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From Loan-Financed to
Privatised Infrastructure?
Tracing China’s Turn
Towards Public–Private
Partnerships in Africa

Kjeld van Wieringen1

and Tim Zajontz2,3

Abstract
Waning debt sustainability has challenged the debt-financed, infrastructure-led global

expansion of Chinese capital. This article traces the gradual shift in the financial governance

of the Belt and Road Initiative towards public–private partnerships (PPPs). We first docu-

ment China’s domestic PPP experience and its failure to check the unsustainable indebted-

ness of sub-national governments. We then conceptualise China’s “turn” towards PPPs in
Africa as an attempt at “metagoverning” its current growth model. Analysing official

Chinese sources, we discern dominant Chinese narratives that present PPPs as panaceas

for African debt problems. However, Chinese risk perceptions and empirical examples,

such as the Nairobi Expressway, the Tanzania–Zambia Railway, and the Congolese

Kolwezi–Kasumbalesa toll road, reveal that China’s experimentation with PPPs in Africa

engenders new challenges, including popular contestation, controversies over financial

terms and corruption. Furthermore, contrary to the official Chinese narrative, profit

imperatives behind PPP investments and potential financial complications that were wide-

spread in China’s domestic PPP experience risk adding to the financial burdens of African

governments and populations.
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Introduction
In September 2022, the Wall Street Journal ran a story titled “China reins in its Belt and
Road Program, $1 Trillion Later” (Wei, 2022). Alluding to a growing amount of non-
performing loans for Belt and Road projects, the author suggested that “[a]fter nearly a
decade of pressing Chinese banks to be generous with loans, Chinese policy makers are
discussing a more conservative program, dubbed Belt and Road 2.0 in internal discus-
sions, that would more rigorously evaluate new projects for financing” (Wei, 2022).
The value of projects with the “Belt and Road” label on it was estimated to have
reached USD 838 billion by the end of 2021 (Kynge, 2023) . An overwhelming share
of these is loan-financed, which has turned China into the world’s largest bilateral creditor,
holding 57 per cent of low-income countries’ bilateral debt in 2020 (Gardner et al., 2020:
2). Financial sustainability concerns related to Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) projects
mounted long before COVID-19 and Putin’s war against Ukraine have multiplied fiscal
distress in low-income countries. Since 2017, the Chinese government has put in place
more stringent regulations regarding outward investments and overseas loans (Carmody
et al., 2022a). Globally, new loans from China Exim Bank and China Development
Bank reportedly dropped from USD 75 billion in 2016 to just USD 4 billion in 2019
(Wheatley and Kynge, 2020). This policy shift could not avert growing volumes of non-
performing loans. While in 2010 only 5 per cent of Chinese overseas loans were held by
countries considered to be in financial distress, this percentage grew to nearly 60 per cent
in 2022 (Wei, 2022). Chinese banks had to renegotiate loans worth USD 52 billion in 2020
and 2021, a steep increase from USD 16 billion in the two years preceding the pandemic
(Kynge, 2023).

Chinese-owned sovereign debt has become subject to global geopolitical contest-
ation. Both the European Union (EU) and the United States (US) government have
announced their own global connectivity initiatives, the Global Gateway and Build
Back Better World (B3W), thereby explicitly promising transparent and sustainable
infrastructure financing. Throughout 2022, the label B3W has given way
to Partnership for Global Infrastructure and Investment. In November 2021, at the
margins of COP26 in Glasgow, US President Biden promoted the B3W with the
words: “Being transparent about how we’re financing our projects, we offer positive
alternatives to debt–to debt traps and corruption. We can hold entire countries back
if we don’t do that. Transparency is critically important” (quoted in Zajontz, 2022a).
While scholars agree that there is no evidence of the Chinese government intentionally
“entrapping” BRI countries in unsustainable debt (see Bräutigam, 2020a; Carmody,
2020), there are concerns about political and economic repercussions of sovereign
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debt distress in several African countries, notably new waves of austerity and privatisa-
tion (see Zajontz, 2022b).

Carmody and Wainwright (2022) identify geopolitical risks related to potential
asset seizures that might compromise the sovereignty of debtor countries. Thus far,
Chinese lenders have refrained from asset seizures and have instead opted for resched-
uling unsustainable debt and forgiving symbolic amounts of zero-interest debt on an ad
hoc basis. However, this can still mean that China bears significant geopolitical lever-
age over countries that are heavily indebted to Chinese banks (see Dreher et al., 2018;
Naughton, 2020). As we pointed out elsewhere, “[j]ust like capital, debt is a social
relation marked by asymmetrical material relations and power differentials between
debtor and lender” (Zajontz, 2022b: 176). A statement by then-Chinese foreign min-
ister, Wang Yi, on his visit to Kinshasa in January 2021, during which China
agreed to cancel maturing, zero-interest debt worth about USD 28 million, is indicative
of how (geo)political and financial matters intertwine, as Yi “believe[d] that the
Congolese side will continue to give China understanding and support on issues
involving China’s core interests” (quoted in Nyabiage, 2021). Other research has
been concerned with the specificities of Chinese loans (see Gelpern et al., 2021),
how Chinese banks renegotiate overseas debt (see Gardner et al., 2020) and how
Chinese lenders act in multilateral debt restructuring fora, such as the Debt Service
Suspension Initiative and the Common Framework for Debt Treatments, which were
set up by the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank to negotiate
debt restructuring for distressed debtors on a multilateral basis (see Bagwandeen
et al., 2023; Lippolis and Verhoeven, 2022).

This article sheds light on gradual changes in the financial governance of China’s
BRI, which have received much less scholarly attention: as overseas lending has
become increasingly economically risky and politically costly for Beijing, the
Chinese government has stepped up efforts in fostering investments in overseas infra-
structure public–private partnerships (PPPs) as an alternative to loan-financed pro-
jects. This article explores this trend with a particular focus on the African
continent and provides a systematic analysis of Chinese government narratives sur-
rounding China’s “turn” towards PPPs in Africa, based on official sources and
Chinese research on the matter, and embedded in a critical global political
economy framework. We show that just as with other economic policies that were
first implemented within China and then globalised (see Carmody et al., 2020: 80,
202), Beijing’s active promotion of overseas PPPs follows domestic experimentation
with PPPs, which has aimed at curbing unsustainable (local) government debts. By
shifting towards project finance and equity investment in African infrastructure
markets, the Chinese government now tries to address previous failures in the finan-
cial governance of the BRI in order to keep up demand for its globally mobilised
infrastructure and construction firms. Promoting and facilitating PPPs in Africa
aims at stabilising “China’s infrastructural fix in Africa,” and the “moving out” of
Chinese surplus capacities into African infrastructure markets (Zajontz, 2022b).
Gonzalez-Vicente postulates that
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It would not be far-fetched to argue that China has contributed more than any other country
in recent years to champion PPPs and expand the market frontier into new horizons. Seen
under this light, the Chinese model presents nothing but one of the latest permutations of
the neoliberal business-centric, market-enabling rationale, albeit inevitably one with
“Chinese characteristics.” (Gonzalez-Vicente, 2019: 509)

To some of these characteristics, we shall turn now.

PPPs With Chinese Characteristics
The World Bank defines a PPP as a “long-term contract between a private party and a
government entity, for providing a public asset or service, in which the private party
bears significant risk and management responsibility and remuneration is linked to per-
formance” (World Bank, n.d.). Compared to traditional modes of public procurement
in the infrastructure sector, notably Engineering-Procurement-Construction (EPC) con-
tracts, PPPs establish a longer-term and more comprehensive contractual relationship
between a private corporation and a public entity. Thereby PPPs differ with regard to
the extent of private sector participation in and/or ownership of an asset or entity, as
well as regarding different services (e.g. design, financing, construction, operation, man-
agement, and tolling) that can be subject of a PPP contract. Moreover, PPPs vary in terms
of their contract duration, with management contracts commonly lasting no longer than
ten years, whereas more comprehensive PPP arrangements, such as build–operate–trans-
fer (BOT) contracts usually last anything between fifteen and fifty years. PPPs further-
more differ in the ways the private party is compensated, which can – widely
categorised – either follow the “user-pays principle,” occur through contractually
agreed fixed payments by the public entity (so-called “availability PPPs”) or a combin-
ation of the two (Yescombe and Farquharson, 2018: 17).

In China, the term PPP is usually translated into zhengfu he shehui ziben hezuo (政府

和社会资本合作), which literally means “government and social capital
cooperation” (Jin and Rial, 2016: 10). Social capital entails private firms and state-owned
enterprises (SOEs), which have secured a dominant position in China’s PPP market
thanks to their long-term experience in delivering infrastructure, their privileged access
to loan finance and their ability to resort to their government connections in case of a
dispute with a contracting authority (Jin and Rial, 2016). Overseas, Chinese SOEs
have become important “state-capital hybrids” in global (infrastructure) markets
which “increasingly emulate the practices and organizational goals of comparable
private-sector entities, adopt the techniques of modern finance, resort to mixed owner-
ship, and extend their operations across geographic space” (Alami and Dixon, 2022:
305). Yet, investments (in PPPs) from these firms remain characterised by higher
degrees of state authority over corporate decisions compared to their (“Western”)
private counterparts, as the burgeoning literature on state capitalism underlines (see
Alami et al., 2021; Alami and Dixon, 2022). While Chinese SOEs have gained a sig-
nificant degree of operational autonomy following their corporatisation, they generally
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adhere to grand political directives from the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) (see
Jones and Hameiri, 2021: 12, 23–24; Stone et al., 2022). Their dominant role as
“private” partners in PPPs is hence a key peculiarity of Chinese PPPs – at home and
abroad – and reflective of the changing role of SOEs in contemporary Chinese state
capitalism (see Alami et al., 2021; Breslin, 2021: Chapter 4).

Another term that is frequently used in official Chinese discourse and equally refers to
a form of PPP is “investment, construction and management integration” (投建营一体

化, toujianying yitihua). It refers to a particularly comprehensive form of
public–private cooperation whereby the “private” contract party – in many cases an
SOE – is involved in all stages of a project’s life cycle (see Ruan et al., 2021). The
Chinese model of investment, construction, and management integration is thus most
akin to design–build–finance–operate PPPs, which entail project design, financing, con-
struction, operation, and, in certain cases, tolling of an asset (see Yescombe and
Farquharson, 2018: 13). Additionally, though, this model intends Chinese “spill-over”
investments beyond specific infrastructure projects (Ruan et al., 2021).

China’s “turn” towards PPPs in overseas markets, curiously itself a result of the CCP’s
dirigisme under the aegis of Xi Jinping (see Breslin, 2021: 80), constitutes a rapproche-
ment with neoliberal policy consensus and market mechanisms in the global
economy (see Schindler et al., 2023). Considering the capital intensity of large-scale
infrastructure projects, PPPs have, since the debt crises of the 1980s, been promoted
by Western governments, international financial institutions (IFIs), and the private
sector as a solution to lighten the financial burden for public authorities in the provision
of public services and goods. To meet infrastructural needs that are usually strongly deter-
mined by global market demands, PPPs are often considered to be without any alterna-
tive. “The high cost of public debts, public budgetary constraints and the increasing
demand for transport services have left many governments with no option than to lever-
age the private sector’s expertise and finance through Public–Private Partnership (PPP)
approach” (Osei-Kyei and Chan, 2016: 170–171). Consequently, development banks,
think tanks, consultancies, and governments have advocated PPPs as the “vanguard
vehicle” to attract private investment into infrastructure (Hildyard, 2016: 31). They are
also seen as central to Africa’s post-pandemic recovery and a crucial means to boost
foreign investment on the continent (see Kabanda, 2021).

This article scrutinises China’s turn towards infrastructure PPPs in Africa based on an
analysis of Chinese government communications, as well as on Chinese studies on PPPs,
complemented by other secondary literature. The article first recounts China’s domestic
experimentation with PPPs and reveals contradictions that have arisen in China’s domes-
tic market with ramifications for their global applicability. In the second part, we concep-
tualise China’s turn towards PPPs in Africa’s infrastructure sectors as a form of
metagovernance, which is aimed at stabilising China’s contemporary growth model.
The third part documents the recent rise of PPPs in Sino–African relations and provides
a snapshot of ongoing Chinese PPP investments in Africa. We then document dominant
official Chinese narratives that have, in line with neoliberal policy consensus and dis-
course, portrayed PPPs as an adequate solution for African debt problems. Lastly,
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drawing again on official statements and Chinese studies, we document Chinese risk per-
ceptions vis-a-vis PPPs in Africa and show that they have been strongly informed by China’s
domestic experiences with PPPs. We also problematise several governance challenges that
Sino–African public–private encounters have faced. The article concludes that PPPs as a
means of metagoverning the BRI engender new contradictions and risks to cause popular
contestations in African host countries, just like Chinese loans have in the past.

Methodology
We draw on a combination of primary and secondary data. The former included a system-
atic textual analysis of over 100 publicly accessible official Chinese communications and
policy documents on Chinese responses to sovereign debt, as well as on China’s PPP
approach in Africa. The sources included statements and documents from the
Ministries of Foreign Affairs (MFA) and Commerce (MOFCOM), government agencies
including the public procurement service, banks such as China Exim Bank, Chinese
embassies in Africa, and multilateral fora, such as the Forum for China–Africa
Cooperation (FOCAC) and the BRI Forum. Relevant sources on PPPs in Africa were
sampled using different combinations of the search terms “非洲” (Africa), “PPP” (the
same abbreviation is usually used in Chinese sources), as well as “债务可持续”
(zhaiwu kechixu, debt sustainability) for the sources related to the debt–PPP nexus.
Government website extensions, such as “gov.cn,” as well as time delimitations,
were used in each search to filter official sources since 2010. The sample period
(2010–2020) allowed us to gain insights into a central analytical concern of this
article, viz. the emergence of official narratives on PPPs as alternative financial instru-
ments in the context of the BRI (announced in 2013) and the most recent wave of debt
sustainability challenges (as opposed to debt crises of the first decade of the twenty-first
century) experienced in several African countries (which accelerated in the mid-2010s).
Relevant information from the Chinese sources was extracted, manually translated and
summarised, organised chronologically and by type of source, and coded for recurring
themes before being synthesised into the narratives presented in the third part of this
paper. The information visualised in the map of select Chinese PPPs (Figure 2) is
based on the fifty Chinese foreign investment country reports that MOFCOM issued in
2020 for African countries. As such, the map provides a current snapshot in time depict-
ing PPPs with Chinese participation across a number of sectors, without any pretence to
offer an exhaustive overview, an endeavour that appears Sisyphean in the absence of pub-
licly available systematic data on the matter. Information from official sources was –
where available – triangulated with secondary literature and media sources, including
African and Chinese media outlets (as listed in Supplemental Annex 1).

China’s Domestic PPP Experience and its Contradictions
China started to experiment with PPPs domestically early into the reform era, with the
fifteen-year BOT contract for the Shenzen Shajiao B power plant, commisioned in

van Wieringen and Zajontz 439

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/suppl/10.1177/18681026231188140


1987, often cited as China’s first-ever PPP (Cheng et al., 2016). Cheng et al. (2016) have
periodised the gradual emergence of PPPs in the Chinese economy, suggesting that there
was an “exploration phase” (1984–2002) during which PPPs occurred mostly in trans-
port, energy, water, and waste management, and most investors were foreign firms.
The project delivery method most commonly adopted then was the BOT model. Yet,
these projects were seldomly labelled as PPPs in China but were variously referred to
as “project financing,” “concessions,” “BOT,” or “social capital in infrastructure” (Jin
and Rial, 2016: 7 n.6). Uneven distributions of risks and lengthy and costly procurement
procedures prevented PPPs from taking off on a large scale before 2002 (Cheng et al.,
2016; see also Jin and Rial, 2016: 7). A key development causing an acceleration in
the rollout of PPPs was the endorsement of market mechanisms for infrastructure
development, approved by the Sixteenth National Congress of the CCP in 2002.
Following the central government’s backing of PPPs, the MOFCOM issued several
guidelines on their application. According to Cheng et al. (2016: 1247), this second
phase (2003–2008) marked a “stable expansion” of PPPs, accelerated by a heightened
political demand for infrastructure in the lead-up to the 2008 Olympic Games in
Beijing. Besides private investors, SOEs increasingly invested in PPPs during this
second phase, while the share of foreign investment in PPPs dropped significantly.
Public procurement and bidding processes were streamlined and contract templates stan-
dardised, resulting in cost reductions and faster project preparation cycles.

The 2007–2008 North-Atlantic Financial Crisis (NAFC) and its global economic
repercussions decelerated the growth of China’s PPP market. Beijing’s massive stimulus
package (扩大内需十项措施, kuoda neixu shi xiang cuoshi) worth some USD 586
billion saw huge sums of public finance flowing into infrastructure (see Liu et al.,
2018; Sum, 2019). At least temporarily, this influx of public funds diminished local gov-
ernments’ need to turn to the private sector to build infrastructure. As Breslin (2021: 89)
puts it, the central government was “telling the banks to overturn their previous policy of
caution and lend China out of a potential recession” by compensating for the sharp
decline in exports with public investments. Cheng et al. (2016: 1247) find that the
central government’s response to the NAFC caused a third phase (2009–2013) in
China’s PPP experimentation, which they describe as “development with fluctuations.”
China’s PPP market became dominated by SOEs, which enjoyed easy access to public
finance and were preferred project partners for both sub-national governments and
banks. Consequently, a “China-specific PPP model” (Cheng et al., 2016: 1247)
emerged, which is characterised by the extensive cooperation between local govern-
ments, banks, and SOEs in the delivery of public services and infrastructures. The
third phase also saw a diversification of PPP financing (beyond traditional loans), in
line with the gradual – though controlled – liberalisation of Chinese financial markets
(Cheng et al., 2016). China’s post-NAFC public investments accelerated the mushroom-
ing of so-called local government finance vehicles (LGFVs) (Lee, 2021; Sum, 2019). A
2011 People’s Bank of China investigation on public indebtedness found more than
10,000 LGFVs at various levels of sub-national governance (Breslin, 2021: 252).
Through these special purpose vehicles – described in an IMF report as a “specific
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form of unregulated PPPs” – sub-national governments, in cooperation with SOEs and
banks, circumvented budgetary constraints to develop ever more infrastructure (Jin and
Rial, 2016: 7). Loans and bonds held by these LGFVs further drove up the off-budget
liabilities of local governments, with so-called “hidden debt” estimated to have
reached CNY 45 trillion (USD 7 trillion) by the end of 2020, equivalent to 44 per cent
of China’s gross domestic product (Lee, 2021).

To check excesses of this kind, China’s PPP market has in recent years seen more
intervention by the central government. Cheng et al. (2016: 1247) discern an ongoing
fourth phase which they call the “new boom,” marked by strong central government
endorsement of “private” investment in infrastructure, paired with regulatory attempts
to improve the governance of PPPs. In 2014, the Ministry of Finance (MOF) established
a facilitating PPP Center. Between 2014 and 2016, the central government issued more
than forty regulations and guidelines aimed at standardising procedures and ensuring the
financial sustainability of sub-national governments. The directives included mandatory
value-for-money evaluations to ensure that PPPs are only entered if they are more cost-
efficient than traditional modes of procurement. Furthermore, fiscal affordability assess-
ments were introduced. Budgetary expenditures for PPPs must now not exceed 10 per
cent of local government budgets (Jin and Rial, 2016; Xiong et al., 2020; Zhang et al.,
2019). Following the active facilitation of PPPs by the Chinese central government,
Chinese government services registered 14,424 PPP projects in 2017, with a total
worth of approximately USD 2.8 trillion (Wang et al., 2019). Data by Cheng et al
(2016: 1245) suggests that the highest proportion of PPPs can be found in Eastern
China (48.8 per cent), followed by Central China (22.2 per cent), Western China (24.1
per cent), and Northeast China (4.9 per cent). The leading sector is water (54.6 per
cent), followed by municipal facilities (such as waste management and heating supply;
26.5 per cent) and transportation (15.3 per cent).

The recent surge in PPPs in China has had various unintended consequences and has
been associated with additional financial and economic risks and governance challenges,
such as uncertainties related to long repayment cycles, misallocations of public resources,
and the extraction of public funds by corporations and long-term costs for public author-
ities (Liang and Hu, 2018). PPPs have generally been considered by the Chinese central
government as a solution for alleviating financial pressure and mitigating debt risks for
sub-national governments, allowing them to proceed with public works and infrastructure
development despite tight public budgets (Wang et al., 2019). Yet, contrary to political
intent, the run of Chinese local and provincial governments on PPPs has exacerbated
chronic over-spending (Yu et al., 2018; Liang and Hu, 2018). A 2018 report released
by the MOF on the financial capacity of PPPs (PPP项目财政承受能力汇总分析报告,
PPP xiangmu caizheng chengshou nengli huizong fenxi baogao) found that the 6400
PPPs covered by the report incurred on-budget annual expenditures of around CNY
9.9 trillion between 2015 and 2045 – or CNY 319.4 billion per annum (China
Banking News, 2018).

Long-term costs arising from PPPs have become problematic for contracting author-
ities. Liang and Hu (2018: 377) find that many PPPs “include spurious forms of financing
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such as minimum guaranteed return, repurchasing or equity-disguised debt.” Around 80
per cent of PPPs in China contain so-called minimum-revenue clauses which compel
governments to compensate investors in case of limited returns. Such long-term liabilities
can render PPPs more costly for local governments than direct borrowing (Zhao et al.,
2018). Another aspect that casts into doubt whether PPPs are a long-term solution for
China’s (sub-national) government debts is the fact that they often only shift debt pres-
sure from one part of the state to another. Chinese authorities have confirmed that a
great majority of “private” investments in PPPs are still emanating from SOEs (Yu
et al., 2018: 3). As noted above, the “public–private” label in Chinese PPPs often
takes on a distinct meaning.

Unfair risk allocations between public and private partners have frequently caused
contractual disputes, breaches of contracts, and early terminations of PPPs. At the core
of such disputes are often economic “miscalculations” (Osei-Kyei et al., 2018). An
IMF working paper on the regulation of Chinese LGFVs and PPPs warns of possible
long-term financial risks:

It is a common misunderstanding in many countries that PPPs can reduce government spend-
ing needs and government debt. In fact, ceteris paribus, PPPs only change the timing of gov-
ernment cash flows, not the total net present value (NPV) of government spending over the
lifetime of the project. PPPs also largely change the form of government liabilities from bank
loans or T-bonds to other forms (e.g. commitments to pay the private partner). Because the
time frame of the budget or medium-term fiscal framework is much shorter than that of PPPs,
governments tend to have a bias in favor of PPPs over traditional government procurement.
PPPs may or may not be more efficient than traditional government procurement. Therefore,
Value for Money (VfM) should be checked to determine if a project is more suitable for PPPs
or traditional government procurement. (Jin and Rial, 2016: 9–10)

In November 2017, the Chinese finance ministry published a notice on its website in
which it expressed concerns that local governments were using PPPs and LGFVs as “dis-
guised channels” to take on more debt (Reuters, 2017). The ministry directed provincial
governments to terminate “unqualified” PPPs, notably those that had failed to conduct
due return-on-investment evaluations and fiscal stress tests, showed poor project pro-
gress, lacked transparency, exceeded fiscal spending limits, or provided unlawful debt
guarantees (Reuters, 2017). In the sequel, local governments cancelled 40 per cent of
an estimated 14,000 projects (Zhang et al., 2019: 2). The finance ministry also tightened
rules for the approval of new PPPs, ruling out projects that were not considered as pro-
viding public infrastructures or services, such as commercial real estate developments
(Reuters, 2017). In August 2021, the MOF announced it would work with the
Ministry of Justice to finalise a national PPP law “as soon as possible” (Lee, 2021). At
the time of writing, such streamlined legislation was still pending.

Crucially, the massive chronic indebtedness of sub-national governments cannot be
resolved through prudent regulation alone, as it is a result of contradictions in China’s
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“high-investment development model” (Pettis, 2022). As one observer described the
internal contradictions in China’s infrastructure boom:

Beijing has tried to better regulate local government debt, but its efforts have not been wholly
successful, largely due to the pressure on regional authorities to achieve economic growth,
which is often fuelled by infrastructure spending that does not immediately generate returns.
(Lee, 2021)

Contradictions have also arisen following China’s massive loan-debt investments in
African infrastructure markets, which Beijing now attempts to remedy by turning
towards PPPs as a supposedly “debtless” funding alternative.

The End of the Sino–African Infrastructure Boom? Attempts at
Metagoverning China’s Spatial Fix
From 2000 onwards, China embarked on its “Going Out” (走出去, zouchuqu) strategy
through which Chinese SOEs, including infrastructure contractors, fanned out across
the world. Pledges for credit lines and investments announced at FOCAC summits, a plat-
form for Sino–African cooperation established that same year, increased significantly
from USD 5 billion in 2006 to USD 60 billion in 2015 and 2018 (Eisenman and
Heginbotham, 2020). Throughout the 2010s, Sino–African cooperation in the infrastruc-
ture sector massively increased in reaction to economic repercussions from the NAFC on
China’s domestic economy. The crisis posed a challenge to China’s growth model and the
CCP’s “performance legitimacy” (Sum, 2019; Taylor and Zajontz, 2020). To compensate
for weakening exports, Chinese policymakers reacted with a massive stimulus package,
much of which was channelled into the infrastructure sector. Massive oversupply of
material, general overaccumulation, and a widespread bubble, especially in China’s
real estate, construction, and infrastructure sectors, developed as a result (Jones and
Zeng, 2019; Sum, 2019).

The globalisation of Chinese infrastructure and construction firms, since 2013 further
fostered by the BRI, can thus be understood as a spatiotemporal fix, a concept coined by
David Harvey (2003:115) to describe the recurring need within capitalism to remedy
overaccumulation crises by spatially expanding accumulation regimes and by investing
surplus capital into projects with long gestation times. China’s current spatial fix has
aimed at “moving out” surplus capacities in China’s domestic economy into overseas
infrastructure projects (see Carmody et al., 2022b; Carmody and Wainwright, 2022;
Gonzalez-Vicente, 2019; Zajontz, 2022c). This move was facilitated by a massive
increase in overseas lending by Chinese policy banks, causing a “convenient conjunc-
ture” between China’s surplus capital and Africa’s often-invoked infrastructure finan-
cing gap (Zajontz, 2022c: 16). This has afforded dominant market positions to
Chinese firms in Africa’s infrastructure and construction sectors, which were estimated
to have won about half of all international EPC contracts in “sub-Saharan Africa” in
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2017 (Zajontz, 2022c). Infrastructure projects simultaneously opened up new markets
for Chinese goods and provided access to African resources (Taylor and Zajontz,
2020; Were, 2018).

Understood as a spatiotemporal fix, the BRI “is hypercomplex and requires constant
experimentation and repair work with no guarantee of success” (Jessop and Sum, 2018:
477), particularly given the diffuse constellations of Chinese and non-Chinese actors
involved and their different interests. The “experimentation and repair work” that
Jessop and Sum (2018) refer to can be conceptualised as concrete manifestations of
“metagovernance.” The latter can be described as the governance of governance aimed
at mitigating governance failures that arise from existing modes of coordination and
exchange through institutional changes and parameter alterations to the general structures
(Jessop, 2016: 169). Debt sustainability issues related to the decade-long extensive dis-
bursal of loans and export credits by Chinese policy banks in Africa have amounted to
a governance failure in China’s spatiotemporal fix which the Chinese government has
actively tried to “metagovern” for a number of years.

In the latter half of the 2010s, debt sustainability became an issue in African countries
such as Djibouti, Ethiopia, Kenya, and Zambia, which had all borrowed extensively from
Chinese policy banks (and other creditors) for large-scale infrastructure projects (see
Carmody et al., 2022b). Following mounting public controversies in Africa and
beyond over China’s alleged “debt trap diplomacy” (see Bräutigam, 2020a; Zajontz,
2022b), debt sustainability became a major concern for Chinese policymakers who inter-
vened by restricting loans from its state-owned banks. Total new Chinese lending to
Africa consequently fell by 93 per cent between 2016 and 2020 (Carmody et al.,
2022a; see Figure 1).

While, as we document below, the promotion of PPPs across Africa (and elsewhere) has
become a central means inmetagoverning the BRI, only limited scholarly attention has been
paid to the discourses and ramifications of this emerging adjustment in the financial govern-
ance of Sino–African cooperation in the infrastructure sector. Alden and Jiang observed:

a new trend among Chinese companies that are involved in the infrastructure and power sectors
(where the majority of African sovereign debts to China are located) is to change their role
from contractors on the previously dominant EPC model to operators and investors on the
BOT/ BOOT model. […] If equity investment, regarded by China as the future direction for
financing in Africa, could gradually overtake traditional loans as one of the main financing
methods […], this may help alleviate the dilemma posed by the combination of the need for
infrastructure development and deepening debt difficulties. (Alden and Jiang, 2019: 647, 648)

Others have equally suggested that PPPs could help resurrect sustainable sovereign
debt levels in Africa. In the finance industry, some consider the PPP model a potential
new paradigm for Chinese investments in Africa (see Cuthbert, 2018). Bräutigam
(2020b) likewise suggested that “we should be encouraging more of them. Equity invest-
ments are a smart way for countries to finance the operation of badly needed infrastruc-
ture, while also helping repay loans.”
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On the contrary, some have problematised the risk of mounting off-budget,
long-term liabilities arising from PPPs (see Zajontz, 2022c). Even Uganda’s country
director of the IMF, one of the staunchest promoters of PPPs since the 1980s, declared
to be “very uneasy when we talk about PPPs in terms of debt instruments” (Karpowicz,
quoted in Barigaba, 2021). There have also been wider concerns that sovereign debt dis-
tress could result in a new wave of privatisations, with detrimental socio-economic
effects, as costs for profit-driven infrastructure development are usually handed down to
ordinary citizens who then have to pay for formerly public services (Zajontz, 2022b). At
the same time, as a means to metagovern China’s contemporary spatial fix, PPPs are
meant to secure demand for Chinese contractors in times of unsustainable sovereign
debt levels in various parts of the world. In the African context, the Chinese government
has thus increasingly promoted PPPs as a fiscally sustainable alternative to debt finance.

Sino–African PPPs: “Win–Win” 2.0?
China’s “turn” towards PPPs in Africa can be discerned in high-level communications,
including presidential and ministerial speeches, international summit declarations, minis-
terial policy documents, and embassy reports. Early during his presidency, Xi Jinping
started to actively promote PPPs in Africa, for instance, during his 2013 Tanzania visit
when he discussed with his counterpart Jakaya Kikwete possible Chinese investments
in the East African country, including PPPs (MOFCOM, 2013). PPPs as a mode of

Figure 1. New Chinese Loans Signed by African States.
Source: Carmody et al. (2022a: 9); CC BY-NC 4.0; based on data from Boston University Global Development

Policy Center (2022).
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project implementation in Africa have since become frequently referred to by the Chinese
top leadership. At the 2018 FOCAC summit in Beijing, President Xi proposed “eight
major initiatives” to be implemented in cooperation with African countries. The first ini-
tiative is mainly an encouragement for Chinese corporations to increase investments in
Africa. The second initiative concerned the integration of investment, construction,
and management, or “investment–construction–operation” in the official translation, by
Chinese corporations building African infrastructure (Xinhua, 2018). The other priorities
being trade facilitation, green development, fostering local talent, health cooperation,
people-to-people or cultural exchange, and security cooperation. In November 2019,
during the second annual “Global PPP50 Forum” hosted by Beijing University, the
MOF, referring back to Xi Jinping’s eight major initiatives, confirmed that its promotion
of Chinese corporate investment, construction, and management integration for African
infrastructure development indeed referred to PPPs (Chinese Public Procurement Service,
2019).

Besides statements by top officials, the annual reports on “China International Project
Contracting” (中国对外承包工程发展报告, zhongguo duiwai chengbao gongcheng
fazhan baogao) by the MOFCOM equally demonstrate the growing importance of
PPPs in Chinese foreign economic policy. The 2017–2018 report mentioned the term
“PPP” twenty-nine times. It called for PPPs in the fields of power, transport, and
natural resources, as well as for research on challenges for PPPs in African markets. It
also mentions the eagerness of various African governments to attract PPP projects
(MOFCOM, 2018). The 2018–2019 report mentions “PPP” thirty-five times. It also stres-
ses the need, due to severe debt distress, for Chinese contractors to engage the
Mozambican government to solicit alternative funding models in the form of PPPs.
Opportunities for PPPs are also indicated for other African countries. However, the
Africa section of the report concludes that the widespread use of PPP in Africa
remains difficult due to political, economic, and security risks, which need to be well
assessed to determine the feasibility of projects (MOFCOM, 2019: 39, 45). The 2019–
2020 report mentions “PPP” eighty times. It discerns an improving investment climate
across Africa, cites promising new PPP laws passed in recent years and encourages inves-
tors to successively invest in larger infrastructure PPPs. The report lists three prospects
for Africa: Firstly that COVID-19 is likely to have severe economic consequences in
Africa. Secondly that Africa requires foreign private investments in infrastructure, as
traditional loan financing could not satisfy existing demand. And thirdly that Chinese
contractors should expect growing Western competition in the African market
(MOFCOM, 2020b). Indeed, China’s turn towards PPPs in Africa is likely to be increas-
ingly affected by intensifying geopolitical competition with other external actors, notably
the EU and the US, which have recently pledged billions in investments on the continent
under the umbrella of their own connectivity initiatives (see Zajontz, 2022a).

The Chinese government has also used multilateral fora to actively promote PPPs. In
December 2015, heads of state and ministers from fifty African countries attended the
FOCAC summit in Johannesburg. The Johannesburg Action Plan, an output from the
summit, explicitly called on Chinese firms and financial institutions to engage in
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infrastructure PPPs in Africa (FOCAC, 2015). One of the main objectives of the China
Overseas Infrastructure Development and Investment Corporation, which opened its
Africa headquarters in Johannesburg in 2017, is the facilitation of PPPs (Zajontz,
2022c). The 2019 BRI Forum “encourage[d] third-market, tripartite cooperation and
Public Private Partnership (PPP) cooperation” (BRI Forum, 2019: para. 29). In
September 2019, at the Fifth Africa Investment Forum in Brazzaville, the chairman of
the China–Africa Development Fund, Yang Baohua, stressed that the PPP model was
developing momentum (Xinhua, 2019).

Chinese embassies in Africa, particularly their commercial offices, have become
important actors in facilitating PPPs between Chinese firms and host governments.
Commercial attachés in Chinese embassies across Africa outnumber their US counter-
parts in the region by around fifteen to one (Eisenman and Heginbotham, 2020: 296).
PPPs became regular items in the public relations of Chinese embassies in Africa as of
the mid-2010s. The embassy in Morocco announced in 2014 that Chinese corporations
were actively exploring investment models in the country, including PPPs (MOFCOM,
2014). In November 2014, the embassy in Ghana organised a seminar on “Chinese cor-
porations joining Ghana’s PPP projects,” bringing together Ghanaian officials and
Chinese company representatives (MOFCOM, 2014b). The embassy in Ivory Coast
reported that in September 2015, the China Communications Construction
Company’s director-general met with Ivory Coast’s president to express its readiness
to invest in PPP projects (MOFCOM, 2015). Various Chinese embassies have moni-
tored developments in local PPP legislation and policies in African countries since
2015 (see MOFCOM, 2015b, 2015c; MFA, 2017). In September 2018, the Chinese
embassy in Windhoek cautioned that Chinese investors exploring possibilities for
PPPs in Namibia should first consider Namibia’s stringent labour laws (MOFCOM,
2018b).

The above efforts to promote investments in PPPs in African infrastructure markets
have resulted in a growing number of such projects. Figure 2 shows a number of PPPs
with Chinese participation in Africa. The map shows projects that were mentioned in
the fifty Chinese foreign investment country reports (对外投资合作国别指南, duiwai
touzi hezuo guobie zhinan) that were released by the MOFCOM in 2020 for African
countries, complemented with information from other official and media sources.
The map does not pretend to provide an exhaustive overview but rather offers a snap-
shot of projects that were concluded or underway at the time of writing and, thus, gives
indications as to what sectors are concerned by China’s turn towards PPPs in Africa.
Unsurprisingly, transport infrastructure features prominently in the Chinese PPP port-
folio in Africa, with Chinese firms having invested in the construction of sea ports, such
as Nigeria’s Lekki port and Kribi port in Cameroon. Both of these projects include
operational concessions of forty-five and twenty-five years, respectively. In Djibouti,
China Merchants Port Holdings, a subsidiary of China Merchants Group, acquired a
23.5 per cent stake in the port of Djibouti and signed a thirty-year BOT contract for
a USD 590 million port expansion project, the Doraleh Multipurpose Port
(Bagwandeen, 2021; Barton, 2021).
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As Zajontz (2022c) has shown in the Zambian and Zhou (2022) in the Ugandan case,
road projects have become a particularly important “public–private testing ground” for
Chinese firms in Africa. As Figure 2 shows, Chinese firms have in recent years also
gotten involved in road PPPs in Sierra Leone, the Democratic Republic of Congo
(DRC), Madagascar, and Kenya. The road sector appears to be particularly suitable for
PPPs for several reasons. First, market demand remains high, as Africa continues to
trail behind in global comparison when it comes to paved road density (OECD, 2018:
Chapter 1). Secondly, Chinese civil engineering firms have built up immense capacities

Figure 2. Selection of Public–Private Partnership (PPP) Projects With Chinese Participation in

Africa.
Source: Authors’ own depiction, based on 2020 foreign investment cooperation country guide reports for

African countries, published by the Ministry of Commerce (MOFCOM), and various African and Chinese

media articles and public sources (as listed in Supplemental Annex 1).
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and are widely mobilised in African markets following two decades of surging road con-
struction financed by IFIs or Chinese policy banks (Zajontz, 2022c). Thirdly, economic
risks of road construction PPPs are – relatively speaking – low, as feasibility and internal
rates of return are generally easier to assess compared to more complex markets such as
electricity. At the same time, the profit rates of road PPPs are usually high. In 2014,
annual returns of toll roads in so-called developing countries ranged between 8 and 26
per cent (Hildyard, 2016: 48–49).

Corresponding with Africa’s growing energy needs (not least for the 600 million
Africans who do not have access to grid electricity), another key sector for Sino–
African PPPs is energy, as the projects in Ethiopia, Guinea, and Tanzania, depicted in
Figure 2, exemplify. As global demand and competition for (renewable) energy, includ-
ing for the energy-intensive production of hydrogen, will continue to grow, it is likely that
African energy markets will attract more Chinese investments in PPPs. Yet, in the eco-
nomically sensitive energy sector, foreign investments are often scrutinised particularly
closely. China’s MOFCOM, for instance, reported that a second large Chinese PPP
energy project in Tanzania, the so-called “K4 natural gas power station,” had to be
halted because the Tanzanian government decided to ban foreign equity investment in
its energy sector (MOFCOM, 2020).

The Supposed Panacea for African Debt Problems
References to PPPs in official Chinese sources have significantly increased, as debt sus-
tainability started to become an issue in several BRI countries in the second half of the
2010s. Henceforth, official Chinese calls to foster PPPs in Africa frequently occurred
in Chinese government communications, which simultaneously concerned the issue of
debt sustainability. In August 2016, the MOF through the Public Procurement Service
Information Platform (中国政府购买服务信息平台, zhongguo zhengfu goumai fuwu
xinxi pingtai) released a communication on the “international PPP model” which elabo-
rated on how the facilitation of Chinese investments in PPPs overseas aligns with China’s
Going Out strategy and how PPPs could help to improve the debt sustainability of host
countries (Chinese Public Procurement Service, 2016). This was the first official Chinese
source (from our sample going back to the year 2010) that mentions the PPP model in
relation to African debt sustainability. According to this document, the participation of
Chinese investors in overseas infrastructure PPPs would serve a dual purpose: it would
not adversely affect the host countries’ debt sustainability, while simultaneously
raising the efficiency of Chinese foreign investments. It furthermore proposes to
“develop the PPP model as leverage to effectively expand the political economic influ-
ence of Chinese foreign investment” as well as to diversify overseas investment portfolios
for Chinese private sector capital (Chinese Public Procurement Service, 2016).

The pronouncement is insightful, as it – as early as 2016 – documents the strategic
goal of a gradual reorientation of Chinese overseas economic activities. PPPs are
described as suitable vehicles to facilitate longer-term investments of Chinese firms
abroad that can increase local productive capacities in host countries, thereby effectively
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countering common (Western) criticism of the supposedly extractivist nature of Chinese
foreign investments with limited value being added in overseas markets. Accordingly, the
document states that PPPs are a means to transform the country’s “Going Out” policy:
after years of subsidised global market expansion, Chinese firms – through PPPs –
could now diversify their investments and, thereby, help host countries to overcome
debt bottlenecks (Chinese Public Procurement Service, 2016). Such reasoning in
Chinese government documents underscores that “PPPs [have] become increasingly inte-
grated into Chinese accumulation strategies in Africa and serve as an outlet for equity
investment” (Zajontz, 2022c: 24).

Various Chinese state actors have in recent years subscribed to the dominant narrative
that PPPs provide a solution to high levels of sovereign debt in Africa. At the July 2018
FOCAC Think Tank Forum in Beijing, assistant foreign affairs minister, Chen Shaodong,
encouraged Chinese corporations to explore public–private investment models in Africa
to alleviate local debt burdens, a proposition that was reiterated by the vice-president of
China Exim Bank, Xie Ping, at the same event (MFA, 2018b, 2018c). The narrative was
echoed by an MFA spokesperson during a press conference in 2018 (State Council
Information Office, 2018).

Chinese embassies across Africa became important protagonists in disseminating
this narrative across Africa. In an article posted by the MFA in 2018 in at least
eight mainstream Nigerian media outlets, the Chinese ambassador in Nigeria refuted
popular claims that Chinese finance would raise African debt to unsustainable levels
and encouraged Chinese foreign direct investment and experimentation with PPPs,
as a way to relieve African debt pressures (MFA, 2018). In October 2020, Gambian
newspapers published an article by the Chinese ambassador with the title “China
actively assists Africa with debt issues” promoting “debtless” investment cooperation
such as PPP to further advance Sino–African cooperation (MFA, 2020). The same
month the Chinese ambassador to South Africa hosted an online discussion with the
South African Institute of International Affairs where he stressed both China’s com-
mitment to the goal of African debt sustainability and the BRI’s support for Chinese
corporate investment, construction, and management integration for African infra-
structure development (MFA, 2020b). Such statements show that by the end of the
2010s, the Chinese government had firmly established a narrative that proposes
Chinese direct investments, and PPPs in particular, as a solution to African debt
problems.

Chinese official narratives on PPPs echo a belief that is widespread among scholars
and policymakers alike that PPPs are a cost-saving alternative for public authorities.
However, China’s own PPP experience has shown that PPPs can incur significant long-
term costs for public contracting authorities, despite official emphases to the contrary. In
his book Licensed Larceny, Hildyard (2016: 39) warns of “burgeoning off-balance-sheet
liabilities that countries have incurred through PPPs, storing up debt crises for future gen-
erations.”AWorld Bank study on debt sustainability risks for BRI countries cautions that
PPPs commonly imply long-term refinancing obligations for indebted governments and
potentially include terms on the liquidation of assets at a loss if such obligations are not
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met (Bandiera and Tsiropoulos, 2019: 30–31). Hence, the extent to which PPPs can help
to ameliorate unsustainable sovereign debt levels in African countries remains question-
able and ultimately dependent on their terms and conditions, as well as on the governance
context in which they are negotiated and implemented.

Risky Business? Chinese Risk Perceptions and the Intricacies of PPP Governance
In line with the central government’s active promotion of Chinese investments in PPPs
overseas, Chinese researchers and analysts have assessed challenges and opportunities
for Chinese investors in Africa. Some of their studies read more like recommendations
for action for Chinese firms that operate in Africa than like rigorous and independent
scholarly research. Hence, they must be seen as part and parcel of wider Chinese
efforts at metagoverning the BRI. Huo et al. (2018) evaluate the risk and success
factors of 552 PPPs in Africa. Their study suggests that functioning rule of law, bureau-
cratic effectiveness, strong anti-corruption controls, and government support for private
sector development are all conducive to the readiness of private corporations to take on
more risk in the context of PPPs, but that Western-style democracy, on the contrary, cor-
related with lower willingness to take on economic risks (Huo et al., 2018). Zhu (2017)
reviews developments in African PPP legislation and expresses optimism about the pro-
liferation of the PPP model at regional and continental scales of governance in Africa as
well as about the promotion of PPPs under the BRI. The author encourages Chinese con-
tractors to seize opportunities offered by the renaissance of PPPs in Africa. In a short
briefing that focuses on the potential of Africa’s railway sector for PPPs with Chinese
participation, Liu (2020) lists some general operational risks to be considered for
Chinese companies operating abroad, such as differences in environment and culture,
avoiding conflict with local workers, and protecting company assets.

Wu and colleagues’ (2014) study offers a comprehensive insight into Chinese risk per-
ceptions regarding PPPs in Africa. Referring to political instability and investment inse-
curities, the authors emphasise the need to integrate the interests of the investing
corporation with that of the host government and institutions so that public entities
have a stake in the project’s success. Furthermore, corporations should ensure good rela-
tions with the local population, and make the host governments provide special military
and police protection to Chinese assets and personnel. In addition, the authors recom-
mend hiring sufficient high-quality private security. Wu et al. (2014) furthermore
suggest that Chinese corporations should outsource the collection of user fees to relevant
African government agencies to prevent conflict with the local population, which might
contest paying directly for basic public services.

Wu et al. (2014) problematise the economic risks of PPPs due to their typically long
contract periods and caution that certain projects might not meet investors’ profit expec-
tations. The study advises Chinese corporations to demand sovereign guarantees from
host governments to secure investments as well as government-backed minimum-
revenue clauses and compensations to ensure the profitability of projects. While such
terms are common in PPP contracts, they are the ones that commonly incur the
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“burgeoning off-balance-sheet liabilities” that Hildyard (2016: 39) refers to. This poten-
tially contradicts the declared goal of financially more sustainable infrastructure develop-
ment in Africa that, as shown above, is constantly expressed in official statements. This
relates to the concern that PPPs may incur similar fiscal risks and burdens for African
public entities as they did for Chinese sub-national governments. The IMF’s country rep-
resentative to Uganda, Izabela Karpowicz, cautioned that debt-distressed governments
could misconstrue PPPs “as an instrument to hide debt and put it on somebody else’s
balance sheet” (quoted in Barigaba, 2021).

The risk perceptions above are shared by Chinese policymakers and government agen-
cies. The assistant chief of the foreign investment department of the Chinese National
Development and Reform Commission, Zhang Zhangzhi, cautioned that, apart from
the profitability of potential PPP projects, interested corporations must duly consider
local political, legal, and financial context factors (Xinhua, 2019). In November 2019,
such concerns were also expressed by China’s PPP Center which released a report advis-
ing Chinese corporations investing in Africa on a range of compliance risks, for instance,
related to potential legal penalties, restrictions on foreign investment in sensitive sectors,
and difficulties with local legal pluralism, scams, and complicated property rights.
Corporations would be able to mitigate part of such financial risks through Sinosure
insurance (Guo et al., 2019).

Despite China’s own domestic experiences in this respect, Chinese official sources
spare to mention possible (financial) risks for African contracting authorities. Yet, the
extent to which Sino–African PPPs will deliver “win–win” results for both Chinese
investors and African governments highly depends on prudent cost–benefit analyses
and “the capacity of African governments to negotiate beneficial terms” (Zajontz,
2022c: 179). This includes balanced public–private financial risk-sharing, prudent
public procurement and PPP laws (and adherence to the same), sound feasibility
studies, and thorough value-for-money evaluations. The negotiations of Chinese invest-
ment in the Tanzania–Zambia Railway (TAZARA) have shown significant strategic
learning on the part of the Tanzanian and Zambian governments. Informed by previous
unsuccessful railway privatisations in both countries, the governments rejected the terms
of a thirty-year Rehabilitate–Operate–Transfer PPP proposed by a Chinese consortium in
2016. Unsurprisingly, the parties disagreed not least on the financial terms, as the Chinese
investors expected the shareholding governments to take on all outstanding debts of the
company (about USD 800 million) and demanded far-reaching tax exemptions (Zajontz,
2022d). The shareholding governments have since asked the Chinese SOEs involved to
conduct another feasibility study as a basis for a renewed proposal.

Wider governance concerns are equally decisive for the performance of Sino–African
PPPs. Political risks associated with PPPs include popular protests by negatively affected
citizens, such as in cases of forced resettlement (Bandiera and Tsiropoulos, 2019: 31).
Nairobi’s new expressway, a 27 km elevated highway hoped to ease traffic congestion
in Kenya’s capital, exemplifies political risks for Chinese investments in PPPs. The
road was built under a thirty-year BOT contract by China Road and Bridge
Corporation (CRBC) and is operated by Moja Expressway, a CRBC subsidiary, which
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also collects tolls for another twenty-seven years. Controversies arose because more than
one acre of Nairobi’s Uhuru Park was sacrificed for the expressway (Kimari, 2021).
Amnesty International Kenya estimated that up to 40,000 residents of the Mukuru Kwa
Njenga settlement were affected by the demolition of schools, businesses and 13,000
homes to make space for a feeder road to the new expressway (Ram, 2021). Moreover,
the construction (temporarily) affected traders and commuters adversely and damaged
the existing road, which is still used by many. The toll fees that motorists now have to
pay caused further popular resentment against the project, often exacerbating
anti-Chinese resentment. In mid-2022, toll fees had to be increased “to cushion the
Chinese firm from exchange losses in the wake of the weakening Kenya shilling” (Aloo,
2022). The case of the Nairobi Expressway exemplifies that PPPs with Chinese participa-
tion are not necessarily seen by host populations as yielding “win–win” results, revealing
political costs for Chinese actors, as anticipated by Wu et al. (2014).

As Bandiera and Tsiropoulos’s (2019: 31–35) World Bank report shows, further govern-
ance challenges for Sino–African PPPsmay arise from poor project selection, non-transparent
procurement practices, poor valuation and organisation, corruption, and fraud. Such concerns
are not unfounded. A major corruption scandal has been revealed in the context of road PPPs
related to the Chinese Sicomines investment deal in the DRC. In 2008, the Congolese gov-
ernment under Joseph Kabila agreed with a Chinese consortium on an infrastructure-
for-resources deal over infrastructure investments to the tune of USD 3 billion and a
copper and cobalt mega-project worth USD 3.2 billion (see Landry, 2018). Based on the
agreement, PPPs were set up for the upgrade of key commercial roads. The main export
route for Congo’s mining exports between Kolwezi and the Zambian border, for example,
was rehabilitated by China Railway Engineering Corporation (CREC) and maintained and
tolled by the firm Société de Gestion Routière du Congo, a joint venture between firms asso-
ciated with the Kabila family and CREC which sold its stakes in 2015. USD 757 million in
tolls were collected on that road between 2010 and 2020. However, according to a report by
theDRC’s inspector general of finance, onlyUSD50millionwere spent onmaintenance between
April 2015 and end-2020. A consortium of non-governmental organisations and global media
outlets has since revealed various misappropriations of funds and irregular payments in the
context of this project (Clowes and Kavanagh, 2022; see also The Sentry, 2021).

These cases show that the Chinese turn towards overseas PPPs is not an “easy fix” to
China’s spatial fix but rather engenders new contradictions and governance challenges. A
World Bank study concludes that most BRI countries need better PPP regulatory frame-
works and warns that poor PPP governance is associated with high debt vulnerability
(Bandiera and Tsiropoulos, 2019: 33–35). The latter would be the exact opposite of
what official Chinese narratives on Sino–African PPPs promise.

Conclusion
Debt sustainability issues in countries along the BRI have posed the hitherto biggest chal-
lenge to the debt-financed, infrastructure-led global expansion of Chinese capital which
had become a key ingredient of China’s contemporary growth model. A growing body of
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literature is now concerned with the political repercussions of China’s role as the world’s
biggest bilateral creditor and focuses on how the Chinese government and the country’s
banks are currently renegotiating debts bilaterally and in multilateral fora. This article
traced a shift in the financial governance of the BRI which has received less scholarly
attention so far, namely China’s active promotion of PPPs in overseas infrastructure
markets. We conceptualised China’s gradual “turn” from loan finance towards PPP
investments as an attempt at “metagoverning” failures in China’s contemporary spatial
fix. The latter has – for the longest time – “moved out” Chinese surplus capital and mater-
ial, not least by means of massive sovereign loan-financed infrastructure projects over-
seas. As overseas lending has become increasingly economically risky and politically
costly, the Chinese government has identified overseas PPPs as a suitable instrument
to keep up demand for Chinese infrastructure and construction firms, which have built
up huge capacities across Africa (and elsewhere), as well as to “effectively expand the
political economic influence of Chinese foreign investment” (Chinese Public
Procurement Service, 2016). Growing Chinese equity investment in African infrastruc-
ture PPPs will lastingly expand the long-term control, operational involvement, and
financial stakes of Chinese firms in the assets and markets concerned. This will in turn
entail a growing Chinese security footprint on the continent to secure such investments.

As is often the case in Chinese economic policy-making, the domestic arena role-modelled
for the international realm. The Chinese central government, as of 2013, started to promote
(and regulate) PPPs domestically with the declared, though thus far unmet, goal to curb the
unsustainable accumulation of debts on the part of China’s sub-national governments, most
of it incurred for infrastructure development. As part of President Xi Jinping’s efforts to
further globalise Chinese capital accumulation, epitomised by the BRI, Beijing has started
to encourage and incentivise Chinese investments in PPPs overseas. As we have documented
in the African context, these efforts were significantly stepped up when debt sustainability
concerns mounted in several BRI countries. Our analysis of official Chinese government
sources has shown that the Chinese state has, since 2016, consolidated a firm narrative
which portrays PPPs as an adequate solution for African debt problems. This narrative is
in line with neoliberal policy consensus and discourse, notwithstanding the peculiarity of
Chinese “private” investors, many of which are “state-capital hybrids” (Alami and Dixon,
2022) in the form of SOEs. PPPs have since been promoted by Chinese top officials, in multi-
lateral fora, such as FOCAC and the BRI Forum, and by Chinese embassies across Africa as a
supposedly “debtless” alternative to loan-financed infrastructure.

However, this article has shown that China’s turn towards PPPs in Africa has engen-
dered new contradictions and governance challenges. In line with Chinese risk percep-
tions, corruption and rent-seeking behaviours have compromised – and damaged the
reputation of – certain Chinese investments in infrastructure PPPs, as documented irregu-
larities and alleged corruption in the context of Congo’s “mining highway” exemplify.
The Nairobi Expressway – and the tolling it entails – proves that privatisations are
often contested and, thus, can incur significant political costs and fuel anti-Chinese senti-
ments. The distribution of economic costs, risks, and benefits between Chinese investors
and African authorities bears further potential for controversies, as the protracted
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negotiations about a PPP for the rehabilitation of the TAZARA have revealed. The extent
to which Sino–African PPPs will deliver “win–win” results for Chinese investors and
African governments alike depends not least on political and regulatory context factors
in host countries, such as the adherence to PPP and procurement laws, sound feasibility
studies, thorough value-for-money evaluations, as well as on negotiation capacities and
legal resources on the part of African governments.

There are yet more fundamental politico-economic contradictions that loom in the
context of China’s recent turn towards infrastructure PPPs in Africa. China’s own domes-
tic PPP experience has shown that PPPs do not necessarily release pressure from public
budgets but, in contrast, can incur significant off-budget, long-term liabilities for contract-
ing authorities. There is a risk that indebted African governments rush into PPPs, which
might cost them and their populations dear. Ultimately, long-term costs for profit-driven
infrastructure PPPs are handed down to ordinary citizens who will have to pay for for-
merly public services either indirectly (through taxation and/or austerity measures) or dir-
ectly through user fees. The ongoing global infrastructure race, which will further intensify
with the emergence of competing connectivity initiatives, such as the EU’s Global Gateway and
the US-led Partnership for Global Infrastructure and Investment, incentivises African govern-
ments to keep up the pace of infrastructure development. As debt finance is no longer an
option for many African governments, PPPs are now promoted – by Chinese and other
actors – as a viable alternative. However, Hall (2015: 7) rightly cautions that PPPs often
serve as “an accounting trick, a way round the government’s own constraints on public borrow-
ing. This remains the overwhelming attraction for governments and international institutions.”
In the concrete case of Sino–African PPPs, the combination of keen Chinese (over)supply-side
interests in PPPs and the hegemonic status that “infrastructure-led development” (Schindler and
Kanai, 2021) has reached across Africa might eventually debunk official Chinese narratives, as
well as neoliberal policy consensus, that portrays PPPs as panaceas for Africa’s debt problems.
Financial risks for African governments, arising from long-term liabilities and state guarantees
for PPPs, are particularly high where growth in productive, revenue-generating sectors fails to
materialise – not an unlikely scenario in the current global economic climate. Future “metago-
vernance” in Global China’s growth model therefore seems inevitable.
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