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Over the last ten years, the economic presence of the
People’s Republic of China (PRC) in Africa has no-
tably increased (Goldstein and Pinaud, 2006). African
countries have become major suppliers of raw ma-
terials for Chinese energy and mining industries. But
China’s interest in North Africa is also explained by
the proximity of this region to the European Union –
the first world consumer market −, the local qualified
workforce, and a standard of living, like Morocco’s,
appreciably higher than in sub-Saharan Africa.

China in North Africa: An Overall View

Trade between the PRC and the African continent ex-
perienced new advances in 2007. Bilateral trade
grew from 39.7 billion dollars in 2005 to 55.5 billion
in 2006 and later to 73.3 billion in 2007. In North
Africa, China has again consolidated its trade posi-
tions by significantly increasing its market shares. Bi-
lateral exchanges between China and Morocco, Al-
geria, Tunisia, Libya and Egypt amounted to 13.9
billion dollars in 2007 in comparison to 10.1 billion
in the previous year (i.e., an increase of 38%).
Since 2007, China has been a major supplier of
southern Mediterranean countries. The PRC is now
the first supplier of Egypt; the third of Algeria, Morocco
and Libya; and the seventh of Tunisia. Chinese imports
have continued to increase (by 38% in Algeria and
47% in Egypt) in comparison to 2006. Moreover, in
2008 China should become the second supplier of
Algeria after France but ahead of Italy. Nevertheless,

as in other North African countries, bilateral trade is
highly unbalanced. Tunisia’s cover rate in its trade with
China is only 6% in comparison to 42% for Algeria.
And these five North African countries only represent
3.4% of the PRC’s exchanges in 2007. However,
these encouraging figures for Peking should not con-
ceal the reality. The PRC is unable to transform its
commercial revenues into political influence and en-
ergy cooperation.
The PRC established close relations with the Maghreb
countries at the time of independence, in 1956 with
Egypt and in 1958 with Morocco. In December 1958,
China was the first non-Arab state that recognised
the Provisional Government of the Algerian Repub-
lic (GPRA). After the independence of Algeria, polit-
ical relations continued to be close, marked by fre-
quent bilateral meetings. On his recent trips to Africa,
Hu Jintao visited Algeria and Egypt (2004) and later
Morocco (2006) but his third trip to Africa in Janu-
ary 2007 did not include any stop in North Africa.
Diplomatic relations with Libya were only established
later, in 1978, given that Tripoli had until then recog-
nised the island of Taiwan. And despite the rupture
of diplomatic relations, Libya continues to have quite
close links with the nationalist island which in early
2008 opened a trade representative office in Libya.
In January 2006, Muammar Gaddafi’s son, Saif al-
Islam, visited Taiwan, and in May 2006 Tripoli re-
ceived the Taiwanese President Chen Shui-bian on
his way back from Costa Rica.
Like in many African countries, such as Angola, the
PRC has built numerous civil infrastructures in North
Africa. Algeria, due to its high foreign currency reserves
(of around 110 billion dollars at the end of 2007)
brought by the oil manna, has become a privileged
market for Chinese construction and public works
companies. The plan of support for the economic re-
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launching approved in 2001 by the Algerian govern-
ment seeks to improve the road, railway and sea in-
frastructures of the country and to construct more than
one million homes (Lafargue, 2007). Chinese com-
panies have multiplied civil engineering works. CSCEC
(China State Construction & Engineering Corpora-
tion) has constructed several buildings, such as the
Sheraton Hotel in Algiers or the Al Qods shopping
centre, heralded by its promoters as the largest in
Africa. CSCEC has also built numerous civil and in-
dustrial infrastructures such as the Oran hospital or
the Algiers airport and is currently completing the
new headquarters of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs
in Algiers. In September 2007, CSCEC won the
contract for the construction of 700 houses in the new
town of Massinissa. The Chinese consortium CITIC-
CRCC obtained the construction of two of the three
sections of the motorway linking Annaba to Tlemcen
for an amount of 6.2 billion dollars. The Chinese com-
pany Sinohydro is undertaking the drainage work in
the Souf Valley in Algeria and is involved in the con-
struction of several dams in the country such as that
of Bouggous in the wilaya of El Tarf. Finally, CSCEC
will participate in the extension work of the Universi-
ty of Mansourah in Tlemcen. The presence of Peking
is not limited to the construction sector. Several mine
prospecting authorisations were granted in June 2007
to Chinese companies such as CGC Overseas Con-
struction and China Geo Engineering. Some months
earlier, in January 2007, the Chinese mining compa-
ny Shaolin signed two contracts in order to start
prospecting in the south of the country, in the region
of Ahaggar, in the wilaya of Tamanrasset.
In the telecommunications sector, Chinese companies
such as Huawei and ZTE (Zhongxing Telecom Equip-
ment) are also very active. In January 2007, the Chi-
nese telecommunications company ZTE opened a
training centre in Oran in partnership with ENPT (Na-
tional Post and Telecommunication School). In Janu-
ary 2008, ZTE signed an agreement with the Libyan
operator for the construction of the first network in Africa
following the WiMax regulation. In Morocco, Huawei
has become the technology supplier (IPTV) for the op-
erator Maroc Telecom. Chinese automotive manu-
facturers are gradually setting up in countries such as
Algeria and Tunisia (notably the motor vehicle manu-
facturer Foryota). The increase in trade between the
countries of the Mediterranean shores and China also
fully benefits Egypt. The trade traffic through the Suez
Canal rose greatly in 2007, providing the country with
unprecedented revenues. In 2006, Egypt received

3.8 billion dollars from customs revenue and 4.6 bil-
lion in 2007, i.e. 4% of the country’s GDP.
Also in Egypt, a Chinese company will invest 30 mil-
lion dollars in a textile factory in the town of Borg al-
Arab. And a Sino-Egyptian company will participate in
the development of the Suez free zone called Sezone.
The main assets of Chinese companies are their
competitiveness in relation with Western suppliers
(the Chinese workforce is paid according to the
conditions of the country of origin), their rapidity in
execution of works and a quality considered supe-
rior to that of local suppliers. In Morocco, Transtech
Engineering Corporation (TEC) constructed the Borj
Moulay Omar railway tunnel in 2004 linking Sidi
Kacèm to Meknès and is responsible for the railway
link works between Tangiers and the port of Ras
R’mel. The use of Chinese companies is equally jus-
tified by the very worrying social situation in the re-
gion, as in Algeria with a notable lack of housing. Nev-
ertheless, this foreign presence is paradoxical in a
country where the unemployment rate is about 15%
of the active population (30% for the under-25s).

For a long time this workforce provoked little disap-
proval because the Chinese do the jobs that the Al-
gerians reject and because their work directly ben-
efits the Algerian population. However, far from the
official discourses, the still muffled criticisms are mul-
tiplying. The issue of Chinese immigration is now re-
current in the Algerian press, such as in the daily El
Watan. There is a latent feeling of xenophobia towards
these thousands of Chinese workers, who live isolated
from the rest of the population.

China’s Motivations

In North Africa, China pursues two main objectives:
finding new suppliers of raw materials for its energy
and mining industries and entering a regional market
of almost 150 million consumers.
In the energy sector, the results are still half-hearted.
The oil contracts signed by Chinese companies in
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North Africa continue to be limited. In the hydrocar-
bon sector, China is for the time being only a minor
client of the North African countries because just
2.1% of oil exports from Algeria go to China in com-
parison to 5% for Libya. In total, this North African re-
gion only covers 2% of Chinese oil imports. China is
certainly penalised because of its distance vis-à-vis
the Mediterranean countries and because of the ob-
ligation for oil tankers to use the now highly con-
gested Suez Canal.
In Libya in 2004, the CNPC (China National Petro-
leum Corp) constructed two oil pipes linking the
Wafa oil field with the port of Mellitah in the west of
Tripoli on behalf of the Italian ENI (Ente Nazionale Idro-
carburi) and the Libyan NOC (National Oil Corpora-
tion). But, for the time being, Chinese investments in
the country continue to be low despite the interest ex-
pressed by Peking. Libya has significant oil reserves
(3.4% of world reserves) and, above all in the next few
years, the pipelines linking the oilfields of the Murzuk
basin (in the south-west of the country) with the
Mediterranean ports could be extended in order to al-
low the export of oil from Niger.
But in Libya, where the CNPC had invested taking
advantage of the isolation of the regime, Chinese
companies are now confronted with Anglo-Saxon
competitors, since the lifting of American sanctions
from 2004. The first tenders have only granted
Peking still limited prospecting areas. And the PRC
has even been snubbed, given that in the third ten-
der session in December 2006, the Taiwanese pub-
lic company Chinese Petroleum Corporation, was
granted an exploitation concession in the Murzuk 162
oilfield.
In Algeria, American interests continue to be well es-
tablished, notably with the presence of Anadarko and
Amerada. The events linked to the promulgation of the
law on hydrocarbons have dissuaded numerous in-
vestors from carrying out their projects. In March
2005, the Algerian Parliament had adopted legisla-
tion allowing foreign companies to hold the majority,
indeed the totality, of the capital of the oilfield that they
would discover. This liberal legislation has never been
applied and, in October 2006, a marked turning point
in the oil policy started with the adoption of several
amendments (decree no. 06-10 of 29th July 2006)
stipulating that Sonatrach had to continue as major
shareholder in all exploitation projects.
For the time being, the cooperation projects in the field
of hydrocarbons are below Peking’s expectations.
But the next few years should be more favourable, be-

cause China could benefit from the establishment of
a gas cartel, an idea supported by Vladimir Putin,
which would notably involve Algeria, Russia, Qatar,
Venezuela and Iran. Peking, which is for the moment
just a weak importer of gas (2% of its gas con-
sumption is bought abroad in comparison to 50% for
oil), should look favourably on this project. Accord-
ing to the report of the International Energy Agency
(IEA, 2007), the PRC’s gas imports will experience
a significant increase in the next twenty years, un-
doubtedly meeting 40% of the domestic demand in
2015. Although Australia and Indonesia will be priv-
ileged suppliers, the countries of the southern shore
of the Mediterranean should be equally solicited. For
the moment, 90% of the gas exports of Algeria and
65% of those of Russia are to the European Union.
In order to be a real threat for prices, these two sup-
pliers must first reduce their trade dependence on Eu-
rope, their main client. The creation of a gas OPEC
would therefore oblige Russia and to a lesser extent
Algeria to further export to Asia (mainly China and In-
dia) in order to reduce their dependence on the Eu-
ropean market.

The five North African countries with a population of
156 million consumers are a promising market for the
PRC companies. Chinese products (common con-
sumer goods such as small electrical appliances,
clothing, tea…) are adapted to a population with a still
limited purchasing power. The standard of living in
Tunisia or Morocco represents only 15% of that of a
French person. Western brands with excessively high
prices do not meet the demands of the local clientele.
North Africa can also act as a springboard for Chi-
nese investors in order to get access to more devel-
oped markets on the northern shore of the Mediter-
ranean. The success of low-cost products, such as
the Logan, shows that in the European Community
there is also a demand for products of rudimentary
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technology but with competitive prices. Haier and
Lenovo test their products in Africa and improve their
reliability and their safety regulations to prepare them
for the Community market.

A Still Limited Chinese Presence

Although trade exchanges advance significantly, the
economic and financial presence of China in North
Africa is still limited. For the year 2007, according to
the data of the United Nations Conference on Com-
merce and Development (CNUCED, 2007), Chi-
nese investments in Morocco only represented 4.5%
of the total of Foreign Direct Investment (FDI) and 3%
of the total stock. A situation that contrasts with cer-
tain Sub-Saharan African states in which the PRC
is now the main investor. This situation is explained
by the size of the economies of North African coun-
tries and their particularities. In 2007, DFI was es-
tablished at 10.2 billion dollars in Egypt and at 5.2
billion in Morocco but for China it continues to be
weak.
This situation can be explained in several ways. In the
first place, the states of the Maghreb and the Mashreq
are beneficiaries of mass investment made by the
monarchies of the Arab-Persian gulf and more fre-
quently than by European countries. In 2006, France
and Spain represented 61% of the FDI in Morocco.
Chinese capital is not therefore as indispensable as
in sub-Saharan Africa, where the backers of western
funds appear more cautious (notably because of po-
litical instability and bad governance practices). North
African countries, due to their more rigorous public
management, further reassure the international fi-
nancial community and can therefore obtain financial
aid from the European Union, the International Mon-
etary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank. Algeria and
Libya estimate that relations with China should not be
exclusive. All the more so as China is not capable of
providing them with the latest military and nuclear
technology they need. In this field the Maghreb coun-
tries prefer to turn to the United States, Russia or
France. Moreover, on the occasion of his visits to Al-
geria (March 2006) and Libya (April 2008), Vladimir
Putin signed several arms deals.
The year 2007 therefore confirmed the establishment
of the PRC in North Africa. This Asian presence was
firstly well received but now the criticisms, both in the
Maghreb press and in the Moroccan magazine TelQuel,
of Chinese companies are increasingly frequent.

A Questioned Chinese Presence

Several criticisms are levelled at PRC companies.
Imported goods are deliberately undervalued at cus-
toms and the products sold are of mediocre quality
and sometimes prove to be dangerous. Chinese com-
panies are equally accused of not respecting the
fishing quotas assigned to them and of infringing the
regulations on fishing zones.
The lack of reinvestment by Chinese entrepreneurs
in Africa is also frequently denounced. The profits
made by Chinese merchants are sent back to Chi-
na. The imbalance of trade relations also awakens a
larger number of criticisms. Morocco’s cover rate in
its trade with China therefore grew from 18.6% in
2006 to 16.3% in 2007. And China is often seen as
responsible for the increase of prices of foodstuffs
such as rice or wheat (the price of a bushel of wheat
on the Chicago market has multiplied by two since
May 2007). In China, the reduction of the useful agri-
cultural surface area (because of the weakness of ir-
rigation and the urbanisation of the country) and the
changes in food consumption involve an increase in
food imports. The appreciation of the oil barrel (no-
tably caused by the strong Asian demand) also in-
creases the cost of food transport. Finally, the pro-
motion of agrofuels in Europe, as in the United States,
also explains this inflation of prices of agricultural
products. In Egypt, a wheat importing country, the so-
cial situation is worrying. Several riots took place last
April to protest against the increase in the price of
bread and flour.
Moreover, Morocco and Tunisia are also the victims
of industrial delocalisations of Western companies that
decide to settle in China. In spring 2007, the Amer-
ican manufacturer of electronic components for the
car industry Technitrol announced the closing of its
head office in Tunisia to settle in China.

In Morocco, the presence of Chinese investors in
the textile sector is regarded with mistrust. Since the
abolition of Multi Fibre Arrangements (MFA) on 1st
January 2005 (which eliminated any quota for the
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Chinese textiles when entering the European Union),
Moroccan companies are faced with the formidable
competition of Asian goods on the European market.
Chinese production has a weaker cost price thanks
to its wage competitiveness (the cost of time in the
manufacturing industry in China is about 0.7 dollars
against 1.25 dollars in Morocco) and to a more im-
portant volume allowing economies of scale. Moroc-
can small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) have
then developed their activities in the field of fast fash-
ion thus becoming the privileged subcontractors of
European brands concerned with regularly renewing
their collections and searching for suppliers capable
of guaranteeing delivery in a few days. But in this mar-
ket niche, Chinese entrepreneurs in Morocco, notably
in Derb Omar, the large trading district of Casablan-
ca, are equally active, arriving with their own cloth and
rarely using the local workforce. Because of the free
trade agreements signed by the European Union and
the United States, Morocco is an ideal production
base. However, in 2007, textile production strength-
ened after several months of difficulties and Moroc-
co, as well as Tunisia and Egypt, should be the ben-
eficiaries of the introduction of the gradually
implemented pan-Euro-Mediterranean cumulation
system of origin. Within the framework of this mech-
anism, the textile products aimed at the European
Union must be manufactured or significantly modified
in partner countries such as Turkey and the five North
African countries. This initiative should limit the abus-
es committed by factories, whose activity is limited
to assembly without any real added value on site.
In the next few years, China must take into consid-
eration India’s ambitions in this region. In April 2008,
the first India-Africa summit was held in New Delhi,

with the presence of fourteen heads of state and gov-
ernment including those of Algeria, Egypt and Libya.
Bilateral trade between India and Africa is steadily
progressing (25 billion dollars in 2007) but is still no-
tably lower compared to Sino-African trade. Like
Peking, New Delhi is searching for suppliers of raw
materials for its energy and mining companies and out-
lets for its industry in Africa. But for the time being,
relations between India and North Africa are still lim-
ited, notably for political reasons due to the close links
between New Delhi and Israel.
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