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A shift in thinking about development was an underlying current 

in many contributions, taking natural limits of growth into  

considerations when formulating and implementing policies for 

development. The strategy of “develop first – clean up later” was not 

regarded as an option; a lesson that China has learned herself. Yet, 

‘development’ and the ‘environment’ do not have to be conflicting goals. 

Persistent under-development, it was noted, could also lead to  

environmental challenges, not least so with growing population  pres-

sure on scarce resources in Africa and in China as well as changing conditions under climate change that 

require new adaptations to natural settings. There was a sense of time-pressure to find solutions that do 

not exceed the ecological capacities of the respective environment and the planet as a whole.  

“Sustainability” needs to be a key word for all actors, and can – and arguably needs to – be argued 

for from various angles. China is one country – as opposed to the diverse continent Africa. Yet, it was 

noted, it is not one monolithic actor. We usually discuss several rationales when talking about ‘China’;  

actors comprise the state, enterprises (state-owned and private), small-scale entrepreneurs, and  

individuals. Rationales for creating awareness thus will have to address a variety of rationales for  

sustainability that can all serve the purpose to protect the environment and that are not mutually  

exclusive: 

First, environmental protection is a value in itself. Sustainability is a survival imperative – and moral  

obligation of humankind to ‘protect creation’, including aspects of cultural resources.  

Secondly, a market rationale also gives good reasons for environmental protection. Negatively speaking, 

pollution inflicts costs – and has negative impact on economic growth, as has be calculated for China, for 

instance. Positively speaking, a healthy and diverse environment also is a wealth of yet unknown  

treasures (for medicinal or agricultural or other uses) that we need to preserve for future challenges.  

Thirdly, policies for environmental protection can work as incentives for innovation and new  

technology, guiding economic activities towards a greater good, but also stimulating competition of ideas 

for the best solutions.   

Specific topics that require cooperation in developing a ‘green thinking’ are trans-frontier effects 

and thinking about human infrastructure needs. State borders do not delineate natural habitats, which 

is particularly obvious in Africa. Thus, pollution or water scarcity in one place will lead to effects in greater 

spaces, too, more often than not including trans-frontier effects. Coping with climate changes will need 

international cooperation due to different levels of development and financial means and due to  

movement of people across borders.  Infrastructure, not least so cross-border infrastructure is a need for 
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many parts of Africa. Infrastructure, however, does not always have to be heavy-infrastructure. In  

energy-supply, for instance, decentralised solutions might have quicker and more sustainable effects than 

the financially and environmentally costly establishment of a central energy supply grid. One illustration 

for this might be mobile phones and their effect on access to telecommunication in Africa, as opposed to 

years of stagnation in improving telephone landlines.  

Three major areas for FOCAC  in ‘greening’ the Sino-African relationship were  debated:  

Financial assistance 

Financial support from China to Africa in coping with environmental challenges and climate change is  

important. Financial support thereby also plays a crucial role in setting the rules of the game for Chinese 

investments. Existing guidelines of EXIM Bank and further bank-regulation on the Chinese side is 

acknowledged and needs to be built upon. Financial regulations and incentives do set ‘green  

standards’ and thus need to be subject to discussion between African states and China in their  

cooperation.  

Learning and knowledge development 

The area of learning and knowledge development was discussed at various levels. It was generally  

regarded as one of the centre pieces in cooperation. Learning first involves learning within the respective 

own systems, be it on regulation of polluting industries, setting standards to the domestic context 

(including, of course, foreign investors) or systematic learning about policy implementation practice 

(what works – and what does not). Responsibilities start at home and all actors have to increasingly 

review their environmental conditions (standards, norms, and their implementation) if they want 

to successfully strive for development.  

Secondly, learning also covers areas in which actors learn across borders. Where can Chinese and African 

actors cooperate to develop their respective knowledge? What has worked, for instance, in combatting 

desertification in China – and what has not? The conditions of climate change in this context imply joint 

learning rather than just learning from each other. Framework conditions change – and no side knows all 

the solutions to upcoming challenges. Science and technology need to be included and should be  

further strengthened in Sino-African cooperation with a view to environmental challenges. 

Thirdly, and far from least, knowledge development will have to better include local communities.  

Regulation of local communities’ environment needs to be done with local communities, otherwise coop-

eration risks lacking legitimacy. A lack of legitimacy might result in strife between groups, in their extreme 

leading to violent conflict that will further impede development. A more inclusive partnership between 

China and African states is needed, building on, but also working beyond state-to-state relations.  

Think beyond state-border; consider trans-frontier issues 

Bilateral relations are a good starting point for China-Africa relations. Yet, the establishment of the FOCAC 

framework has been driven by a wish to also include trans-national issues. The creation of norms and 

standards in a setting beyond the bilateral helps to prevent a race to the bottom; and they emphasise the 

importance of the rule of law and its practice. FOCAC should turn more towards trans-frontier issues. 

Cooperation will need to strengthen trans-national bodies, including – currently imperfect –  

African regional organisations, as many of the environmental challenges require regional  

solutions.  

 

                                                                                                                              

The Centre for Chinese Studies (CCS) at Stellenbosch University is the leading African research institution 

for innovative and policy relevant analysis of the relations between China and Africa. 

For more information, please check the CCS website: www.sun.ac.za/ccs  

or contact us under ccsinfo@sun.ac.za 

http://www.sun.ac.za/ccs

