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ABSTRACT What role does China play in the recent rush for land acquisition in
Africa? Conventional wisdom suggests a large role for the Chinese government
and its ﬁrms. Our research suggests the opposite. Land acquisitions by Chinese
companies have so far been quite limited, and focused on production for
African consumption. We trace the evolution of strategy and incentives for
Chinese agricultural engagement in Africa, and examine more closely several
of the more well known cases, sorting out the myths and the realities.

In the ﬁrst two decades of the 21st century Brazil, Russia, India and China
(BRIC) emerged as highly visible traders and investors. This visibility was particularly noted in the rush of interest in agricultural investment following the global commodity price spike in 2008. A cycle emerged whereby news reports of
foreign investor interest were collected in media-based databases, which became
solidiﬁed in a conventional wisdom that the governments of certain countries—
in particular, China and several Middle Eastern states—were attempting to
secure large tracts of land in Africa to ensure their own food security.
This article analyses this cycle though a focus on China in Africa, where
there is little direct evidence to support this conventional wisdom. It proceeds in
several steps. First, we identify the initial, inﬂuential media reports of Chinese
interest in African farmland. We then identify the ways in which these media
reports were solidiﬁed in a conventional wisdom, and repeated uncritically by
signiﬁcant policy makers and respected scholars. Following this, we brieﬂy outline the Chinese government’s policies towards outward investment in agriculture, the history of agricultural engagement, and existing data on Chinese
agricultural investment in Africa.1 We follow this by several case studies in
which we contrast the perception of large-scale land acquisition with the reality
on the ground.
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Our argument makes four key points. First, there is as of yet no evidence of
a coordinated Chinese government effort to obtain land in Africa, for food security or for other agricultural investment. However, and second, a small number
of Chinese agribusiness companies did pursue land acquisitions in Africa as part
of China’s general ‘going global’ surge of trade and outward foreign investment
(these are the ‘green dreams’ of the title). In most cases the amounts of land at
stake in these negotiations were far smaller than reported, and the projects
themselves were either commercial, import-substitution production (mainly rice
and sugar), or biofuels (oil palm, jatropha). Third, for a combination of political
and economic reasons, this interest has not, so far, translated into signiﬁcant
land acquisitions in Africa. Finally, the key role of African agency—investors
and governments—in this process has seldom been acknowledged. In the dominant narrative Africa and Africans appear primarily as passive bystanders, even
victims, not active agents.
Sub-Saharan Africa contains multiple areas where large-scale agricultural
investments could be risky for local people. Protection of poor people’s property
rights is inadequate in many countries, and women are especially at risk. These
concerns have been behind the attention given to compiling lists of ‘land grabbers’ in Africa, lists that have (often erroneously) featured Chinese companies
as large-scale, new investors. Our own research depends primarily on ﬁeldwork
conducted between 2007 and 2013 in China and a number of African countries,
including the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC), Ethiopia, Malawi,
Mozambique, Republic of Congo, Sierra Leone, Sudan, Tanzania, Zambia and
Zimbabwe. We supplement this ﬁeldwork through interviews, secondary
research by other scholars, and a careful review of information on the internet
in Chinese, French, Portuguese and English. Our case studies join a new wave
of scholarly literature that has criticised the methods employed by the mediabased ‘land grab’ databases, the lack of attention to national investors, and the
absence of agency on the part of host governments.2
How conventional wisdom was built
China’s rise as a global investor country coincided with the global price
increases of food, oil and many other commodities in 2007 and 2008. An
intense media interest in China’s role as an emerging investor, in the context of
concern over global food security, led ﬁrst to a spate of newspaper articles, blog
postings and media reports. Many of these reports contained signiﬁcant errors
(discussed below) but were nonetheless circulated uncritically and became the
foundation for databases and, later, scholarly analyses.
Media reports
One of the earliest reports appeared on the Swiss International Relations and
Security Network website in August 2007.3 The author, then a student in
Singapore, claimed that ‘Beijing and Maputo’ had signed a Memorandum of
Understanding (MOU) in 2006 to build ‘a massive agricultural project in the
Zambezi river valley’ that would bring in ‘as many as 20 000 Chinese settlers’
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to run farms ‘to supply the ever more afﬂuent Chinese market.4 In April 2008
French television visited what they said was a 10 000 hectare (ha) Chinese
farming project in Cameroon, claiming that the investors wanted to ship their
rice production back to China.5 The Associated Press published a story in May
2008 with the title: ‘China farms the world to feed a ravenous economy’.6 The
article claimed: ‘In the Democratic Republic of the Congo, a Chinese telecommunications giant, ZTE International, has bought more than 7 million acres of
forest to plant oil palms. In Zimbabwe, state-owned China International Water
and Electric Corp reportedly received rights from the government to farm 250
000 acres (101 174 ha) of corn in the south.’7 The DRC story was repeated in
an article on agricultural outsourcing in The Economist in July 2009, and this
was cited by a number of researchers.8 We discuss all these stories as case studies below.
It did not take long for the ﬁrst collections and analyses of these media
reports to appear, usually on websites hosted by think-tanks and NGOs. In
October 2008 an NGO, GRAIN, published its ﬁrst analysis of land-grabbing based
on media reports.9 The words ‘China’ or ‘Chinese’ were mentioned 47 times in
the paper, mainly as one of a group of countries whose chief goal was to
‘outsource their domestic food production by gaining control of farms in other
countries’.10 The analysis also claimed (erroneously) that the Chinese
government had established a $5 billion fund to allow Chinese companies ‘to
invest in African agriculture’.11
By 2012 two major, international databases on ‘land grabs’ existed, along
with two papers containing lists of Chinese ‘land grabs’ in Africa. GRAIN published its own collection in February 2012, assembling 400 alleged deals.12 In
GRAIN’s database 15 African projects were reported to be Chinese, at various
stages of commitment, involving 393 940 ha of land. A more ambitious effort
was set up by a coalition of research institutions and NGOs that established the
Land Matrix, a sophisticated online system to allow media reports of investor
interest in land to be veriﬁed through ‘crowd-sourcing’. The Beta version of the
Land Matrix was started in 2009 and launched publicly at a major World Bank
conference in 2012. It listed nine allegedly ‘veriﬁed’ Chinese ‘deals’ (including
mining and other land-intensive investments) in Africa, covering a total of 3
131 491 ha.13 In March 2012 the Journal of Peasant Studies published an article containing a different list of ‘Chinese investments’, including 55 African
projects, many without an indication of size.14 Finally, a paper published in
2012 by the Canadian International Institute for Sustainable Development (IISD)
contained a list of Chinese overseas ‘investments’ in agriculture that counted 17
‘conﬁrmed’ Chinese investments in Africa, totalling 463 000 ha.15 Several
bloggers immediately criticised the initial Land Matrix data as problematic,
pointing to speciﬁc ‘investments’ that were included as originally described by
media sources, even though they had later been thoroughly investigated and
found to be signiﬁcantly smaller, abandoned, never to have proceeded beyond
an initial expression of interest or, sometimes, never to have existed at all.16 Yet
the (very) large discrepancy among these sources did not attract any attention
from the media.
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Therefore, by 2012, a misleading image of Chinese agricultural engagement
in Africa appeared to have solidiﬁed in the public mind: the Chinese were very
actively acquiring large amounts of farmland in Africa. The Chinese
government was leading the effort, using its state owned enterprises (SOEs) and
sovereign wealth funds. The purpose was to secure food for China’s own food
security. In August 2012 the chief economist of the African Development Bank
posted a blog entry that reﬂected this belief. Referring to the April 2012 launch
of the Land Matrix database, he commented: ‘At a recent World Bank-organized
conference, China was identiﬁed as the biggest land grabber in the world and in
Africa’.17 This conclusion was also echoed in a quasi-scientiﬁc article based on
the Land Matrix ‘data’ and published by the prestigious US National Academy
of Sciences.18
Fieldwork-based critiques of the ‘Chinese land grab’ discourse
Parallel to the efforts to compile lists of Chinese agricultural investments by the
media, several researchers travelled to Africa to investigate these emerging
reports in the ﬁeld. In 2009 the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO)
sponsored a study on ‘land grabs’ by the London-based International Institute for
Environment and Development (IIED), which drew on ﬁeldwork in China, Ethiopia, Ghana, Madagascar, Mali, Mozambique, Tanzania and Zambia.19 The IIED
authors cautioned that, although there was clearly Chinese interest in agricultural
investment, the conventional wisdom appeared to be incorrect: ‘A common external perception is that China is supporting Chinese enterprises to acquire land
abroad as part of a national food security strategy. Yet the evidence for this is
highly questionable.’20 The researchers also pointed out that ‘as yet, there are no
known examples of Chinese land acquisitions in Africa in excess of 50 000 hectares where deals have been concluded and projects implemented’.21
A book by one of the present authors, as well as a co-authored article
published in China Quarterly in 2009, raised serious questions about some of
the stories being accepted as conventional wisdom, including the idea that the
Chinese had pledged to invest $800 million into rice in Mozambique and/or to
bring in Chinese settlers, an alleged 101 174 ha Chinese maize farm in Zimbabwe, and the reported three million ha size of the DRC oil palm project.22
Researchers at the Center for International Forestry Research (CIFOR) also conducted ﬁeldwork in Africa to investigate large-scale farmland acquisition.23
Their investigations, published in 2011, further conﬁrmed that two of the most
widely circulated stories (the ‘Chinese’ request for two million ha in Zambia,
and the 2.8 million ha ‘acquisition’ in the DRC) were far smaller in reality than
the media reports (see Table 1).24 They concluded: ‘China is not a dominant
investor in plantation agriculture in Africa, in contrast to how it is often portrayed’.25
Much of this ﬁeld research was available, on the internet, to organisations
like GRAIN or the Land Matrix that were (justiﬁably) concerned with large-scale
land acquisitions. Yet the almost exclusive focus on media reports and, in many
cases, the mission of the organisation, meant that there was little investigation
or follow-up on the initial ‘land grab’ reports before they were published,
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MOFCOM-approved
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Country
Zambia
Zimbabwe
Nigeria
Sudan
Mozambique
Tanzania
South Africa
Mali
Kenya
DR Congo
Cameroon
Ethiopia
Ghana
Angola
Rep of Congo
Gabon
Madagascar
Liberia
Egypt
Uganda
Mauritius
Togo
Sierra Leone
Benin
Eq Guinea
CAR
Malawi
Totals

Chinese farming investment proposals, Africa

No of Chinese
companies
(total)

No of Chinese
companies,
farming sector

158
81
270
83
58
112
175
37
91
89
36
130
115
102
36
26
26
24
109
57
45
30
29
26
20
7
6
2372

16
7
6
6
6
5
4
4
3
3
3
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
86

Grain crop
(corn, rice,
cassava, etc)

Cash crop
(sisal, sugar,
rubber, etc)

16
4
4
4
3
1
2
1
2
3
2
1
1
2
2
2
1
2

10
7
4
6
4
5
3
4
3
3

1

1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
69

1
1
56

2
2
1
2
2
1
2

Livestock
(chickens,
eggs, etc)
16
3
4
2
1
1
3
1
3
1
1
2
2
2
1
1

44

Note: The total number of Chinese companies includes those across all sectors, in all African countries.
From these totals we identiﬁed the companies that are directly involved in grain or cash crop cultivation and animal husbandry and only include those countries. We do not include ﬁrms solely involved
in agricultural trade, including those that do not have direct production, but provide credit to smallholders and purchase their crops. Some ﬁrms are simultaneously involved in two or three farming activities.
Source: Ministry of Commerce (MOFCOM), People’s Republic of China, Beijing, 2013.

becoming ‘data’ for others to analyse.26 To be sure, these organisations had
their own missions. In the case of GRAIN the organisation explained that it had
speciﬁcally tried to attract attention to investor interest ‘before the grabs
happen’, in the hope that activists could protest and derail the investment, and
academics use the reports as a starting point for further investigation.27 The
Global Land Matrix desired to create a public tool, using community knowledge
and crowdsourcing to raise awareness, while also verifying and amplifying
reports.28 The GRAIN database and the Global Land Matrix were also continually
updated. Yet the nature of knowledge circulation is such that the ﬁrst papers
written on the initial analysis of (problematic) data often have much greater
impact than papers written later, with revised and better data.29 As one set of
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scholars has warned: ‘the rapidity of easy access to “data” and the dangerous
allure of Google have facilitated the recycling of facts long after their sell-by
date’.30 This is clearly the case with many of the ‘facts’ about Chinese engagement in agriculture in Africa.31
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Chinese engagement in agriculture in Africa: an overview
China has been involved in agriculture in Africa since the 1960s. The Chinese
government has featured agricultural technology transfer as a central component
of its aid programme. As part of China’s turn to the market in the 1980s, stateowned companies that had built state-owned farms and plantations for African
governments often returned to manage them. In the 1990s these companies and
others began to lease state-owned farms being privatised under structural
adjustment programmes. By the new millennium the Chinese government had
developed policy guidelines for outward investment in a number of sectors.
Agricultural cooperation was one of the keystones of China’s commitments
under the Forum on China–Africa Cooperation and the January 2006 White
Paper on China’s Africa Policy. We elaborate on these below.
The origins of Chinese engagement in African agriculture: foreign aid
China’s aid programme in Africa has always emphasised agriculture, a sector
where Chinese expertise and African interest coincided.32 The early years of the
aid programme featured help for socialist governments in Africa to construct
large, state-owned farms. In 1965, for example, Tanzania received Chinese help
to build the Ruvu State Farm, 2834 ha of mixed farming, while Chinese
technicians also built the Mahonda State Sugar Cane Farm on the island of
Zanzibar, and the 5575 ha Mbarali Rice Farm Mbaye, which also featured
poultry, dairy, hydropower and a rice mill.33
Large state farms became less frequent in the 1970s and 1980s, when
Chinese teams began to take over agricultural projects abandoned by the
Republic of China (Taiwan) when African countries switched diplomatic ties
from Taipei to Beijing. By the end of 2009 Chinese teams had built at least 142
agricultural farms and demonstration centres for African governments, in 44
African countries, involving the development of a total of 61 500 ha.34 Despite
the political importance of agriculture, the Chinese found that it was hard to
achieve sustainability for their rural projects. The World Bank, for example,
reported a failure rate of 50% for its African rural development projects
between 1965 and 1986.35 The Chinese had similar difﬁculties.
During the 1990s the Chinese reformed their aid programme to enhance
sustainability.36 Turn-key projects with production potential could become joint
ventures, rather than simply be given back to the host government, where they
had generally failed to thrive.37 In 2002 China’s then vice minister in charge of
foreign aid, Wei Jianguo, told a seminar encouraging Chinese agricultural
investment in Africa that ‘China–Africa agricultural co-operation in the new
century must be conducted by enterprises and should be market-oriented’.38 In
agricultural aid the most visible sign of this new emphasis emerged in the
1681
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launch of more than two dozen agro-technology demonstration centres across
Africa. Chinese teams had built many agro-technology demonstration centres in
past decades, only to watch them fail to be sustained. In 2006 they decided to
experiment with a different model: getting Chinese companies and institutes,
generally selected via a competitive tender system in China, to build and
operate the centres for at least three years under a Chinese grant. During this
time the companies were encouraged to seek out ways for the centres to earn
income and become self-ﬁnancing. They were also encouraged to investigate
other business opportunities. Most centres were fairly small, less than 75 ha in
size. In at least two cases, Cameroon and Mozambique, implementing
companies have also made farming investments on their own.
Chinese investment in African agriculture: history and incentives
Chinese companies have been investing in agriculture in Africa since the mid1980s. As China turned towards the market domestically, Chinese companies in
Africa were encouraged to seek new sources of income. Most had arrived in
Africa to carry out foreign aid projects, although some were sent by their parent
companies to explore investment opportunities in agriculture, forestry and
ﬁsheries.39 In the late 1980s and 1990s Chinese companies sought to lease
several of the old Chinese aid projects that were being privatised under structural adjustment programmes: Segou sugar complex in Mali, Magbass sugar
complex in Sierra Leone, Koba Farm in Guinea, Mpoli Farm in Mauritania, and
so on. China State Farm Agribusiness Group (CSFAG) invested in two colonialera sisal farms in Tanzania and began new agricultural investments in Zambia
in 1989. By the new millennium CSFAG had seven agricultural investments in
southeast Africa and West Africa, worth 290 million yuan (or roughly US$35
million).40 These investments have continued in a pattern that has emphasised
acquisitions of existing farms, as well as new, green-ﬁeld investment. The largest Chinese agricultural acquisition in Africa occurred in 2008, when Chinese
SOE Sinochem bought 51% of a Singapore rubber company, GMG Global. GMG
Global had long term leases on rubber plantations in Cameroon and Côte
d’Ivoire. Its largest concession comprised 41 000 ha in Cameroon (less than
half under cultivation).41
The Chinese government has programmes to encourage agricultural investment overseas, although most of these are components of larger programmes
promoting ‘going global’ across a number of sectors. Agriculture was included
in the ‘going global’ programme as early as 2005, when the Ministry of Finance
announced the establishment of special funds available to promote outbound
foreign investment.42 The Ministry of Agriculture and the China Development
Bank signed an agreement in 2006 to work together in ﬁve areas, including
development of projects using overseas land and water.43 China Eximbank
signed an agreement with the Ministry of Agriculture in 2008 to promote overseas investment in agriculture using export seller’s credits and investment loans.
In June 2010 China’s top state-owned agribusiness group, China National
Agricultural Development Corporation Group (CNADC) and the China–Africa
Development Fund set up a joint venture, China–Africa Agriculture Investment
1682
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Co, Ltd (CAAIC). Funded at 1 billion yuan ($161 million), CAAIC was intended
to be a platform to promote China’s farming, ﬁshing, animal husbandry,
livestock, and agro-processing and marketing investments in Africa.44 China’s
12th ﬁve year plan (2011–15) encouraged Chinese ﬁrms to build productive
capacity in developing countries with comparative advantage in agriculture, as
part of the ‘going global’ strategy.45 While most of these incentives were directed to state-owned ﬁrms, in 2010 the government announced that it would
encourage private ﬁrms in the ‘going global’ effort.46 Two years later China’s
State Council published notices outlining the new regulations for including
private ﬁrms in the ‘going global’ framework.47 Again, agriculture was included
in the sectors eligible for special funds for foreign economic and technical
cooperation.48
The focus of these incentives on Sino-African trade has yet to be felt.
Chinese imports of African agricultural commodities are still relatively modest,
and focused on agro-industrial imports: raw cotton (Burkina Faso), and tobacco
(Zimbabwe). Indeed, some African countries import grain from China, including
Eritrea, which is the second largest destination of Chinese maize exports. In
2011 African countries imported 101 968 metric tonnes (mt of cereals (wheat,
rice, maize, etc) from China, while China imported less than one mt of cereals
from Africa.49 However, Chinese imports of oilseeds (mainly sesame seed from
Ethiopia and groundnut from Senegal) are larger, with 366 954 mt imported into
China from Africa in 2011, with a value of $489 million.50
According to China’s State Council, as of the end of 2011, 2.5 per cent of
the stock of China’s foreign direct investment in Africa was in agriculture,
which includes farming, forestry, animal husbandry, and ﬁsheries, a total of
$406 million.51 For 2012, the annual ﬁgure was reported to be $82.47 million.
However, we do not know the proportion of this that comes from farming
alone. We include several estimates of the number of ﬁrms and the value of
their investments, derived from surveys and from MOFCOM investment approval
data. A survey done in 26 Chinese provinces and municipalities by the Foreign
Economic Cooperation Centre of the Ministry of Agriculture estimated that, by
the end of 2007, the average assets of medium-scale Chinese outward agricultural investments were about $2 million per company, with large-scale ﬁrms
averaging about $10 million in assets per company.52 We use this data to make
estimates of the overall value of Chinese farming investments.
MOFCOM retains a database of approved Chinese overseas companies’ investment proposals.53 According to these data, there were 2372 African investments
approved for medium and large-scale Chinese companies as of March 2013. Of
these, 212 were somehow related to agriculture (grains, cash crops, animal husbandry, ﬁsheries, forestry, agro-processing and commodity trade) in 37 African
countries. Only 86 out of 2372 approved proposals were speciﬁcally related to
farming (production of grains, cash crops or animal husbandry) in 27 African
counties (see Table 1). The top four African countries for approved Chinese
farming proposals—by number, not value—were Zambia (16), Zimbabwe (7),
Mozambique (6), Nigeria (6) and Sudan (6). Not all of these approved proposals will be realised. Our ﬁeldwork in Zambia and Zimbabwe showed that, as of
June 2013, out of 16 farming investment proposals approved by MOFCOM for
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Zambia, only eight were in operation, and some of these were very small. In
Zimbabwe only two out of seven were actually producing, while other Chinese
ﬁrms approved for farming were only operating as purchasers of cotton and
tobacco. There are likely also to be some small investments under the minimum
size for approval, and possibly other large acquisitions (such as Sinochem’s
GMG Global investment) that will not show up in the Africa data, as they were
approved as investments in non-African countries, in this case Singapore.
Based on these numbers, we can say that the value of (approved) Chinese
investment in farming in Africa is likely to be somewhere between $172 million
(86 projects, at $2 million each) and $488.5 million ($406 million as of end2011, plus the additional $82.5 million in 2012). The lower average may be the
more realistic ﬁgure. Researcher James Keeley reported that in 2008, in one
country, Zambia, a total of 23 Chinese farming investment proposals had been
approved by the Zambian authorities, many from large state-owned enterprises.
The total projected value was $10 million (or $435 000 per farm on average).54
This overview of Chinese data on Chinese companies and state incentives
suggests several things. Chinese companies are interested in investing in
farming in Africa. Yet the number of ﬁrms is small compared with companies
in other sectors. Their investments are also still fairly small, with the exception of leasing existing plantations in places like Cameroon, Mali and Sierra
Leone, and several newer farms in Zambia.55 The new policies may foster
additional interest by Chinese private ﬁrms in Africa investment. Yet risks
remain high.
Case studies: investigating myth and reality in Chinese agricultural
investments in Africa
In this section we review the evidence on several of the widely publicised cases
that have featured on various ‘land grab’ lists. The case studies below illustrate
the risks of agricultural investment, while also shedding light on several of the
reasons why reality differs from the conventional wisdom.
Cameroon: Sino-Cam

IKO

In the introduction we provided the case of the ’10 000 ha Chinese rice
investment’ in Cameroon, visited by a French television crew who said that
the Chinese were shipping the rice they produced back to China. Another
French article, entitled ‘Chinese raid on Cameroonian land,’ predicted that
the ‘Chinese conquest of African farmland’ would provide a solution for millions of Chinese peasants deprived of their land. ‘In Cameroon’, the article
predicted, ‘the Chinese could eventually control the chain of cereal production’.56 These ominous statements need to be juxtaposed with a more complex reality.
What the television crew actually visited was a 120 ha rice demonstration
centre near Nanga Eboko originally established as a foreign aid project by
Taiwan in the 1960s, later abandoned, but brought back into production by a
team of 10 agriculturalists from a state-owned company in Shaanxi Province.
1684
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Shaanxi Agriculture Group (SAG) arrived in 2005 at the invitation of the Minister of Agriculture of the Government of Cameroon, who had visited China.57
SAG set up a subsidiary, Sino-Cam IKO (also known as China–Cameroon Yingkao Agriculture Development Co, Ltd), a subsidiary of Shaanxi Overseas
Investment and Development Co, Ltd.
The Chinese ﬁrm (not the Chinese government) signed an MOU with the
Cameroonian government. They obtained provisional agreement to acquire up
to 10 000 hectares of land: 6000 hectares in Nanga Eboko and 4000 hectares in
Santchou in the West Region, and they pledged to invest $60.5 million.58 On
the strength of this they set to work in 2006 testing rice and maize varieties at
the old Taiwanese farm. In 2008 the company was selected to build one of the
agro-technology training and demonstration stations pledged for Africa at the
2006 summit of the Forum on China–Africa Cooperation (FOCAC). With the
agreement of the Cameroonians it built the station at Nanga Eboko. This
reversed the original model, which was that the centre would serve as a
springboard for further investment.
Another French team visited the station in 2010, writing an article with the
title, ‘When Cameroon feeds China’. This led with the sentence: ‘The
Cameroonian government has ceded land to an Asian enterprise that exploits
local peasants to cultivate rice destined for China’.59 The reporters interviewed
the acting director of Sino-Cam IKO, who told them that ‘the rice we produce is
destined for consumption in Cameroon’. He said that the MOU the Chinese ﬁrm
had signed in 2006 speciﬁed that all the rice would be milled and sold
locally.60
The French reporters decided to believe local activists who showed them
bags of rice for sale in the market of Nanga Eboko covered with Chinese characters. This, the activists argued, was proof that the rice was meant for the Chinese market, not Cameroon. At present, they said, volumes were too low for
export: ‘When they can ﬁll a boat, the rice will leave for China’. Rice, they predicted, will ‘follow the trail of bananas and cotton’. Yet this left unanswered a
fundamental question: why would businessmen decide to come to Cameroon to
produce rice and ship it to China, where rice prices are controlled by the government, and rice sells for about 44 US cents per kilo, when Cameroon was
importing 500 000 metric tons of rice a year from Asia at a market price of 79
cents a kilo?61
Several ﬁeld investigations during 2010 noted that the company still had not
been able to obtain ﬁnal authorisation for any additional land beyond the old
Taiwanese-aided farm.62 The farm manager complained to a journalist that it
had implemented its side of the MOU, but that the Cameroonian government was
waiting an inordinate amount of time to approve the transfer of land for largescale rice production. After working for four years at the Taiwanese farm and
building a training centre that could serve 300 agriculture students, ‘we only
have 100 hectares. We have also been exploited.’63 In 2011 Cameroon’s imports
of rice rose by over 35% yet, as one study pointed out, ‘90% of land suitable
for rice-farming remains unutilized’.64
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Democratic Republic of the Congo:

ZTE

and oil palm

One single project accounts for most of the hectarage on lists of Chinese ‘land
investments’ in Africa: the ZTE (Zhongxing Telecommunications, one of China’s
premier telecoms companies) alleged purchase of as much as three million ha in
the DRC.65 The size of the alleged transaction towers over that from any other
company. As in the Cameroon case, there is a substantial core of reality to this
story—yet far less than suggested by the headlines.
ZTE had been active in the DRC as a telecoms ﬁrm since 2000. Rumours
about its interest in oil palm investment arose in May 2007 in local Congolese
papers. One reported that ZTE desired to invest ‘one billion dollars’ in an oil
palm biofuels venture estimated to cover ‘3 million hectares’.66 Several months
later, the project was approved by the DRC Council of Ministers, but only for
100 000 ha—a very large concession, but less than 4% of the ﬁgure discussed
in the media.67 Furthermore, no land was ever actually allocated for this project.
Yet in 2008 a ﬁgure of ‘7 million acres’ (about 2.8 million ha) was circulated
in an Associated Press report on Chinese land investments globally (the reporters did not appear to have visited the DRC).68 This story, published in the International Herald Tribune and other major papers, is the one usually cited as a
source for this project.
How much land did ZTE want to acquire? ZTE ofﬁcials made several confusing
statements about their intentions, at least as reported in English translations. In
2009 an ofﬁcial from ZTE Agribusiness spoke of the company’s plans to acquire
a total of one million hectares of agricultural land overseas within 10 years, with
a focus on Indonesia and Malaysia.69 The same year, in a July 2009 interview
with China’s news agency Xinhua, ZTE’s Africa regional manager, Zhang Peng,
claimed that its planned project in the DRC alone would be ‘one million ha’.70
The Chinese ambassador said that the project would be 300 000 ha.71 The convention signed in November 2007 speciﬁed ‘at least’ 100 000 ha.72
ZTE was clearly interested in investing, sending at least two separate delegations to discuss the project with the DRC’s Ministry of Agriculture.73 However,
as of May 2013, the ZTE oil palm project remained moribund and there was no
longer a mention of it on the website of ZTE Agribusiness. The company had
invested in oil palm in Indonesia and Malaysia and, as of 2010, was reporting
that it was exploring opportunities in West Africa. In Beijing Chinese ofﬁcials
commented privately to the authors that ZTE believed the transport costs would
be too high in the DRC to make the project proﬁtable.74 Instead of 100 000 ha
of oil palm, ZTE had established a much smaller area of 256 ha producing
maize, soy, meat, chicken and eggs.75
Mozambique: ‘China’s rice bowl’?
At nearly the same time as the DRC story of ZTE Agribusiness began to circulate, another tale arose with a focus on land grabbing, Chinese settlers and huge
investments in Mozambique. Like the story of China acquiring 3 million ha in
the Congo, the widely circulated Mozambique tale would later be revealed to
be largely a myth. Yet it was enormously inﬂuential, appearing in most of the
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‘land grab’ databases in 2009, and referenced uncritically by a number of other
overviews.
In Mozambique the storyline alleged that China was ‘aggressively’ seeking
‘large land leases’ in the Zambezi river valley, and that the Chinese and
Mozambican governments had signed an agreement for Beijing to grow rice on
a very large scale in Mozambique to ship back to China (since Mozambicans
allegedly ate little rice).76 Beijing would bring in tens of thousands of Chinese
farmers. According to this story, ‘local outrage’ allegedly scuttled those plans,
but the Chinese government nevertheless intended to move forward with an
$800 million investment to modernise the rice sector in Mozambique. The story
was summarised in 2008, in a report by GRAIN:
According to a study by Loro Horta, the son of Timor L’Este’s President
Ramos Horta, the Chinese government has been investing in infrastructure
development, policy reform, research, extension and training to develop rice
production in Mozambique for export to China since 2006. Eximbank has
already provided a loan of US$2bn and pledged an additional US$800m for
these works, though more is expected. Some 10 000 Chinese settlers will be
involved.77

Rather than a well researched study, the source of this story was a brief report
that had appeared in different form—without any fact checking—on two thinktank internet websites. The author, a student who had lived in Mozambique as a
child, apparently did not visit Mozambique for this research. Researchers who
did visit Mozambique to investigate the story further in 2009 and 2010 were
unable, over a collective period of months, to ﬁnd anyone who had even heard
of its central claims: the pledge of $800 million, an agreement between Beijing
and Maputo to bring in Chinese settlers, or public outrage or opposition to such
a reported plan.78 (The alleged loan of US$2 billion was not about rice, but part
of an early negotiation for a Chinese bank to ﬁnance, and a Chinese ﬁrm to
build, a large dam and hydropower project desired by the Mozambicans. This
did not materialise.)
As noted above, the IIED study sponsored in 2009 by the FAO raised questions
about the Mozambique story—that China was negotiating for land as part of a
food security strategy—saying: ‘the accuracy of these reports is hard to verify’.79 A scholarly article published in 2013 dismissed the story: ‘Contrary to
hyperbolic claims in the international media (Horta, 2008…) China’s role in the
Mozambican land grab is so far primarily indirect, operating via its demand for
raw materials…Secondly, the production of staple grain crops to ensure home
country food security is not a major driver of Mozambican land deals.’80
In fact, as one researcher noted, rather than China ‘aggressively’ seeking
large land leases, ‘the now abolished Zambeze valley ofﬁce (Gabinete de Promoção do Vale de Zambêze, or GPZ) tried hard to get Chinese investment and
failed’.81 Indeed, the Mozambican government was eager to grant concessions
to investors, as a 2012 Oakland Institute study showed. Between 2004 and
2009 over 2.5 million ha were granted to foreign investors, mainly from Europe
and South Africa; Chinese investors were conspicuous only by their absence.82
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On the other hand, as in the Cameroon example above, it is clear that
increasing the production of rice was of interest to Mozambique. The original
story made an important, but erroneous, assumption, arguing that ‘Mozambique’s increased rice production is clearly destined for export to the Chinese
market, since the staple accounts for just a tiny fraction of the Mozambican
diet.’83 Annual rice consumption in Mozambique was in fact over 500 000 mt
and in 2006 the country imported 382 300 mt of milled rice.84 ‘Rice’, noted the
International Rice Research Institute, ‘is considered a strategic crop in Mozambique where it is expected to contribute to ensuring food security in the country’.85
The question of agency arises particularly strongly here. The conventional
wisdom presented Mozambique as a passive recipient of Chinese demand for
land. In actuality Mozambican policy makers had a goal to revive the country’s
historic experience of irrigated rice production under the Portuguese, becoming
self-sufﬁcient and moving into rice exports. Mozambique identiﬁed four rice
production clusters (Xai-Xai, Beira, Quelimane and Nampula), in which private
investment, improved seeds, and research and extension would be the pillars of
the strategy. A number of foreign partners agreed to assist with this goal,
including the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, the International Rice
Research Institute and bilateral donors, including the Chinese.86
China’s Hubei Province Farming Bureau sent a delegation to Mozambique in
2005. Directed by the Mozambican government, they visited several spots,
including the 12 000 ha Xai-Xai production cluster in Gaza Province, far from
the Zambezi River. Gaza Province arranged to set up a joint venture with Hubei
Province, offering 1000 ha of disused, colonial-era, irrigated rice ﬁelds for
Hubei to set up a demonstration farm.87 The ﬁrst stage of the Hubei–Gaza
Friendship Farm was approved in 2007, with an estimated cost of $1.2 million.88 In October that year Hubei Province Farming Bureau also won a tender
held in Beijing to build one of the agro-technology demonstration centres
pledged through the 2006 FOCAC.89
The demonstration centre, near the capital, Maputo, was completed in 2011,
the same year that the Hubei–Gaza Friendship Farm completed the rehabilitation
of 100 ha of irrigated rice. Yet the Hubei company found it difﬁcult to carry
out its agreed cooperation tasks.90 Hubei was joined by a private Chinese grain
processing and marketing company, Xiangyang Wanbao Grain and Oil Investment Group, which agreed to invest RMB10 million ($ 1.6 million) to develop
another 333 ha of rice, and to test soybeans, vegetables and other cash crops. If
all went well, it hoped to be able to expand to 100 000 mu (6667 hectares),
while offering (paid) technical assistance to local farmers to develop 20 000 ha
of irrigated rice.91
In 2012 researchers visiting the farm reported that Wanbao was now in
charge of the project, and that local people had raised concerns about displacement, resettlement and competition for water use if the expansion occurred.92
Despite discouraging results from the earlier phase, Wanbao and Gaza province
ofﬁcials remained optimistic that the company would be able to produce rice
proﬁtably. In 2013 the company announced a ﬁve-year plan to expand to 8000
ha of rice and an additional 2000 ha of sugarcane, while also setting up an
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agro-processing cluster.93 Meanwhile, the establishment of a Brazilian–Japanese–Mozambican plan, ProSavana, to create a multi-use plan for 14 million
hectares of land in Mozambique’s Nacala corridor, shifted attention toward a
different set of external actors with apparently far larger ambitions.94
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Zimbabwe:

CIWEC’s

ill-fated contract

In May 2013 the ‘revised’ Land Matrix database contained an entry for an
alleged ‘Chinese’ land investment of 101 171 ha in Zimbabwe.95 In various
forms over the years this ﬁgure has appeared in a number of reports.96 For
example, a story on the Voice of America quoted a think-tank expert who
said: ‘There are a lot of Chinese farmers there now tilling Zimbabwean soil
growing crops that are sent back to China while the people of Zimbabwe
starve’.97 The article described the project as ‘a quarter of a million acres’
leased by China ‘for the growing of maize, which it exports back to China’.
However, the reality of this story turned out to be quite different from the
initial reports. This story shows how a small amount of digging can reveal
the reality of a situation.
Maize output dropped substantially after the Mugabe government implemented its violent ‘fast track’ land reform early in the new millennium.
Casting about for ways to increase output of this important staple crop, the
government of Zimbabwe decided to develop part of the 300 000 ha Nuanetsi Ranch for ﬂood-irrigation of maize and sorghum. The tender to clear and
develop 250 000 acres (about 101 000 ha) of the ranch was won by China
International Water and Electrical Corporation (CIWEC).98 Although the contract was widely reported as a Chinese ‘investment’, the Guardian reporter
who broke the story outside Africa made it clear that it was a contract:
‘Harare has not revealed how much it will pay China for the development
of the huge agricultural scheme’.99 Local news media reported that the land
was being cleared by the Chinese ﬁrm and that it would be allocated to
local farmers.100 In 2005 it became clear that the project was in trouble.
CIWEC halted work on the project when it failed to receive its scheduled
payments.101 A senior government ofﬁcial from Zimbabwe commented: ‘it
now appears our government negotiated in bad faith’.102
Given Zimbabwe’s dismal economic conditions, it is not surprising that
there was little investment in agriculture from China, aside from several
ﬁrms operating out-grower schemes with local tobacco and cotton farmers.
However, as the economy began to improve with the introduction of the dollar and the formation of a government of national unity in 2008, Chinese
interest picked up. The Anhui provincial branch of China State Farm Agribusiness Corporation (SFAC) in Zimbabwe arrived for a round of visits. A
year later it returned to establish a joint farming venture on a farm belonging to Zimbabwe’s Chinhoyi University of Technology. It sowed 750 ha of
wheat in 2011 and announced grand plans to develop 50 000 ha between
2013 and 2015, starting with a pilot phase of 1800 ha.103 A Chinese
researcher who visited the project in early 2013 reported that the company
was ﬁnding it difﬁcult to ﬁnd any additional land to lease.104 Discussions
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with Anhui SFAC in June 2013 suggested that it was still optimistic, and had
found strong interest from Zimbabwean government entities, including the
Ministry of Defence, which had been allocated farms in the land reform but
were unable to put them to good use.105
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Conclusion
The continent of Africa has been a food deﬁcit region for decades. For example,
in 2009 countries in Africa imported 10 million tons of milled rice, costing at
least $5 billion.106 The goal of increasing production in Africa is not controversial, but the means certainly are. Irrigation and high-yielding varieties are
looked at as solutions by some, and as problems by others. Commercial production, foreign investment, fertiliser, hybrid seeds and mechanisation all present
risks as well as potential rewards.
The Chinese have a strategy to foster overseas investment, including in
agriculture. Chinese food consumption will increasingly require imports,
particularly as scarce land is lost to development, and as more Chinese move
into the middle class, consuming more meat. These realities underpin the
readiness with which NGOs and others believed the ‘hyperbolic’ media stories
on Chinese ‘land grabbing’ in Africa, and ﬁlled their databases with cases that
were often more chimera than real. Yet the details of these stories suggest that
the way they have been interpreted needs to be revised. In particular, these
investments do not appear to be part of a coordinated Chinese strategy to secure
land in Africa to grow food for China. Rather, they reﬂect the uncoordinated
strategies of a number of different ﬁrms to explore commercial investment
opportunities across multiple sectors.
As noted in the introduction, we have made four key points in this article.
First, we see a small but growing role for the Chinese government and its companies, whether state-owned or private, in promoting agricultural investment in
Africa as part of a general effort to increase outbound investment. Second,
farming investments—including contract farming—by Chinese companies have
been occurring for several decades, but have grown more rapidly in recent
years. In almost all cases the crops of interest are either for commercial importsubstitution (rice, wheat, maize, vegetables) or industrial inputs and biofuel
exports (sisal, sugar, oil palm). The evidence suggests that Chinese agricultural
investment in Africa will increase, but that African land is unlikely to become
the offshore guarantee for China’s food security.
Third, China’s existing farming investments have grown slowly in Africa. We
know of only one case in which Chinese investors have been granted— and
proceeded to develop—a new area of over 10 000 ha of land: N-Sukala, the
extension of the Sukala sugar complex in Mali, founded as a Chinese aid
project in 1965. Even this was not simply ‘Chinese’ but a joint venture between
the government of Mali (40%) and a Chinese company (60%), which took over
Sukala when it was privatised in 1996.107 There are two central reasons why
the very real Chinese interest has not led to substantial investment. Chinese
ﬁrms believe that the business environment—including poor infrastructure and
government inefﬁciency—in most land-rich African countries is substantially
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worse than in Southeast Asia, the traditional target for Chinese agricultural
investments. Furthermore, according to the Ministry of Commerce, 58% of
Chinese investors in Africa are small and medium-sized private ﬁrms from
China’s land-scarce coastal provinces.108 In Zhejiang, according to the 2008
survey by the Foreign Economic Cooperation Centre of the Ministry of
Agriculture, private ﬁrms accounted for 81.9% of outbound agricultural investment. Two-thirds of these ﬁrms complained that they were unable to get loans
from China’s policy banks, either because they lacked collateral, or because
their investment was below the minimum size for the policy banks.109
Finally, African governments and citizens, are playing a far more active role
in all of this than is often acknowledged. They are investing as joint venture
partners with Chinese ﬁrms, travelling to China to solicit technology and investment and, in some cases, reacting with great caution, and going slowly in actually allocating land. In the real story, as opposed to the myths, they are active
agents.
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