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Abstract: Over the past several decades, the People’s Republic of China’s engagement with African countries
has grown tremendously. China has emerged as Africa’s largest trading partner, while Chinese investment
and lending to African countries has grown rapidly. In Eritrea, a young, developing country located in the
Horn of Africa, Chinese involvement has also considerably increased in recent years. However, although there
has been extensive study of China’s partnerships across the continent, very little work has been dedicated to
examining its ties with Eritrea. What are the history and current scale of involvement? What has been the
impact of this engagement on Eritrean society? What are locals’ overall perceptions about the relationship or
about China more generally? Utilizing a mix of qualitative research methods, including surveys, the current
paper explores China’s engagement with Eritrea, adding to the voluminous, ever-growing body of literature
and helping to diversify and deepen understanding of this important topic. Additionally, although various
narratives about the China-Africa relationship have arisen, often led and framed by non-Africans, the present
study broadens the discussion by offering local, African perspectives on China-Africa links. Engagement and
cooperation between China and Eritrea are longstanding and extend to numerous areas, driven by a range of
interests, while local perceptions are quite nuanced and largely consistent with many cross-national studies.
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1. Introduction

Over the past several decades, the People’s Republic of China’s (PRC, hereafter China) engagement with
African countries has grown tremendously. China has emerged as Africa’s largest trading partner, while
Chinese investment in and lending to African countries has also grown rapidly. Across trade, investment,
infrastructure financing, and aid, no other country have such depth and breadth of engagement in Africa
(China State Council, 2021; Dollar, 2016; Sun, Jayaram, and Kassiri, 2017; Stein and Uddhammar, 2021). The
relationship has also broadened to reach into an array of other sectors, including culture, digital
infrastructure and technology, military and security, and health cooperation (Benabdallah, 2016; China
Foresight, 2021; China State Council, 2021; Tugendhat and Voo, 2021; King, 2019). A myriad of intertwined
factors has driven and shaped China-Africa engagement.

For China, African countries help it to meet its strategic need for natural resources, offer new potential
markets and an opportunity to support the restructuring of its own economy, and represent a key support
bloc for its “One-China Principle” and foreign policy agendas in international organizations.! On the other
hand, for many African countries, China offers the benefit of unconditional loans and access to capital, while
greater Chinese engagement has often been associated with better economic performance and growth, helped
address critical infrastructure and development gaps, and presented important other economic opportunities
(Calabrese and Tang, 2020; Cooke et al., 2015; Sun, 2014; Sun et al, 2017; Tull, 2006).2 However, the
considerable growth and deepening of China’s activity in Africa have not unfolded completely without
criticism or controversy. There have been concerns raised about an impending debt crisis and “debt-trap
diplomacy,” which have received push back and are regarded as overly simplified or lacking nuance
(Brautigam, 2009; 2019a; 2019b; Eom, Brautigam, and Benabdallah, 2018; Jones and Hameiri, 2020; Ryder
and Fu, 2021; Shaomin and Jiang, 2020). Moreover, China’s engagement across the continent has at times
been described as exploitative or neocolonial and frequently criticized for a lack of transparency.

A failure to promote good governance or human rights, and poor labor and environmental practices
(Brautigam et al., 2017; Dollar, 2016; Raine, 2009). In 2011, Hillary Clinton, then US Secretary of State,
warned about the “new colonialism” by China in Africa (Quinn, 2011), while at a 2018 policy briefing, then US
National Security Adviser John Bolton condemned China’s activities in Africa, alleging that, “China uses bribes,
opaque agreements, and the strategic use of debt to hold states in Africa captive to Beijing’s wishes and
demands” (Gearan, 2018). Africans, too, have at times expressed strong opposition to and critiques of China’s
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growing activities on the continent (Hanauer and Morris, 2014; Polgreen and French, 2007).3 At the same
time, although many portrayals of China’s engagement across the continent tend to be negative and highly
critical, findings from numerous empirical studies and public opinion surveys suggest the situation is much
more nuanced, with Africans’ attitudes about China being variegated, complex, and often actually quite
positive (Afrobarometer, 2016; 2020; 2021; Dollar, 2016; Pew Research Center, 2019; Rebol, 2010; Sautman
and Hairong, 2009). In Eritrea, a young, developing country located in the Horn of Africa, Chinese
involvement and cooperation have considerably increased in recent years.

Yet, while there has been extensive study of China’s partnerships across much of the rest of the continent,
relatively, little is known about its engagement with Eritrea. What are the general history and current scale of
involvement? What has been the impact of this engagement on Eritrean society? What are locals’ overall
perceptions about the relationship or about China more broadly? Utilizing a mix of qualitative research
methods, including surveys, this paper explores China’s engagement with Eritrea, adding to the voluminous,
ever-growing body of literature on China-Africa relations and helping to diversify and deepen understanding
of this important topic. Furthermore, while various narratives have emerged about the China-Africa
relationship, for the most part, led and framed by non-Africans, the present study broadens the discussion by
providing local, African perspectives on China-Africa links. As the first study dealing with the topic in Eritrea,
the present paper also represents an important starting contribution and serves as a useful foundation for
future research. The outline of the rest of the paper is as follows. In the next section, a general overview of the
literature is provided, followed by a review of the methods. Subsequently, the results and discussion are
presented. The last section concludes and raises several recommendations for future study.

2. Literature Review

Historical Background: China’s engagement with Africa is not new, dating back centuries and spanning a
number of ancient dynasties (Jinyuan, 1984; Peterson, 1994). However, its modern ties with Africa can be
traced back to the earliest years of African independence in the 1950s and 1960s. In 1956, Egypt became the
first African country to establish diplomatic relations with China. Many other African countries quickly
followed suit, and in the mid-1960s then Chinese Premier Zhou Enlai paid official visits to 11 countries in
Africa. For the most part, China’s role at the time was ideologically motivated and included support for
national liberation movements, various forms of humanitarian assistance, and direct state-to-state aid. Of
note, this support was extended despite China’s own limited wealth and challenging economic
circumstances.* Another important factor underlying China’s assistance to African countries was its attempt
to secure diplomatic recognition for the PRC over Taiwan (Republic of China) at the United Nations (UN).
China rewarded countries that sided with Beijing instead of Taipei.

When UN member states voted to recognize China during the 26t session of the UN General Assembly in
October of 1971, 26 of the 76 votes came from African nations (FMPRC, 2004; Snow, 1989; Sun et al., 2017;
Taylor, 1998). In response, Chairman Mao is purported to have said, “We were brought back into the United
Nations by our black African friends” (Li, 2007: 78). Over the next several decades, due to a combination of
factors, including poor overall results and prospects across the continent, limited funds, internal
developments, and the prioritization of domestic reform and economic progress, China considerably scaled
back its aid and general outreach to Africa. The continent’s importance to China was additionally
marginalized as Chinese tensions with the Soviet Union and the USA were decreasing, and China slowly began
opening up to the rest of the world. China’s influence and interest in Africa also waned as many African
leaders sought to maintain a non-aligned position (Brautigam, 1998; Shinn and Eisenman, 2012: 45; Taylor,
1998: 443-44; Taylor, 2010). Chinese interest in Africa was reignited by the fallout of the Tiananmen Square
protests in June 1989, when many African leaders supported Beijing in the face of intense criticism by the
West.

The large student-led protests, which carried on for weeks and were mainly centered on calling for
democracy, free speech, and freedom of the press in China, were finally halted through the government’s
harsh, bloody crackdown, known as the Tiananmen Square Massacre, on June 4 and 5. The events sparked an
international outcry and condemnations. The UN Secretary-General raised concerns with the Chinese
ambassador, while many states, particularly from the West, condemned the crackdown and imposed
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economic sanctions and arms embargoes against China. Less than a month after the massacre, the United
States Congress voted to impose economic sanctions against China, citing human rights violations. Facing
international isolation, sanctions, and a tarnished global image, China remembered Africa was a useful
support constituency if and when it was in dispute with other global actors, and also as a site where Beijing
could continue to marginalize Taiwan. In addition, as Africa’s economic reform programs started gaining
momentum in the 1990s, the continent quickly regained prominence in China’s overall foreign policy, and
China began to increase political cooperation and strengthen economic ties with African countries (Sun, 2014;
Taylor, 1998; 2004; 2006).

In 2000, the Forum on China-Africa Cooperation (FOCAC) was established, helping to strengthen China’s links
with Africa and advance them to a higher level. Since its establishment, FOCAC, which convenes triennially
and alternates host sites between China and Africa, has become an important high-level platform for dialogue
between China and Africa and an effective mechanism to promote stronger trade and investment relations
between China and African countries in both the government and private sectors. Later, in 2013, Chinese
President Xi Jinping launched the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), a vast network of transportation, energy, and
telecommunications infrastructure linking Europe, Africa, and Asia. The multi-billion-dollar initiative has
created new policies and funding to deepen investment, infrastructure, and trade ties between China and
Africa (China Policy Paper, 2015; China State Council, 2021; Hurley, Morris, and Portelance, 2018). Today,
China has become Africa’s most important economic partner. It is the continent’s leading trading partner
(eclipsing the US in 2009 and remaining Africa’s top partner every year since), while Chinese investment in
and lending to African countries has grown rapidly. According to the China Africa Research Initiative (CARI), a
leading global source of aggregated data on China-Africa economic relations, in 2019 the total volume of
Africa-China trade was approximately US$192 billion, a massive jump from 1992.

When it was about US$1.75 billion (CARI, 2022). More recent figures, available from the UN Comtrade
database and official Chinese sources, show that the volume of China-Africa trade was about US$187 billion in
2020, and in 2021, just for the period spanning January to September, it was about US$185.2 - representing a
year-on-year record (China State Council, 2021; UN Comtrade, 2022). In a similar fashion, Chinese foreign
direct investment (FDI) surged from approximately US$75 million in 2003 to about US$4.2 billion in 2020,
while between 2013 and 2018; nearly 45 percent of China’s total global foreign aid expenditure went to
Africa, mainly in the form of grants, interest-free loans, and concessional loans. In total, between 2000 and
2019, it is estimated that Chinese financiers signed 1,141 loan commitments worth US$153 billion with
African governments and state-owned enterprises (CARI, 2022; China State Council, 2021).5 Importantly,
Chinese assistance has extended to helping address Africa’s critical infrastructure gap, particularly through
supporting the building or renovation of countless dams, stadia, bridges, hotels, roads, railways, airports,
ports, telecommunications networks, hospitals and health facilities, schools, and other infrastructure.

From 2000 to 2020, China helped African countries build more than 13,000 kilometers of roads and railways
and more than 80 large-scale power facilities, and it funded over 130 medical facilities, 45 sports venues, and
over 170 schools (China State Council, 2021). Additionally, education and health have been areas of focus,
with China providing African countries with thousands of scholarships and short-term training opportunities
to African students, as well as billions of dollars for health projects, facilities, equipment, and programs. Over
a period of several decades, numerous Chinese medical teams have volunteered across the continent,
providing important, often life-saving, services and training to locals (China State Council, 2021; Chen et al,,
2019; Lin et al,, 2016) (Figures 1-4 Here).

In early 2020, following the emergence of the coronavirus disease (COVID-19) global pandemic,® China was
quick to step in with substantial aid and support to African nations.” The Chinese government, alongside
private companies and individuals, donated masks, testing kits, face shields, respirators, protective suits, and
other medical equipment critically needed to fight the spread of COVID-19. Additionally, China provided
extensive prevention and control support to various organs of the African Union (AU), deployed medical
teams to the continent to offer help and train locals, and organized video conferences to share valuable
COVID-19 response experiences (China State Council, 2021; Nantulya, 2021; Shurkin, Noyes, and Adgie,
2021). In June 2020, the “Extraordinary China-Africa Summit on Solidarity against COVID-19” was held,
making China the only major country that convened a summit with countries across Africa in 2020 (Xinhua,
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2020). After a vaccine for COVID-19 was eventually developed, China began supplying vaccines to dozens of
African countries, while declaring its commitment to the local production of vaccines on the continent.
Significantly, with Africa confronted by substantial social, economic, and other challenges, leading to the
region’s first recession in 25 years (AfDB, 2021a; World Bank, 2021a), a lot of Chinese-financed and
supported projects across the continent maintained operation.

While China also extended a number of African countries' considerable debt restructuring or cancellations.
China has additionally committed to reinforcing economic relations with Africa after the pandemic, such as
investments in the digital economy, boosting renewable energies, and expanding the 5G network (China State
Council, 2021; Xinhua, 2020). As part of the 2021 FOCAC meeting in Senegal, President Xi Jinping also pledged
to ramp up support by providing another billion doses of vaccines to African countries, as well as extend a
range of financial support measures to African countries and financial institutions, from credit lines and trade
financing to the allocation of special drawing rights from global institutions (FOCAC, 2021). In recent years,
China has steadily expanded its peacekeeping, military, and security footprint across Africa. Since 2008, it has
supported counterpiracy operations in the Gulf of Aden, while Chinese peacekeepers and personnel have
participated in various missions, including in the Central African Republic, the Democratic Republic of Congo
(DRC), Liberia, Sierra Leone, South Sudan, Sudan, and Mali. In a September 2015 speech at the UN General
Assembly, Chinese President Xi Jinping pledged to provide US$100 million to create an AU standby force
(MFA, 2015). In August 2017, China opened its first overseas military base in Djibouti (with reports of plans
for more);® while in July 2019 Beijing hosted the first China-Africa Peace and Security Forum, bringing
together nearly 100 security officials from 50 African countries and the AU.

Notably, China has developed direct defense and security cooperation with African counterparts, directs a
significant part of its military assistance (e.g., funds, equipment, and training) towards sub-regional
organizations, and is a major supplier of arms to African countries (Duchatel, Gowan, and Rapnouil, 2016;
Large, 2016; Taylor, 2004; Ziircher, 2019). There have also been increasing reports in recent years of
Chinese plans to establish a permanent military installation on Africa’s Atlantic coast, possibly in the small
Central African country of Equatorial Guinea (Phillips, 2021; The Economist, 2021). China’s growing military
and security engagement and presence on the continent are driven by a number of factors. While Western
donors and international financial institutions tend to condition support on democracy. These include
advancing its foreign policy goals and safeguarding its substantial and growing economic interests and
investments, protecting Chinese citizens, strengthening multilateralism and the UN system, promoting
stability, enhancing its reputation as a benevolent rising superpower actively engaged within the UN system,
extending its diplomatic influence and soft power, training its personnel and acquiring much-needed skills or
experience, and testing new military equipment (Benabdallah, 2020; Cabestan, 2018; Duchatel et al., 2016;
Fleurant et al.,, 2016; Ziircher, 2019).°

Issues within the China-Africa Relationship: For many African countries, China is an attractive partner due
to its explicit “non-interference” principle, which offers them greater policy space and allows them to
maintain, sovereignty over their development strategy. While Western donors and international financial
institutions tend to condition support on democracy, human rights, economic liberalism, and good
governance,10 China extends loans, grants, investment, and other assistance with interest rates significantly
below market value, no political strings, and a pledge not to interfere in their internal affairs (Alden, 2007: 44;
Brautigam, 2011; Breslin, 2007: 2; Naidu and Davies, 2006: 80; Obiorah, 2007; Regilme Jr. and Hodzi, 2021).
However, there is also some empirical evidence indicating that China may similarly condition its assistance to
Africa on support for its foreign policy objectives, such as voting at the UN and its “One-China Principle”
(Dreher et al., 2018; Dreher and Fuchs, 2015; Striiver, 2016). Furthermore, for many African countries, China,
as a formerly poor, mostly agrarian country that has experienced foreign invasion, plunder, and enslavement
by foreign powers before later going on to achieve rapid economic growth.

Massive poverty reduction, and development, represent a viable and attractive model (Cabestan, 2012; Hodzi,
2018).11 In 2008, former Senegalese President Abdoulaye Wade made this point, stating that, “The Chinese
model has much to teach Africa” (Wade, 2008), while in 2018, during his opening address at the FOCAC
summit in Beijing, South African President Cyril Ramaphosa explained that, “There are many valuable lessons
that Africa can learn from China’s impressive growth model and its approach to meeting the needs of its
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people” (RSA, 2018). Many other leaders, officials, and notable figures from across the continent have
expressed similar views (Shangwe, 2017; The Economist, 2010). One persistent criticism of Chinese
engagement in Africa has been that many projects built on the continent overwhelmingly rely on Chinese
labor or resources, and fail to encourage local linkages (Alden, 2007; Cabestan, 2012; Corkin, 2012; Rocha,
2007). The reality, however, is more complicated, with much empirical work demonstrating that Chinese
engagement can contribute to job creation, skills development, and technology and knowledge transfer
(Brautigam, 2015; Brautigam et al., 2017; Calabrese and Tang, 2020; Chen et al., 2016; Sun et al,, 2017; Tang,
2016).12 Moreover, it is well to recall that some local African companies often lack the capacity for large
projects.

While both local and Chinese officials frequently point to Chinese firms’ cost-effectiveness, administrative
efficiency, and speed of delivery (Sun et al., 2017). Another topic of controversy has been the influx of Chinese
exports into African markets, with critics claiming that it overwhelms local producers with large volumes of
cheap products that are difficult to compete with (Taylor, 2010: 192; Warmerdam and Van Dijk, 2016;
Waweru, 2021). For instance, in the past, South African trade unions claimed imports from China closed more
than 800 companies in their country and left 60,000 workers unemployed (Alden, 2007), while Edwards and
Jenkins (2015a; 2015b) found that increased Chinese import penetration into African markets significantly
reduced South Africa’s regional exports by 20 percent, manufacturing output by 5 percent, and
manufacturing employment by 8 percent. Interestingly, in a study of the period from 1995 to 2005,
Giovannetti and Sanfilippo (2016) also found that Chinese exports crowd-out African manufacturers not just
locally, but in third markets as well. However, some points are worth bearing in mind. In particular, Africans
are themselves actively facilitating the penetration of Africa by Chinese-manufactured products, and it is the
failure of African economies to industrialize and develop that means they produce very few processed goods
and are thus a natural target for Chinese exporters (Taylor, 2010: 192-93).

As well, the influx of Chinese products has benefited African consumers by allowing them to access new
products and services that were previously unaffordable or inaccessible (Haroz, 2011; Sigalla, 2014; Zafar,
2007).13 Another topic of concern and controversy has been China’s longstanding engagement with corrupt,
authoritarian governments (e.g., Angola, DRC, Sudan, and Zimbabwe). Through supporting weak,
authoritarian, and repressive governments, it is alleged that China helps these regimes stay in power and gain
legitimacy, while also potentially undermining long-term stability in those countries (Alden, 2007: 66; Taylor,
2010: 192).1% In addition, there have been instances of environmental violations by Chinese-owned
businesses, as well as illegal extraction of natural resources, including timber and fish (Lemos and Ribeiro,
2007; Lyman, 2006; Sun et al., 2017). Chinese firms and projects have also been accused of poor or unsafe
working conditions, low wages, abuse, and exploitative practices (IHLO, 2006; McGreal, 2007; Tang, 2016).15
Finally, while portrayals of China’s engagement across the continent are often negative or highly critical,
many studies and public opinion surveys have suggested that Africans’ attitudes.

About China are variegated, complex, and often positive (Afrobarometer, 2016; 2020; 2021; Dollar, 2016;
Pew Research Center, 2019; Rebol, 2010; Sautman and Hairong, 2009). Notably, during the COVID-19
pandemic, anti-Chinese maltreatment and discrimination broke out in many African countries, which were
mirrored by anti-African sentiment, discrimination, racism, and harassment in parts of China (Asiedu and
Kazeem, 2020; HRW, 2020). Overall, although there has been considerable coverage and extensive study of
China’s engagement across Africa, increasing understanding of this important topic, to date there have been
no studies exploring relations between China and Eritrea. The present study thus helps to fill the void,
providing a broad review of China’s engagement in Eritrea and also offering insight into locals’ general
perceptions of the relationship and about China more generally. In the following section, an overview of the
methods is presented.

3. Method

The present study relied on a variety of methods. Data were collected through a comprehensive review of the
general literature and an examination of numerous materials collected from an assortment of sources (e.g.,
regional or global institutions, non-governmental organizations, government offices and ministries, etc.),
public open-access databases, and various secondary data sources (Snyder, 2019; Vartanian, 2011). Some of
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the documents and materials examined include books, datasets, general reports and reviews, websites,
newsletters and newspapers, press releases or statements, government publications, and countless articles in
leading academic journals available from electronic academic databases (e.g., EBSCO, Lexis-Nexis, JSTOR, etc.)
or general online searches (to ensure breadth and include relevant information, resources, and knowledge
not always indexed in academic databases). As well, between August 2018 and June 2021, in-depth, semi-
structured interviews were conducted with key informants from across the country. Key informants, selected
through convenience and snowball sampling techniques, were from educational institutions, various
ministries, and local and international organizations or businesses, and possessed first-hand knowledge and
experience, deep understanding, and key insights about different aspects of China-Eritrea history and
engagement. The wide array of sources helps provide a diversity of views and perspectives, ultimately
broadening and enriching understanding of the topic (Flick, 2018).

In-depth, semi-structured interviews are effective in providing rich data and particularly useful since the
research topic under investigation retained many exploratory features. Furthermore, open-ended questions
offered respondents an opportunity to organize responses within their framework, thus potentially
increasing the validity of responses and promoting understanding. While the interviews and questions were
semi-structured, they involved many follow-up queries and creative locutions (such as, “why” and “what
else”) to further probe issues of merit or pursue clarity (Hammer and Wildavsky, 1989; Morris, 2015). All
interviews began after obtaining verbal consent and were generally conducted in person or by telephone.
Conversations lasted between one and two hours and were conducted in either Tigrinya or English (which
are two of Eritrea’s three national working languages). During all interviews, handwritten notes were taken,
with transcription conducted shortly afterward, often the same day, to reduce errors and ensure a high
degree of accuracy and detail (Newing, 2011). Additionally, utilizing anonymous survey questionnaires, data
was collected from 237 students (mean age 21.83, SD 2.74) from a large college in Eritrea. Students were
selected randomly from an enrolment list provided by the college and written consent was obtained from all
respondents before distribution. The questionnaire was guided and informed by past surveys conducted by
Afrobarobeter.

A non-partisan, pan-African research institution that has carried out numerous public attitude surveys on a
range of topics in many African countries, including local perceptions about China (Afrobarometer, 2016;
2020; 2021). Inter alia, the questionnaire covered demographic characteristics, as well as explored
respondents’ general perceptions about China and its engagement in the country. Finally, the paper is also
guided by numerous informal conversations and several focus group discussions. Notably, focus groups are
practical and effective as they can reveal “how several people work out a common view or the range of views,
about some topic” (Fielding, 1993: 141). Moreover, the utilization of focus groups helps to stimulate fruitful
discussion and bring to the surface locals’ responses and perspectives about China that otherwise might lay
dormant. For example, participants, based on engaging with others, may be able to articulate more clearly
their thoughts or views than they otherwise might if alone (Babbie, 2007: 308). Data analysis is based on data
triangulation: obtaining, comparing, and contrasting evidence from a wide range of data sources. Relying on
multiple sources of data allows for the convergence of various lines of inquiry and strengthens validity (Bieri,
2010; Creswell and Miller, 2000: 126; Yin, 2003), and is important in gaining cumulative insights and
acquiring a broader, richer perspective of China-Eritrea engagement.

4. Results and Discussion

General Background: After waging one of Africa's longest and most destructive liberation wars of the 1900s,
Eritrea won its independence in 1991 (de jure in 1993). Possessing a long coast on the Red Sea, the country
shares land borders with Djibouti, Ethiopia, and Sudan. Eritrea has an area of approximately 117,600 square
kilometers and is divided into six main political administrative regions (locally called “zobas”, these
individually vary in terms of size, population, and socio-economic conditions). The population of Eritrea is
approximately 3.5 million, which is distributed between nine separate ethnolinguistic groups and split almost
evenly between Christianity and Islam (with each representing nearly half of the population). Eritrea’s per-
capita gross domestic product (GDP) is approximately US$626 (at current prices), while the economy is
largely based on subsistence rainfed agriculture and pastoralism. These sectors constitute between one-
quarter and one-third of GDP, although in recent years, mining copper, gold, iron ore, nickel, silica, sulfur,
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marble, granite, potash, and tin) has emerged as an increasingly significant sector (AfDB, 2021b; IFAD, 2021;
IMF, 2021; World Bank, 2021b). (Image 1 Here)

Despite its relatively modest resources, Eritrea is one of the few countries that entered the UN Sustainable
Development Goals period having achieved most of the UN Millennium Development Goals targets related to
health (Ministry of Health and UNDP, 2014; Pose and Samuels, 2011; UN Eritrea, 2017; WHO, 2018). At the
same time, although these developments reflect considerable progress and improvements, the country
continues to be confronted by a myriad of significant issues, including regional conflict and instability, an
extended period under international sanctions; poverty reduction, socio-political challenges, emigration,
climatic shocks, erratic rainfall and the potential for severe, recurrent drought, infrastructure development,
food and nutrition insecurity; a shortage of skilled labor; and macroeconomic imbalances (AfDB, 2021b; IFAD,
2021; Ministry of Health and UNDP, 2014; Pose and Samuels, 2011; UN Eritrea, 2017; World Bank, 2021b).

Historical Overview: China’s relationship with Eritrea is not a new or recent one; it stretches back almost
2,000 years, to as early as about 100AD, involving maritime trade and commercial activities, as well as the
dispatch of emissaries (Bing and Dashu, 2018; Li, 2005; 2012).16¢ However, contemporary ties can be traced
back to Eritrea’s long struggle for independence from Ethiopia. China gave a small load of rifles to the
Eritrean Liberation Front (ELF) in 1966; while a small number of Eritrean independence fighters were also
sent to study and train in China.l” The earliest group of fighters sent to China included Isaias Afwerki, a key
figure throughout the country’s independence struggle and the country’s current president. Having
successfully navigated a long revolutionary struggle, China was also a source of useful insights, ideas, lessons,
and encouragement for the growing independence movement in Eritrea. For example, the fighters drew
insights and lessons from Chairman Mao’s principles of guerrilla warfare and peasant-based social revolution.

As well, translations of Maoist texts reflected an adaptation of the tactics and strategies of the “People’s War”,
while “criticism and self-criticism” sessions became an integral feature of units within the Eritrean People's
Liberation Front (EPLF) (Iyob, 1997: 659). China’s initial benevolence towards the Eritrean independence
fighters was intended to exert pressure on Ethiopia, ruled by Emperor Haile Selassie, to diplomatically
recognize the PRC and cease its opposition to China’s admission to the UN. When these aims were eventually
attained in 1970, the PRC quickly shifted to strengthening its relations with Ethiopia and rejecting further aid
or support to the Eritreans (Markakis, 1988). After overthrowing Emperor Haile Selassie in September 1974,
the Derg, Ethiopia’s left-wing military junta, dispatched missions across the world, including to China, to
stress the revolutionary character of the new regime, while at the same time branding Eritrea’s independence
movement as anti-progressive and reactionary. In 1976, China also sent 200 tons of light arms to the
Ethiopian regime, which was preparing for a military solution to the longstanding Eritrea question (Ottaway
and Ottaway, 1978: 176).

China’s abandonment of Eritrea’s cause and general support for Ethiopia (notwithstanding a strained
relationship due to ideological differences and Ethiopia’s close relationship to the USSR) meant that Eritreans
no longer regarded them as a genuine ally or credible partner.18 Relations between China and Eritrea would
eventually recommence upon Eritrea’s independence. The two countries established diplomatic relations on
May 24, 1993, and China quickly opened an official embassy in the newly independent country. Months later,
in September, Isaias Afewerki, the President of Eritrea, met with China’s Minister of Foreign Affairs at the 48t
UN conference. China and Eritrea also signed a deal on trade, economic, and technological cooperation, with
China also agreeing to provide some military aid. Subsequently, in 1994, China extended a US$4.3 million
interest-free loan to Eritrea, which in the aftermath of a long, extremely devastating war, was confronted by a
massive need for reconstruction. Since then, Chinese engagement with Eritrea has steadily increased,
extending into many different areas and sectors.

Health and Education: Among the most extensive and important areas of Chinese involvement in Eritrea
have been the health and education sectors. Regarding the former, China helped to build and upgrade
Eritrea’s largest medical facility, the Orotta Hospital, which is located in the capital, Asmara. Opened in 2003
following three years of construction, the country’s first fully-equipped, modern hospital was financed
through a US$10 million interest-free loan from the Chinese government. Subsequently, China has also
extended support for regular upgrades and expansions. In 2009, Eritrea’s Ministry of Health and the Chinese
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International Trade Engineering Design and Research Institute signed an agreement to construct a heart
surgery room, physiotherapy and oxygen production facilities at the hospital, as well as to develop an
underground pond with a capacity of 500 cubic meters of water and repair water pipelines and other
facilities. In 2014, new cardiac and neurology facilities, worth approximately US$5 million, were also added.
Furthermore, since 1997, well over 200 Chinese doctors and health professionals have provided free medical
services and training (including on Chinese traditional medical practices) in the country. China has also
donated significant amounts of medical equipment and medicines.

While a Chinese company built a pharmaceutical plant in Keren in 2003. Regarding education, China has
supported the building and renovation of schools and universities across Eritrea. In 2010, a large college,
located in Adi Keih, in the south of the country, was opened, with the Chinese government donating over
US$10 million toward its construction. Another college, located near Asmara, was opened in 2017.
Construction of the US$25 million projects, the largest ever Chinese aid package in the country, was led by the
Chinese Civil Engineering Construction Corporation. That year also saw yet another college, north of the
capital, constructed by a Chinese company. Alongside its support for developing institutions of higher
learning, China has contributed to the building of elementary schools across the country, including the
Erafaile Elementary School in Asmara, which was built at a cost of US$4 million and opened in 2014.
Importantly, China has provided Eritreans with government-funded scholarships to study or train in China, as
well as organized numerous training programs and exchanges for ministries, organizations, and public
enterprises. The Chinese Embassy in Eritrea, too, has offered courses and workshops for locals. Finally, China
has donated a substantial amount of educational resources, such as books, computers, printers, stationary
materials, and other supplies.

Through its considerable and variegated assistance, China has played a positive, supportive role in some of
the significant improvements in health and education in Eritrea. Notably, a large body of work from various
settings around the world has demonstrated that improved, modernized, and better-equipped health facilities
can raise the standard of care, strengthen health capacity, and promote positive outcomes (CGD, 2015; Datar,
Mukheriji, and Sood, 2007; Marrufob, 2007; WHO, OECD, and World Bank, 2018). Similarly, the construction
of schools, improvement of infrastructure, and expansion of resources or learning materials can raise access
and enrich educational experiences (Ahiakpor, Nunoo, and Alnaa, 2014; Glewwe and Jacoby, 1994; Handa,
2002; Lavy, 1996). Around two-thirds of the country’s population lives in rural areas, with farming, animal
herding, and fishing being the mainstay of livelihoods for a large percentage of the population. What is more,
China’s assistance to these sectors has augmented Eritrea’s own efforts to strengthen its human capital
development, which numerous empirical studies have often shown to be vital to socio-economic growth,
productivity, and development (Bleakley, 2010; Haldar and Mallik, 2010; Krueger and Lindhal, 2001;
Sweetland, 1996), while Chinese assistance to ministries and public enterprises helps improve productivity
and efficiency.

Agriculture: Another area of considerable Chinese assistance to Eritrea has been agriculture. The Eritrean
economy is largely based on subsistence agriculture and pastoralism, which constitutes approximately one-
quarter and one-third of GDP. However, food security, low productivity, and archaic farming practices are
significant challenges (AfDB, 2021b; [FAD, 2021; IMF, 2021; World Bank, 2021b). Within this context, Chinese
cooperation has been important. In 1994, shortly after its formal independence, Eritrea borrowed US$3
million from China to purchase Chinese agricultural machinery. The debt was eventually canceled in 2003, as
China extended Eritrea a grant for the same amount. During that year, which saw a regional draught, Eritrea
also received 2000 metric tons of maize donated by the Chinese government. In 2010, China extended a US$6
million interest-free loan to Eritrea for food security development, while in July 2013, the Shanghai
Corporation for Foreign Economic and Technological Cooperation (SFECO) began work on several
agriculture-related projects: three cold food-storage facilities.

An aluminum-can manufacturing plant and a high-quality PVC drip-irrigation pipe production line. The
projects were financed via a preferential loan of US$103 million to Eritrea from the Chinese government. As
well, the Xinjiang Autonomous Region of China donated a solar power drip-irrigation project to Eritrea, which
was completed by China’s Tianye Company in 2015. Notably, a number of Chinese agricultural experts, in
cooperation with national ministries and institutions in Eritrea, have regularly organized training workshops
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in the country to promote modern cultivation techniques and improve productivity. China’s assistance to
Eritrea’s agricultural sector has been important and useful, as it has helped it to overcome many constraints.
In particular, Chinese support has aided the expansion of irrigation and improvement of productivity and
food security, as well as contributed to the raising of incomes, poverty reduction, and economic growth. What
is more, modernization and progress in the sector can help Eritrea to reduce its heavy dependence on the
extractive sector as the main driver of the country’s economic growth.

Infrastructure: Decades of war led to massive destruction in Eritrea, with buildings, roads, schools, and
other structures destroyed. Against this backdrop, Chinese assistance and financing have been instrumental
in addressing the country’s massive infrastructure deficit. In 2005 and 2006, China’s Export-Import Bank
granted Eritrea loans of US$21.45 and US$23 million, respectively, to build infrastructure for fixed and mobile
telephones and to improve the national telecommunications network. The projects, involving Zhongxing
Technologies, a Chinese state-owned company, established and renovated facilities, greatly expanding
network coverage, while China has also regularly donated communications equipment and technology.
Additionally, in recent years China has made some contributions to Eritrea’s efforts to develop its radio and
television broadcasting capacity through donating equipment, offering several scholarships, organizing
training programs and workshops, and making films and television programs available. China has also
supported power generation in Eritrea, an area that has historically been insufficient. In 2018, a solar plant
project was completed, financed by grants from the Chinese government, while in November 2017, a US$99
million project to upgrade and expand Eritrea’s largest power plant, Hirgigo, located in Massawa, on the
country’s long Red Sea coast, was completed. Financing for the two-year project was provided by China’s
Export-Import Bank and construction work was contracted to SFECO.

Which implemented the project in close cooperation with the Eritrean Electric Corporation? The project
added two 23-MW oil-fired power generators, supplied under contract by China-based Qingdaohaixi Marine
Diesel, to the power plant, increasing the country’s installed power capacity by about 60 percent. Another
Chinese company, Shanghai Bluestar Cleaning Company, completed a US$130,000 contract to restore the
power station’s water desalination plant, where heavy scaling adversely affected the quality and output of
water used for electricity generation. Additionally, in 2011, the Gedem Cement Plant was completed. Its
establishment was financed by Chinese preferential loans totaling US$108 million, and the project was
implemented by the China New Era International Engineering Corporation. Like it has done in other parts of
Africa, China has helped construct roads in Eritrea. In the mid-1990s and early 2000s, several major roads
projects were completed in Massawa and Asmara, with the works being led by China’s Sichuan Road and
Bridge Mining Company (SRBM). More recently, in early 2018, China extended a US$87 million loan to Eritrea
for the construction of the 29km first phase of the Adi Guadad - Habela - Agordat road. China’s support for
infrastructure development in Eritrea is important for raising living standards, spurring growth, promoting
poverty reduction, and improving socio-economic development. For example, while Eritrea’s
telecommunications network is still relatively underdeveloped, it has expanded substantially.

The number of mobile users has dramatically increased and mobile phones are now widely used in many
parts of the country (including in rural areas and on islands), while access to internet services has also grown.
The Gedem Cement Plant, which has supplied cement locally and to surrounding countries, created jobs for
hundreds of locals, while the expansion of Hirgigo improved power generation and significantly reduced
frequent and costly halts for maintenance. Improved electrical supply lowers costs for users, encourages
private sector development, and increases productivity among both households and businesses.1? Finally,
developing road and port infrastructure helps address the significant costs and delays faced by exporters and
importers while helping Eritrea to better capitalize on its strategic location.

Economy: China has become an increasingly important trade and economic partner to Eritrea. At present, it
is the country’s main investor, creditor, and trading partner. Along with the assistance and projects detailed
above, from 2002 to 2004 China extended Eritrea several grants, worth a total of US$6 million, for use in
economic and technical sectors. Regarding trade, China is the principal destination of Eritrea’s exports and
has remained among the leading sources of Eritrea’s imports (behind the United Arab Emirates and Egypt).
Total trade between the two countries increased from less than US$1 million in 1994 to US$8.24 million in
2005, nearly US$40 million in 2010, and was approximately US$360 million in 2020. In January 2007, China
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and Eritrea signed economic deals, which included the removal of tariffs on Eritrean products imported to
China and the partial cancellation of Eritrea’s debt to China. (Figure 5 Here)

Worth keeping in mind, however, is that although the volume of trade between the two countries has
considerably increased, it still represents only a minuscule share of China’s total trade on the continent and
lags far behind some of the annual volume figures of China’s trade with countries in the region. For instance,
in 2020 the volume of China-Africa trade was about US$187 billion (China State Council, 2021; UN Comtrade,
2022). Trade between China and Eritrea tends to follow the general pattern of other countries in Africa.
Eritrea mainly exports natural resources (e.g., copper and zinc), while Chinese exports to Eritrea consist of
industrial machinery and equipment, as well as finished products. China has been the main customer for
copper from Eritrea's Bisha mine since copper production began in 2013. Eritrean exports to China rocketed
from US$1.26 million in 2012 to US$50.93 million in 2013 and were about US$289 million in 2020. Eritrea’s
extractive sector is one of the country’s most vital, and nearly 20 international companies from around the
world are involved in projects at various stages of development. Similar to its engagement in many other
African countries, China has been especially active within Eritrea’s extractive sector.

Eritrea has two operational mines. Bisha, the first significant mine in Eritrea for over 75 years and the
country’s first major international investment, produces gold, copper, and zinc. It was originally a joint-
venture between the state-owned Eritrean National Mining Corporation (ENAMCO), which now holds a 45
percent interest, and the Canadian company Nevsun Resources Ltd. (55 percent), before the latter was
acquired by China’s state-backed Zijin Mining Group Company in 2018.20 In 2007, the China Export-Import
Bank provided Eritrea with a US$60 million soft-loan to help finance its purchase of an initial 40 percent
stake in the Bisha mine. Eritrea’s other operational mine, the Zara gold mine, is owned by ENAMCO (40
percent) and SFECO (60 percent), with the mine’s two-year engineering, procurement, and construction
project, worth US$84 million, having been undertaken by SFECO. Another mine, the Asmara Project, is
expected to commence production in the near future, is owned by ENAMCO (40 percent) and China’s SRBM
(60 percent), while numerous other Chinese exploration and surveying companies are also active in the
country. The mining sector, within which China has been highly active and supportive.

Has been Eritrea’s primary source of income and economic growth. For years, the Bisha mine has remained
Eritrea's single most productive economic asset, contributing to about 8-10 percent of the country’s total GDP
and providing over US$1 billion in revenues since it began commercial production in 2011. As well, mining
companies have made significant payments for local goods and services, while Eritrean companies have
earned money for constructing infrastructure for the mines (e.g., roads and staff accommodations). For
example, in 2011, Nevsun spent US$43.2 million on purchases of fuel, heavy mobile equipment, construction
materials and other goods and services from Eritrean vendors. Millions are also received every year in the
form of taxation, royalties, and various fees. Doubtless, revenues from the mining sector have helped to
lighten the country's debt burden and provided much-needed foreign exchange, which is in short supply.
(Figure 6 Here)

In terms of FDI, China is the leading investment country of origin for Eritrea; from 1994 to 2019, the total
Chinese investment in Eritrea was about US$400 million. As well, China’s FDI stock in Eritrea, largely driven
by mineral resources, increased from about US$1.9 million in 2003 to about US$379 million in 2016, before
dropping to about US$224 million in 2019. (In contrast, there is no direct Eritrean investment flow to China.)
While this growth is significant, the figures are considerably smaller than China’s FDI stock in other African
countries. For instance, the total FDI stock in Africa in 2019 was about US$44.4 billion. Of note, Chinese firms
have dominated contracts to upgrade infrastructure in the country, and in 2012 SFECO won a contract worth
US$162 million from the Eritrean government to deliver heavy industrial machinery, transport equipment,
and spare parts (e.g,, buses, tractors, cranes, etc.). Between 1998 and 2019, annual gross revenues for Chinese
construction companies working in Eritrea have ranged from about US$3 million to US$366 million. (Figure 7
and Figure 8 Here)

An interesting aspect of Chinese economic activity in Eritrea is that unlike in many other countries across the

continent, the number of Chinese workers active in Eritrea has remained limited. While this is partly down to
China’s relatively low level of involvement in Eritrea compared to other countries in Africa, it is also a result
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of Eritrea’s policies regarding foreign workers. Specifically, Eritrea has strict national regulations about
foreign workers, with companies having to first offer positions to locals and also to demonstrate that there
are no suitable or qualified local candidates. There are also strong regulations in place about training locals
and knowledge or skills transfer. Notably, in November 2021, Eritrea signed a memorandum of
understanding to join China’s BRI. Not long after, during the first week of January 2022, Wang Yi, State
Councilor and Foreign Minister of China traveled to Asmara, where he met with his counterpart, Foreign
Minister Osman Saleh, and President Isaias. The two foreign ministers also signed a joint statement laying out
plans for further cooperation, and the relationship between the two countries was elevated to the level of
“Strategic Partnership” (among the highest designations within China’s hierarchical categorization of foreign
partnerships), thus signaling a further consolidation of their relationship. China also extended $US16 million
to Eritrea in assistance (Shabait, 2022a; 2022b).2!

International Relations: Among the central planks underlying the longstanding relationship between
Eritrea and China has been their firm commitment to the principle of mutual respect. This is just one part of
their shared broader views of international relations and the global system. In particular, along with mutual
respect, both states emphasize sovereignty, non-intervention, and non-interference in internal affairs. Both
also believe in the centrality of multilateralism and the UN-centered international system, generally agree on
a wide range of international issues, and share similar views and approaches to global organizations and
human rights. For instance, China and Eritrea have called for changes to the framework and functioning of the
UN (FMPRC, 2005; Shabait, 2016a), and even participated in initiatives to reform its structure or processes. In
July 2021, for instance, the two joined a group of nearly 20 countries to establish the “Group of Friends in
Defense of the Charter of the United Nations” at the UN (Group of Friends, 2021). As well, both countries have
opted into the international human rights framework by signing up to many international and regional
human rights treaties. At the same time, China and Eritrea have challenged the often dominant Western-
centric view of human rights and expressed reservations or concern about perceived Western control over
the human rights agenda (China State Council, 2016; 2019; Chen, 2019; Shabait, 2015; 2016b; 2018).

For China, Eritrea is a source, albeit a relatively modest one compared to some of its other partners, of natural
resources. It also holds significant untapped potential, represents a credible, reliable partner, and offers a
fairly easy, stable environment. China’s growing ties with Eritrea not only provide it a gateway to the
continent and help integrate its links across the region (China has invested heavily and maintains significant
economic interests in neighboring Ethiopia, South Sudan, and Sudan); it also strengthens its foothold in a vital
geostrategic area and along critical transit routes for global trade. The Bab el-Mandeb Strait forms a vital link
in the maritime route between the Mediterranean Sea and the Indian Ocean via the Red Sea and the Suez
Canal. The rapidly rising significance of the region for Chinese foreign policy is evidenced clearly in the fact
that its first overseas military base was recently established in the Horn of Africa (Djibouti), while in January
2022 it also announced it would assign a “special envoy” for the region (Miriri, 2022). On the other hand,
beyond the various socio-economic and development benefits that it accrues (including the potential to
become an important regional hub); Eritrea is drawn to working with China because doing so comes with no
overbearing provisions or stipulations of conditions.

This allows Eritrea to maintain its independence and retain autonomy and ownership of its development path
and policies. Although Eritrea has been criticized by some Western countries for its internal policies and
rights record, China has not pressured it or interfered in its domestic affairs. As a part of their diplomatic
relationship, and likely since they have experienced similar criticisms, China and Eritrea have frequently
extended each other moral and political backing within international fora. For instance, since the
establishment of diplomatic relations between the two countries, Eritrea has consistently reaffirmed its
support for the “One-China Principle”, while also backing China within international human rights bodies. At
the 44t session of the UN Human Rights Council in mid-2020, Eritrea was part of a group of 53 countries that
released a statement backing China’s Hong Kong Security Law, under its right to enact legislation. Also, in July
2019, Eritrea was a signatory, along with 36 other countries, to a letter to the UN Human Rights Council
praising Beijing’s, “remarkable achievements in the field of human rights” (Xinhua, 2019), while during the
2014 UN Universal Periodic Review (UPR) Eritrea congratulated China on, “its efforts to discharge its
obligations in the promotion and protection of basic human rights” (UN HRC, 2014). China, for its part, has
reciprocated. At the UN Human Rights Council in 2019, in the face of Western pressure, China explained that
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as a young, developing country Eritrea faces many challenges and the international community should bear
this in mind to provide a fair, objective, and comprehensive view of the human rights situation in the country
(OHCHR, 2019).

Additionally, during a 2016 hearing on human rights in Eritrea, as some Western countries criticized Eritrea’s
rights record, China instead reiterated its opposition to country-specific mandates, thus aligning with
Eritrea’s position, and praised the country for making “steady progress in human rights in recent years, with
particularly remarkable results in economic, social and cultural rights” (China Mission, 2016). Notably, for
years Eritrea was saddled by UN Security Council sanctions and attempts at regional and international
isolation, led by the US and previous Ethiopian governments.?2 Although China did not veto the UN
resolutions to sanction or maintain annual monitoring procedures on Eritrea (and also adhered to the arms
embargo placed on the country), it was one of the few countries that continued to invest in, trade with and
engage Eritrea. This filled an important void and provided critical support to Eritrea. Perhaps because it was
itself a country that was often on the receiving end of international sanctions and rebukes, China also
frequently expressed moral backing for Eritrea’s stance or voiced concern about the procedures taken against
it within international fora. Doubtless, China’s approach during the period was influenced by the fact that it
needed to balance its support for Eritrea with its own much closer and considerably larger economic
relationship with Ethiopia, Eritrea's vastly more populous neighbor and rival. (Eritrea and Ethiopia peaceful
resolved their conflict in 2018 and are now close allies.) More recently, China has repeatedly criticized and
more forcefully objected to the imposition of unilateral sanctions on Eritrea by the US, regarding them as
“illicit” and “groundless under international law” (FMPRC, 2021; Shabait, 2022a).

Local Opinions: Overall, survey results indicate that Eritreans generally view China and its engagement with
the country quite favorably. In response to a question about China’s influence on the world, 61 percent of
respondents saw it as having a “positive” or “very positive influence,” while 19 percent saw it as having a
“negative” or “very negative” influence. When asked whether China’s influence on Eritrea, specifically, was
positive or negative, 70 percent of respondents regarded it as “somewhat positive” or “very positive,” with 12
percent seeing it as “somewhat negative” or “very negative.” Notably, this is in alighment with other works
exploring Africans’ perceptions about China. For instance, in the most recent series of Afrobarometer national
surveys, which polled nearly 50,000 respondents in 34 African countries between the years 2019 and 2021,
almost two-thirds (63 percent) of respondents felt the influence of China in their country was “somewhat
positive” or “very positive,” while only about one in seven (14 percent) considered it “negative”
(Afrobarometer, 2021).

Additionally, recent examinations of global views of China, conducted by the Pew Research Center, found that
70 percent of Nigerians and 63 percent of Tunisians held favorable opinions about China (Pew Research
Center, 2019). Many other works have had similar results (Afrobarometer, 2016; 2020; Dollar, 2016; Rebol,
2010; Sautman and Hairong, 2009). A longstanding controversy surrounding Chinese engagement in Africa
has been about its effectiveness and also whether it may lead to the loss of local jobs or displacement of local
businesses. When asked to consider how helpful Chinese assistance is in Eritrea, a majority of respondents
(64 percent) said it was “very helpful” or “somewhat helpful,” with 13 percent responding that it was
“somewhat or “very unhelpful.” The majority of respondents (71 percent) were “somewhat satisfied” or
“highly satisfied” with Chinese-supported infrastructure projects in the country, with 15 percent of
respondents “somewhat or highly dissatisfied.” These particular findings may be attributable to the fact that
large projects, such as hospitals, schools, and roads, are highly visible and easily recognized, as well as the fact
that many people directly benefit from them.

In addition, 62 percent of respondents “agreed” or “strongly agreed” with the statement, “Chinese companies
and investment create employment opportunities,” with 21 percent “disagreeing” or “strongly disagreeing.”
By comparison, a Pew 2019 survey in Nigeria found that a sizable majority of Nigerians, 82 percent, said
Chinese investment is a good thing because it creates jobs in their country (Pew Research Center, 2019).
While Eritrea has experienced extended periods under sanctions and been on the end of efforts at isolation,
China continued to engage with and invest in the country, supporting socio-economic growth and helping
keep the economy afloat. It is also important to note that the number of Chinese workers in Eritrea has
remained limited, with strict labor regulations stipulating the hiring and training of locals. Thus, increased
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Chinese involvement does not directly threaten local jobs or businesses. Interestingly, while results indicate
that Eritreans hold overall positive perceptions of China.

There were negative views about Chinese products. 71 percent of respondents “disagreed” or “strongly
disagreed” with the statement, “Chinese companies offer products and services of high quality,” with only 18
percent agreeing or strongly agreeing. This is consistent with surveys conducted in other settings. For
example, in Afrobarometer’s 2014/2015 surveys in 36 countries across the continent, more than one-third
(35 percent) of Africans said that the poor quality of Chinese products damages China’s image
(Afrobarometer, 2016). Also, in a survey of over 1,000 respondents across 15 African countries, 68 percent
“disagreed” or “strongly disagreed” with the statement that, “Chinese products and services are of high
quality” (Geerts, Xinwa, and Rossouw, 2014). During interviews and discussions with Eritrean respondents,
many claimed that products “didn’t last long” or “performed poorly.” However, it was also frequently pointed
out that the availability of Chinese products was quite important because they provided many Eritreans with
access to goods and amenities they otherwise would not be able to have (Table 1 Here).

5. Conclusion and recommendations

Although a large and growing body of literature has explored China’s growing activities across Africa, the
present study is the first to explore its engagement with Eritrea. Contemporary ties between China and
Eritrea, which can be traced back decades, have considerably grown and intensified in recent years. China has
become an increasingly important partner for Eritrea, and today it is the country’s leading creditor, investor,
and trade partner. Chinese assistance and cooperation across various sectors within Eritrea has helped
support socio-economic growth and general development. While China’s activities in Africa have been heavily
scrutinized and garnered criticism, survey results indicated that young Eritreans hold largely positive,
favorable perceptions of China and its engagement with their country. Notably, these findings generally align
with results from other work exploring Africans’ perceptions about China and its activities on the continent.
For Eritrea, China’s engagement is welcomed because it comes without conditions and allows it to maintain
its independence and sovereignty, an issue of paramount importance for the country. Moreover, China has
been a “reliable friend” to Eritrea, retaining and even strengthening its ties with the country, even as Eritrea
has faced international sanctions, criticism of its internal policies, and efforts at isolation. On the other hand,
China’s engagement with Eritrea has served its interests and been driven by economic and geostrategic
considerations.

Cooperation with Eritrea not only provides natural resources, but it also creates business opportunities for
Chinese service contractors (e.g., construction companies), helps it link and integrate its interests in the
region, offers another gateway to the rest of the continent, and allows it to strengthen its foothold in a vital
geostrategic area. Furthermore, Eritrea unwaveringly expresses its backing for the “One-China Principle”,
fundamental bedrock of Chinese policymaking and diplomacy, and it also serves as a source of support within
multilateral fora. As cooperation between China and Eritrea continues to evolve and appear set to deepen
further, there is an abundance of possible avenues for further debate, research, and investigation. For
instance, while surveys in the present study were cross-sectional and based on a sample of undergraduate
students, future research could explore the views of a broader swath of the general population or adopt a
longitudinal approach to consider possible shifts over time. Additionally, future work may examine specific,
narrower dimensions of their relationship or examine how China’s growing activity in the country or region
influences local and regional peace, security, and stability.
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Image 1: Eritrea Geographic Setting

Image credit: https:// commons.wikimedia.org/wild_/File:LocationEritrea.svg

Figure 1: China-Africa Exports and Imports, 1992-2020
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Data are retrieved from CARI (2022), which provides aggregated data on China-Africa trade from 1992 to
2019. (These data are from the UN Comtrade database.) The data for 2020 are retrieved directly from the UN
Comtrade database (UN Comtrade, 2022). Although complete data for 2021 are unavailable, official Chinese
sources show that for the period spanning January to September trade between Africa and China was about
US$185.2. This data is presented only as a total, rather than in terms of imports and exports (China State
Council, 2021). Note that while UN Comtrade and Chinese government sources do not report the same trade
figures, the two sources are very similar.
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Figure 2: China-Africa Total Trade Volume, 1992-2021
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Data are retrieved from CARI (2022), which provides aggregated data on China-Africa trade from 1992 to
2019. (These data are from the UN Comtrade database.) The data for 2020 are retrieved directly from the UN
Comtrade database (UN Comtrade, 2022). Although complete data for 2021 are unavailable, official Chinese
sources show that for the period spanning January to September trade between Africa and China was about
US$185.2 (China State Council, 2021). Note that while UN Comtrade and Chinese government sources do not
report the same trade figures, the two sources are very similar.

Figure 3: Chinese FDI Flow to African Countries, 2003-2020
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Data for 1992 to 2019 are retrieved from CARI (2022), while data for 2020 are from China State Council
(2021).
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Figure 4: China Global Foreign Aid: Percentage of Total from 2013-2018 by Recipient
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Data are retrieved from China State Council (2021).

Figure 5: Eritrea-China Total Trade, 1994-2020
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Data are retrieved from CARI (2022), which provides aggregated data on China-Africa trade from 1992 to
2019. (These data are from the UN Comtrade database.) The data for 2020 are retrieved directly from the UN
Comtrade database (UN Comtrade, 2022).
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Figure 6: Eritrea: GDP per Capita and Real GDP Growth Rate, 1992-2020
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GDP per capita is presented in US dollars and current prices. Real GDP growth is presented in terms of annual
percent change. The figure is based on the author’s own calculations and data retrieved from IMF (2021).

Figure 7: Chinese FDI Stock in Eritrea, 2003-2019
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Data are retrieved from CARI (2022).
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Figure 8: Chinese Companies’ Gross Revenues in Eritrea, 1998-2019
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Data are retrieved from CARI (2022).

Table 1: General Perceptions about China and its Influence

Positive or Very Neutral or Negative or Very
Positive Don’t Know Negative

China’s influence on the 61 20 19

world

China’s influence on 70 18 12

Eritrea
Somewhat or Very Neutral or Somewhat or Very
Helpful Don’t Know Unhelpful

How helpful is China’s 64 23 13

assistance?
Somewhat or Neutral or Somewhat or Highly
Highly Satisfied Don’t Know Dissatisfied

Satisfaction with Chinese 71 14 15

projects
Agree or Strongly Neutral or Disagree or Strongly
Agree Don’t Know Disagree

Chinese engagement 62 17 21

creates jobs

Chinese  products and 18 11 71

services are of high quality

Overall N = 237 (mean age: 21.83; SD: 2.74). All figures are percentages.
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Endnotes

1The “One-China Principle”, sometimes referred to as the “One-China Policy”, is a principle asserted by the
Chinese government declaring that, “there is only one China in the world, Taiwan is a part of China and the
government of the PRC is the sole legal government representing the whole of China” (Wei, 1999; White
Paper, 2000).

2China may also have another advantage vis-a-vis the West and Africa’s receptivity to cooperation: it does not
have the West's fraught legacy in Africa (e.g., slavery and colonialism), which may engender a crisis in
legitimacy for the West in Africa that China can leverage to its advantage (Were, 2018).

3For instance, during 2006 elections in Zambia, the late Michael Sata, an opposition candidate, campaigned on
an anti-China platform and claimed that, “Their [China’s] interest is exploiting us, just like everyone who
came before. They have simply come to take the place of the West as the new colonizers of Africa” (Polgreen
and French, 2007). However, it is worth recalling that China has no history of colonialism, nor does it have an
extensive history of invading other states. Moreover, many of the criticisms are often tinged with hypocrisy,
since they may equally apply to Western states as well. Last, criticisms must also be placed firmly within the
context of the growing and rapidly intensifying US-China rivalry for global influence, as well as China’s
surging presence in Africa, which has raised competition and posed challenges for the US (Campbell, 2008;
Lei, 2020).

4One of the most well-known projects from this period was the nearly 2000-kilometer-long Tan-Zam Railway,
which linked landlocked Zambia with the Port of Dar es Salaam in Tanzania. Constructed between 1968 and
1976, the project was China’s largest turn-key foreign aid project at the time (Snow, 1989; Sun et al,, 2017;
Taylor, 1998).

5In terms of loans, it should be pointed out that the figures presented are not to be regarded as equivalent to
African government debt, as the source, the China Africa Research Initiative, does not track disbursement or
repayment (CARI, 2022). Notably, as a result of Africa’s growing levels of debt owed to China, criticisms have
been raised about “debt diplomacy” and potential asset seizures. With many Chinese-backed projects lacking
profitability, there are concerns that overburdened countries will struggle to service loans and become
politically beholden to China. However, these concerns are generally not empirically supported and a large
body of research suggests Chinese loans are not a major contributor to debt distress in Africa. Also worth
noting is that the secrecy surrounding many contracts makes it difficult to judge conclusively (Brautigam,
2019a; 2019b; Eom, Brautigam, and Benabdallah, 2018).

6Coronavirus disease (COVID-19) is an infectious disease caused by a recently discovered coronavirus. On 31
December 2019, Chinese media reported for the first time on an outbreak of viral pneumonia in the city of
Wuhan. Months later, in early March 2020, COVID-19 was declared a pandemic by the World Health
Organization, with Africa reporting its first case in mid-February 2020.

7China’s support to Africa has been driven by several different motives, including altruism, geopolitical aims,
an attempt to divert attention away from the alleged origin of the virus in China, seeking to lay the
groundwork for future partnerships, and attempting to showcase itself as a responsible global leader and
reliable partner during crises (Rudolf, 2021).

8The military base in Djibouti, which hosts several thousand personnel and is operated by the People’s
Liberation Army Navy Marine Corps, includes a pier that can accommodate an aircraft carrier, a large assault
vessel, and other military vessels.

9While there are no reliable data on the number of Chinese migrants or workers in Africa, in the past about
one million Chinese migrants was a commonly used estimate (Dollar, 2016: 73; French, 2014).

100f course, many Western countries also extend support to authoritarian regimes and overlook their
deplorable human rights situations, driven by political and security interests.

11China regards its own development path as an example that other developing countries can learn from. At
the opening of the 19t National Congress of the Communist Party of China, Xi Jinping explained that the
Chinese model, “offers a new option for other countries and nations who want to speed up their development
while preserving their independence” (Xinhua, 2017).

12As wages and costs in China rise, manufacturing will likely gradually shift to lower cost regions, including
Africa (Dollar, 2016; Lin, 2011; Sun, 2014).

13The influx of goods may also induce “creative destruction” or technology transfer.

4Again, however, there are elements of double standards and politicization to these criticisms. In particular,
many Western countries have a long history of financing and supporting dictators and authoritarian regimes,
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mainly in pursuit of advancing their geostrategic and political interests (Afoaku, 2000; Owen IV and
Poznansky, 2014; Smith, 2000).

15Generally, China’s approach to funding overseas projects is to follow the rules and regulations of the
country in which it is investing, which can be problematic when recipient countries have poor standards and
regulations (Dollar, 2016: 66-67). Notably, in a 2012 New York Times op-ed, Dambisa Moyo, a Zambian
economist, argued that, “the bulk of responsibility for abuses lies with African leaders themselves” (Moyo,
2012).

16Several items in Eritrea’s national museums also suggest extremely early connections, while a large body of
work has demonstrated considerable historical contact between China and the broader region (Fauvelle,
2018; Kusimba, Zhu, and Kiura, 2020; Li, 2012; Smidt, 2001).

17The ELF began the armed struggle for independence, before being superseded by the Eritrean People's
Liberation Front (EPLF). Estimates suggest about five hundred Chinese automatic weapons were received.
18Within the context of Sino-Soviet tensions, as the Derg heavily relied on support from the USSR, the EPLF
received several Chinese overtures. However, the EPLF refused to meet Chinese conditions and no aid was
forthcoming.

19Such as gold and cement production at the Zara mine and Gedem Cement Plant, respectively.

20]n 2018, the Zijin Mining Group Company acquired Nevsun following a friendly takeover offer of around
$US1.41 billion. Additionally, while Eritrea’s state-owned ENAMCO held a 40 percent interest in the Bisha
mine for many years, in April 2019 it acquired a further 5 percent interest for around $US10 million.

210ver the years, China has established a number of special partnerships with other countries and
organizations. Partnerships are classified hierarchically, with levels corresponding to the importance that
Beijing attaches to each partner, the substance of China’s relations with that country or organization, and
other factors (Li and Ye, 2019; Striiver, 2017).

22The UN Security Council imposed sanctions on Eritrea in December 2009 over the government’s alleged
role in insecurity in the Horn of Africa. The sanctions were broadened in 2011, before being lifted in
November 2018.
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