
The current state of affairs  

China is increasing its trade and investment activities in the African 

continent, which is often concentrated in sectors that are vulnerable to 

environmental concerns. This includes sectors such as energy, mining, 

fishing and forestry. The environmental impacts of Chinese engagement 

in Africa have consistently been raised in the media and by scholars 

working in the area, often with negative headlines regarding Chinese 

nationals or companies doing harm to Africa’s valuable ecosystems and 

conservation processes. These impacts range from illegal wildlife trade 

and illegal logging, to environmental impacts from the building of infrastructure and mining activities. 

In 2013, South Africa’s Department of Environmental Affairs (DEA) reported a record number of 1004 rhinos 

poached in South Africa, and in 2014 there were 1215 rhinos poached. TRAFFIC, an international wildlife 

trade monitoring network, reported that at least 20,000 African elephants were killed in 2013, averaging over 

50 elephant deaths every single day, a historical record. China is the largest importer of Africa’s timber. There 

have been cases where Chinese companies have been found to violate local forestry laws together with African 

counterparts involving activities such as the abuse of permits and concession licenses processes; bribery; 

operating without management plans as well as smuggling raw logs. The export of raw logs is illegal in 

Mozambique and Gabon, however, China continues to import these logs. 

By introducing new laws on sustainable forestry management, some African government’s have begun to 

challenge these illicit practices. In Zambia in 2013, Africa's largest copper producer, banned a Chinese mining 

company from running a million dollar project because it allegedly failed to comply with certain 

environmental conditions. In 2014 oil production was stopped by the Chad government as environmental 

standards were not being adhered to by China National Petroleum Corporation (CNPC).  

FOCAC action plans concerning the environment  

Since the establishment of the FOCAC meetings in 2000, there has been a growing emphasis put on 

environmental issues. In the first Beijing declaration (2009) the environment was only mentioned in one 

The Second Forum on China-Africa Cooperation (FOCAC) Summit will be held in Johannesburg on 

December 4-5 under the theme: "Africa-China Progressing Together: Win-Win Co-operation for 

Common Development". In a recent press briefing, South African International Relations and Co-

operation Minister Maite Nkoana-Mashabane stated “it is envisaged that the Johannesburg Summit 

will elevate the Africa-China relationship to a new level that would have a beneficial impact and give 

impetus to Africa's developmental agenda”. According to the minister, "the FOCAC platform provides 

an opportunity to further stimulate growth and unlock new opportunities between China and Africa 

on trade and other matters”. One hopes that these “other matters” will include environmental 

protection and an emphasis on sustainable development. With an increase in trade and investment in 

Africa, there has already been damage done to the environment because of major projects as well as 

the loss of biodiversity. For this reason, it is of utmost importance that the upcoming FOCAC 

emphasises the environment and the need for sustainable development alongside economic growth. 
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sentence with the two sides agreeing to co-operate in this area. Since then, environmental protection within 

the China-Africa framework has gotten its own section within the action plans. In the fifth FOCAC action plan 

(2012), under the heading of climate change and environmental protection, six statements were made 

regarding how the two sides would co-operate in this areas. This included establishing a consultation 

mechanism and enhancing capacity building on climate change; enhancing capacity in meteorological 

infrastructure and forest protection and management; and scaling up assistance and training to Africa in 

desertification, ecological protection, and environment among other things.  

Thus far, some work has been done in this regard. As an example, agreements were made by China and some 

African countries on environmental protection in general as well as specifically for the eradication of illegal 

wildlife trade. China entered into Memorandums of Understanding (MoUs) with both South Africa and Kenya, 

two countries plagued by the poaching of rhinos and elephants respectively. China has been known to be a 

top consumer of rhino horn and ivory products. Besides the MoUs, on a visit to Kenya in 2014, Chinese 

Premier Li Keqiang announced that China will provide US$ 10 million to support wildlife protection and 

conservation in Africa and help establish an African Ecological and Wildlife Centre in Nairobi.  

South Africa’s role in the forthcoming summit 

FOCAC VI is expected to adopt the Johannesburg Declaration and Action Plan, which will outline specific 

measures aimed at consolidating the growing mutual partnership between Africa and China. Various areas of 

concern for Africa's socio-economic development and integration will be addressed including deepening co-

operation in the areas of infrastructure development, debt relief, industrialisation, investment promotion, 

market access expansion, agriculture, science and technology, health, education, and people-to-people 

cultural exchanges, among others. In addition to these medium to long-term strategic objective with regard 

to FOCAC, South Africa, as co-chair, is to work closely with China to ensure that future FOCAC declarations 

and action plans are effectively implemented in line with the African Union's (AU) Agenda for Regional and 

Continental Integration and Development, through its flagship programmes: New Partnership for Africa's 

Development (NEPAD) and Agenda 2063, including the First Ten-Year Implementation Plan of Agenda 2063. 

Some of the projects identified in this include: an integrated high-speed train network; the Great Inga Dam; a 

single African aviation market, free movement of persons and the African Passport, the creation of a 

continental free trade area; and silencing the guns by 2020. 

The projects that will be initiated will have consequences for the environment. The building of major dams is 

known to have environmental impacts on rivers as well as for surrounding local communities; while large-

scale infrastructure developments are known to add to the rapid growth of biodiversity loss. Many African 

countries, including South Africa, have a long history of environmental protection. In order for this to 

continue, the importance of protecting the environment has to be considered alongside economic growth and 

development agendas. As the African governments and China come together during FOCAC to discuss their 

common development, one hopes that the environment will be high on their agenda.  
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