
In September 2013, China’s President, Xi Jinping, proposed the 

construction of the “New Silk Road Economic Belt” (also known as “The 

One Belt”) during his visit to Kazakhstan. In the same year during a visit 

to Indonesia, President Xi also presented the concept of the 21st Century 

Maritime Silk Road (also called “The Maritime Silk Road” or “One Road”). 

Collectively the two concepts are referred to as the “One Belt, One Road 

Initiative” (OBOR). “The One Belt” is envisaged as an extensive land-

based economic network connecting China to Europe, the Middle East, 

Central Asia, and South Asia. Significant investments are required along 

this corridor to develop the road and rail infrastructure, 

communications, and energy pipelines. On the other hand, the “Maritime Silk Road” is a sea-based route that 

will link China with Southeast Asia, South Asia, Africa, the Middle East, and Europe. As such, the upgrading of 

ports and harbours along the route will be prioritised, as well as the necessary transport infrastructure 

required to move goods across the regions. Essentially, through OBOR, China aims to increase its global 

influence by building new trade networks and creating investment opportunities that are anticipated to alter 

the global balance of economic power in the long-term.  

In 2015 Justin Yifu Lin, a Chinese economist, proposed that Africa should be included in the OBOR initiative 

(making it “One Belt, One Road, One Continent”). Lin proposed that China should include Africa in the initiative 

and encourage the transfer of its labour-intensive industries to the continent with accompanying 

infrastructure investment. Lin argues that through infrastructural investments, China could simultaneously 

foster growth in African nations while at the same time transferring its own faltering labour-intensive 

industries to the region. The motivation for the proposed relocation of China’s large-scale labour-intensive 

industries stems from the rising labour costs, which has weakened its comparative advantage in its industrial 

sectors. With 124 million people working in China’s manufacturing industries, Lin argues that only Africa has 

the capacity, both in terms of space and labour, to accommodate such a gargantuan industry. As such, he 

argues that OBOR’s main focus in Africa should be industrial relocation accompanied by necessary 

infrastructural investment. He has justified this argument by proposing that industrial relocation and 

infrastructure construction can become another strategy for economic cooperation between China and African 

states.  

African leaders have welcomed China’s infrastructure plans positively. In January 2015, the signing of a 

Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) between China and the African Union consolidated these plans. The 

The “One Belt, One Road Initiative” (OBOR), also known as the “Belt and Road Initiative” (BRI), has 

become synonymous with China’s foreign policy in recent years. However, not much attention has 

been given to how Africa is positioned within OBOR’s potential sphere of influence and what it might 

mean for Sino-African relations. This dearth of attention is likely due to OBOR still being in its 

formative stages; it was only officially presented by the Chinese government in March 2015. Although 

OBOR is portrayed as an opportunity to strengthen Sino-African relations and provide economic 

development opportunities for the continent, evidence suggests that only African countries of strategic 

value will be prioritised and benefit the most from the initiative.  
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MoU plans to connect all 54 African states through transportation infrastructure projects. Although this is not 

officially a component of OBOR, many African leaders and analysts have subsumed it under the initiative. For 

example, at an international symposium hosted in southern China in February 2015, the Chairman of the 

Egyptian African Association, Ahmed Hagga, welcomed the possible inclusion of Africa in China’s OBOR 

initiative and emphasised the importance of Egypt in its Maritime Silk Road strategy. Nevertheless, Chinese 

leaders have demonstrated an interest in pursuing infrastructural development on the continent for over a 

decade now, and industrialisation since 2013, making OBOR developments complimentary to already 

existing policies. Nevertheless, by formally including the continent in the initiative, OBOR will garner more 

international attention, while the Chinese government is likely to accelerate enhancing and expanding 

economic projects in Africa as a result thereof. Furthermore, aside from economic incentives, incorporating 

Africa into the initiative serves to strengthen Sino-African relations.  

However, only African countries strategic to OBOR, especially those vital for establishing and securing trade 

links, will be prioritised by the Chinese government. In this regard, Northeast and East African countries 

imperative to the Maritime Silk Road are likely to benefit the most from OBOR. Billions of dollars of projects 

focusing on transport infrastructure are already underway in several African states. However, of these states, 

Egypt, Djibouti, and Kenya are expected to benefit the most from OBOR due to their geostrategic importance.  

Strategic priorities  

With the Suez Canal flanking its eastern border, Egypt is of geographical importance to China, and, as such, 

OBOR simply cannot afford to exclude it. The country is the only African state to have officially signed 

bilateral agreements with China regarding OBOR. Some colossal projects in Egypt linked to OBOR include the 

expansion of the Suez Canal over a 10-year period with an assigned amount by the Chinese of USD 230 

million, and the construction of a new administrative capital for Egypt which was allocated USD 45 billion. In 

addition, the China-Egypt Suez Economic Zone is anticipated to create over 10,000 jobs for Egyptians. Whilst 

Egypt stands to benefit greatly from its involvement in OBOR, China is aware that once the Suez Canal is 

upgraded and under Chinese oversight, it will have considerable control, power, and potential to shape 

security and commercial dynamics in the region. 

Whilst it lacks an official agreement with China, Djibouti’s geostrategic importance has seen it benefit from a 

number of development projects. Located in the Horn of Africa region at the entrance to the Red Sea, through 

which 30 percent of the world’s shipping passes, Djibouti is of significant importance in maritime trade and 

security. As such, Beijing has commissioned the construction of a military base in Djibouti at port Dolareh to 

fortify the “Maritime Silk Road’s” security interests in East Africa and the Indian Ocean. It is the first ever 

Chinese military base outside of China and, as such, is of vital importance to Beijing and its OBOR plans. The 

base will not only be used to combat piracy in the region but also guard the trade route linking Asia and 

Europe through the Suez Canal which China is upgrading. The construction of the base is estimated to cost 

USD 950 billion which will mainly be financed by China. This is in addition to 14 infrastructural projects in 

Djibouti that are linked OBOR and estimated to be worth USD 9.8 billion. The substantial infrastructural 

investment is no doubt welcomed by Djibouti, but as precedent has shown, Chinese deals in Africa have 

always been of a quid pro quo nature, of which Djibouti is no exception. By including Djibouti in its OBOR 

plans, China will subsequently hold a strategic position in the geopolitics of North Africa, the Middle East, and 

Europe - a sphere historically dominated by the US.   

Although Kenya is not on the official OBOR map, its location along the East African Coast, in relation to some 

of China’s key African partners, is enough motivation for it to be included in the initiative. Some of the OBOR-

related projects in Kenya include the upgrading of the Mombasa seaport, the construction of a new and 

modern seaport in Lamu worth USD 27 billion, a USD 4 billion oil pipeline from Kenya to South Sudan, and 

the building of a new USD 25 billion railway line linking the aforementioned Mombasa seaport to the capital, 

Nairobi, and surrounding landlocked countries including Uganda, Rwanda, Burundi, and possibly the DRC.  



Given that there is no clear bilateral agreement outlining how Nairobi and Beijing will facilitate and cooperate 

with regards to OBOR ventures in Kenya, China may be seen as making risky investments. However, in the 

long term, when taking into consideration geography and natural resources, these projects will benefit the 

export of oil from South Sudan and northern Kenya. As tensions between Sudan and South Sudan continue to 

persist, China’s investment in South Sudanese oil is proving disappointing as optimum oil exportation is sti-

fled by the heavy fees that Sudan charges its neighbour for using its pipelines and facilities. The railway route 

between Kenya and South Sudan thus provides an opening for the South Sudanese government to export oil 

to China without it having to go through Sudan. Another option would be for South Sudan to link up an oil 

pipeline with the construction of the 1,443 kilometer Uganda-Tanzania crude export pipeline of which China 

has shown keen interest in.  

China’s infrastructural investments in Northeast and East Africa - especially those projects noted in Egypt, 

Djibouti, and Kenya, demonstrate that the region is of significant importance to the actualisation of OBOR. 

However, this is not to say that its OBOR ambitions will not drive investment forays beyond these regions. 

Instead, China is likely waiting to see if its investments in Northeast and East Africa bear fruit and prove to 

effectively facilitate trade along OBOR, before deciding whether to expand OBOR’s framework to include more 

African countries. This potential expansion would be conditional on whether countries entering into the 

OBOR fold have something to bring to the table, be it of geostrategic, geopolitical, or geoeconomic value.  
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