
Breaking through the digital divide 

Under the leadership of Premier Zhu Rongji in 2003, China devoted 

substantial political and financial resources towards developing and 

promoting its ICT sector in order to accelerate industrialisation. As part 

of China’s ‘going global’ strategy; to encourage investment and promote 

Chinese exports and Africa’s ‘Look East’ policy; to strengthen ties with 

China, co-operation in ICT sectors has become a common thread in bi-

lateral agreements. China’s market-driven approach aims at enhancing 

its competitiveness on a global scale. Under the umbrella of South-South 

co-operation, major Chinese companies such as StarTimes, Huawei 

Technologies and Zhongxing Telecommunications Equipment 

Corporation (ZTE) are increasingly challenging monopoly companies in 

the ICT and telecommunications sectors in Africa. For example StarTimes, with a market share of 39 per cent 

has replaced Africa’s MultiChoice DSTV services provider in leading the pay-TV market in East Africa. 

Similarly, Huawei and ZTE are both among the top five telecommunications equipment providers across 

Africa. 

Africa on the other hand, seeks to benefit from capacity building in ICT sectors in order to accelerate its own 

development goals. This year, during his opening speech at the 26th World Economic Forum on Africa, 

President of the Republic of Rwanda, Paul Kagame, emphasised the need for stronger partnerships in the 

knowledge-based industries and noted the importance of the transformative power of embracing the FIR such 

that “Africa should not still be playing catch-up when the fifth revolution comes.” The transformative power of 

the FIR lies in its reliance on the development of human capital, particularly intellectual capabilities and skills 

that replace natural resources and physical inputs as the principal factor driving economic and social 

development. Countries such as Kenya, South Africa and Nigeria are progressively shifting away from the 

reliance on natural resources to attract Chinese Foreign Direct Investment (FDI) by promoting co-operation in 

growing markets such as mobile phones, e-learning, digital television, digital music and e-commerce. 

However, will Africa’s need to prematurely catch up be an obstacle in securing sustainable progress for 

developing countries to successfully participate in the FIR? For instance, many African countries failed to meet 

the 17 June 2015 deadline for the digital transition from analogue television signal to digital terrestrial 

television (DTT). With only six African countries confirmed to have completed their digital transition projects, 

The transformation from steam and water mechanised production to electric-powered production to 
automated production and leading to the present digital revolution marks the arrival of the Fourth 
Industrial Revolution (FIR). In the 21st century, the digital revolution has spurred on technological 
innovations in electronics and information, firmly establishing knowledge economies as the 
foundation of economically-advanced countries. Yet, many developing countries still lag behind in 
reorienting the development of their economies towards knowledge and technology generation on a 
global scale. The role of co-operation in knowledge-based industries between China and Africa is 
making progress in helping developing countries realise the rewards of the FIR. Technology usage and 
investment in research and development in the information communication technology (ICT) sectors 
of emerging and developing countries is on the rise. In light of these trends, this commentary asks: 
how is China-Africa co-operation in the ICT sector navigating the FIR?    
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this suggests that Africa still has much progress to make in order to fully embrace the digital revolution.  

South-South co-operation 

Policies aimed at developing a knowledge-based economy are not new to the African context. In 1997, 

Rwanda launched the Kigali Institute of Science and Technology, which aimed at modelling the success of 

Asian countries such as Singapore, Korea and China, in transitioning from agrarian societies to global leaders 

in technology innovation. Recently, the government of South Africa announced a 10year ICT partnership with 

China to enhance internet access and research and increase the capacity of small and medium tech 

enterprises. With a lack of investment in research and development being one of the factors limiting 

developing countries from benefiting from the FIR, enhancing Africa’s research capacity and data outputs will 

play a crucial role in helping countries catch up to their advanced counterparts.  

While modelling south-south co-operation in ICT sectors, according to the framework of the Forum on China-

Africa Co-operation (FOCAC), Chinese FDI and trade since 2001 has increased fourfold. Technology plays an 

important role in reducing production and trade costs, enhancing education systems and facilitating the 

creation of new industries. China’s growing role in the finance and infrastructure in Africa’s ICT sectors has 

improved the investment climate in Africa and contributed towards accelerating development in some 

countries. In 2014, ICT contributed 2 per cent to national GDP in Rwanda and stood ahead of mining exports 

and agriculture. According to a report in 2014, by Africa Infrastructure Country Diagnostic, improvements in 

Africa’s telecommunications infrastructure have contributed to a 1 per cent per capita gross domestic 

product (GDP) growth, making its role in the economy larger than changes to monetary and fiscal policies.  

Challenges of the Fourth Industrial Revolution in China-Africa co-operation 

For developing countries the FIR’s emphasis on low-volume, highly skilled labour in tertiary sectors over 

high-volume low skilled labour in primary industries could potentially diminish Africa’s comparative 

advantage in land and labour resources. Considering agriculture is the main sector driving many economies 

in Africa, with 80 per cent of African households depending on agriculture to support their livelihoods. The 

restructuring towards knowledge-based industries will require major reforms to improve not just access to 

basic education and technology infrastructure but also the quality of these services. China’s experience with 

economic reforms beginning in 1978 that subsequently resulted in increased brain drain, income gaps and 

unemployment levels, has managed to reverse these effects in 21st century by using international networks of 

research institutes and Universities to encourage citizens to study abroad and return to occupy local jobs. 

However, education remains a major barrier for African adults. With illiteracy levels at nearly 40 per cent, it 

is difficult for many citizens to meaningfully participate in the FIR. Furthermore, in terms of gender roles, 

women in China and Africa face significant barriers when it comes to securing equal access to education, jobs, 

higher skills and risk being disadvantaged in the FIR as they have in previous Industrial Revolutions.  

Conclusion 

The history of successful economic reforms has shown through processes of institutional adaptation how 

countries such as Great Britain acquired knowledge from Holland in the 18th century and European countries 

from the United States in the post-World War II period. Thus, while China-Africa co-operation driven by 

knowledge acquired from China has its benefits, China succeeded by being innovative and it is in this regard 

that Africa’s strategies for the FIR should not simply replicate and adopt but strive to innovate and to also be 

modelled abroad.  
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