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PRAISE FOR CHINA SAFARI


“A remarkable look at an urgent problem. Worth reading immediately!”

—Associated Press


 



“The question is whether ordinary Africans will draw lasting benefit from this new association. . . . Accompanied by photographer Paolo Woods, Swiss journalists Serge Michel and Michel Beuret put in extensive legwork trying to provide an answer. . . . Michel and Beuret are admirably even-handed.”

—Washington Post


 



“The strength of this book is the legwork. These guys go to places Americans have never heard of. They are nosy, sneaky and persistent.”

—Seattle Times


 



“Through a witty narrative that at times becomes a first-person travelogue, the authors entertain while educating, revealing in the process the absurdities that come with reporting on the ground in Africa . . . [A]n admirable contribution to a story with broad geopolitical implications.”

—USA Today


 



“A significant book that insightfully examines China’s role in Africa, China Safari reveals not only the complexities of Chinese immigration to Africa, but also the political rivalries that result from it. . . . Recommended for all interested readers.”

—Library Journal


 



“China Safari is a fascinating, provocative work of firsthand reporting that illuminates an important global economic story.”

—New York Times


 



“China Safari tackles an important and largely underreported topic with an engaging and lively verve. . . . Mr. Michel and Mr. Beuret make an important contribution, without passing judgment, toward our understanding of China’s intentions in Africa.”

—Washington Times 


 



“The authors of China Safari describe the ingredients that contribute to China’s success in Africa . . . they bring their protagonists to life, describe their enthusiasm, their ardor for work, their discipline. And let’s remember, by the way, that if economic power plays a role, it is the human factor that makes the difference.”

—Le Soir


 



“An exceptional investigation!”

—Le Monde


 



“[China Safari] forces us to come face to face with reality.”

—Non Fiction


 



“This impressive investigation . . . allows us to get a glimpse of the phenomenon . . . precise facts, eyewitness accounts, characters and testimonies.”

—Le Point


 



“The authors of China Safari chose the best method for these circumstances; they went to observe in person. . . . The result is a fascinating book, a fusion of reportage, analysis, and historical narrative.”

—Amina


 



“The result is remarkable. This should be widely read—especially by the elite Africans who are, almost as much as the Chinese, the subject of this book.”

—Les Afriques


 



“The information China Safari offers about the Chinese exploitation of African (and Chinese) workers is a hefty wake up call for those in the pursuit of global fair trade and environmental and human rights. . . . The authors leave no stone unturned. The amount of research they did for this book is staggering.”

—Feminist Review


 



“The authors of China Safari are the first to show all the constructive seeds and destructive weeds currently working in the soil of this strange new union.”

—Curled Up With A Good Book
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Prologue

“People can’t eat democracy.”

—Serge Mombouli, adviser to
 Congolese President Denis Sassou N’Guesso

 



 



 



While walking along a street in Brazzaville we are met by a lively group of Congolese children who have stopped their ball game to greet us. Whites in Africa are used to hearing “Hello mista!” “Salut toubab!” or “Monsieur Monsieur!” but these smiling children, lined up single file on the edge of the street, shout, “Ni hao, ni hao”—“Hello” in Chinese—before going back to their game. These days Congolese kids assume that all foreigners are Chinese, and for good reason.

Fourteen hundred miles northwest, in a suburb of Lagos, Nigeria, the Newbisco factory sits like a scar on the landscape. The biscuit factory, British-built before independence in 1960, has had a succession of owners. In a country where oil-related inflation and corruption dampen other economic activity, the factory had always operated at a loss. By 2000, production had stalled, machinery was broken, and the storerooms had run out of ingredients. But then, on one April morning in 2007, the sweet smell of baking biscuits filled the air. Thousands of little cookies were pouring from four brand-new ovens onto conveyor belts and into boxes that were immediately sealed by a  dozen female workers. This transformation is the result of the factory’s sale to Chinese businessman Y. T. Chu. Newbisco now employs seven hundred people working shifts around the clock, producing 2,100 tons1 of biscuits per month. Chu’s smiling announcement that “we barely meet 1 percent of Nigerian market demand” hints at his ambitious expansion plans. The pristine new machinery and a large, well-stocked storeroom make it clear that for the first time in its history the factory is turning a profit.

Reporters often return from Africa with haunting images of starving children, interethnic conflicts, and meaningless violence. We have seen all this, but the images that stayed with us after intense trips to ten different nations are of a changing Africa, an Africa undergoing a transformation as momentous as decolonization: the children of Brazzaville cheering us in Chinese, Lagos’s successful biscuit factory, or the new Chinese-built highway running across Sudan along which we traveled in the summer of 2007.

The highway was to have been a present from Osama Bin Laden, who was granted safe haven in Sudan after calling for a holy war against the Americans at home in his native Saudi Arabia in 1993.2  His plan was to replace the old, winding road between the capital and Port Sudan (stretching over 745 miles) with a new 520-mile highway. Following the U.S. embassy bombings in Kenya and Tanzania in 1998, Osama Bin Laden abandoned this grand project and left Khartoum for Afghanistan to pursue interests outside civil engineering. The Chinese came to the rescue, completing the road in record time, even adding a railroad track alongside the highway. Since the early 1990s Chinese companies have invested over $20 billion in oil wells, a refinery, and a pipeline that carries crude oil to Port Sudan, where Chinese tankers load up with 8 percent of China’s annual oil imports.

 



For almost two years, we have traveled thousands of miles, from Beijing to Khartoum, Algiers to Brazzaville, to tell the story of what China is doing in Africa. The idea took form during at an impromptu meeting  with Guinea’s late president Lansana Conté in October 2006.3 At that point Conté had not spoken to a foreign journalist for twelve years. Our meeting was his opportunity to prove—despite rumors that he was dying and that his country was sliding into chaos—that he was still a political force to be reckoned with. The conversation was gloomy. The president labeled most of his ministers “thieves,” berated the whites “who have never stopped acting like colonizers,” and was despondent about the discovery of oil off Guinea’s coast, which would, in his opinion, fan the country’s already rampant corruption. However, at the mention of the Chinese the president’s face lit up.

“There’s no one like the Chinese!” exclaimed the old general. “At least they work. They live with us in the mud. Some of them grow rice like me. I gave them a worn-out piece of land. You should see what they have done with it!”

China’s presence in Africa is hardly a recent development. Reporting on events in Angola, Senegal, Ivory Coast, and Sierra Leone since the early part of the century, we have seen the Chinese advance their pawns throughout the continent. But the scale of their activities is growing at an astonishing rate. As their projects balloon, the Chinese are penetrating the imagination of an entire continent, from the old president of Guinea who used to leave his country only to go to Switzerland for medical treatment, to the children of Brazzaville, too young to distinguish a European from an Asian.

Between 2004 and 2006, China’s presence in Africa went from being a topic of debate for dedicated Africa watchers to a central theme in international relations and everyday African life.4 Bilateral trade between the two regions multiplied fiftyfold from 1980 to 2005, quintupling between 2000 and 2006 from $10 billion to $55 billion, and is expected to reach $100 billion by 2010. It is estimated that in 2006 there were nine hundred Chinese companies operating on African soil, with an overall investment of $6 billion. China has taken France’s place as Africa’s second largest business partner and is hot on the heels of number one, the United States.

These figures do not take into account the investments of the Chinese migrants and entrepreneurs. The South African Migration Project, a seminar organized in South Africa in late 2006, estimated that 750,000 Chinese are resident across the entire continent, while much of the African press already refers to “millions” of Chinese. The highest official Chinese estimate comes from the vice chairman of the Chinese-African People’s Friendship Association, Huang Zequan, who has visited thirty-three of the fifty-three African nations. In an interview in the China Business Journal,5 he estimated that some 500,000 of his fellow Chinese live in Africa (compared to 250,000 Lebanese and under 100,000 French expats).

The West, of course, is watching keenly. China’s investments in Africa, especially in Sudan, are under increasing scrutiny. Yet journals and newspapers do not give these Chinese migrants a name, a face, or a voice. Journalists complain that they cannot gain access to the Chinese, but the tone of recent articles has been anxious, even alarmist, as though the arrival in Africa of this new power is one more calamity for a continent whose misery is already proverbial.

However, for China, success in Africa has reinforced its status as a global superpower. It has proved itself capable of economic miracles both at home and in some of the least developed corners of the planet. For many Africans, China offers a long-awaited opportunity for growth. It brings hope not just to the Guinean president, but to 900 million other Africans, too.

To Western eyes the Chinese appear incongruous arrivals on the African scene, like the red and yellow high-rises built in the Algerian desert by their construction companies. Yet, in the light of recent developments in China, their presence does not seem so out of place. In 1978, as the Celestial Empire emerged from the throes of the Cultural Revolution, Deng Xiaoping launched China’s economic boom with the revolutionary slogan “To get rich is glorious.” It has become the motto of over a billion Chinese, and for a lucky few, the reality. For the rest, especially those living in rural China, reality has not kept pace  with rising expectations. For ambitious young men and women an already tough life has become unbearable. For centuries enterprising Chinese have left their homeland to make their fortune abroad. Estimates suggest that the Chinese diaspora is one of the richest and biggest in the world, consisting as it does of over 100 million people. From the beginning of the Christian era, the Chinese had migrated across Southeast Asia, but it wasn’t until the end of the nineteenth century that the diaspora population exploded.6 Following the abolition of the slave trade, European traders forced their way into Chinese ports looking for poorly paid “coolies” (derived from the Chinese word ku-li, meaning “hard work”) to fill the labor shortage. According to sources, between 2 and 8 million Chinese laborers were hired to do the dirty work on the major construction projects of the day: Australian mines, the Panama Canal, railroads in the Belgian Congo and Mozambique, the Trans-Siberian Railway, and the Central Pacific Railway in the United States. By 1870, there were already 50,000 Chinese in San Francisco, and emigration continued during the communist era, mostly to Europe and North America, where some 10 million Chinese have settled.

Until the late 1990s the ruling Chinese Communist Party, embarrassed by the exodus, attempted to limit emigration, but today China encourages its brave citizens to try their luck in Africa. Chinese leaders, especially President Hu Jintao (who is sometimes referred to as “the African”), see emigration as a good way to lower demographic pressure, economic overheating, and pollution in mainland China.

“We have six hundred rivers in China, four hundred of which have been killed by pollution,” said a Chinese scientist7 who asked not to be named. “We will have to send at least 300 million people to Africa before we begin to see the end of our problems.”

Hundreds of thousands of Chinese have made the trip, and nations across Africa have witnessed the encounter of two of the Earth’s most disparate cultures. In their new Wild West, Chinese arrivals are discovering flamboyant lifestyles, precious natural resources, chaos,  confusion, and opportunity on a previously unimaginable scale. They understand that the world is more complex than the People’s Daily would have them believe. All they see contrasts strongly with the ordered Confucian existence that they have left behind, with its emphasis on hard work and self-sacrifice. The Chinese we visited tended to keep to themselves and eat as they did at home. They made little effort to learn local languages or adopt local customs, much less intermarry with their African hosts. They are, however, happy to live in camps and set up shops in small towns and villages where no Westerner would consider working. Julia Lovell suggests8 that the Chinese, having been cloistered for thousands of years behind their Great Wall, have not been forced to adapt to other civilizations or to cohabit with them. Yet all of them will be changed by their African experience, and their discoveries will rock the boat of China’s isolation, just as its conversion to capitalism did in the 1980s.

Since China expanded its presence in Africa, the Chinese government has undergone deep changes. Very proud of its “noninterference” policy in the domestic affairs of others countries, China is gradually realizing that its visible support of certain dictators may eventually backfire. Having been Khartoum’s and Harare’s most staunch ally, it is now backtracking, putting pressure on the Sudanese government to end the hostilities in Darfur, and reducing aid to Robert Mugabe.

While the mood shifts in Beijing, the Chinese are making waves across much of what was long considered a stagnating continent. The predations of the colonial era and Western governments’ support of brutal postcolonial regimes left much of Africa struggling. Aid, which has totaled $400 billion since 1960 (equivalent only to the GDP of Turkey in 2007 or the amount of cash African leaders have deposited abroad, according to a recent UN report),9 has brought its own problems. After forty years, the West has grown frustrated with a continent that defeats the efforts of development agencies and stubbornly remains the victim of dictators, genocides, wars, epidemics, and encroaching  deserts. French anthropologist Stephen Smith cruelly declared that “since independence, Africa has been working at its recolonization. In any case, even if this was not the intention, it couldn’t have done a better job. The continent is doomed to failure. No one is ready to take it on.”10


But the Chinese are taking it on. The People’s Republic desperately needs Africa’s copious raw materials to fuel its colossal growth, materials such as oil and minerals, wood, fish, and agricultural produce. China is not apparently bothered by the absence of democracy or the abundant corruption. Its foot soldiers are used to sleeping on mats on the floor and going without meat. Where others only see discomfort or chaos, the Chinese see opportunities. They are willing to make long-term investments in infrastructure projects and industry where Western investors would want quick returns. China has a lasting vision for Africa, and its goals far exceed the limited scope of the former colonial powers. Some critics believe that China is motivated purely by a strategy based on the teachings of Sun Tzu: “To defeat your enemy, first offer him help so that he slackens his vigilance; to take, one must first give.” Conversely, others see the arrival of a new power in Africa as a “win-win” relationship. China unloads its cheap consumer goods on the African market; rebuilds roads, railroads, and official buildings; builds dams in Congo-Brazzaville, Sudan, and Ethiopia; and is about to help Egypt boost its civilian nuclear energy program. It has spread its wireless networks across Africa, and when host governments ask for help, the Chinese are happy to build hospitals, clinics, and orphanages. Against a backdrop of “colonial arrogance,” Chinese discretion and humility have impressed many of the Africans the Chinese encounter, thousands of whom already speak or are learning Chinese. Many more praise their perseverance, courage, and efficiency. Africa welcomes any competition that shakes up the Western, Lebanese, and Indian business monopolies.

Day after day, from friendship pacts to cooperation agreements, from interest-free loans to operating contracts, Beijing is replacing  Paris, London, Washington, and Taipei both in the African ministries and in the African heart. The repeated visits of President Hu Jintao and his diplomatic armada work wonders. Drawing on cold war rhetoric, he offers his African brothers in the nonaligned movement a Chinese development model that seeks to banish the ghost of colonialism and replace the bitter Washington consensus (privatization, democratization, governance) with a much sweeter Beijing consensus. Meanwhile he helps himself to Africa as if it were a supermarket, filling his shopping basket with whatsoever he chooses.

China’s move into Africa is not just a product of globalization but is its ultimate realization: a landslide in the international balance of power and a geopolitical earthquake. What the West needs to know is whether it will lose out as China expands in Africa, if China will help Africa direct its own fate and finally bring light to what was once called the “dark continent.”

At the end of the interview President Lansana Conté arranged for us to speak with a few of his ministers in Conakry the next day. In fact, the Guinean policymakers were so keen to unburden themselves that we sat like father confessors as almost the entire Guinean government filed through our room in the presidential palace.

Ousmane Sylla, then the minister of mines, had been at a conference in Düsseldorf discussing the immense potential of his country’s bauxite reserves, the largest in the world. All of the multinational mining companies were there to court him, not surprisingly given the skyrocketing prices of aluminum, refined from bauxite. The minister could only sigh with despair. Forty years of Western companies’ mining bauxite in Guinea have brought minimal benefit to its citizens. The average monthly salary in 2007 bought the equivalent of a sack of rice, enough to feed a family of five for two weeks. For the last two weeks of the month, and for anything beyond rice, the Guineans are left to fend for themselves. The American giant Alcoa, the world’s leading producer of aluminum, with earnings of $2.6 billion in 2006 (double those of the previous year), claims on its Web site to have  “refined the refining process to an art” (under the entry “It all starts with dirt”). Four tons of bauxite are refined to two tons of alumina, which is smelted down into one ton of aluminum, “enough to produce 60,000 cans of Coke, Pepsi or Bud,” Alcoa explains. “Enough to make the space frames for seven full-size cars or 40,000 computer memory disks, capable of storing all the books ever published. All from a truckload of dirt. It’s almost magical. And we’re proud to have the magicians who can pull it off!”

Guinea produces 20 million tons of bauxite a year, enough to produce 300 billion beer cans or the space frames for 35 million cars. But the ore is exported before it is processed. It generates few jobs and adds minimal value to Guinea. Few Guineans could afford a beer, let alone a car, and that’s why they no doubt count themselves so lucky to have very few roads that cars can actually drive down. As for the 200 billion memory disks that their bauxite could produce, Guineans have neither computers nor the electricity to power them. Before their exams, students in Conakry spend the whole night cramming in the airport parking lot, the only place in the capital that has electricity at night.

Mining giants like Alcoa and Alcan repeatedly state that Guinea generates too little electricity to support a refinery, a claim that many find ludicrous in a country where experts have identified 122 possible sites for hydroelectric dams. But there is hope.

“The Chinese,” sighed Ousmane Sylla. “They are the only ones who offer us ‘package’ deals or turnkey contracts: a mine, a hydroelectric dam, a railroad, and a refinery—all financed by the China Exim Bank, which is paid in alumina. The operation doesn’t cost us anything but generates tax revenues, jobs, infrastructure, and energy. When we ask Alcoa for the same thing, they say that their business is aluminum, not hydroelectric dams,” said the minister of mines indignantly.

The minister of public works seemed depressed. Six years before, the European Union had cut off aid to Guinea, citing a lack of good  governance and democracy. There are $325 million just sitting in a bank in Brussels while the holes in Guinea’s roads—and in its national budget—gape open. A particularly violent rainy season had stripped the asphalt from a section of the Nzérékoré road, leaving the Guinea Forest Region cut off from the rest of the country. The price of goods had risen sharply, and rumors of revolt were rampant. The Chinese, once again, saved the day. The minister outlined with enthusiasm how “they work faster and cheaper than everyone else. They wrote off $45 million of our debt and loaned us money again.”

Next came the minister of foreign affairs, a certain Mamadi Condé, who seemed to be in more of a hurry than the others. “The Chinese are bulldozing over European efforts in Africa. They have no political ambitions; they just want prosperity for them and for us, a ‘win-win’ partnership. I was ambassador to Beijing in the 1990s and I went back three months ago to discuss a billion-dollar investment in Guinea. Can we please finish this interview quickly? I’m leaving for Beijing in an hour for the China-Africa Summit, which starts on November 3.”

Like other Western journalists, we had been keeping a keen eye out for the precise dates of this summit. In what seemed to be an attempt to reserve the event for African heads of state and official Communist Party journalists, the organizers had kept the dates under wraps until the last minute. It was already October 31. That left us just four days to get hold of a Chinese visa.






Chapter 1

Rolling Out the Red Carpet for the African Continent

China-Africa Summit, Beijing, November 2006


 



 



 


The twenty-first century is the century for China to lead the world. And when you are leading the world, we want to be close behind you. When you are going to the moon, we don’t want to be left behind.

—Nigerian president Olusegun Obasanjo to Chinese president Hu Jintao, Lagos, Nigeria, April 2006

 



 



 



Congratulations on the Beijing Summit.

On November 3, 2006, passengers arriving at Beijing airport cannot miss this greeting, which is plastered on signs all over in Mandarin, English, and French. But who is being congratulated, and for what? The summit has not even started yet. It’s an idea particular to the Chinese to express pride in hosting an upcoming event by congratulating the guests, who, after all, are indispensable to the event’s success. Other than five small African countries still considered enemies  of China because of links to Taiwan,1 the entire continent has shown up for the summit. Even Senegal has come, even though it cut ties to Taipei only in October 2005. Chad, too, is a guest. It caved in to China’s popularity in July 2006 and only because there was a gun to its head. There has never been a gathering of as many African dignitaries in one place. Forty-eight of fifty-three countries and forty-one heads of state, representing 800 million Africans, are expected here. If you include the population of China, a third of the world’s population—2 billion people—will be represented at the Beijing Summit.

It’s morning on Tiananmen Square. The flags of the countries attending the summit flap in the wind next to the red Chinese flag with the yellow stars. Banners hung in the streets display black hands shaking white hands: Africa meeting China. Other banners evoke images of Africa that have more appeal to the person on the street: elephants, zebras, and giraffes.

Autumn in Beijing and the sky is blue—unusually so. Normally, smog covers the sky over the capital, but today’s clear skies aren’t exactly a sign of good luck. For the duration of the summit, the authorities have banned one-fourth of Beijing’s cars, half a million of them, from the streets, and many factories have been ordered to cease production in an effort to prevent smog formation. The emperors of China have always been “the masters of the sky.” So now are the “Red emperors” like Hu Jintao.

The first Forum on China-Africa Cooperation was held in Beijing in 2000 and was greeted with relative indifference internationally. At the time, trade between China and Africa barely surpassed $10 billion. Then, Ethiopia became the first country in Africa to host the triennial summit in 2003, but again the Addis Ababa summit went almost unnoticed. The view in Paris, London, and Washington was that this kind of event, with its hollow talk about friendship between peoples, did not imperil postcolonial allegiances. By 2006, however, the West’s alarms had started to go off as China had begun to spread its influence into nearly every part of Africa. The exponential growth  of trade between China and Africa can be followed in the November 3 China Daily, which gives the numbers with a bit of Chinese pride. Trade between China and Africa rose from $12.39 billion in 2002 to $39.8 billion in 2005. It had risen again to $55 billion in 2006.

The media center of the summit has been set up in the News Hotel, a bland, sprawling building on Jianguomennei Street where forum organizers plan for nearly five hundred journalists to stay. What you notice immediately about these journalists is that there are no Europeans, Americans, Indians, Russians, or Japanese. It seems that the only journalists at the summit are African and Chinese, except for us and a handful of others, and we had to pester officials incessantly to get credentials. In fact, summit organizers managed to weed out others by waiting until the last minute to publish the exact dates, too late for anyone to plan to attend who did not already belong to an official delegation.

At any rate, the News Hotel is a long way—four kilometers—from the Great Hall of the People, where the summit will actually take place. So, we ask, how are we to access the officials?

“You won’t have any reason to leave the hotel,” Chenglin Shan, the head of the Press Office, assures us in excellent French. “Everything you need is here.”

Plasma screens at the hotel are going to broadcast the events. There are water fountains, bags of green tea, and fortune cookies, too. Multilingual hostesses direct us toward welcoming gifts—a brand-new fountain pen, a leather-bound 2007 organizer, and a China-Africa 2006 T-shirt. As for food, the hotel offers a buffet every morning.

We head upstairs to the computer room, where a few of our African colleagues are on computers with high-speed Internet connections. “It’s quite different here,” laughs a man from Somalia when the official Web site of the summit blares the “breaking news” that a few African leaders are arriving. Chinese television crews have shown up to film the African journalists, whose distinctive clothing style, the safari jackets and the Mobutu-style suits known as abacosts (their  style inspired by a trip Mobutu made to Beijing in the 1970s), makes them telegenic.

The presence of Africans in China is not a new thing. For many years, the Middle Kingdom has awarded scholarships to thousands of students from every part of Africa in the name of friendship between the two peoples. This scholarship program has expanded considerably since 2000. It used to be rare to see black students at universities in Beijing, Shanghai, Nankin, or even Chengdu, a city in the province of Sichuan, but not any longer.

“The Chinese never say anything to us,” an African student confides to us. “I’ve been here for four years, and I don’t have a single Chinese friend.” Africans are active in the import-export business, as we were able to observe in the streets of Canton in 2003, but Africans and Chinese rarely mix despite Beijing’s stated hopes that they will.

What’s particularly novel about this summit is how big it is. It is an opportunity for China to make connections with the entire continent of Africa and for both Chinese and Africans to learn more about one another. Even though China and Africa are so distant—geographically and culturally—they actually have a lot in common. “China is the largest developing country in the world, and Africa is the continent with the largest number of developing countries,” said President Jiang Zemin at the 2000 Forum. Six years later, his words have become a recurring theme at the forum.

While waiting for the summit to open officially, we watch the TV screens at the hotel. One documentary shows the 1963 African tour of Zhou Enlai, then minister of foreign affairs. Others show colonial atrocities juxtaposed with examples of gracious aid provided, no strings attached, by China—friend of Africa. African comrades, choose your sides!

A crew from Algerian television shows up with bloodshot eyes and looking disheveled. “We’ve been on the road for twenty-four hours. We had to go through Pakistan,” they say. The crew leader then rushes to Chenglin Shan standing at the end of the hallway, gesticulates,  and returns with the news that TV crews will not be allowed to film inside the Great Hall of the People. All of us journalists are in the same boat.

The furious Algerians put away their microphones and cameras so that they can have a smoke. They tell us about the thousands of Chinese workers starting to gain a foothold in Algeria. “They’re building everything. The ministry of foreign affairs, a major commercial center in Algiers, a thousand-kilometer highway,” one of them says.

Are the Algerians happy about it? Not exactly. Especially since Chinese workers are supposedly paid more than the locals.

“At home, we call them the Ali-Baba.” His colleague is a little more moderate. “Their crews work 24/7. You can’t help but find them impressive,” leaving us confused about whether Algerians consider the Chinese thieves or entrepreneurs.

The next day is November 4, the opening day of the summit. The sky is still blue, but the streets are blocked by a procession of official limousines. A traffic jam forces us to abandon our car and rush into the News Hotel to catch Chinese president Hu Jintao’s inaugural speech of the summit at ten o’clock. Inside the hotel, an official from the Press Office apologizes upon seeing how much sweat we have expended and points out that a copy of the president’s speech has already been made available. In the speech, Hu says, “Today, China-Africa friendship is deeply rooted in the hearts of our two peoples.”2


After these conventional words, it’s Ethiopian prime minister and forum copresident Meles Zenawi’s turn to speechify. It’s hard to believe that this diminutive bald man in glasses is responsible for the regime of terror that began in Ethiopia in 2005. Dictators like to speak of peace, and Zenawi is no exception. “It’s in this spirit of friendship, of peace, of cooperation and of development,” he says, “that Chinese and African officials are meeting to discuss ways to strengthen Chinese-African relations.”

He mentions the colonial era only in passing, when, as he puts it, “China was always at the side of Africans, which created mutual trust  between us. China also deserves credit for never interfering in the political affairs” of the continent.

At the time of Zenawi’s speech the European Union is considering ending financial support for his regime because of atrocities it has committed. Ethiopia is totally reliant upon foreign aid, so the dictator later adds, “What we must do now is gain economic independence.” In order for that to happen, “We will need China’s help, since it has created a proven method of successful development. In return for China’s aid, Africa is willing to supply all the energy and mineral resources that [China] needs.”

These self-satisfied African allies are all too aware that they are being feted. They revel in Zenawi’s speech, whose tone underscores themes that run through the summit. The hall is immense, and the mood solemn. Even some of these leaders, so powerful at home, allow themselves to feel impressed. The ceremony takes a softer tone when Zenawi recalls the glory days of the 1955 Bandung conference. That was when the nonaligned countries, led by Zhou Enlai, Egypt’s Gamal Abdel Nasser, and India’s Jawaharlal Nehru, raised their voices in unison, confidently announcing both the right of their nations to independence and their refusal to take sides with either West or East. Bandung marked the Third World’s arrival on the international scene and was the basis for the nonaligned movement and for hopes of developing within Third World countries.

Zenawi returns to his seat, leaving the floor to the head of state of Congo-Brazzaville and the president of the African Union, Denis Sassou N’Guesso. Sassou greets the audience with a solemn bow like an orchestra conductor. Like Zenawi, he can’t resist reveling in the glory days of Bandung as if those in the audience are the direct heirs of its spirit. In fact, some could have been present at Bandung, considering how long they have been in office. Sassou himself became head of state in 1970. Chased from office in 1992 by accusations of incompetent management of the government, of corruption, and even of murder, the ex-paratrooper retook the reins of power in 1997 with the help of France and Angola, along with a collection of mercenaries.

Fifty years after Congo-Brazzaville’s independence, the Bandung spirit appears to have dissipated long ago. The country is one of the poorest and most corrupt in the world. However, Zenawi still proclaims that “real development between Third World countries is now occurring.” After all, China has promised to cancel 10 billion yuan ($1.3 billion) worth of African debt.

“As usual, China has kept its word,” Sassou emphasizes. In the future, “China is going to contribute to the revival of the Doha accords3  of the WTO [World Trade Organization] and to meeting the goals of NEPAD [New Partnership for Africa’s Development.”4 The maestro ends his speech by saying to thunderous applause, “Long live China-Africa cooperation.”

By 10:45 it is time to move on to the long-awaited moment: the procession of African leaders coming up to the stage to shake hands with Hu Jintao. The screen focuses on Hu off to the left as his guests enter the field of vision one by one from the right. They greet him and then head off on the red carpet. The formality of the proceedings has the feel of a communist Versailles, but these few seconds with the red Sun King are very important to the African leaders. These images of their head of state with the second most powerful man in the world will be broadcast to the people back home, you see. The proceedings drag on, but the screen has no sound, as if mere images will suffice. After all, what more needs to be said? One leader, unsure of how to greet a Chinese person, nearly goes prostrate before Hu. Another leader lets his relaxed body language speak for itself. All kinds come up to the stage: the smiling, the chatting, the imperious, the stiff, the chummy, and one who is perhaps too casual. When one leader even embraces the impassive Hu, he is caught a bit off guard but manages to keep his composure.

Enter Robert Mugabe, the Zimbabwe strongman, with his little Hitlerian mustache. A pariah in the West, he is welcomed in Beijing. Since 2004, only Chinese financial, political, and even military support has kept his regime afloat. After all, in May 2005, on the twenty-fifth anniversary of Zimbabwe’s independence, Mugabe said, “We  must turn toward the East, where the sun rises.” Then there’s Sudan’s Omar Hassan Ahmed al-Bashir. The international community has accused him of genocide, but Beijing greets him with open arms.

Every article in today’s China Daily pushes the same theme—that China is active in every corner of Africa. A news item from China’s official press agency, Xinhua, describes kung fu shows in the Shaolin style and dance performances in the Tang dynasty style in Cape Town. South Africa has the largest and oldest Chinese community in Africa, numbering 250,000 people.

Another article details the tragic fate of Madame Li Li, a forty-three-year-old nurse who left China to join her husband, Wang Chi, in Zambia, where he had started a farm thirty kilometers from Lusaka. He had 1,000 head of livestock, 2,000 pigs, and thirty-five hectares of land, but he died soon after she arrived. What did she do? She chose to stay in Zambia. “A perfect example of the cooperation between China and Zambia” is the conclusion the writer of the Xinhua dispatch draws. On the other hand, a revolt against the Chinese in the Zambian copper mines goes unmentioned.

A little bit later Mamadou Tandja, president of Niger and of the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS), gives a smooth speech to promote his region, a “huge 250 million-person market,” which is “endowed with an extraordinary abundance of mineral resources,” and which “hopes to form the same excellent partnership with China that China has had with others, a partnership that would enable it to envision great improvements in infrastructure like highways, railroads, and dams.” Tandja speaks of a “long-term partnership” and of a “mutually advantageous relationship,” but not of the trouble that has been brewing because of China’s interest in the uranium mines of northern Niger.

It’s only 11:00, but for ten minutes the camera has been filming a table decorated with fancy flowers in a vast, empty room: The interpreters have left to get something to eat. The “high-level dialogue between Chinese and African leaders and business leaders,” as the  program schedule calls it, doesn’t resume until 3 P.M. Most of the journalists have been forced into idleness, since it’s difficult to get around without an interpreter, without much of a schedule, and, for some African crews in particular, without money. All the high-tech, the gracious welcome, the staff at beck and call—all of this great fuss seems to be an attempt to compensate for the forum’s lack of content. The press center is starting to look like a hall of smoke and mirrors.

Some journalists try, in defiance of the authorities, to make a foray into the Great Hall of the People, but the fortress proves to be impenetrable. The hotels where the delegations are staying will have to suffice. Delegations from Chad, Morocco, and Cape Verde are at the Hyatt, but the reception desk has been blocked off, and the desk staff’s lips are sealed. The bellhops, baggage carriers, and doormen know nothing about the identity of the guests. Finally, at the Kempinski, we find that some Algerians have left their rooms and come downstairs. Luckily for us, one is standing in the lobby. The little man looks, in his nicely tailored suit, like a member of the National Liberation Front’s old guard, but he is uninterested in conversation.

“We don’t have the time, you know,” he says. “The delegation is headed back to the Grand Hall any minute, and tonight there’s another party.” It’s like this day and night. The schedule is completely stuffed with reception parties, visits to the building site of the 2008 Olympic Games, cultural performances, dinners, working breakfasts. Beijing pays the bills and sets the tempo.

Even so, we figure some visitors to the summit might rebel against the schedule and get some suitcases to stuff with purchases just as all foreign tourists do in Beijing. The diplomatic quarter of San Li Tun appears to be the best area to put such suspicions to the test. The Yashow shopping center is famous for its great selection of pirated goods and for its fierce haggling. Sure enough, our suppositions are verified when we see official limousines dropping off hordes of scurrying African officials in front of the shopping center. On the escalator, we surprise a Ugandan minister accompanied by women wearing  boubous. His arms are full of packages, and he says with a bit of embarrassment, “Well, these are for friends, you know.”

Later, we see an official from Congo-Brazzaville being guided around by a scarily efficient Chinese woman atop stiletto heels. “My translator,” he explains. It turns out that the place and the time aren’t really appropriate for talking in confidence, even if seeing these elite Africans rushing into boutiques when their poor countries are pleading for debt relief doesn’t lack piquancy.

At any rate, these elites don’t have much in common with the selflessness of some Chinese veterans of Africa. We head off to the institute of a former diplomat named Mr. Xinghua. This professor of international relations welcomes us into his office, where he presents the image of a man of the people and of a distinguished ambassador. After apologizing for what is perfect French, he tells us his story. First, he was posted in the Guinean capital city, Conakry, where, he says, “I saw Zhou Enlai visit Sékou Touré in 1963.” Then he held posts in Mauritania and in Mali. When the tea arrives, Xinghua closes the door and takes a more familiar tone. “I can be frank with you since I’m not a diplomat anymore. I don’t want to engage in gobbledy—how do you say it?”

“Gobbledygook?”

“That’s it. I don’t want to talk in that dead language. Admittedly, China’s attitude toward Africa was not always exemplary, but you have to admit that it has evolved quite a bit. There was a kind of golden age at first, a time when we gave aid without the expectation that there would be mutual benefit and when we had some very close relationships. That was Zhou Enlai’s era. We respected the African people quite a bit, and diplomats were forbidden to act arrogant.”

“Has that changed?”

“During the cold war, China became ideological rivals with the Soviet Union, which termed us revisionists. I think that’s why we sometimes went too far and made it appear that we would rather work with the capitalists and allies of the West than with the allies of Moscow.”

“Are you referring to China’s alliance with the South Africa of the apartheid era and to China’s support for Jonas Savimbi and UNITA [National Union for the Total Independence of Angola]?”

“Yes.”

The professor hesitates a moment as if surprised by his boldness, but then he moves on to the next point.

“Then, at the beginning of the 1990s, there was the transition to a market economy. We told our African friends that our cooperation had to adapt to this new reality, and that our aid would no longer be as one-way as it had been before, that it would have to become mutually beneficial. The current period began with the first China-Africa summit in Beijing in 2000.”

“What do you think of the 2006 version?”

“What’s new is the international reaction. Europe is concerned about our relationship with Africa. European criticism may be unfounded, but at least they’ve noticed!”

“Is any of it legitimate?

“It’s true that Chinese cooperation in Africa is supposed to be more respectful of international norms and local concerns, but many Chinese take up residence in Africa only to make a lot of money. The government can’t stop them, and our image suffers. Something of permanence should always be left behind for the locals. China also must stop giving the impression that its values conflict with the values of the West and that it is against human rights and democracy. We’re making inroads with human rights in China, why not do so in Africa, too?”

“If so much work has been done in that arena, how do you explain the summit’s taking place behind closed doors and its engaging mostly in cant and cliché?”

“There has been a lot of concern about security, perhaps too much, I’ll give you that,” he says. “As concerns political transparency, China and its African partners have not yet adopted, shall we say, contemporary ways. I cannot defend everything that my country does, but you  must have noticed that there has been a lot of progress. Give us a little time. Some vestiges of the old machine still remain.”

We return to the News Hotel, where information technology and “the vestiges of the old machine” still exist side by side. It’s 3:00 in the afternoon on this November 5, and as regards high-level “dialogue,” we are subjected to wave after wave of smooth, polished, official debate. Algerian president Abdelaziz Bouteflika, a founding father of NEPAD and an ex-leader of the nonaligned movement, comes first, followed by Gabon’s head of state, Omar Bongo. Bongo must be very familiar with Beijing by now, as he’s on his tenth official visit to the city. He describes his Central African country as a “place of peace and prosperity.” Perhaps he has simply chosen to forget about the 1998–2003 Second Congo War, during which 4.7 million people died, making it the bloodiest conflict since World War II. Bongo, like all the other leaders, goes on to exhaust empty phrases like “new horizons,” “global dialogue,” and “mutually beneficial trade.” A new language has been born: Sino-Africanese.

Looking at the entirety of African leadership, some people are willing to make excuses for Muammar el-Qaddafi of Libya or Laurent Gbagbo of the Ivory Coast. The king of Morocco, Muhammad VI, doesn’t require such pandering. After all, he received Hu Jintao in Rabat on April 24, 2006, to discuss ways of making the kingdom “China’s springboard to Africa and Europe.”

What does that mean? To find out we go to the Moroccan embassy and see Azzedine Haddaoui, a government adviser and vice president of the mission. Haddaoui is an enthusiastic, erudite man who is an expert on Africa, Europe, and China. Why is China interested in Morocco? Why has China signed seven cooperation agreements (on tourism, health, culture, infrastructure, and science) with Morocco that call for an infusion of $5.6 million into the country?

The diplomat smiles and says, “For the simple reason that we are the only country in Africa to have signed free-trade agreements with both the European Union and the United States,5 and also with the United Arab Emirates and Turkey, Tunisia, and Egypt.”

In other words, products made in Morocco, even if they are made by the Chinese, can be sold tariff-free in Europe and the United States, as well as in many other parts of the world. How does China manage to get involved in so many large-scale projects? Haddaoui twirls his mustache confidently when he hears this question. He knows the magic words: the World Bank. The Washington-based bank has been pressuring Africa to allow open bidding on its infrastructure projects, and the Chinese almost always win the contract, thanks to China’s low labor costs, economies of scale, and reductions in incidental expenses.

“They never bring vehicles with heated seats to the Sahel,” Haddaoui says. “The managers of the construction site never stay at the Hilton like Westerners. They stay in the work camps, with the workers. That inevitably makes a big difference in price.”

Night has fallen by the time we leave the embassy, which is guarded by two soldiers. We’re approached by a wary man. “Salam Aleikoum,” he says in Arabic but then switches to French. “Excuse me, I thought you were Arab,” he explains. “What do you think of the summit?” he asks after we tell him our names, nationalities, and professions. This time it’s us who are wary.

“There have been some good things,” we say. “But . . . ”

The man moves away from the doorway and the possibility that there might be ears turned our way. Avoiding streetlights, too, he whispers to us, “These Chinese, they speak of friendship and cooperation, but the real issue is colonization. You get what I mean, right?”

We get it.

“Are you free tonight?” he asks after telling us that his name is Khaled and that he works in the embassy. “There’s a restaurant near here called the Carthage. We can talk there.”

Adel Rakrouki, the Tunisian owner of the Carthage, has lived in China for ten years. At the entrance to his restaurant, he has put up long-faded photos of the Mediterranean. The Carthage is where North African embassy employees come to relax and, sometimes, to complain. They have made the place a kind of mini–Arab Maghreb  Union. “Tonight we’re riding Apollo 13,” says a jovial Moroccan named Slimane. Translation: “Tonight, we’re drinking.” They drink to forget the dull, drab, and cold capital and to indulge in memories of the heat of Sidi Bou Said and Carthage. A half-Moroccan, half-Tunisian man named Muhammad sits opposite Slimane. He opens a beer and tells us that he is in China “on business.” A couple of Algerians are hanging out, too. A few beers later, our new friends have gotten a little tipsy and have started to leave the clichés behind. Unequal trade, invasion, dumping, you name it. Even so, “the Mediterranean lifestyle is just different.”

The couscous arrives. “It’s my Chinese workers that made it,” Rakrouki says with pride. “I taught them how.” The friendly crew of Apollo 13 dips into the food, but their conversation inevitably turns to their problems with the Chinese. “Who is going to stop them?” asks an Algerian. “I don’t know what my country is waiting for. We have to provide protections for our workforce.” Slimane angrily flicks an olive from the plate. “Rubes are what they are, these Chinese. Just like everyone here. They don’t have any taste.”

The master chef (“You don’t like my couscous?”) comes over and sits down for a moment. “Ten minutes ago, a Chinese guy came in to sell some DVDs,” he says. “Did you see him? What’s he going to make tonight? One dollar? Doesn’t matter. He’ll work twelve hours if he has to, but he’ll get his ten dollars a day. His wife will do it, too. I know because she works with me in the kitchen. They’re saving money together, and one day they’ll open their own small business. That’s how the Chinese are! They’re not lazy like the North Africans.”

At the end of the night, the fellows begin to take their leave, and the Arab Maghreb Union of the Apollo 13 begins to break up. When the Algerians leave, the others start to run them down: “What lazy guys they are, real men of leisure.” After the last Tunisian hits the road and the Moroccans are finally alone, they get really nasty.

“Look how messy that plate is,” one says. “Ah, Tunisians. At least, we eat civilly in Morocco.”

Rakrouki, who wasn’t listening, says good-bye to us with these fitting words: “You see how it is? That’s the best thing about the Chinese: They are united and have solidarity. They stick together.”

As the summit comes to an end, Egypt is selected to host the next one in 2009. On the screens at the News Hotel, the heads of state reappear in order to hear the “Joint Declaration of the Beijing Summit” read by Hu Jintao in Mandarin, then in Arabic by Hosni Mubarak, and finally, in English by Meles Zenawi. It turns out to be a perfect example of the new language, Sino-Africanese, as demonstrated by the following extracted quotes:
We declare that the development of our friendly relations and cooperation are in accordance with the Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence as well as all the international principles that promote multilateralism and democracy in international relations. We urge that diversity of the world should be respected and upheld, that all countries in the world, big or small, rich or poor, strong or weak, should respect each other, treat each other as equals and live in peace and amity with each other, and that different civilizations and modes of development should draw on each other’s experience, promote each other and coexist in harmony.





In the language of nonaligned countries, the Five Principles are mutual respect for territorial sovereignty and integrity, mutual non-aggression, noninterference in the affairs of others, equality and mutual benefit, and peaceful coexistence. The declaration refers to diversity because authoritarian regimes would rather talk about that than about grand, universal principles such as human rights. Continuing with the emphasis on multilateralism, the speakers also make appeals for “reforming the UN . . . which would give priority to increasing the representation of—and the full participation of—African countries in the Security Council of the UN.”

More succinctly, the Africans and the Chinese are pointing out once again, and with considerable justification, that the Third World  forms a majority in the General Assembly of the UN, and that the Third World is going to have to be given the representation it deserves if democracy in an international sense is to be honored. The implication is that China, as a member of the Security Council and a loyal friend, will help in reaching this goal, in contrast to the industrialized countries, which are only interested in finding objections to it:
We urge the developed countries to increase official development assistance and honor their commitments to opening market and debt relief, and call on the related international organizations to provide more financial and technical assistance to enhance Africa’s capacity in poverty and disaster reduction and prevention and control of desertification, and help Africa realize the UN Millennium Development Goals.





The industrialized world is a long way from fulfilling some of its pledges, like transferring 0.7 percent of GDP to developing countries. The declaration implies, however, that the carelessness is no more an issue since “the China-Africa friendship, having withstood the test of time and of global obstacles, is deeply rooted in the hearts of our two peoples and has become stronger and stronger.” Therefore, the members of the forum are announcing the dawn of a new era.


We hereby solemnly proclaim the establishment of a new type of strategic partnership between China and Africa featuring political equality and mutual trust, win-win economic cooperation and mutually beneficial cultural exchanges.



The end of the speech is greeted with silence.

“Now we are going to take a family portrait,” the nasally voice of the interpreter in the headphones says. The screen is empty, though. There’s silence again. Then the voice comes back. “The photo has been taken,” it says.

That’s that. The most important twenty seconds of the summit, other than the announcement that China plans to double aid to  Africa, have come and gone.6 The photo that will be sent all over the world shows forty-eight high-level representatives of Africa standing at attention behind Hu Jintao in the Great Hall of the People. At the time of the photo, fourteen commercial contracts and agreements totaling $1.9 billion have already been signed and many others will follow. A Chinese-African development fund of $5 billion has also been created, a marketing coup for the autocrats and a source of pride for China—and a thumbing of the nose at the West.

At the very end of the summit, after the delegations have left town, the Chinese, Ethiopian, and Egyptian ministers of foreign affairs have to take one for the team and perform the most odious of chores for them: the press conference. Finally, one is tempted to say. Restrictions on journalists have been so tight, however, that most journalists do not even bother to show up.
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