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ARTICLE

The Belt and Road Initiative and Africa’s regional infrastructure
development: implications and lessons

Robert Tama Lisinge

Energy, Infrastructure and Services Section, Private Sector Development and Finance Division, United Nations Economic Commission
for Africa, Addis Ababa, Ethiopia

ABSTRACT
The Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) is outward-looking, being part of China’s ‘Going Out Strategy’
while Africa’s current regional infrastructure programmes are primarily inward-looking as they
seek to deepen the continent’s regional integration. This paper argues, drawing from inter-
national cooperation theory, that China and Africa can cooperate in implementing BRI despite
the apparent conflict in their infrastructure connectivity aspirations. They can coordinate their
policies for the purpose of mutual benefit through enhanced connectivity and trade between
Africa and China on the one hand and deepened African regional integration and intra-African
trade on the other. This could be achieved by using Africa’s regional programmes as building
blocks for cooperation in BRI. This paper also highlights lessons from BRI that Africa could use
to fast-track implementation of its own initiatives including the mobilisation of stakeholders by
political leaders, creation of dedicated institutions and funds, and building of local capacity in
the infrastructure sector.
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1. Introduction

The Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), launched in 2013 by President Xi Jinping, is widely considered to be the centre-
piece of China’s new foreign policy and a reflection of its ascendancy in the global arena, economically, politic-
ally, and strategically. Many researchers view BRI as a multifaceted and connectivity-oriented grand strategy
designed to serve China’s ambitious geostrategic and geo-economic interest. Its importance to China is under-
scored by the substantial financial, diplomatic, and intellectual resources that the country has already committed
to the initiative (Casarini, 2016; Minghao, 2016; Rolland, 2017; Yu, 2017; Zhao, 2020; Zhou & Esteban, 2018).

A broad range of factors have been identified as the motivators of BRI. Wang (2016) suggests that the initiative
emerged from the combined pressure of slowing down of Chinese economy, US pivot to Asia and deterioration
of the relationship with neighbouring countries after weathering the storm of the global financial crisis in 2008.
For Liu and Dunford (2016), BRI reflects China’s rise as a global power, industrial redeployment, increased out-
ward investment and need to diversify its energy sources and routes. Zhou and Esteban (2018) consider it as an
initiative that serves as a decisive strategic manoeuvre for China to ensure security and promote power status in
the international order, moving from rule-taker to rule-maker. According to Ye (2019), BRI is a mobilisation cam-
paign of the Chinese political leaders in order to deal with domestic and diplomatic challenges.

For Africa, cooperation with China on infrastructure development started much earlier than the launch of BRI.
For instance, China was involved in the construction of the TAZARA railway linking Tanzania and Zambia in the
1970s. Being an inter-continental connectivity initiative, many expect BRI’s benefits in Africa to be regional in
nature. However, China’s past approach to partnership on infrastructure development in Africa may shape the tra-
jectory of BRI on the continent. This concern has rekindled the debate on whether China’s partnership with Africa
focusses more on bilateral than multilateral cooperation.

This debate raises pertinent questions. For instance, what are the incentives for China to invest in Africa’s
regional infrastructure projects? What strategies could Africa pursue to optimise its benefits from BRI from a
regional perspective? The objective of this paper is to answer these questions. The paper uses international
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cooperation theory to analysis Africa-China cooperation in infrastructure development and proposes strategies for
a ‘win-win’ partnership between Africa and China on BRI. The next section provides an overview of BRI and dis-
cusses perceptions of the initiative.

2. BRI and infrastructure connectivity

Inter-connectivity of infrastructure development is the core of BRI. The Vision and Actions on Jointly Building the
Silk Road Economic Belt and twenty-first Century Maritime Silk Road, published in 2015 by the Chinese govern-
ment indicates that the Belt and Road run through the continents of Asia, Europe and Africa, connecting East
Asia and Europe (National Development & Reform Commission [NDRC], 2015). According to the document, the
Silk Road Economic Belt focuses on bringing together China, Central Asia, Russia and Europe; linking China with
the Persian Gulf and the Mediterranean Sea through Central Asia and West Asia; and connecting China with
Southeast Asia, South Asia and the Indian Ocean. The twenty-first Century Maritime Silk Road is designed to go
from China’s coast to Europe through the South China Sea and the Indian Ocean in one route, and from China’s
coast through the South China Sea to the South Pacific in the other.

The document further states that, on land, BRI will focus on jointly building a new Eurasian Land Bridge and
developing China-Mongolia-Russia, China-Central Asia-West Asia and China-Indochina Peninsula economic corri-
dors. At sea, the Initiative will focus on jointly building transport routes connecting major sea ports along the
Belt and Road. It is envisaged that countries along the Belt and Road would improve their infrastructure, and put
in place a secure and efficient network of land, sea and air passages, lifting their connectivity to a higher level.
Interestingly, corridors linking China and Africa are not explicitly mentioned in the document.

The document provides useful insights into the aims, principles, scope and priorities of BRI. It mentions that
the aims of the initiative include to promote the connectivity of Asian, European and African continents and their
adjacent seas; and enable China to further expand and deepen its opening-up, and to strengthen its mutually
beneficial cooperation with countries in three continents and the rest of the world. In terms of scope, the docu-
ment states that BRI is open for cooperation and that it covers, but is not limited to, the area of the ancient Silk
Road. It is open to all countries, and international and regional organisations for engagement.

BRI has five cooperation priorities including: policy coordination, facilities connectivity, unimpeded trade, finan-
cial integration, and people-to-people bond. The strategic direction articulated under facilities connectivity signals
China’s desire to play a leading role in hard and soft transport infrastructure development; all stages of the infra-
structure project development cycle; and all modes of transport.

The pros and cons of BRI have been discussed extensively in the literature. In terms of its advantages, BRI is
known to be attractive to developing countries for several reasons. For instance, in the case of Africa, it could
contribute in meeting the continent’s huge infrastructure financing requirement, estimated at US$130–170 billion
per year (African Development Bank [AfDB], 2018). This is vital to achieve the continent’s trade, industrialisation,
regional integration and economic transformation aspirations. BRI is also associated with practical and affordable
Chinese technology, available capital and equipment, and high speed of infrastructure construction. In addition, it
is perceived to have increased competition for development projects, allowing developing countries to bargain
more effectively for better economic returns with Western countries. Furthermore, BRI is not associated with con-
ditions that Western countries set in exchange for support in infrastructure development such as democracy,
transparency, rule of law, and human rights (Zhao, 2020).

BRI also has its fair share of criticism. Many question its economic sustainability, stressing that it is driven more
by China’s strategic ambition than economic rationale. Critics consider it as a political campaign that is guided by
political rather than market forces. They also consider it to be intellectually incoherent and not well though
through. Moreover, it has been suggested that the mobilising of all segments of the Chinese bureaucracy and
state-owned and private companies in support of BRI has resulted in a fragmented and patchy initiative where a
high level of enthusiasm is not match with strong coordination. Many also believe that the absence of a clear
definition of BRI projects has led to a situation where every investment project with Chinese involvement claims
to be in the framework of the initiative (Zhao, 2020). Critics express several other concerns about Chinese invest-
ment in developing countries in general. In the case of Africa, this includes what they perceive as a new wave of
African debt; lack of transparency and unfair procurement processes; limited or lack of transfer of technology,
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limited job creation for the locals; non-compliance with national design standards and the quality of infrastruc-
ture delivered.

The outbreak of COVID-19 has provided further ammunition to critics of BRI who posit that the pandemic will
compromise the ability of African countries to pay their debt to China. They argue that this may lead to China
taking control of vital infrastructure in the concerned countries. They envisage China to suspend the payment of
debt by African countries or even cancel the debt of some of these countries to cushion the impact of the pan-
demic but caution that this could give China undue leverage over the countries.

African countries and organisations have demonstrated their willingness to support and participate in BRI.
Their political leaders attended the First and Second BRI Forum for International Cooperation during which some
of them signed huge infrastructure deals with China. The next section provides an overview of Africa’s regional
infrastructure programmes, given their importance as potential entry points for BRI in Africa.

3. Infrastructure connectivity in Africa

3.1. Regional infrastructure programmes

Africa’s regional infrastructure programmes seek to deepen regional integration on the continent. The
Programme for Infrastructure Development in Africa (PIDA) was adopted by AU Heads of State and Government
in January 2012 as the overarching framework for infrastructure development on the continent. PIDA has a
Priority Action Plan (PAP), which consist of projects and programmes to be implemented in the short
(2012–2020) and medium term (2020–2030). PAP is made up of 51 projects and programmes in the areas of
energy (15), transport (24), water (9) and ITC (3) – further broken down to 433 projects. PIDA was also designed
to accommodate additional projects to meet the long term infrastructure requirements of the contin-
ent (2030–2040).

The Trans-African Highway Network (TAH), with a total length of 57,300 km, is an integral part of PIDA. It is
made up of 10 highway sections and was conceived in the early 1970s to establish a network of all-weather
roads of good quality to: (a) provide direct road links between capital cities of the continent; (b) contribute to
the political, economic and social integration and cohesion of Africa; and (c) ensure road transport facilities
between important areas of production and consumption. The 10 TAH highway sections are:

� TAH 01: Cairo – Dakar;
� TAH 02: Algiers – Lagos;
� TAH 03: Tripoli – Windhoek – Cape Town;
� TAH 04: Cairo – Gaborone – Cape Town;
� TAH 05: Dakar – N’djamena;
� TAH 06: N’djamena – Djibouti;
� TAH 07: Dakar – Lagos;
� TAH 08: Lagos – Mombasa;
� TAH 09: Beira – Lobito; and
� TAH 10: Libreville – Djibouti.

The 16th AU Assembly, held in January 2011, endorsed 7 regional infrastructure projects to be championed by
Heads of State and Government under the NEPAD Presidential Infrastructure Initiative (PICI). Two other projects,
championed by Egypt and Kenya, have since been added to the initiative. The core objective of PICI is to acceler-
ate the implementation of prioritised sub-regional and regional infrastructure projects in Africa. The PICI projects
and their champions (in bracket) are:

i. Missing links of the Trans-Sahara Highway (Algeria);
ii. Optic fibre from Algeria via Niger to Nigeria (Algeria);
iii. Dakar – Ndjamena – Djibouti road/rail (Senegal);
iv. Nigeria – Algeria gas pipeline (Nigeria);
v. Kinshasa – Brazzaville bridge (Republic of Congo);
vi. ICT broadband and fibre optic link to neighbouring states (Rwanda);
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vii. North-South Corridor road/rail (South Africa);
viii. Navigational route between Lake Victoria and the Mediterranean Sea (Egypt); and
ix. Lamu Port-Southern Sudan-Ethiopia Transport Corridor Project (Kenya).

Infrastructure development is also an important component of AU’s Agenda 2063 which is the blueprint for
Africa’s socioeconomic transformation within 50 years. African leaders committed in Agenda 2063 to speed up
action to connect the continent through world-class infrastructure. The construction of a high-speed rail network
on the continent and the Single African Air Transport Market are among the 10 flagship projects of Agenda 2063.

The mid-term review of the first phase of PIDA undertaken in 2019 showed that only 35 per cent of its proj-
ects (143 projects) were under construction or already operational. Similarly, missing links still constitute more
than 20 per cent of the TAH network. There is therefore a huge scope for Chinese investment in Africa’s regional
infrastructure in the context of BRI. Africa’s regional infrastructure programmes could actually serve as building
blocks for BRI. In this regard, existing regional programmes could provide a pipeline of projects for implementa-
tion through BRI. These projects have already gone through a rigourous selection process and are endorsed by
Africa’s political leaders.

Three African countries that are linked to the infrastructure connectivity dimension of BRI – Kenya, Djibouti
and Egypt – are also part of PIDA, TAH and PICI. They therefore provide ample opportunities to link BRI to
Africa’s regional infrastructure network. China, through BRI, stands to benefit from a network effect by investing
in Africa’s infrastructure. As highlighted by Laird, Nellthorp and Mackie (2005), investments in transport infrastruc-
ture bring changes in the potential number of economic linkages that can be formed, leading to positive con-
sumption externalities, which is a source of network effect. The next part of this section briefly reviews existing
scholarly literature on BRI in relation to Africa.

3.2. BRI and Africa

There is a growing literature on Africa’s involvement in BRI. Some researchers are preoccupied with the breadth
and depth of the continent’s involvement in the initiative. This category of researchers generally argue that
African countries are not sufficiently involved in BRI and may therefore miss the benefits of the initiative. Such
researchers recommend the deepening of the continent’s involvement in BRI. They suggest that the onus is on
African countries to improve their investment climate to attract BRI projects. Ehizuelen (2017), for instance, indi-
cated that only 3 out of 67 BRI countries were from Africa – Djibouti, Egypt and Kenya. This number has certainly
increased as many African countries have now signed MoUs on BRI with China.

Other researchers have insisted that BRI is a continuation and deepening of the Chinese ‘Going Global
Strategy’ rolled out in the late 1990s/early 2000s to encourage outward investment. Chen (2016) falls in this cat-
egory. He argues that Chinese investment in Africa has increased rapidly in recent times but has not been pro-
portionate to the increase in pace and volume of the country’s outward investment. He recommends African
states to grasp the opportunities to benefit from BRI, including by improving Sino-African Bilateral Investment
Treaties (BITs). Cabestan (2019) used a case study of Niger to demonstrate the similarities between BRI and
China’s ‘Going out strategy’. He notes that many BRI objectives and strategies were already being pursued in
Africa prior to 2013 when the initiative was launched. He shows that BRI has contributed in deepening China’s
economic and political influence in Niger, although Niger did not belong to the initial group of countries tar-
geted by the initiative.

Farough (2019) investigates how Chinese infrastructure projects create new geo-economic connectivity
through corridors in various territories. He suggests that BRI is rendering African countries significant in the global
economy.

Another strand of research on BRI is its interface with Africa’s development agenda. For instance,
Ndzendze and Monyae (2019) examined the synergies between BRI and AU’s Agenda 2063. They argued that BRI
has implications for Africa’s industrial and infrastructure development and by extension boosting intra-African
trade; the African Peace and Security Architecture; and intra-continental people–people exchange. The current
paper will contribute to this strand of research and its overarching perspective will be on infrastructure
connectivity.
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The next section examines the theory of international cooperation. This is followed by an analysis of cooper-
ation between Africa and China in infrastructure development using the theory. After that, the interface between
BRI and AfCFTA as well as strategies for mutually beneficial partnership between Africa and China are examined.
The paper then delves into a discussion of lessons that Africa could learn from BRI to fast-track the implementa-
tion of the continent’s infrastructure programmes.

4. International cooperation: theoretical considerations

The theory of international cooperation could help in analysing the dynamics of the engagement between China
and Africa in BRI and how this could impact on the implementation of the continent’s own infrastructure agenda.
Cooperation occurs ‘when actors adjust their behaviour to the actual or anticipated preferences of others,
through a process of policy coordination’. Policy coordination in turn implies that the policies of each state have
been adjusted to reduce their negative consequences for the other states. Independent, possibly selfish, actors
coordinate their behaviour for the purpose of mutual benefit. International cooperation generally has two dimen-
sions: actors and issues. The actors could be individuals or collective entities such as states, political parties, inter-
governmental organisations (IGOs) and nongovernmental organisations (NGOs). These multiple actors cooperate
to achieve a variety of objectives across a broad array of issues. International cooperation may shut out or victim-
ise some entities so it is not necessarily desirable from the viewpoint of such entities (Dai, Snidal, & Sampson,
2017; Oye, 1986).

International cooperation theory is based on the idea that actors with inconsistent aspirations still share com-
mon interest that enables strategic interaction and cooperation. Differences of actors over policy choices and
preferences raise distributional issues which impact on the probability of states reaching a negotiated agreement
and their motivation to remain committed to an agreement. This in turn leads to a myriad of issues such as the
credibility of commitments and issue linkages – the simultaneous discussion of two or more issues for joint settle-
ment (Dai et al., 2017).

Fearon (1998) argued that international cooperation has a common sequential structure that begins with
negotiation and follows with enforcement of the agreement. This perspective illuminates the complication of
accomplishing cooperation to begin with and links up the issues of distribution and enforcement. This point of
view suggests that proactive actors that are concerned with or plan for the future will be guided in the negotia-
tions stage by their expectation of the enforcement stage. States will negotiate particularly hard in the first stage
if they sense that an agreement is likely to be enforced in the second phase.

Several factors affect international cooperation, including the strategies available to the actors, the number
of actors, the distribution of power among them and their relative gains, domestic politics, and the role of
institutions, among others. Cooperation can be achieved in a number of ways. It can be tacit, negotiated
or imposed.

The literature on multilateral, bilateral and regional agreements also shed light on the concept of cooperation.
It is generally acknowledged that multilateral agreements are complex and difficult to enforce. A multitude of
actors with inconsistent and incompatible aims complicates the task of reaching a consensus. Bilateral agree-
ments, on their part, are easier to negotiate and enforce and go into effect faster given that only two countries
are involved. Actors also reap their benefits in a shorter period of time. Concerning regional agreements, it is
widely believed that they are easier to negotiate and enforce than multilateral agreements but that they are
more substantial than bilateral deals. Many consider them as building blocks for multilateral deals. Challenges
associated with regional agreements include power asymmetries within regions, often resulting in deals that
favour more powerful actors. Using factors identified in this section, the next section explains cooperation
between Africa and China on infrastructure development.

5. Explaining Africa-China cooperation in infrastructure development

This section examines the factors that motivate bilateral cooperation as well as incentives for Chinese investment
in regional projects, particularly the African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA). It then discusses strategies for
mutually beneficial partnership between Africa and China in the context of BRI.
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5.1. Bilateral cooperation

Distribution of power and relative gains among actors; number of actors, domestic politics, and the role of insti-
tutions were presented in the previous section as factors that affect international cooperation. These factors are
used to explain the preference for bilateral over regional cooperation in the relationship between Africa and
China on infrastructure development.

Unequal distribution of power not only among African countries but also between these countries and China
may be a determining factor for preference for bilateral over multilateral cooperation. A possible reason why
China, and indeed African countries, may prefer to engage at a bilateral rather than regional level is that the
motivation and promotion of regional infrastructure is complex and involves multiple opposing interests. There is
a lingering perception among African countries that regional infrastructure may lead to greater benefits or
greater costs for some countries than others. Moreover, there are limits of regions as drivers of change. For
instance, while AU and Regional Economic Communities (RECs) may develop frameworks for regional integration
and negotiation with external partners such as China, their member states are not homogeneous entities and are
characterised by differences in size, level of development, and national priorities, among others. In addition,
ambition in regionalism often leads to missed deadlines and lack of confidence in the process. Actors may not
commit themselves to negotiations if they sense that an agreement will not be enforced (Jouanjean, Gachassin, &
Te Velde, 2015). In this regard, China may avoid being bogged down in endless processes. China may also prefer
to deal with African countries individually because these countries would have a stronger bargaining power if
they negotiate as a group.

Concerning domestic politics, politicians tend to prefer national than regional projects, and short term rather
than long-term projects so as to take credit for the success of projects. This is because national projects that
could be completed within a short period of time are more visible and can be identified with the immediate
needs of the population than regional projects that are more complex and require longer periods to be com-
pleted . The general perception is that costs are lower and benefits are more obvious for national projects com-
pared to regional ones. This may explain why African countries could prefer engaging with China at a bilateral
rather than regional level. From China’s perspective, it may avoid the complexity and difficulties in enforcing
multilateral agreements involving all member states of AU. The reason being that multiple actors with inconsist-
ent and incompatible aims may complicate the task of reaching a consensus.

With regard to institutions, AUC spearheads Africa’s regional infrastructure programmes with the support of
RECs and other regional organisations such as the UN Economic Commission for Africa and the AfDB. Regional
organisations may assist states in the implementation of policies or be in charge of implementation. However,
the only weapon they may possess to ensure policy implementation is monitoring and subsequent shaming.
They are generally agents of states in the implementation process and implementation is contingent on domestic
institutions and groups. The fact that regional organisations mostly play a facilitating role in projects may explain
why China’s partnership with Africa seems to focus more on bilateral cooperation than on the implementation of
regional programmes.

Africa and China agreed in the Beijing Declaration of the 2018 Forum for China-Africa Cooperation (FOCAC)
Summit to build synergy between BRI and development strategies of African countries. The fact that China is
signing separate MoUs on BRI with African countries and organisations indicates that both national and regional
projects may be implemented in the context of the initiative. African countries are expected to promote their
priority projects for implementation in the BRI framework and these are generally national not regional projects –
judging from the slow pace of implementation of regional projects. However, the next section shows that Africa-
China relations on infrastructure development is not limited to bilateral cooperation and that there are emerging
incentives for cooperation at the regional level.

5.2. Regional cooperation: BRI and the African continental free trade area

China has a long history of involvement in Africa’s regional infrastructure projects, although to a lesser extent
than national projects for reasons discussed in the previous section. For instance, China provided assistance in
the construction of the 1,860 km Tanzania-Zambia railway. It was also involved in the construction of the Nairobi-
Mombasa railway in Kenya that was opened in 2017 and is envisaged to be extended to neighbouring countries
as well as the Addis Ababa-Djibouti railway project that was completed in 2018.

6 R. T. LISINGE



There are signals that China seeks to strengthen its involvement in Africa’s regional infrastructure develop-
ment. The Premier of the State Council of the People’s Republic of China visited AUC in May 2014 and mentioned
in his speech that ‘China will get involved in highway, railway, telecommunications, electric power and other proj-
ects in Africa to facilitate regional connectivity’. In addition, the Beijing Declaration of the 2018 Summit of FOCAC
positions the Forum as a major platform for China-Africa cooperation under BRI. China and Africa agree, in the
Declaration, to form a strong synergy between BRI and AU’s Agenda 2063, which has a strong infrastructure
development component.

African institutions are spearheading the promotion of regional cooperation with China on infrastructure devel-
opment. In this regard, AUC and AU Development Agency (AUDA-NEPAD) are sensitising member States on the
benefits of regional projects, particularly in relation to the African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA), with the
view to ensuring that these projects are prioritised at the national level.

The AfCFTA was launched at the tenth AU extraordinary summit in Kigali in March 2018. It aims to create a
single market for goods and services, facilitated by movement of persons in order to deepen the economic inte-
gration of Africa and in accordance with the pan African vision of ‘an integrated, prosperous and peaceful Africa’
enshrined in AU’s Agenda 2063. The AfCFTA entered in to force in May 2019.

Analysis by Mevel and Karingi (2013) shows that trade reform through AfCFTA would increase intra-African
trade as a share of the continent’s total trade by about half over a 12-year period, from 10.2 per cent in 2010 to
15.5 per cent in 2022. Indeed, the share of intra-African trade more than doubles, rising from 10.2 per cent in
2010 to 21.9 per cent in 2022, if effective implementation of AfCFTA is complemented by trade facilitation
reforms that double the efficiency of customs procedures and halve delays at African ports.

The expected increase in intra-African trade as a result of AfCFTA could be further enhanced if the quality of
the continent’s cross-border infrastructure is improved alongside trade facilitation reforms. This is because
adequate physical infrastructure will reduce trade costs, which in turn will improve the competitiveness of African
firms in regional and global markets. Existing literature suggests that reforms that improve infrastructure have
greater impact on trade volumes and costs than those that improve the efficiency of customs or regulatory and
business environment (DFID, 2015). For instance, improving road conditions from fair to good could lead to
reductions in transport costs by 5 per cent (Teravaninthorn & Raballand, 2008). An improvement in Chad’s infra-
structure quality to a level half that in South Africa would lead to an increase of 79.3 per cent in Chad’s exports
(Portugal-Perez & Wilson, 2012).

It is generally acknowledged that reaping the full benefits of AfCFTA requires African countries and organisa-
tions to step up efforts to close the continent’s infrastructure gap. The question is whether BRI could help close
this gap, particularly in relation to financing regional infrastructure programmes, thereby supporting the imple-
mentation of AfCFTA. In essence, Africa’s regional infrastructure programmes provide the interface between
AfCFTA and BRI. The primary objective of these programmes, including PIDA, is to deepen regional integration
with the view to integrating sub-regional markets, boosting intra-African trade, stimulating economic and social
development, and enhancing industrialisation. These programmes are, therefore, essentially inward-looking –

although linking landlocked countries to the sea is also taken into consideration in designing them.
The BRI, on its part, is outward-looking from an African perspective because it was conceived to link China to

other regions of the world. One may therefore wonder how an outward looking initiative such as BRI could sup-
port an inward looking initiative such as PIDA. The answer is that intra-African trade could also benefit from tran-
sit corridors that link Africa to China. This is because transit corridors are not only used to transport goods on
transit but also those that are traded between neighbouring African countries. For instance, trade between
Ethiopia and Djibouti may benefit from the railway between the two countries, constructed by China and cited
as a BRI project, even though the primary objective of the railway may be to provide access to the sea for
Ethiopia and support its international trade – with countries in other continents, including China.

6. Towards a win-win partnership: strategies for mutually beneficial infrastructure partnership

This section discusses the reasons why Africa’s regional infrastructure projects could be appealing to China, and
the strategies available to the continent in its cooperation with China, including those that could ensure a mutu-
ally beneficial cooperation on BRI.
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6.1. Opportunities for investment in Africa’s regional infrastructure projects

Africa is an appealing destination for investment in infrastructure for many reasons. The AfCFTA is expected to
significantly increase the demand for infrastructure on the continent, particularly cross-border roads and railways
as well as ports. AU’s Agenda 2063 also aspires to have world-class infrastructure crisscrossing the continent. To
that end, mega infrastructure projects such as the construction of the Inga Dam in the Democratic Republic of
Congo (DRC) and the African continental high speed rail are among the flagship projects of Agenda 2063. Africa’s
endowment with abundant natural resources is also a contributing factor to China’s interest in investing in the
continent’s infrastructure development. In that regard, China is already engaged in resource-for-infrastructure
deals in African countries such as Angola, DRC, and Zambia, among others. Another contributing factor to China’s
increasing interest in Africa’s regional infrastructure development is the desire to promote its advanced transport
and energy technology such as high speed rail and ultra-high voltage power transmission technology. Moreover,
China is promoting the concept of joint energy and metallurgy development at a regional level in Africa and
desires to be a major player in this area.

The question, therefore, is not whether China is interested in investing in Africa’s regional infrastructure devel-
opment but how to ensure that such an investment is mutually beneficial. Africa could pursue different strategies
in its cooperation with China in general and towards a ‘win-win’ infrastructure partnership on BRI in particular.
These strategies are discussed in the next part of this section.

6.2. Strategies for ‘win-win’ cooperation on BRI

Strategies available to actors constitute one of the factors that affect international cooperation. In this regard,
Africa has different options for cooperation in infrastructure development. For instance, it may opt to cooperate
with multiple external partners. To this end, AU has entered into numerous strategic partnerships including with
the European Union, League of Arab States, South American States, United States of America, China, Japan, India,
Turkey and Korea. Infrastructure is an area of focus of some of these partnerships. Other strategies available to
Africa include promoting intra-African cooperation, and building the capacity of local construction industries.

Africa could also adopt specific strategies for cooperation with China on BRI. A model for building synergies
between the continent’s regional infrastructure programmes and BRI is to identify projects in these programmes
that would facilitate trade between Africa and China and promote the implementation of such projects through
BRI. This could be a model for ‘win-win’ cooperation as it would help Africa to fast-track the implementation of
selected priority projects on the one hand and support the achievement of the infrastructure connectivity goal of
BRI on the other. Examples of projects that could link Africa to China include transit corridors that connect land-
locked countries as well as hinterlands of coastal countries to ports in Eastern Africa such as those in Djibouti,
Mombasa, Lamu, and Dar es Salaam, among others. A possible obstacle to this strategy, as discussed in Section
5.1, is that implementation of projects in such corridors may not necessarily be national priority in all concerned
countries and the perceived benefits of the projects may vary across the countries. Addressing this challenge
requires efforts to ensure the buy-in of member states for projects selected as regional priorities. Aligning
national and regional priorities could be achieved by ensuring that all member states approve the criteria for
selecting regional projects and that these criteria are applied in a transparent manner in the project selec-
tion process.

The BRI is quite flexible and has a broad scope, judging from the projects that are reported as achievements
of the initiative. In this context, it is worth exploring the option of involving China in Africa’s regional projects
(such as the Cairo to Cape Town route which is part of the Trans-African Highways) that may not necessarily link
concerned African countries directly to China in an optimal manner but could be of interest to China for reasons
other than trade and physical connectivity. This could include projects that provide investment opportunities to
Chinese companies – enabling the country to ship excess capacity in its construction industry abroad; access to
Africa’s natural resources; and promote Chinese technology. Obstacles to this strategy include critics who chal-
lenge the perceived lack of transparency, unfair procurement processes and non-compliance with international
norms and standards associated with Chinese infrastructure deals in Africa. This hurdle could be overcome by
adopting a common African strategy for infrastructure partnerships that addresses the above concerns and apply-
ing it uniformly in cooperation with all partners.
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Another category of projects that could be promoted under BRI and could support the implementation of
AfCFTA are those that link national and rural networks with corridors that facilitate international imports and
exports. Such projects ensure that the impact of cross-border infrastructure is not restricted to international trade
and that national producers also benefit. They also enhance trade of regional products and allow the full poten-
tial for economic growth to be harnessed.

In principle, BRI is open to all countries as well as international and regional organisations for engagement
and several of them are already part of the initiative. This may open up huge opportunities for non-African BRI
countries, in addition to China, to invest in trade and infrastructure development on the continent. So far, har-
nessing this opportunity does not seem to be in the BRI agenda in Africa as the initiative appears to consist
mainly of engagements between China and African regional organisations on the one hand and China and indi-
vidual African countries on the other. Several countries that are part of BRI have separate partnership agreements,
that include infrastructure and trade components, with Africa at the regional and bilateral level but have not
expressed any desire to integrate such partnerships in BRI. However, improvements in Africa’s infrastructure as a
result of BRI could boost the continent’s trade not only with China but also with other countries including mem-
bers of the initiative.

7. Lessons for Africa’s regional infrastructure programmes

This section uses a comparative analysis approach to extract lessons from BRI that could be used to accelerate
the implementation of Africa’s regional infrastructure programmes.

7.1. Ownership and political will

There is unquestionable ownership and leadership of BRI by the Government of China. BRI is an initiative
launched by President Xi Jinping and his government has demonstrated a very strong political will – allocating
resources and mobilising other stakeholders – for its implementation. It has also institutionalised the initiative
and appears to be listening to critics and making efforts to apply lessons learned from past experiences to
improve the buy-in for the initiative. Concerning mobilisation of other stakeholders and institutionalisation of BRI,
MoUs had been signed with 126 countries and 29 organisations across the world, as of April 2019 when the
Second Belt and Road Forum for International Cooperation was held in Beijing. Up to three dozen Heads of State
attended the Forum.

The first lesson from BRI for Africa is that leadership from the highest political level is critical for the success of
a large scale cross-border development initiative. African governments and political leaders are not as involved in
the continent’s regional infrastructure programmes, such as PIDA, as the Chinese government under the leader-
ship of President Xi Jinping is involved in BRI.

The establishment of the NEPAD Presidential Infrastructure Champion Initiative (PICI), organisation of annual
PIDA Weeks, and regular retreats by Heads of State of the East African Community (EAC) to discuss infrastructure
development and financing in the region, are steps in the right direction but there is scope for these initiatives
to focus more on concrete outcomes. For instance, they could provide platforms were member States and devel-
opment finance institutions make commitments for the implementation of regional projects. Events such as PIDA
Weeks may be more fruitful if they are graced with the participation of high level political leaders – such as
Heads of State, Ministers, and AUC Chairperson, among others. This will signal the commitment of African coun-
tries and organisations and may attract the interest of potential investors and development partners.

7.2. Policy integration

BRI is a classic case of policy integration both at the horizontal and vertical levels (Shannon & Schmidt, 2002;
Stead & Meijers, 2009). The initiative transcends the boundaries of established policy fields, and appears to be
beyond the institutional responsibilities of individual departments/government ministries. Rather, it links policy
actors, organisations, and networks across sector boundaries. The initiative is mainstreamed across key sectors of
the Chinese economy, such as transport, energy, trade, investment, and culture, among others. Various govern-
ment structures/institutions – ministries and authorities such as the NDRC where the Leading Group for

TRANSNATIONAL CORPORATIONS REVIEW 9



Promoting BRI is housed; Global Energy Interconnection and Development Cooperation Organisation (GEIDCO);
and China Public Private Partnership Centre (CPPPC) – are actively promoting the initiative in their areas of com-
petence. This culminates in a display of policy coherence among the various arms of the Chinese government,
private sector and non-governmental organisations. It also enhances awareness of the initiative across the world.
Moreover, China is dealing with actors at the national and regional levels, as well as governments and inter-
national organisations, in promoting BRI.

The downside of the broad scope of BRI is that it has resulted in a perception among some observers that the
initiative lacks focus as well as contestation of claims of its success. Some researchers have suggested that
instead of coherence, the involvement of so many actors in BRI has led to a fragmented and patchy initiative
with weak coordination (Zhao, 2020).

Notwithstanding of the shortcomings discussed above, the second lesson that Africa could learn from BRI is
that policy integration is an effective strategy to ramp up awareness of cross-border infrastructure projects and
fast-track their implementation. In this regard, there is scope for countries and organisations on the continent to
promote dialogue, information sharing, transparency and avoidance of conflict, as well as joint working and syn-
ergies between different actors of regional infrastructure projects. For instance, horizontal integration is required
between transport and trade policies at the national level while vertical integration is required between infra-
structure policies at the regional and national levels. This calls for a strong interface in strategic planning and
implementation of projects at the national and regional levels.

7.3. Institutional framework

China recognises that projects are implemented at the national level and is strengthening its relationships with
governments of BRI countries, in addition to dealing with regional organisations such as AUC, RECs, and the
Economic Commission for Africa, among others. While seeking to integrate BRI with AU’s Agenda 2063, it also
seeks to integrate it with the development strategies of African countries. BRI emphasises joint development of
the programme through consultation with interested parties. Existing bilateral and multilateral cooperation agree-
ments are envisaged to be utilised to integrate the development strategies of the countries along the route to
the initiative. In addition to MoUs being signed with these countries, bilateral joint working mechanisms, imple-
mentation plans and action roadmaps for advancing the BRI strategy are being set up.

Intergovernmental agreements on regional initiatives also exist in Africa. For instance, countries on the contin-
ent have signed the intergovernmental agreement on the harmonisation of norms and standards of the Trans-
African Highways. The slow pace of implementation of Africa’s regional infrastructure programmes indicates that
the signing of intergovernmental agreements at the regional level is necessary but not sufficient to fast-track
their implementation. These programmes need to be anchored at the national level to stand a chance of being
implemented.

The third lesson for Africa from BRI is the importance of securing commitments at the national level for the
implementation of regional programmes. To that end AUC and AUDA-NEPAD could explore the possibility of
signing MoUs with concerned countries and jointly developing implementation plans with them for regional proj-
ects. Separate MoUs could be signed with organisations that have important roles to play in the implementation
of regional infrastructure programmes such as RECs and development banks. In essence, a dual approach involv-
ing the engagement of both countries and regional organisations, separately and collectively, could be an effect-
ive way to fast-track the implementation of cross-border projects.

7.4. Availability of finance

The launch of BRI has been accompanied by the creation of financial mechanisms to fund its projects. For
instance, the US$40 billion Silk Road Fund was established to finance projects in BRI countries. Another funding
body for BRI is the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB). To date, more than US$90 billion has been
invested in multiple BRI related projects and US$64 billion worth of agreements were signed at the Second BRI
Forum for International Cooperation. Ethiopia and China, for example, signed a deal worth US$1.8 billion during
the Forum (Roman, 2019).
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Unlike BRI, Africa’s regional infrastructure programmes generally lack dedicated funds for preparing and imple-
menting their projects. Where such funds exist, they have proven to be flawed or unsustainable. For instance,
there has never been a dedicated fund for projects of the Central African Transport Master Plan. The North-South
Corridor Programme linking seaports to landlocked countries of Eastern and Southern Africa, had a Seed Fund
housed at the Development Bank of Southern Africa (DBSA). However, the Department for International
Development (DFID) of the United Kingdom withdrew its contribution to the Seed Fund in 2014 thereby stalling
progress in the implementation of the programme’s projects. Member States of the Abidjan-Lagos Corridor
Development Programme committed to contribute US$50 million to set up a Seed Fund for the Programme but
so far, they have not deposited their contributions (Lisinge, 2017).

Financing infrastructure development in Africa is a longstanding paradox. On the one hand, many in the finan-
cial sector on the continent claim that resources exist to finance Africa’s infrastructure projects while govern-
ments and organisations on the continent are unable to mobilise the required funds for their projects on the
other. This situation is attributed to the absence of bankable projects on the continent. This prompted AUDA-
NEPAD to create the Service Delivery Mechanism (SDM) to support the preparation of projects in their early
stages. SDM seeks to enable project promoters to access funds from the NEPAD Infrastructure Project Preparation
Facility (IPPF) and infrastructure funds such as Africa50 that was created by AfDB.

The fourth lesson from BRI for Africa is that the continent needs dedicated funds for the implementation of its
regional infrastructure programmes. In that regard, the creation of SDM and IPPF is commendable but these
funds require adequate resources to prepare PIDA projects to bankable stage. Available resources could also be
systematically targeted to PIDA projects. Moreover, development finance institutions on the continent could pay
more attention to regional infrastructure projects. Furthermore, African countries that are members of the Asian
Infrastructure Investment Bank, such as Egypt and South Africa, could explore ways of leveraging the resources in
the bank to implement regional projects in the context of BRI.

7.5. Technical capacity

Several construction companies in China are state-owned and enjoy strong government and bank support. Rapid
economic expansion provided continuous momentum for construction of infrastructure, which has enriched the
experience of Chinese companies. These companies are therefore ready to implement projects in BRI countries. In
addition to technical capacity in the construction industry, China has a critical mass of staff and resources for out-
reach activities to promote BRI. It is also creating research institutions and think tanks to provide intellectual lead-
ership and technical material to demonstrate the benefits of BRI and even propose projects to be implemented
in the framework of the initiative.

Unlike China, the construction industry in many African countries is weak and few have the capacity to export
construction services abroad. Regional organisations, notably RECs also have very limited capacity. To address this
problem, AUC, AUDA-NEPAD and AfDB are implementing a joint initiative to build the capacity of RECs. The initia-
tive was designed to fund the position of one infrastructure expert in each of the beneficiary REC, including the
Economic Community of Central African States (ECCAS), Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS),
Common Market for Eastern and Southern Africa (COMESA) and the East African Community (EAC). This is a posi-
tive action but may not have a significant impact on the capacity of the RECs, as a more ambitious initiative
is required.

The fifth lesson from BRI for Africa is that the continent has to build the capacity of its construction industry
by providing the opportunity to its companies to acquire experience at home. That is how China developed
excess capacity to be exported abroad. Countries such as South Africa and Egypt have construction companies as
well as transport and energy service providers with the potential to operate abroad and are indeed already doing
so – examples include Arab Contractors of Egypt, and TRANSNET of South Africa. These countries could be more
aggressive in promoting regional initiatives with the view to creating opportunities for their companies.

8. Conclusions and recommendations

China has adopted a dual approach in pursuit of the implementation of BRI in Africa, engaging the continent’s
countries and organisations, separately and collectively, simultaneously. In that regard, it seeks to integrate BRI
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with Agenda 2063 on the one hand and with national development strategies of African countries on the other.
This suggests that China may continue to finance projects through bilateral deals with countries while paying
more attention to regional projects than it did in the past.

From an African perspective, three strategies could be pursued to ensure that BRI is of mutual benefit to the
continent and China. First, synergies could be built between BRI and Africa’s regional infrastructure programmes
by identifying projects in these programmes that would facilitate trade between Africa and China and promoting
the implementation of such projects through BRI. This could be a model for ‘win-win’ cooperation as it would
not only help Africa to fast-track the implementation of selected priority projects but also support the achieve-
ment of the infrastructure connectivity goal of BRI. Second, Africa could promote projects linking national and
rural networks with corridors that facilitate international imports and exports. Such projects ensure that the
impact of cross-border infrastructure is not restricted to international trade, in this case trade between Africa and
China, and that national producers also benefit. They also enhance trade of regional products (intra-African trade)
and allow the full potential for economic growth to be harnessed. Finally, China could be involved in Africa’s
regional projects that may not necessarily link concerned African countries directly to China in an optimal manner
but could be of interest to China for reasons other than trade and physical connectivity. This could include proj-
ects that provide investment opportunities to Chinese companies

This paper has also identified the following lessons that Africa could learn from BRI with the view to fast-track-
ing the implementation of its regional projects:

� Leadership from the highest political level is critical for the success of a large scale cross-border development
initiative. This enables the mobilisation of vital stakeholders and partners. African countries and organisations
– particularly AUC, AUDA-NEPAD and RECs – could therefore pursue mobilisation campaigns led by high-level
political leaders for regional initiatives;

� Policy integration is an effective strategy to ramp up awareness of cross-border infrastructure projects and
fast-track their implementation. African countries and organisations – particularly AUC, AUDA-NEPAD and RECs
– could mobilise policy actors and networks across sectors, particularly transport and trade sectors at the
national and regional levels, in support of regional programmes;

� Securing commitments at the national level is key for the implementation of regional programmes. In this
regard, intergovernmental agreements could be signed between countries as well as MoUs between regional
organisations and countries, particularly AUC and member states;

� Having dedicated funds for the implementation of regional infrastructure programmes attracts member states.
To this end, dedicated funds could be created for Africa’s regional programmes and existing funds such as the
NEPAD Infrastructure Project Preparation Facility (IPPF) housed at the African Development Bank could system-
atically and deliberately target such programmes; and

� Building capacity of local construction industries motivates the promotion of regional initiatives with the view
to exporting excess capacity abroad.
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