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Beijing Calling: Assessing
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A

s the United States disengages
from the Middle East, and Europe faces internal challenges,
a new actor is exerting greater influence
across North Africa. China has been
ramping up engagement with countries
such as Egypt, Algeria, and Morocco,
which lie at the intersection of the Middle
East, Africa, and the Mediterranean. This
policy briefing argues that China’s growing role in North Africa should be cautiously welcomed, but also closely monitored, by governments in North Africa,
Europe, and the United States. North African governments should be wary of Chinese “debtbook diplomacy” and surveillance,
while Western governments should be wary of potential security consequences. Overall,
China, North Africa, Europe, and the United States should seek win-win modalities of
engagement that bring prosperity and stability to the Mediterranean.

Key Recommendations
• Transparency is Key: Negotiations for
Chinese funding should be conducted
in a transparent manner, given the poor
precedent set by several Chinese projects
in South Asia and Latin America. Avoiding the debt traps that have overwhelmed
other countries will become increasingly
important as Chinese financing grows in
North Africa and as major infrastructure
projects take off.

integration would go a long way toward
ensuring better regional coordination on
trade, investment, diplomacy, and defense
cooperation with China.

• Disengagement is Not the Answer: U.S.
and European policymakers should understand that the gaps left by their retreat
from North Africa will be filled by rising
powers like China, which are seeking to
further develop patron-client relations with
states in the region. Europe, in particular,
• Strength in Unity: North African governshould be wary of the security risks posed
ments will be more likely to achieve posiby an increased Chinese presence in the
tive outcomes from their engagement with
region and should work more quickly to
China if they are able to speak in a unified
implement proposed trade agreements.
voice with the Chinese. Greater regional
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Introduction

and hard power elements of Chinese influence in
North Africa, with a particular emphasis on soft
As the United States slowly disengages from the power.3 Lastly, it will offer a set of policy recomMiddle East, and as Europe faces internal chal- mendations aimed at North African, European,
lenges, a new actor is quietly exerting greater in- and U.S. policymakers.
fluence across North Africa. China has been strategically ramping up engagement with countries As part of these policy recommendations, this
such as Egypt, Algeria, and Morocco, which lie at briefing argues that China’s engagement should be
the intersection of three key regions: the Middle cautiously welcomed, but also closely monitored,
East, Africa, and the Mediterranean. Beijing’s by governments in North Africa, Europe, and
growing footprint in these countries encom- the United States. North African governments
passes, but is not limited to, trade, infrastructure should be wary of Chinese “debtbook diplomadevelopment, ports, shipping, financial coopera- cy” and surveillance, while Western governments
tion, tourism, and manufacturing.
should be wary of the security consequences of an
increased Chinese presence in the Mediterranean.
Through this engagement, China is setting up Moving forward, China, North Africa, Europe,
North Africa to play an integral role in con- and the United States should seek win-win monecting Asia, Africa, and Europe—a key aim of dalities of engagement that bring prosperity and
President Xi Jinping’s Belt and Road Initiative stability to the Mediterranean basin.
(BRI). Previous analyses of the BRI’s role in the
Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region Background and Context
have emphasized that the initiative is difficult to
define, with its exact scope subject to much de- China’s relationship with the countries of North
bate.2 While the current BRI map only officially Africa, especially Algeria and Egypt, began durincludes Egypt, BRI Memorandums of Under- ing the anticolonial struggle, stemming from an
standing (MoUs) have been signed between Chi- ideological support for national liberation movena and every state in North Africa, demonstrating ments. Notably, China was the first non-Arab
country to recognize Algeria and provided pothat it is expanding its foothold in the region.
litical and military support for its revolutionary
China is expanding its cooperation with North struggle. However, the basis of China’s interest
African countries, not only in the economic and in North Africa shifted away from “revolutionary
cultural spheres, but also those of diplomacy and romanticism,” and toward economic and stratedefense. Furthermore, it is showcasing a develop- gic concerns, at the end of the twentieth century.4
ment model that seeks to combine authoritarianism with economic growth—a model that has an In the wake of the 2008 recession and the Eueager audience among regimes across the MENA rozone crisis, North African states, which have
region. As such, China’s growing role in North historically relied on trade and investment from
Africa is likely to have far-reaching economic and Europe and the United States, worked to diversigeopolitical consequences for countries in the re- fy their markets and economic partners.5 During
the same period, China’s economy maintained
gion and around the world.
impressive momentum, boasting a 9.5 percent
This policy briefing seeks to analyze China’s grow- GDP growth rate in 2011.6 Despite slower ecoing role in North Africa. It will begin by provid- nomic growth in recent years,7 China has proing background and context on China’s relations moted its economic and soft power through the
with Algeria, Egypt, Morocco, Tunisia, and Lib- BRI, which is the principle foreign policy initiaya. Then, it will provide an overview of the soft tive of the Xi Jinping era.
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Launched in 2013, this initiative is set to cost
around $1 trillion, according to some estimates,
and to include over 80 countries, which are responsible for around 36 percent of global GDP
and 41 percent of global trade.8 South Asia has
so far received the majority of BRI projects, but
the initiative’s expansion west, toward Europe
and the MENA region, is well underway. While
China’s economic presence in Africa and Asia
has been the subject of much study and scrutiny, the relationship between China and North
Africa deserves more attention. This developing
relationship reveals key trends and sheds light
on China’s strategic priorities, as well as on how
countries like Morocco, Algeria, Tunisia, Libya,
and Egypt are increasing cooperation with new
foreign partners.
China engages in two main types of “partnership diplomacy” in the MENA region: strategic
partnerships (SPs) and comprehensive strategic partnerships (CSPs).9 According to Strüver’s
study of Chinese partnership diplomacy, relations
between partner countries under an SP have the
following four characteristics:
1. They go beyond typical diplomatic relations,
involving consistent meetings between government officials and agencies to develop
communication and trust.
2. They do not fall within the confines of treatybased alliances or coalitions.
3. They are more ‘goal-driven’ than ‘threat-driven,’ typically focusing on areas of mutual cooperation in economics, culture, security, and
technology.
4. They are characterized by an emphasis on behavior and institutional processes.10
In comparison with SPs, CSPs involve a higher
level of institutional communication, including
regular high-level meetings between top leadership members of both partner countries. Strüver
notes that “Three conditions have to be met before an agreement on a… [CSP] can be achieved,
i.e. political trust, dense economic ties, cultural
exchanges, and good relations in other sectors.”11
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As the table below illustrates, China has established CSPs with Algeria and Egypt and an SP
with Morocco. These include dozens of MoUs
and promises for major infrastructure and development projects. It is worth noting that, while
China has signed BRI MoUs with Libya and Tunisia, it has yet to establish a formal partnership
with either North African state.12

China’s Partner Countries in the
MENA Region, 2012–July 2016 13
Country

Year

Partnership

Algeria

2014

CSP

Egypt

2014

CSP

Iran

2016

CSP

Iraq

2015

SP

Jordan

2015

SP

Morocco

2016

SP

Qatar

2014

SP

Saudi Arabia

2016

CSP

United Arab Emirates

2012

SP

These partnerships demonstrate how China and
North African states have strengthened their diplomatic, economic, and cultural relations in recent years, especially since the BRI was launched.
Across the region, Chinese Cultural Centers and
Confucius Institutes have been opened, while visa
restrictions and travel advisories for Chinese tourists have been lifted, causing tourism to expand
rapidly. Chinese diplomats at both the Rabat
and Cairo embassies said that these strengthened
relations reflect the key BRI aim of promoting
connectivity and economic development in five
priority areas: policy coordination, infrastructure
connectivity, increased trade, financial integration, and people-to-people exchanges.14
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China’s establishment of CSPs with both Egypt
and Algeria reflects the major role these states
play in the MENA region, as well as the fact that
these are its two key bilateral relationships in the
region in terms of trade, arms sales, and infrastructure projects. In turn, China has become the
top trading partner for both Egypt and Algeria.15
Algeria is a major supplier of oil and gas to Europe, as well as a key economic and security actor in the Mediterranean, North African, and
Sahel regions. It has the largest military budget
in Africa, having spent $9.6 billion in 2018,16
and arguably acts as a leading “regional security
provider.”17 Algeria has worked to mediate various regional conflicts, such as those in Mali and
Libya, and has historically acted as a gateway to
Africa, as well as to key regional blocs, such as the
African Union.
Meanwhile, Egypt controls one of the most strategic waterways in the world, the Suez Canal, and
is becoming a major gas hub in the eastern Mediterranean.18 It also acts as another major regional
security provider, managing one of the largest
military forces in Africa.19 In addition, Egypt
is allied with the Saudi-Emirati axis, which has
sought to exert influence in Libya, Sudan, and
elsewhere in the MENA region.
While China’s relations with Egypt and Algeria are
characterized by a robust diplomatic and security
partnership, its growing presence in countries like
Morocco and Tunisia remains primarily economic
and cultural. In Libya, Chinese firms have ceased
operations due to ongoing instability, though the
prime minister of the internationally recognized
Government of National Accord (GNA), Fayez
Serraj, has said that they are welcome to return.20
Overall, the strategic location of these five countries on the southern shores of the Mediterranean
means that China’s presence will only continue
to expand, especially in the economic realm. Notably, China’s relations with these countries are
framed by its official policy of non-interference
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in political affairs, in contrast to the policies of
historical Western partners. Likewise, these five
countries, to varying extents, increasingly view
China as a viable alternative partner to Europe
and the United States, leading them to expand
their cooperation with Beijing, not only on economic and cultural matters, but also on diplomacy and defense issues.

Soft Power: Economic
and Cultural Pillars
Chinese policy in North Africa combines both soft
power and hard power elements, but soft power
has been particularly prominent in Chinese discourse.21 While many types of economic power
are understood to be forms of hard power, China
engages in a softer form of economic influence,
using economic diplomacy “more as carrots than
as sticks.”22 The commercial side of Chinese influence in North Africa is directly related to the
growing legitimacy of the Chinese development
model, which emphasizes economic development
and non-interference in political affairs, in contrast
to the traditional Western emphasis on advocating for liberal and democratic norms. In line with
these observations, this paper defines soft power to
include economic and commercial relations, based
on an understanding of how China uses trade, investment, and finance as noncoercive tools in its
relations with North African countries.
Currently, most BRI engagement in North Africa
is tied to economic and commercial relations,
giving the involved countries the opportunity to
increase trade volumes, foreign investments, tourism revenues, and the number of manufacturing
bases. This has also had the effect of encouraging
competition among traditional Western partners,
such as the European Union,23 as well as China
and Russia. Chinese diplomats stress that North
African countries are especially attractive prospects for economic cooperation due to their proximity to European, African, and Asian markets,
high number of industrial zones, and high levels
of investment in infrastructure development.24

trade
From Morocco to Egypt, China is increasingly
trading with and investing in North African
countries. Its economic strategies differ f rom
country to country, with Egypt, Morocco, and
Algeria representing its highest priorities. According to the Egyptian Ministry of Trade and
Industry, Egypt is China’s third largest trading
partner in Africa.25 In 2017, the trade volume
between the two countries reached $10.87 billion,26 while the value of Egypt’s imports from
China was over $8 billion, the highest in North
Africa.27 In the first eight months of 2018, bilateral trade between Egypt and China jumped
by around 26 percent.28 China’s trade with
Morocco is more modest, but is gradually
expanding; Morocco’s imports from China
were worth $3.14 billion in 2017, behind only
those from France and Spain.29

to China have more than doubled since 2017,34
and China is eyeing post-conflict reconstruction
opportunities. In July 2018, GNA foreign minister Mohamed Sayala signed an MoU with his
Chinese counterpart, paving the way for Libya
to join the BRI. Unlike other regional powers,
the Chinese have not taken sides in the Libyan
conflict because of their commitment to political
non-interference. This puts them in a strong position to make deals with whichever government
takes the lead of Libya in the future.

Investment and Infrastructure

In Algeria, Chinese companies are primarily interested in the construction, housing, and energy sectors. Major Chinese-funded and/or built
construction projects, such as the Algiers Opera
House, the Sheraton Hotel, the Great Mosque
of Algiers, and the East-West Highway, mark the
landscape, as do the thousands of Chinese workAlgeria, meanwhile, is one of China’s oldest and ers who have established a “Chinatown” in a sublargest economic partners in North Africa. China urb of Algiers.
became Algeria’s top trade partner in 2013, overtaking France. However, there is a significant The Chinese presence in Morocco and Egypt,
trade deficit. W hile China has become Algeria’s meanwhile, is concentrated in industrial zones,
primary source for imports, which were valued at free trade zones, and financial centers. In Mo$7.85 billion in 2018,30 Algeria’s exports to Chi- rocco, these include the Atlantic Free Zone in
na remain relatively insignificant compared to its Kenitra, Casablanca Finance City (CFC), and
exports to European countries, and are almost the Tanger Med Port Complex. At the latter port
entirely from the hydrocarbon sector. However, complex, Chinese companies, including telecomits exports to China are rising, having jumped 60- munications giant Huawei, are planning to establish regional logistics centers.35
fold between 2000 and 2017.31

Trade has also risen between China and Tunisia,
with the latter’s imports from the former valued
at $1.85 billion in 2017, ranking third behind
France and Italy.32 However, one Chinese diplomat argued that China still views the country as
an investment risk and is skeptical of its democratic transition and economic challenges.33
After civil war broke out in Libya in 2011, China
and many other countries were forced to evacuate their citizens and pull out of major projects
and investments. However, Libya’s oil exports
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In March 2017, King Mohammed VI announced
plans for the new “Mohammed VI Tangier Tech
City,” which is expected to become the largest
Chinese investment project in North Africa36
and to feature several industrial zones. After China’s Haite Group pulled out of the project, the
China Communications Construction Company
(CCCC) and its subsidiary, the China Road and
Bridge Corporation (CRBC), signed an MoU
with Morocco’s BMCE Bank.37 Construction
on the “Tech City” had already begun as of July
2019.38 Following the announcement of the
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“Tech City” project, Chinese auto manufacturing
companies, including BYD, Citic Dicastal, and
Aotecar New Energy Technology, signed agreements with the Moroccan government to build
various plants.39
In Egypt, the Chinese are demonstrating increasing interest in building and financing projects in
the New Administrative Capital, the Suez Canal
Economic Zone, and various other industrial
zones across the country, though many of these
projects are still in the planning phase. Even as
Egypt faces challenges in attracting foreign investment,40 Chinese construction projects are
on the rise. In some cases, negotiations between
the Egyptian government and Chinese firms have
fallen through. One major example of this was
when talks between Egypt and the China Fortune Land Development Company (CFLD) over
a $20 billion project in the New Administrative
Capital came to a halt in December 2018 over
discrepancies in revenue sharing.41 However,
Chinese diplomats also mentioned the success
story of the fiber production workshop run by the
Egyptian branch of Chinese fiberglass company
Jushi in the Suez Canal Economic Zone, which
has allowed Egypt to become one of the leading
producers of fiberglass in the world.42

hosts more than 50,000 Chinese workers, who
comprise one of the largest Chinese communities in Africa.44 Likewise, Chinese restaurants
and markets continue to pop up in Casablanca,
Morocco’s business hub, and Rabat, its administrative capital, as Chinese communities there
expand; 4,000 Chinese residents live in the Casablanca business district of Derb Omar alone.45
In addition to these new residents, Chinese
tourism to countries like Morocco and Egypt
has skyrocketed, as visa restrictions and travel
warnings have been lifted. According to a Chinese diplomat, 400,000 Chinese tourists visited
Egypt in 2017, up from 125,000 in 2015.46
Meanwhile, Morocco hosted 120,000 Chinese
tourists in 2017 and 100,000 tourists in the first
five months of 2018.47

Another element of “people-to-people” exchanges
has been the expansion of Chinese cultural institutions in North Africa. Tunisia’s first Confucius
Institute opened in November 2018,48 while the
China Culture Center in Rabat was inaugurated
in December 2018.49 Meanwhile, Egypt is home
to two Confucius Institutes, located at Cairo
University and the Suez Canal University, as well
as to a Chinese cultural center. These cultural institutions organize classes on Chinese language
and culture, as well as festivals. Overall, the risPeople-to-People Exchanges
ing numbers of Chinese residents, tourists, and
cultural institutions in North Africa indicate that
According to Chinese diplomats, “people-to- China’s soft power initiative in the region has
people exchanges” are a key element of the BRI, been effective and will continue to expand.
with infrastructure projects, ports, and shipping
routes meant to facilitate not only trade and in- Problems with China’s
vestment, but also the movement of people. They Soft Power Model
emphasize how the BRI should be understood as
a means to give the ancient concept of the “Silk While China’s growing commercial presence in
Road” a place in modern society, with one diplo- North Africa has seen many successes, it also has
mat saying: “The picture we have in mind is com- problematic aspects. Notable among these is the
munication among different civilizations… when exploitation of cheap Chinese labor to build Chinese-funded construction projects. Chinese projwe say the Silk Road, it’s the road of peace.”43
ects have been criticized over “questionable labor
The BRI has been evidently successful in facili- practices,”50 and questions have been raised as to
tating the desired movement of people. Algeria how much these construction projects actually
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support local labor markets or promote shared
economic prosperity. These labor practices have
already provoked resentment in various countries
and are likely to amplify criticisms of the Chinacentric nature of many of these projects, as well as
their lack of transparency and regulation.51
Accusations regarding China’s “debtbook diplomacy” and neocolonialism in South Asia, Africa,
and Latin America have also become commonplace.52 The cases of Pakistan,53 Sri Lanka,54
and Ecuador55 have been cited as particularly
disastrous in terms of Chinese debt and failed
projects. While each of these countries has its
own unique economic challenges, Chinese debt
has given Beijing oversized influence in all of
them, sometimes with disastrous consequences.
In Ecuador, for example, the case of the $19
billion Coca Codo Sinclair dam, financed by
China, has become a national scandal. The dam
faced structural and operational issues before
it even opened, environmental impact studies
were woefully inadequate, and top Ecuadorian
officials who signed the deal have been imprisoned on bribery charges.56

In a 2018 report on BRI debt, researchers from the
Center for Global Development warned that eight
countries were at risk for “above-average debt,” including Djibouti, Tajikistan, Kyrgyzstan, Laos, the
Maldives, Mongolia, Pakistan, and Montenegro.57
High levels of debt with opaque terms undermine,
rather than advance, developing economies. Countries like Morocco,58 Egypt,59 and Tunisia60 are
already struggling to reduce their external debt.
According to the SAIS China-Africa research initiative, Chinese loans to North African governments
from 2000 to 2017 totaled $4,607 million. Of the
North African countries on the list, Egypt ranked
the highest for total amount borrowed from China
from 2000 to 2017 ($3,421.60 million), followed
by Morocco ($1,030.55 million), Tunisia ($145.39
million), Algeria ($9 million), and Libya ($0).61
Although North African countries have not yet borrowed as much as other countries in Africa, South
Asia, or Latin America, debt is rising in countries
such as Morocco and Egypt, and will likely continue to do so. The region should thus be cautious
not to replicate the negative experiences of other
countries with Chinese debt and interference.

Figure 1: Chinese Loans to North Africa 2000–2017 (USD millions)
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Source: China Africa Research Initiative Database, “Chinese Loans to African Governments,
Country by Country, 2000–2017.”
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Hard Power:
Diplomacy and Defense
Diplomacy and Geopolitics
Recent tensions between North African states and
their traditional Western partners have pushed
the former to explore the possibility of economic,
diplomatic, and security partnerships with other
great powers, such as China and Russia. For example, when tensions rose between Morocco and
the European Union in 2016 over the application
of the agricultural and fishing agreement, which
involved the disputed Western Sahara territory,
Morocco broke off contact with the EU delegation, greatly straining their relationship.62
Meanwhile, high-level state visits between North
African and Chinese government officials have
increased in the past five to ten years. During the
September 2018 Beijing Summit of the Forum
on China-Africa Cooperation (FOCAC), President Xi met with Moroccan Prime Minister Saadeddine El Othmani,63 former Algerian Prime
Minister Ahmed Ouyahia,64 Tunisian Prime
Minister Youssef Chahed,65 and Egyptian President Abdel-Fattah al-Sissi.66 Meetings between
al-Sissi and Xi have been especially common,
with the most recent taking place in April 2019
during The Second Belt and Road Forum for International Cooperation.67
China’s official policy of non-interference represents an attractive alternative to the normative
engagement that often marks cooperation with
Western countries. As Zoubir argues:
Many MENA… countries have observed
that they have been the losers under the
West’s hegemonic order, regardless of their
respective alignments with Western powers… China never colonized MENA countries or interfered in their domestic affairs.
The country’s regional and international
expansion is natural and inevitable due to
its economic weight. Its policy of noninter-
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ference certainly appeals to MENA states.
Those factors partly explain the region’s acceptance of the BRI and China’s larger role
in the global arena.68
However, it is important to keep in mind that
non-interference and neutrality may not always
be options for China; the larger China’s role in
the region becomes, the greater the pressure will
be for it to become more actively involved in resolving regional disputes. There are already indications that China’s policy of non-interference
could pose challenges in cases such as Morocco’s
Western Sahara dispute.
In Morocco, the Western Sahara is considered
to be Moroccan, and supporting its self-determination is considered to be crossing a red
line. Morocco’s sovereignty over the disputed
territory is a national cause and constitutes one
of the country’s fundamental policy priorities.
However, when Chinese diplomats discuss this
issue, they say that they respect the U.N. mandate on the question.69 This position has been
tenable so far, but the regional conflict directly
and indirectly involves major Chinese partners,
such as Algeria, South Africa, Angola, Nigeria,
and the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC).70
This could lead to tension between China and
some key allies in the future. In addition to its
policy of non-interference, China is hoping to
avoid questions of self-determination because
of its own challenges in dealing with separatism, such as in the cases of Taiwan, Xinjiang,
Tibet, and Inner Mongolia.71
As such, China continues to take a back seat
with respect to major regional conflicts, including the Western Sahara dispute and the crisis in
Libya. However, even though it currently engages with North African countries through a
primarily bilateral framework,72 it is attempting
to engage in more regional diplomacy through
multilateral mechanisms, such as the Forum on
China-Africa Cooperation and the China-Arab
States Cooperation Forum.

Ekman argues that this diplomatic effort relates
to the principle of xinxing daguo guanxi, or “a
new type of major power relations,” whereby
China seeks to engage with smaller countries
once they have been grouped into major regional
forums.73 Only then are they considered to be
powerful enough for high-level cooperation. In
other words, balance of power constitutes a core
component of China’s vision for a pragmatic and
productive global order.

People’s Liberation Army Navy (PLAN) helped
to evacuate nearly 40,000 Chinese workers from
the country before NATO airstrikes began. Subsequently, in 2015, a joint Chinese-Russian military exercise took place in the Mediterranean and,
in 2017, China opened its first overseas military
base in Djibouti. In January 2018, two warships
from the 27th Chinese naval escort stopped by
Algiers for a four-day friendly visit as part of a
four-month tour.76

On a separate note, China still faces difficulties
related to its regional expertise on North Africa.
While some officials view the region through a primarily cultural prism and in relation to the Middle
East, others perceive it as being more like “southern Europe” or the Mediterranean, and thus as
separate from sub-Saharan Africa. North African
countries’ presence in both African and Arab forums is telling, in that it reflects the region’s unique
and strategic position in terms of BRI economic
connectivity and regional diplomacy.

Furthermore, the two major North African
military powerhouses—Egypt and Algeria—are
among the top buyers of Chinese weapons. According to CSIS’s China Power project, “Northern African countries are the primary destination
of Chinese weapons [in Africa], constituting 42
percent of Chinese exports to the continent.”77

Security and Defense Cooperation
China’s security and defense cooperation in North
Africa is expanding along with its economic presence. Maritime projects, and especially the production of submarine cables, are a particularly crucial
element of China’s focus on telecommunications
connectivity. China’s Huawei Marine Networks
delivered the “Hannibal” cable, linking Tunisia
to Italy, in 2009, as well as another major cable
linking Libya to Greece, in 2010. This has led to
concerns about Chinese commercial investments
being used for non-commercial activities, such as
intelligence gathering and naval/military cooperation in the Mediterranean.74 These concerns stem
from the precedent set by BRI projects in South
Asia, such as the Hambantota port in Sri Lanka,
where Sri Lankan officials claimed that the Chinese
insisted on an intelligence-gathering component
that would monitor all traffic through the port.75

In the context of BRI, it is important to keep in
mind that, as Rolland emphasizes:
Promoting regional development is seen not
as a way to encourage political liberalization
but, to the contrary, as a means of strengthening and stabilizing existing authoritarian
regimes around China… Transcontinental
infrastructure will help hedge against possible
disruptions to maritime supply in the event
of conflict. Deepening China’s strategic space
will help counter alleged U.S.-led efforts to
contain the country’s rise. Above and beyond
these concrete objectives, BRI is also meant
to serve the broader regional ambition of
building a Sinocentric Eurasian order.78

Obstacles to Chinese-North
African Cooperation

As the previous section demonstrates, China’s
security and diplomatic cooperation with North
Africa is beginning to reflect its economic priorities. If countries such as Morocco, Egypt,
and Algeria remain stable and increase their ecoChina’s first significant military action in the nomic and diplomatic engagement with China,
region took place in Libya in 2011, when the the BRI will continue to expand in North Af-

8

Beijing Calling: Assessing China’s Growing Footprint in North Africa

rica. While the Chinese are cautiously observing
the political situation in Tunisia and Algeria, as
well as the conflict in Libya, there is no doubt
that they also aim to integrate these countries
into the BRI eventually.
Morocco appears to be the most open and ready
BRI participant, given its ambitious industrialization strategy, growing infrastructure, and substantive emphasis on attracting foreign investment. In
the 2019 Ease of Doing Business survey, Morocco ranks the highest in North Africa (60th out of
190 countries), followed by Tunisia (80th), Egypt
(120th), Algeria (157th), and Libya (186th).79
In Egypt and Algeria, on the other hand, there
are still major obstacles to foreign
investment. Military-owned companies still
dominate many projects in Egypt, even as
President al-Sissi has publicly expressed a desire
to attract more foreign investment. Meanwhile,
Chinese officials have expressed concern
about the increasing level of red tape in Egypt
and how this hurts investment projects. While
the new 2017 investment law was a positive step,
much work remains to be done in Egypt to ease
the challenges of doing business.

9

First, negotiations for Chinese funding should
be conducted in a transparent manner, given the
poor precedent set by several Chinese projects in
South Asia and Latin America. As previously outlined, Chinese debt can have a detrimental effect
on development and should be approached with
caution. Avoiding the debt traps that have overwhelmed other countries will become increasingly important as Chinese financing grows in
North Africa and as major infrastructure projects
take off. North African countries that invite in
Chinese companies should also take the necessary
precautions to ensure that economic ventures do
not shift toward intelligence gathering and surveillance, as demonstrated by the example of the
Hambantota port in Sri Lanka.

Second, North African governments will be more
likely to achieve positive outcomes from their
engagement with China if they are able to speak
in a unified voice with the Chinese. Currently,
these countries engage with China bilaterally, or
through multilateral regional forums, such as the
Forum on China-Africa Cooperation and the
China-Arab States Cooperation Forum. However, greater regional integration, such as by renewing the stagnant Arab Maghreb Union, would go
a long way toward ensuring better regional coCorruption scandals have also hurt the reputation ordination on trade, investment, diplomacy, and
of Chinese companies in Algeria, where there defense cooperation with actors like China, Rusis a general lack of transparency surrounding sia, the United States, and the European Union.
con-struction deals. The China Railway
Construction Corporation (CRCC) faced Third, U.S. and European policymakers should
criticism after alle-gations of withholding understand that the gaps left by their retreat from
wages valued at around $4.2 million. North Africa will be filled by rising powers like
Megaprojects such as the East-West Highway China, which are seeking to further develop patronhave also been marred by various cor-ruption client relations with states in the region. China offers an attractive package to these states: low-cost
scandals and delayed by needed repairs.80
financing, cheap labor, light regulation, minimal
Policy Recommendations
bureaucracy, and a commitment to non-interference in political affairs. Europe, in particular, should
North African states need to carefully plan be wary of the security risks posed by an increased
their economic and political engagement with Chinese presence in the region and should work
China, or risk complications down the line. more quickly to implement proposed agreements,
Likewise, U.S. and European policymakers need such as the EU-Africa trade agreement and various
to consid-er the impact of their retreat from free trade agreements with North African countries.
North Africa, as well as the implications of an
expanded Chi-nese presence in the region.
Policy Brief • September 2019

Conclusion
While China has already made significant inroads into North Africa through the BRI, its
political and economic connections to the region are still relatively shallow. However, China can be expected to expand and deepen these
connections in the coming years, given the region’s strategic significance.
The developing relationship between China
and North African countries promises a host of
benefits to all involved, but there are a number
of potential pitfalls that should be avoided. As
noted above, North African governments should
be cautious of debt and surveillance risks, while
Western governments should take steps to minimize the security consequences of an increased
Chinese presence.
Moving forward, policymakers in China, North
Africa, Europe, and the United States should
work together to find win-win modalities of engagement that bring prosperity and stability to
the Mediterranean region. If they are able to do
so, this will lay the groundwork for productive
and mutually beneficial cooperation for years to
come, promising a bright future for North Africa
and its partners.
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