosting 
infrastructure and investment, and 
the need to finance budget deficits. 
African governments seem to 
prefer debt from China as compared 

to the IMF and World Bank. The 
negative economic results of the 
Structural Adjustment Programs in 
Africa imposed by these Bretton 
Wood Institutions led to a loss of 
trust between Africa and the West. 
These effects of the SAPs and the 
bad reputation of the western 
countries ( slavery and colonialism) 
have contributed to the preference 
of the Chinese creditors.3  

There has, however, been debate 
among Western countries and 
some African critics about the 
contract terms for loans emerging 
from China with some people 
arguing that Chinese creditors 
hardly reveal data on the loans.4 
The lack of transparency around 
this data has raised concern of this 
being a strategy to deliberately 
indebt African countries so as to 
control their key assets.5  This has 
left many actors in several African 
countries suspicious of Chinese 

1     https://pubdocs.worldbank.org/en/247471617652072581/Debt-Report-2021-Edition-II.pdf 
2     https://chinaafricaloandata.bu.edu/ 
3    https://media.africaportal.org/documents/sai_spi_66_were_20190910.pdf 
4    https://reliefweb.int/report/china/aid-policy-will-pressure-make-chinese-aid-more-transparent 
5    http://www.publishwhatyoufund.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/12/2016-Aid-Transparency-Index.pdf 
6   https://www.ft.com/content/6645a26a-ff08-11e8-ac00-57a2a826423e 
.

1.0
Introduction

https://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-45368092#:~:text=China%20is%20now%20the%20single%20largest%20bilateral%20financier%20of%20infrastructure%20in%20Africa%2C%20surpassing%20the%20ADB%2C%20the%20European%20Commission%2C%20the%20European%20Investment%20Bank%2C%20the%20International%20Finance%20Corpora
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-45368092#:~:text=China%20is%20now%20the%20single%20largest%20bilateral%20financier%20of%20infrastructure%20in%20Africa%2C%20surpassing%20the%20ADB%2C%20the%20European%20Commission%2C%20the%20European%20Investment%20Bank%2C%20the%20International%20Finance%20Corpora
https://pubdocs.worldbank.org/en/247471617652072581/Debt-Report-2021-Edition-II.pdf 
https://chinaafricaloandata.bu.edu/ 
https://media.africaportal.org/documents/sai_spi_66_were_20190910.pdf 
https://reliefweb.int/report/china/aid-policy-will-pressure-make-chinese-aid-more-transparent
http://www.publishwhatyoufund.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/12/2016-Aid-Transparency-Index.pdf 
https://www.ft.com/content/6645a26a-ff08-11e8-ac00-57a2a826423e 
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1.0 INTRODUCTION

motives, arguing that Chinese lenders are 
colluding with African elites to mask bribes 
behind development project financing.6  

Anecdotal evidence from across East Africa 
indicates that Chinese lending to the region has 
been mostly invested in infrastructure projects 
and related economic sectors.7 Nonetheless, 
like is the mood regarding Chinese lending 
to the rest of Africa, there remains concern, 
especially amongst non-state actors like Civil 
Society, regarding the sustainability of public 
debt in the region and the role played by 
Chinese credit. This has been exacerbated by 
continued opaqueness and poor reputation of 
Chinese creditors who do not seem to prefer 
open contracts and tenders. 

1.1 About this Brief
New data on Chinese lending for development 
projects in Africa has recently been made 
available to the public. This is through the 
Chinese Loans to Africa database by the China 
Africa Research Initiative at the John Hopkins 
School of Advanced and International 
Studies (SAIS-CARI). The dataset covers a 20-
year period (2000-2019) during which an 
estimated 1,141 Chinese financiers signed 
loan commitments worth USD 153 Billion 
with African governments and state owned 
enterprises.  The information available 
includes 1) Debt data categorized in terms 
of type of financier and the sectors financed 
through borrowing, 2) Debt Relief 3) Other 
data such as China-Africa trade data, Chinese 
Investment to Africa, Agricultural Investments, 
Foreign aid and Chinese workers in Africa.8 

This analysis sought to utilize the published 
data to provide a better understanding of 
Chinese lending into East Africa. This can 

7  Examples of some of such infrastructure projects in the region include: (i) Mombasa-Nairobi Standard Gauge Railway and Nairobi               
   Expressway in Kenya; (ii) Kampala–Entebbe Expressway, Karuma Hydroelectric Dam, Isimba Hydroelectric Dam and Standard Gauge   
   Railway from Kampala to Malaba in Uganda; (iii) Nyabarongo II hydropower plant in Rwanda; and (iv) Bagamoyo Port in Tanzania.
8  http://www.sais-cari.org/data 

inform advocacy for better debt management 
and encourage public debate on debt 
sustainability in the region. The analysis 
aimed to explore and interrogate volumes of 
Chinese debt held by East African countries, 
the common mechanisms pursued by Chinese 
financiers to channel credit to the region and 
the major economic sectors in which credit 
from China is invested. And because the 
common justification for debt accumulation 
(especially from China) amongst African 
countries has been to bridge funding gaps for 
infrastructure development to catalyse trade 
and investment, the analysis also sought to 
peek into trends in trade between China and 
East Africa, as defined by the scope of the 
study. (This included comparisons with OECD 
countries to put the debt and trade relations 
into perspective). 

1.2 Methodological Note 
This analysis focused on five East African 
countries namely: Kenya, Uganda, Tanzania, 
Rwanda and Burundi. It spotlights debt data, 
which includes the type of financier (e.g. 
Exim Bank of China, Bank of China, China 
Development Bank) and the sectors majorly 
financed by the loans. It also examined the 
trends in trade between the East African 
countries and China. The analysis focused 
on the period 2000 – 2019 and adopted a 
descriptive approach. The findings of the 
analysis presented in form of charts with brief 
explanation write-ups. The data sources for 
this analysis were primarily the China Africa 
Research Initiative (CARI) Chinese Loans to 
Africa database augmented with the How 
China Lends Dataset, Version 1.0 and other 
global databases like Eurostat Database and 
OECD.Stat.

 

http://http://www.sais-cari.org/
http://http://www.sais-cari.org/
http://www.sais-cari.org/data 
https://chinaafricaloandata.bu.edu/
https://chinaafricaloandata.bu.edu/
https://www.aiddata.org/data/how-china-lends-dataset-version-1-0
https://www.aiddata.org/data/how-china-lends-dataset-version-1-0
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/data/database
https://stats.oecd.org/
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Critics have argued that China 
has been pursuing ‘debt trap 
diplomacy’ – enticing poor, 

developing countries into agreeing 
unsustainable loans to pursue 
infrastructure projects so as to seize 
their assets/resources when these 
countries fail to repay the loans.10  
For instance, there were claims that 
Kenneth Kaunda International Airport 
(Zambia) and the port of Mombasa 
(Kenya) would be taken over by 
China in the event the countries 
defaulted on their respective Chinese 
loans. The claims were however 
refuted. Despite the lack of evidence 
to support the debt trap diplomacy, 
policymakers and researchers are not 
fully confident of China’s intentions 
on lending to Africa due to the 
purposeful opaqueness in the loan 
contracts.11  

Despite the publication of data on 
Chinese lending to development 
projects in Africa, there is little 
information on contracts between 
Chinese lenders and their government 
borrowers and very few research/ 
publications have been made on the 
same. One could argue that availing 
this data is part of the efforts of the 

lenders to respond to the rising 
concern on the lack of transparency 
on debt to the developing countries. 

An  analysis on 100 loan contracts 
between Chinese state-owned 
entities and government borrowers in 
24 developing countries from various 
continents (Africa, Asia, Eastern 
Europe, Latin America) reveals that 
Chinese contracts contain unusual 
confidentiality clauses which prohibit 
borrowers from revealing the terms 
or even existence of the debt. It also 
reveals that Chinese lenders seek 
advantage over other creditors, using 
collateral arrangements such as 
lender-controlled revenue accounts 
and promises to keep the debt out 
of collective restructuring (“no Paris 
Club” clauses). Some of the clauses 
in the contracts potentially allow the 
lenders to influence debtors’ domestic 
and foreign policies. The analysis 
presents China as a ‘muscular and 
commercially-savvy’ lender to the 
world through the use of the contracts 
creatively designed to manage credit 
risks and overcome enforcement 
hurdles. This could explain why most 
of the Chinese lending contracts 
are shrouded in secrecy. The lack of 

2.0
Chinese Lending – A Primer

9   The aid data from China to East Africa was incomplete as it only covered a period of 15 years  
    (2000-2014). This limited comparative analysis on debt and ODA.The data on sectors financed by the 
China loan to EA was not disaggregated by year. As such, the trends in sectoral loan 
    financing over the years shall not be explored.
10  https://www.chathamhouse.org/2020/08/debunking-myth-debt-trap-diplomacy/1-introduction 
11 https://www.americanprogress.org/article/5-things-u-s-policymakers-must-understand-china-africa-
relations/

https://www.lusakatimes.com/2018/09/10/kenneth-kaunda-international-airport-will-not-be-surrendered-to-china-dora-siliya/
https://www.standardmedia.co.ke/business-news/article/2001406428/china-not-taking-over-mombasa-port-says-treasury
https://www.standardmedia.co.ke/business-news/article/2001406428/china-not-taking-over-mombasa-port-says-treasury
https://www.chathamhouse.org/2020/08/debunking-myth-debt-trap-diplomacy/1-introduction 
https://www.americanprogress.org/article/5-things-u-s-policymakers-must-understand-china-africa-rela
https://www.americanprogress.org/article/5-things-u-s-policymakers-must-understand-china-africa-rela
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2.0 CHINESE LENDING – A PRIMER

transparency on loan contracts poses questions 
on the validity of the level of public debt being 
reported by the borrowing countries and casts 
doubt on the level of sustainability of the projects 
funded. 

2.1 Chinese Lending Trends to Africa   
 (2000 – 2019) 
There is an exponential rise in Chinese debt to 
Africa from 2010 which peaks in 2013 with the 
launch of the Belt Road Initiative. The Belt Road 
Initiative, a plan launched in 2013 by China’s 
president Xi Jinping, aimed at  increasing the 
connectivity of Asia, Europe and Africa and the 
adjacent seas. The overall goal of the initiative 
was to open the global markets and create a 
trade and investment network across the three 
continents. To do this, the African countries, 
especially those strategically situated at locations 
connecting Asia, Europe and their adjacent 
seas, were to receive funding for infrastructure 
projects. This included the development of ports, 

road and rail with loan funding from China’s 
Policy banks.12 

The sharp rise witnessed in 2016 is attributed 
majorly to Angola which received USD 19,021 
million, 67% of the total loans in that year (Figure 
1).13 The China-Angola relationship is pegged on 
the mining of oil deposits in Angola, with the 
Exim Bank financing the infrastructure projects 
and exploitation of the natural resource and 
the Angolan government exporting some of the 
petroleum to China.14  It is notable however, that 
there has been a general decline in volume of 
Chinese debt to Africa, especially after 2013 with 
the exception of Angola, which borrowed more 
in 2016. This decline may be explained by various 
factors such as China’s slow economic growth15  
partly due to the trade wars with the US (tariffs 
imposed on China).16  Also, China’s concern on 
debt sustainability saw provision of credit only 
to countries that were of low risk of default and 
those that had not asked for debt relief.17

12   Githaiga, N.M., Burimaso, A., Wang, B., Ahmed, S.M., 2019. The Belt and Road Initiative: Opportunities and Risks for Africa’s Connectivity. 
China Q. Int. Strateg. Stud. 05, 117–141. https://doi.org/10.1142/S2377740019500064
13   Mihalyi, D., Adam, A., Hwang, J., n.d. Resource- Backed Loans: Pitfalls and Potential 48 14   Sustainability | Free Full-Text | China-Angola 
Investment Model | HTML [WWW Document], n.d. URL https://www.mdpi.com/2071-1050/10/8/2936/htm 
15   China’s 2018 growth slows to 28-year low, more stimulus seen | Reuters [WWW Document], n.d. 
16  The Washington Post (2018, July 6). The U.S. - China trade war has begun. Here’s how things got to this point. p. 1. 
17   Acker and Brautigam - 2021 - Twenty Years of Data on China’s Africa Lending.pdf, n.d https://static1.squarespace.com/
static/5652847de4b033f56d2bdc29/t/605cb1891cb0ff5747b12167/1616687497984/BP+4+-+Acker%2C+Brautigam+-
+20+Years+of+Data+on+African+Lending.pdf                                 
 

Figure 1: Trends in Chinese debt to African Countries

Source: Acepis computations based on data from SAIS-CARI 

https://www.beltroad-initiative.com/belt-and-road/
https://www.mdpi.com/2071-1050/10/8/2936/htm
https://doi.org/10.1142/S2377740019500064 
 https://resourcegovernance.org/sites/default/files/documents/resource-backed-loans-pitfalls-and-pot
https://www.mdpi.com/2071-1050/10/8/2936/htm  
  https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/worldviews/wp/2018/07/05/a-timeline-of-how-the-u-s-china-trade
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5652847de4b033f56d2bdc29/t/605cb1891cb0ff5747b12167/161668749
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5652847de4b033f56d2bdc29/t/605cb1891cb0ff5747b12167/161668749
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5652847de4b033f56d2bdc29/t/605cb1891cb0ff5747b12167/161668749
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The Eastern and South African regions 
received largest proportions of Chinese 
loans to Africa, accounting for 31% of the 
loans. The large loan disbursements were 
attributed to the BRI projects in the Eastern 
region. Western Africa at 15%, Central 
Africa at 13% and Northern Africa with the 
least at 8%. (Figure 2)

Considering recipients of Chinese debt, 
Angola remains the top borrower, having 
about 28% of total loans to Africa by 
Chinese financiers cumulatively over the 
last two decades. This was largely used 
for infrastructure projects such as the 
reconstruction of 1344Km rail on the 
Eastern side of Angola, reconstruction 
of 230-mile length of road from Luanda 
to Uige, construction of a 107-mile 
roadway from Ondjiva to Huambo and 
a bridge over the River Dande.18  Ethiopia 
comes second with the loan being used 
to finance the construction of a 756km 
Ethiopia-Djibouti electric railway line19, 
followed by Zambia receiving USD 9,848 
million (6%) and Kenya receiving USD 
9,175 million (6%).  Nigeria, Cameroon 
and Sudan all received about (4%) 
cumulatively over the same period. 
(Figure 3).

18    Jureiczyk, Ł., 2020. Analysing China’s “Angola Model”: A Pattern for Chinese Involvement in Africa? Strateg. Rev. South. Afr. 42, 43–61. 
https://doi.org/10.35293/srsa.v42i2.73
19    Ethiopia-Djibouti Railway Line Modernisation - Railway Technology [WWW Document], URL https://www.railway-technology.com/projects/
ethiopia-djibouti-railway-line-modernisation/

Figure 2: Share of Total loans per African 
region

Figure 3: Total Loan Disbursements from 
China to African countries

Source: Acepis computations based on data from           
                 SAIS-CARI 

Source: Acepis computations based on data from SAIS-CARI 

2.0 CHINESE LENDING – A PRIMER

https://doi.org/10.35293/srsa.v42i2.73 
https://www.railway-technology.com/projects/ethiopia-djibouti-railway-line-modernisation/ 
https://www.railway-technology.com/projects/ethiopia-djibouti-railway-line-modernisation/ 
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3.0

The BRI partly explains the increase in the amount 
of loans advanced from China to East Africa from 
2013. The strategic locations of countries such 
as Kenya, Tanzania and Somalia (they connect 
Africa, Asia and Europe) made them natural BRI 
partners.20  As such, China channelled funds to 
support the infrastructure projects, which were 
in line with the vision of the Belt Road Initiative. 

Between 2000 and 2019, China has provided USD 
14,895.1 million in loans to the East Africa region. 

20  Githaiga, N.M., Burimaso, A., Wang, B., Ahmed, S.M., 2019. The Belt and Road Initiative: Opportunities and Risks for 
Africa’s Connectivity. China Q. Int. Strateg. Stud. 05, 117–141. https://doi.org/10.1142/S2377740019500064
21  Hunting for Eurobonds | Africa Renewal, n.d. URL https://www.un.org/africarenewal/magazine/april-2014/hunting-
eurobonds
22  https://www.befind.be/Documents/Events/Presentation%20public%20debt%20DGD  
23  Kenya Economic Outlook | African Development Bank - Building today, a better Africa tomorrow [WWW Document], 
n.d. URL https://www.afdb.org/en/countries-east-africa-kenya/kenya-economic-outlook 
24  Burundi Economic Outlook | African Development Bank - Building today, a better Africa tomorrow [WWW Document], 
n.d. URL https://www.afdb.org/en/countries/east-africa/burundi/burundi-economic-outlook

In Kenya, such projects included 
the improvement of Mombasa 
port, construction of a modern 
port in Lamu and the Mombasa-
Naivasha Standard Gauge Railway 
construction while for Tanzania, 
the construction of the Bagamoyo 
Port Project. Over the years, 
Kenya, Uganda and Tanzania 
have increased their borrowing 
while for Rwanda and Burundi the 
borrowing remains low. Rwanda 
resorted to obtaining funds 
through other mechanisms such 
as the 2013 issuance of a $400 
million Eurobond on the Irish 
Stock Exchange21. The country 
also maintained borrowing from 
multilateral creditors such as 
the International Development 
Association and the African 
Development Bank22. Burundi’s 
low borrowing over the same 
period may be attributed to her 
high risk of debt distress following 
the Debt Sustainability Analysis.  
Borrowing has, however, been 
declining in the recent years 
(2017-2019) following increased 
concerns of a high risk of default, 
especially for countries such as 
Kenya23  and Burundi24  which 
have high public debt levels of 
72% and 70% respectively.
 

Inside Chinese lending to East 
Africa

Figure 4: Country distribution of the total loans to EA

https://doi.org/10.1142/S2377740019500064 
https://www.un.org/africarenewal/magazine/april-2014/hunting-eurobonds 
https://www.un.org/africarenewal/magazine/april-2014/hunting-eurobonds 
https://www.befind.be/Documents/Events/Presentation%20public%20debt%20DGD   
https://www.afdb.org/en/countries-east-africa-kenya/kenya-economic-outlook  
https://www.afdb.org/en/countries/east-africa/burundi/burundi-economic-outlook
https://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/dsa/pdf/2015/dsacr1588.pdf
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3.1 Chinese loans to East Africa by Type   
 of Financier
Much is known about how International 
Financial Institutions (IFIs) finance development 
projects across the world. However, even with 
the increased presence of Chinese lenders’ 
in Africa, there is not sufficient data on their 
contract agreements with African countries. This 
section looks into the different Chinese lenders 
to understand their funding mechanisms and 
their total loan disbursements to the East African 
countries.

The first recorded instance of issuance of Chinese 
loans to Africa was to Guinea in 1960. Since 
then, the presence of Chinese lenders in Africa 
has increased substantively, particularly between 
1994 and 2019. As at 2019, there were over 39 
Chinese creditors lending in the continent.25  The 
top three Chinese lenders to Africa include the 
China Exim bank, China Development Bank (CDB) 
and the Suppliers’ Credits from Chinese Firms. 
Other lenders are Industrial and Commercial Bank 
of China (ICBC) and Chinese commercial banks. 

Chinese creditors mainly offer commercially 
oriented loans.

China Exim Bank became China’s official export 
credit agency in 1994, and issued its first loan 
to Africa in 1995. As at 2018, it had signed a 
total of 589 loan commitments with African 
governments and state owned enterprises 
worth a gross value of USD 86.2 million. Chinese 
companies also offer suppliers’ credits often 
through export seller’s loans that the Chinese 
company has either obtained from China Exim 
bank or another Chinese bank. This means that 
African borrowers need to repay the Chinese 
firm, which in turn will repay the Chinese bank. 
Suppliers’ credit from Chinese companies were 
first issued in 2000, and there were a total of 61 
contracts signed as at 2018 worth USD 9 million. 
Another major lender is the China Development 
Bank, which is a state owned policy arm of the 
Chinese government. The bank first issued loans 
in 2007 and as at 2018, it had signed 158 loan 
commitments worth USD 37.2 million.

25 What Do We Know About Chinese Lending in Africa? - Carnegie Endowment for International Peace [WWW Document], n.d. URL https://
carnegieendowment.org/2021/06/02/what-do-we-know-about-chinese-lending-in-africa-pub-84648 

Figure 5: Trends in EA borrowing from China

Source: Acepis computations based on data from SAIS-CARI 

https://www.tradecommissioner.gc.ca/development-developpement/mdbs-other-bmd-autres.aspx?lang=eng
https://www.tradecommissioner.gc.ca/development-developpement/mdbs-other-bmd-autres.aspx?lang=eng
https://carnegieendowment.org/2021/06/02/what-do-we-know-about-chinese-lending-in-africa-pub-84648  
https://carnegieendowment.org/2021/06/02/what-do-we-know-about-chinese-lending-in-africa-pub-84648  
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China Exim Bank provides three main types 
of loans: Export seller’s credits, Export buyer’s 
credits and Concessional foreign aid loans. It was 
designed to provide loans to support the trade 
orientation of China’s economic strategy and is 
also the only bank which is authorized to provide 
concessional development loans. The terms of 
interest rates are lower than other types of loans 
(non-concessional/ commercial).26 It has since 
provided most of the loans (91%) to the East 
Africa countries as compared to other Chinese 
Creditors. China Development Bank has provided 
7%, while other corporations, which include 

Chinese Lender
Year lender 
Provided 1st 

Loan in Africa

No. of Loans 
commitments 

signed 2000-2018

Gross Value of Loan 
Commitments 2000-2018 

(in US$ billion)

China Exim 
Bank

Suppliers’ 
Credits from 
Chinese Firms

China 
Development 
Bank

1995

2000

2007

589

61

158

82.6

9

37.2

Table 1: Chinese lending to African governments and State-Owned Enterprises

Chinese banks and Chinese contractors, have 
provided 2%. Suppliers’ credits from Chinese 
firms is the least at 0.02%.

3.2 Sectoral distribution of Chinese   
 loans to East Africa
The loans received from China have mainly been 
used to finance infrastructure projects such as 
building roads and railway tracks and installing 
electrical grid lines among others. The figure 
below highlights sectoral distribution of Chinese 
loans to East Africa. 

26  China’s Development Finance and African Infrastructure Development - Oxford Scholarship [WWW Document], n.d. URL 
https://oxford.universitypressscholarship.com/view/10.1093/oso/9780198830504.001.0001/oso-9780198830504-chapter-8

Source: Acepis computations based on data from SAIS-CARI 

Source: Acepis computations based on data from SAIS-CARI 

Figure 6: Sectoral distribution of loans from China to East Africa
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https://stats.oecd.org/glossary/detail.asp?ID=5901
https://stats.oecd.org/glossary/detail.asp?ID=5901
https://oxford.universitypressscholarship.com/view/10.1093/oso/9780198830504.001.0001/oso-9780198830504-chapter-8
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3.2.1 Kenya 
Since Kenya rose to middle-income economy status in 2014, it became ineligible 
to access concessional loans. The Kenyan government thus resorted to commercial 
creditors with the loans being used to finance projects such as: the 55MW solar 
power plant in Garissa27, construction of the Ksh. 32 billion Thika super highway 
between 2009-2012 and the Mombasa-Naivasha Standard Gauge Railway. This 
distribution mirrors arguments of Civil Society in Kenya who have questioned 
allocative efficiency of Chinese loans to Kenya – heavy investment in infrastructure 
and energy, while denying social sectors like health and education necessary funding 
with significant implications on fiscal justice. 

27  East Africa now owes China $29.4 billion in infrastructure loans - The East African [WWW Document], n.d. URL https://www.
theeastafrican.co.ke/tea/business/east-africa-now-owes-china-29-4-billion-in-infrastructure-loans-1404442

Figure 7: Sectoral distribution of loans from China to Kenya

Source: Acepis computations based on data from SAIS-CARI 
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https://www.theeastafrican.co.ke/tea/business/east-africa-now-owes-china-29-4-billion-in-infrastructure-loans-1404442
https://www.theeastafrican.co.ke/tea/business/east-africa-now-owes-china-29-4-billion-in-infrastructure-loans-1404442
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3.2.2 Tanzania 
China is one of Tanzania’s biggest trading partners and an important source of 
development finance and Foreign Direct Investment (FDI)28. Some of the Pioneer 
projects in the transport sector funded by Chinese loans include the Tanzania-Zambia 
(TAZARA) railway that links Tanzania’s Dar es Salaam with Zambia’s Kapiri Mposhi 
in the copper belt. It is one of the largest infrastructure projects undertaken by 
China through an interest-free loan between 1970-1976. The Tanzania government 
recently awarded Chinese contractors the tender for the construction of the Fourth 
phase of the 341km Mwanza-Isaka SGR29. The loans have been used to finance 
the construction of a gas pipeline from Mnazi Bay to Dar es Salaam. However the 
Tanzania government halted the Chinese funding for the $10 billion Bagamoyo port 
project on grounds of it being exploitative and in favour of the Chinese government30 
.

28  https://ir.uiowa.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1096&context=honors_theses 
29  https://www.enr.com/articles/51013-chinese-firms-win-1b-tanzania-rail-award-amid-global-bids 
30  https://www.orfonline.org/expert-speak/falling-apart-a-story-of-the-tanzanian-bagamoyo-port-project/ 

Power
58.9%

Transport
3.6%

Budget
9.9%

Government
14.0%

Figure 8: Sectoral distribution of loans from China to Tanzania

Source: Acepis computations based on data from SAIS-CARI 
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https://www.enr.com/articles/51013-chinese-firms-win-1b-tanzania-rail-award-amid-global-bids  
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3.2.3 Uganda 
Chinese development cooperation with Uganda is mainly in the form of technical 
assistance through trainings in Chinese institutions, grants, interest-free loans, 
preferential loans with subsidized interest rates, and debt relief 31. Most of the debt 
has been invested in financing the power sector evidenced by various projects such as 
Karuma Hydroelectric Dam and Isimba Hydroelectric Dam. The loans to the transport 
sector have been invested in projects such as the Kampala-Entebbe Expressway, the 
Malaba to Kampala section of the East African Standard Gauge Railway and the 
Entebbe International airport expansion project. The communication sector took up 
4% of total loans from China with particular emphasis on telecommunications in 
a bid to improve intra-national and transnational connectivity within the country. 
Like the situation in Kenya and across the region, the distribution of funding from 
Chinese loans has significantly favoured infrastructure and energy development at 
the expense of investments in the social sectors. Notably, in Uganda, the education 
sector took up only about 3% of the total share of the loan with such sectors like 
health yet to benefit.

Power
72.5%

Education
2.8%

Communication
3.6%

Transport
21.1%

31 https://media.africaportal.org/documents/Uganda_Aid_Relations.pdf

Figure 9: Sectoral distribution of loans from China to Uganda

Source: Acepis computations based on data from SAIS-CARI 
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3.2.4 Rwanda 
In Rwanda, loans received from China have majorly been used to finance the transport 
sector. This pattern may be attributable to pursuance of the Rwanda 7 Years Government 
Programme: National Strategy for Transformation (NST 1), 2017-2021. Among the core 
objectives of the strategy include accelerating urbanization and expansion of trade-
related infrastructure and industrialization for export promotion.32  Some of the significant 
transport infrastructure projects financed by loans acquired from Chinese lenders include 
Kigali Urban Roads Upgrading Project, Butare-Kitabi-Ntendezi project and rehabilitation 
and widening of Kayonza-Rusumo road. Further, it is estimated that up to 70% of the 
roads in Rwanda have been  developed through Chinese financing.33  

Available data is limited in demonstrating where the remainder (16%) of the total share 
of loans from China to Rwanda between 2000 – 2019 was invested. However, Chinese 
financing has also been instrumental in supporting other development sectors in Rwanda, 
including health, education, agriculture and energy.34   

The substantive contribution of Chinese funding to the development of Rwanda is argued 
to be a demonstration of its improved relations with China. It is also worth noting that the 
composition of the loan obtained from Chinese lenders to Rwanda has evolved slightly 
beyond 2019 with additional infrastructure investments by the government. In 2020, 
Rwanda signed a $214 million loan with the Chinese government, through China Exim 
Bank, to finance the Nyabarongo II hydropower plant.35  In February 2021, China and 
Rwanda signed a $6 million debt relief – another demonstration of the significant ties 
between the two countries. 36 

Government
0.4%

Transport
83.6%

Unallocated
16.1%

Figure 10: Sectoral distribution of loans from China to Rwanda

Source: Acepis computations based on data from SAIS-CARI 
32  https://www.greengrowthknowledge.org/sites/default/files/downloads/policy-database/NST1_7YGP_Final.pdf 
33  https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2019/08/belt-and-road-rwanda/594928/ 
34  http://www.devpartners.gov.rw/index.php?id=48&tx_ttnews%5Btt_news%5D=110&cHash=bc77f60bf7d3c151472c8f9274689145 
35  https://www.energyvoice.com/oilandgas/africa/222961/china-stumps-up-loan-for-rwandan-hydropower/ 
36  https://allafrica.com/stories/202102200059.html 
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https://www.greengrowthknowledge.org/sites/default/files/downloads/policy-database/NST1_7YGP_Final.pdf
https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2019/08/belt-and-road-rwanda/594928/  
http://www.devpartners.gov.rw/index.php?id=48&tx_ttnews%5Btt_news%5D=110&cHash=bc77f60bf7d3c151472c8f9274689145
https://www.energyvoice.com/oilandgas/africa/222961/china-stumps-up-loan-for-rwandan-hydropower/  
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3.2.5 Burundi 
In Burundi, a substantive proportion of the loans acquired from Chinese lenders 
were channelled to financing telecoms projects.37  The proportion to the sector is 
estimated to be 54% of the  loans. The substantive investment in the Telecom sector 
may be attributable to the fact that Burundi is among the most attractive markets 
in Africa for telecom investors due to its high population density and relatively 
low penetration rates across all telecom sectors.38  The government is currently 
implementing the Broadband Burundi 2025 project and other ICT programs, which 
explains the substantive investment in Communication. 46% of Chinese debt was 
channelled to other sectors, although there remains limited data demonstrating 
direct sectoral allocations.

Communication
54.1%

Unallocated
45.9%

37   Risky Business: New Data on Chinese Loans and Africa’s Debt Problem | HKTDC Research [WWW Document], n.d. https://research.hktdc.
com/en/article/Njk1Nzc1NTQz
38  Burundi Telecoms Market report, Statistics and Forecast 2020 2025 [WWW Document], n.d. URL https://www.budde.com.au/Research/
Burundi-Telecoms-Mobile-and-Broadband-Statistics-and-Analyses 

Figure 11: Sectoral distribution of loans from China to Burundi

Source: Acepis computations based on data from SAIS-CARI 
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Some Burundian projects supported by 
Chinese aid include electrification projects, 
rice farming, and recently, tilapia production.39  
In 2018, the government launched the Burundi 
National Development Plan 2018 – 2027. The 
plan is anchored on objectives of restoring 
the country’s economy through promotion 
of diversifying exports, strengthening food 
sufficiency, developing the energy and craft 
sector, infrastructure development and 
maintenance, improving access to basic social 
services, particularly health, education and 
social protection, and improved financial 
governance.40  Implementation of the 10-
year plan and its objectives is premised on 

access financing for the government. With 
the increased bilateral engagements between 
Burundi and China, Chinese funding remains 
a critical pillar to the realization of the stated 
objectives, particularly given that more than 
half of Burundi’s budget is financed from 
external sources. The significant role of 
Chinese funding to realization of the plan was 
best demonstrated during the China-Africa 
summit in 2019 where the Chinese president 
pledged a $10.1 billion loan to support Burundi 
to implement the 10-year plan. This suggests 
that the China debt stock in Burundi is likely to 
expand substantively through 2027.

39  https://www.seafoodsource.com/news/supply-trade/chinas-interest-in-rare-earth-minerals-leads-to-tilapia-aid-for-burundi 
40  WHO MiNDbank - Plan National de Développement du Burundi 2018-2027 (Burundi National Development Plan 2018-2027) [WWW 
Document], n.d.  http://www.mindbank.info/item/6873 

https://www.seafoodsource.com/news/supply-trade/chinas-interest-in-rare-earth-minerals-leads-to-tilapia-aid-for-burundi
http://www.mindbank.info/item/6873
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Growing ties between Africa and 
China have elicited questions, 
with many seeking to understand 

the conduct of these economic 
relations, especially with increasing 
indebtedness of African countries to 
China. This section interrogates trends 
in trade and debt between China and 
Africa seeking to understand whether 
increased borrowing from China 
has had an effect on trade relations 
(balance of trade) with the continent 
narrowing down to East Africa and 
comparing this with traditional trade 
partners, like the US and EU.

Notably, since 2000, volumes of 
trade between China and Africa have 
increased exponentially especially 
after the first Forum on China Africa 

4.0
Comparing Debt and Trade between 
China and Africa 

Cooperation (FOCAC) was held in 
October 2000 in Beijing, China. Over 
the years, FOCAC has played a major 
role in strengthening the investment 
and trade relations between China 
and Africa. Between 2000 and 
2018, trade volumes between 
Africa and China increased 17-fold, 
accounting for 16% in 2018 up 
from 4% in 2001.41  In terms of the 
types of goods traded, Africa imports 
high value added products such 
as machinery, vehicles, electrical 
machinery while it exports low 
value added goods such as mineral 
ores, fuels and oils, wood and its 
products.42 Africa’s trade deficit 
has been increasing sharply since 
2013, hitting the highest in 2015 
(USD108,169 million). 

Figure 12: Africa’s Imports, Exports and Trade deficit

41  China’s growing reach in Africa: are we seeing a fair trade? [WWW Document], n.d. https://www.theafricareport.
com/17380/chinas-growing-reach-in-africa-are-we-seeing-a-fair-trade/ 
42  China’s growing reach in Africa: are we seeing a fair trade? [WWW Document], n.d. https://www.theafricareport.
com/17380/chinas-growing-reach-in-africa-are-we-seeing-a-fair-trade/ 

Source: Acepis computations based on data from SAIS-CARI 

http://www.focac.org/eng/
http://www.focac.org/eng/
https://www.theafricareport.com/17380/chinas-growing-reach-in-africa-are-we-seeing-a-fair-trade/  
https://www.theafricareport.com/17380/chinas-growing-reach-in-africa-are-we-seeing-a-fair-trade/  
https://www.theafricareport.com/17380/chinas-growing-reach-in-africa-are-we-seeing-a-fair-trade/  
https://www.theafricareport.com/17380/chinas-growing-reach-in-africa-are-we-seeing-a-fair-trade/  
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China remains among the 
most active and significant 
trade partners with the African 
continent, particularly granted 
the $60 billion dollar loans, 
grants and export credits 
pledged by China to Africa 
during the 7th FOCAS summit 
held in September 2018 in 
Beijing, China. This pledge was 
in addition to a pledge worth a 
similar amount during the 2015 
summit.

4.1 Trends in Trade   
 between East Africa,  
 China, US & EU
The increased significance of 
China as an investment partner 
is Eastern Africa is demonstrative 
of its improved trade relations 
with the region since 2010. 
Over the last two decades, 
exports to EA from the three 
trading partners have increased.  
China has been the region’s 
biggest trading partner, with its 
exports to EA amounting to USD 
90,346.4 million; five times the 
value of the USA’s exports to the 
same region.

China remains the dominant 
exporter to the EA countries. 
Among the countries in the 
region, Kenya and Tanzania 
have been receiving more goods 
from China, the EU and the US.

Country
China Exports
(Million USD)

US Exports
(Million USD)

EU Exports
(Million USD

Burundi

Kenya

Rwanda

Tanzania

Uganda

Total Exports 

560.65

47,413.87

1,441.00

34,209.92

6,720.97

90,346.41

187.59

9,966.55

548.53

3,537.06

1,478.90

15,718.63

247.86

22,736.52

2,956.57

12,622.73

6,782.32

45,345.99

The volume of exports between EA and its trading partners 
have also increased significantly over the last two decades. 
The exponential increase in China’s exports to East Africa over 
the years could be attributed to the “Going Global” policy, 
which was announced in 2000. The Chinese government 
announced the policy with the aim of encouraging local 
enterprises to invest abroad.43  This led to a sustained boom 
in exports and foreign direct investments (FDIs) over the 
years. However, the increased exports to Africa may also be 
attributable to the overall strengthened bilateral relations 
between China and EAC member states. While the increased 
investment in the region and the continent at large has raised 
questions within the global trade community, the continued 
engagements by the African government with China suggest 
that it is a significant contributor to realization of the 
continent’s economic, trade and investment objectives.44

Table 2: Total China, US, EU exports to East Africa 

Source: Acepis computations based on data from SAIS-CARI and Eurostat Database

43   Bellabona, Paola & Spigarelli, Francesca. (2007). Moving from Open Door to Go Global: China goes on the world stage. Int. J. Chinese Culture 
and Management Int. J. Chinese Culture and Management. 1. 93-107. 10.1504/IJCCM.2007.016170.
44   China in Africa: Implications of a Deepening Relationship | RAND [WWW Document], n.d. URL https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_briefs/
RB9760.html

Figure 13: Trends in Trade between Partners in East Africa

Source: Acepis computations based on data from SAIS-CARI and Eurostat Database
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https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_briefs/RB9760.html
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Country
China Imports
(Million USD)

US Imports
(Million USD)

EU Imports
(Million USD

Burundi

Kenya

Rwanda

Tanzania

Uganda

Total Exports 

86.19

1,175.02

718.83

5,019.43

656.91

7,656.39

7.32

3,545.35

762.02

3,841.65

765.75

8,922.09

1,351.77

14,265.07

720.31

7,634.49

6,934.91

30,906.55

Looking at imports from 
EAC by China, the EU and 
the US, there has been 
an overall increase in the 
volume of imports over 
the two decades. The 
EU remains the largest 
consumer of products 
from EAC, with import 
volumes to the region 
being significantly larger 
compared to imports 
by China and the US. 
Agricultural products, 
including cut flowers, 
tea, coffee, tobacco, 
vegetables and fish are 
the key products imported 
from the EAC by the EU.45  
This demonstrates the 
critical role the Agriculture 
sector plays in sustaining 
the strong trade relations 
between the region and 
the EU.  Country wise, 
China and the US have 
been importing more from 
Tanzania while the EU has 
been getting more goods 
from Kenya.

Since 2003, US and China imports from EA countries have 
been rising steadily. This growth may be attributable to active 
pursuance and implementation of trade measures and protocols, 
among them the Trade and Investment Framework Agreements 
signed in 2001 between EAC and the United States and China. 
This framework seeks to promote commodity trade and 
encourage external investment in the region.46  In 2015, China’s 
imports took a dip while US imports continued to increase. With 
the exception of Burundi, EAC member states, under the Africa 
Growth and Opportunity Act, qualify for duty-free access to the 
United States market – another factor that may explain the steady 
rise in trade between the region and the United States over the 
years. EU imports to EA countries have been growing significantly 
with the highest peak being recorded between 2015 and 2016. 
This may be attributable to the Economic Partnership Agreement 
between the EU and the Eastern Africa Community47  and the 
EU’s Everything But Arms initiative  that covers all countries in 
the EAC, expect Kenya. Under the initiative,48 these countries, 
which are considered Least Developed Countries, are granted 
preferential access to the EU market.49

Source: Acepis computations based on data from SAIS-CARI and Eurostat Database

Source: Acepis computations based on data from SAIS-CARI and Eurostat Database

Table 3: Total China, US and EU Imports from East Africa

Figure 14: Trends in Imports between partners and East Africa

45 https://ec.europa.eu/trade/policy/countries-and-regions/regions/eac/
46 Trade [WWW Document], n.d. https://www.eac.int/trade
47 https://trade.ec.europa.eu/doclib/docs/2009/january/tradoc_142194.pdf 
48 Preferential Market Access – European Union Everything But Arms Initiative | LDC Portal [WWW Document], n.d. URL https://www.un.org/
ldcportal/preferential-market-access-european-union-everything-but-arms-initiative/  
49 European Union Everything But Arms [WWW Document], n.d. URL https://www.eac.int/everything-but-arms
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4.2 Comparing Loans and Trade Volumes between China and East Africa 
There was an exponential increase in China’s exports to EA in 2009 (Figure 15). This corresponds 
period when then the creditor advanced more loans to the same region. The decline in the 
volume of China exports to EA from 2015-2017 also coincides with the decrease in the lending 
to the East Africa countries. Exports from the US and EU have however been stable despite the 
increased borrowing from China.

While the COVID-19 pandemic impacted the trade landscape globally, exports and overall 
trade between EAC and China, the US and EU has mostly recovered.50  However, Burriel et al 
(2020) established that countries with high debt levels, as with East African countries, remain 
highly vulnerable to asymmetric shocks post-COVID-19. They further establish that in the long-
term, high public debt impacts economic activity negatively. As such, without proper fiscal 
consolidation to address the rising public debt in the EAC, trade volumes in the region are likely 
to be negatively affected in the long-term.

Figure 15: East Africa trading partners - debt and trade volumes

Source: Acepis computations based on data from SAIS-CARI and Eurostat Database

50  UNECA_TMEA_AERC_COVID-19_Report.pdf, n.d https://aercafrica.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/UNECA_TMEA_AERC_COVID-19_
Report.pdf

https://aercafrica.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/UNECA_TMEA_AERC_COVID-19_Report.pdf
https://aercafrica.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/UNECA_TMEA_AERC_COVID-19_Report.pdf
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5.0
ODA element in Chinese 
Development Cooperation with East 
Africa 

Official development 
Assistance is defined by 
the OECD Development 

Assistance Committee (DAC) as 
government aid that promotes 
and specifically targets the 
economic development and 
welfare of developing countries.51 

The US and EU have been providing 
aid to East African countries over 
the years. However, China’s aid 
data to EA is scanty despite her 
increased presence in the region. 
There is thus a need to evaluate 
her aid to East African countries as 
it could help determine the extent 
to which she has reciprocated 
the increase in trade and loan 
relations by providing more aid to 
the region. This is recognition that 

aid increases the productivity 
of private investments by 
financing complementary 
factors of production, such 
as infrastructure and human 
capital.

This section, therefore 
compares Chinese ODA to 
EA with the other two major 
partners (US and the EU). Table 
5 highlights the ODA from US, 
EU and China to the 5 East 
African countries for a period 
2000 – 2019 for US and EU and 
a period of 15 years for China. 

51  OECD iLibrary | Official development assistance (ODA) [WWW Document], n.d. URL https://www.oecd-
ilibrary.org/development/official-development-assistance-oda/indicator-group/english_5136f9ba-en

https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/development/official-development-assistance-oda/indicator-group/english_5136f9ba-en
https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/development/official-development-assistance-oda/indicator-group/english_5136f9ba-en
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Country ODA from US (Million 
US Dollars)

ODA from EU (Million 
US Dollars)

ODA from China (Million 
US Dollars)

Burundi

Kenya

Rwanda

Tanzania

Uganda

Total

1,090.64

13,177.45

3,043.17 

8,343.15

8,914.99 

34,569.40 

1531.05

2,433.68

1,740.71

3,090.75

2,789.54

11,585.73

330.76

1,732.31

943.04 

3,106.54

1,323.87 

7,436.52 

Source: : Acepis computations based on data from SAIS-CARI and OECD.Stat

Table 4: ODA to EA from China, US and EU

Available data on ODA from China to East 
Africa is only for a fifteen-year period (2000-
2014). It nonetheless shows that China’s 
ODA to EA has been fluctuating and points to 
Tanzania being the highest beneficiary of the 
Chinese aid among the EA countries. China’s 
aid to East Africa appears to have increased 
over a three-year period (after 2009) with the 
EA countries receiving the highest aid from 
China in 2012 (USD 2,246 million). 

Comparatively, over this same period, the US 
has channelled the largest volumes of ODA 
to East Africa with the highest amount being 
channelled in 2008 (USD 2,870 million). This 
aid has been increasing over the years with 
an exception of 2018 when the aid decreased 

following the aid cuts enforced by the Trump 
administration. Over the two decades, 
Kenya has been the highest beneficiary of 
the aid from the US. The EU’s aid to EA has 
been fluctuating over the years with the EA 
countries receiving more in 2009 and 2016. 
The highest aid channelled to EA was in 2016 
and it amounted to USD 1,329 million. Among 
the countries in the region, Tanzania is the 
highest beneficiary of the EU aid.

In general, the US has been providing more 
aid to East Africa over the years while China’s 
aid slightly increased with the increased EA 
debt. Unfortunately, much cannot be explored 
on China aid after 2014 due to the 5-year aid 
data gap.

Figure 16: ODA from partners to East Africa

Source: Acepis computations based on data from SAIS-CARI and OECD.Stat
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6.0
Conclusion and 
Recommendations

China’s presence in Africa 
has grown over the years, 
challenging the dominance 

of the United States and the EU in 
the region. This has been clearly 
demonstrated through the trends 
in trade relations, foreign aid, 
loans, grants and investments 
from China which have all been 
geared towards developing 
each country. The foregoing 
analysis indicates that China has 
become an important player in 
development financing in Africa. 
China’s preferred financing 
mechanism remains via public 
debt evidenced by a surge in loans 
channelled to African countries 
over the past decade. There still 
remains little transparency on 
the aid disbursements made by 
China to the African governments 
spurring questions on what are the 
Chinese’s government intentions. 

As seen above, there has been 
an increase of Chinese debt 
to Africa with the East African 
countries borrowing to finance 
infrastructure projects. In terms 
of trade, East Africa’s imports 
from China have been increasing 
significantly surpassing the trade 

volumes with other trading 
partners such as the US and EU 
while East Africa’s exports to 
China have increased but at a 
lower rate as compared with 
the other trading partners. This 
points to implications of lopsided 
debt (and other development 
financing) relations that could 
worsen prevailing trade imbalance 
between East Africa and China.  

Considering the findings from 
the analysis, hereunder are some 
of the things that could be done 
by different stakeholders in East 
Africa while partnering with 
China: 
1. With increased concerns about 

the secrecy of the Chinese 
loan contracts, there is a 
need for various stakeholders 
(especially non-state actors 
like Civil Society and Media) to 
push East African governments 
for more openness in terms 
of contract negotiations and 
terms in their debt relations 
with Chinese government and 
related entities. 

2. There is a need for enactment 
of national level legislation and 
policy frameworks for better 
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management of debt. At regional level, 
there is also a need for harmonization 
and collaboration among EAC States for 
a regional framework for management 
of public debt. 

3. Legislatures can play a more active 
role in scrutiny and oversight of debt 
contracting and management. This 
however requires capacity development 
and political will especially from the 
executive. 

4. There is a need for improved regimes 
for access to information (especially on 
public finance) in the region to empower 
actors with ability to access and utilize 
data to interrogate the trends and policy 
decisions related to debt acquisition and 
management.

5. Economists and Policy Analysts can add 
to the knowledge on dynamics of debt 
management in the region by conducting 
diagnostic and deep-dive analyses that 
provide credible information on debt 
sustainability that stakeholders can rely 
on for policy decisions, advocacy and 
debate. This should include research on 
the viability of the development projects 
to be financed by the loans and the 
mode of debt servicing.

6. Non-state actors (NGOs, Academia & 
Think Tanks) across the region can play 
a stronger, more active role in educating 
the public on implications of prevailing 
and projected public debt trends 
especially on issues regarding fiscal 
justice. 
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