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1 OVERVIEW 
Increasing Chinese economic involvement in African continent is sometimes overstated or 
misrepresented. On one hand, as the number one financier of African infrastructure and the 
continent’s top trade partner, China is the most important economic force in the region by a number 
of metrics. Foreign Direct Investment (FDI) from China has exploded over the last decade, growing 
at 40 percent annually.1 McKinsey estimates an additional 15 percent when non-traditional financial 
flows are taken into account.2 The consultancy also estimates that nearly 10 000 Chinese firms of 
varying size were operating on the continent as of 2017.3  

On the other hand, media frenzy and geopolitical concerns can sometimes misrepresent the extent 
and form of Chinese participation in Africa markets. The notion that China is buying Africa with debt-
diplomacy is prevalent.4 However, figures on investments and contracts are often stated 
prematurely, before the actual project has materialized, which then often does not occur. “The main 
problem with using companies is they don’t provide timely notification of changes. They report all 
new construction contracts within the calendar year, but any modification or cancellation can come 
much later.” 5 In other words, overestimation is a risk. The Brookings Institute suggests that Chinese 
investment could make up as little as 5% of all foreign direct investment in Africa.6 On a continent 
where the remnants of colonialism are still visible, critics are increasingly concerned about excessive 
land and resource purchases by foreign entities.  

In the housing sector, the data and literature reviewed suggest room for both wariness and optimism 
about the impacts of Chinese participation.  

1.1 Housing 

It is clear that the Chinese are looking to increase their presence on the African continent. From the 
standpoint of the affordable housing sector, Chinese investment is an opportunity that warrants 
further study. China’s political ties to African nations have strengthened over the years and Africa 
presents an enticing high-risk, high-reward market for daring investors and developers. So far, 
investment in affordable residential property is minimal compared to overall investment. 
Infrastructure remains the priority of state-owned enterprises while manufacturing remains more 
profitable for private firms. Within the real estate sector, the issue remains that commercial and 
upper-middle income properties offer profit margins that affordable residential projects do not.  

 

                                                                    
1 International Trade Centre, Trade Maps (2015), Statistics Bulletin of China’s outward foreign direct investment 
2 Sun, I.Y., Jayaram, K, and Kassiri, O. (2017). Dance of the Lions and Dragons: How are Africa and China engaging, and 
how will the partnership evolve? McKinsey & Company. Pg. 9. 
3 Ibid., 10. 
4 The Telegraph (2018). China Raises Fears of 'New Colonialism' with $60 Billion Investment across Africa.  September 3, 
2018. https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2018/09/03/china-invest-60-billion-across-continent-raising-fears-
new-colonialism/ (Accessed 20 November 2019). 
5 Email correspondence with Derek Scissors, American Enterprise Institute, 2109. 
6 Dollar, D. (2016). China’s Engagement with Africa: From Natural Resources to Human Resources. Washington DC: 
Brookings Institute, Pg. 90. 
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2 DATA AND METHODOLOGY 

Chinese investment and contracts are difficult to measure because China is not a member of the 
Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD). Thus, it does not report its data 
to the OECD’s Creditor Reporting System which is the source of most reliable data on loans and 
investments made by wealthy nations.7 Chinese banks and the beneficiaries of investment rarely 
release details of their agreements for public analysis. Furthermore, companies eager to report new 
contracts within one calendar year often do not report adjustments to terms or cancellations that 
come much later. 

With this disclaimer in mind, the primary quantitative data used in the investment tracker for this 
study was sourced from private consultants by the Centre for Affordable Housing Finance (CAHF). 
Other quantitative data comes mostly from the Johns Hopkins School of Advanced International 
Studies China-Africa Research Initiative (CARI), the China Global Investment Tracker run by AEI, and 
a report by McKinsey & Company on Chinese involvement in Africa from 2017. CARI’s data is heavily 
cross referenced by a team of post-doctoral, Ph.D. and master’s students, with emphasis on using 
official data from ministries and central banks.8 According to Scissors, AEI uses media sources and 
personal contacts, with the condition that any data in the tracker must correspond to an existing 
corporate statement for verification. “We take new information from any source: media, 
conversations, etc. But all included transactions must have a corresponding corporate statement: 
disclosure to stock exchange, annual report, press release, and the like.” 9 McKinsey’s report 
references both other sources and involves an extensive investigative interview process with relevant 
firms via its own business network in Africa and Asia.10  

A series of academics, executives, investors and other experts were interviewed for this study. Lack 
of data prevented statistical testing of relationships between Chinese investment/development and 
the effects on reducing housing deficits. This is because housing deficits are not reported annually for 
most of the countries in question and are often vague estimates and subjectively defined. As result, 
impacts on housing are examined through case studies based on a combination of available data, 
ethnographic research, and interviews with experts. A simple linear regression was used to show the 
empirical correlation between Chinese development revenues in Angola with employment to 
suggest that increased Chinese development has been accompanied by increased formal 
employment of locals. Investments made in the same period by other foreign entities, and economic 
growth due to the rise of oil prices, are possible confounding variables.  

3 CHINESE ACTIVITY IN GENERAL 

3.1 Types of Chinese Participants in Africa 

Misconceptions about the Chinese government’s role in Chinese investment and development in 
Africa are notable. Academics and journalists have criticized the “China, Inc.” approach to aid and 
development, which leverages investment and contracts for self-interested resource extraction and 

                                                                    
7 China Africa Research Initiative. Data: Chinese Loans to Africa. http://www.sais-cari.org/data-chinese-loans-to-africa 
(Accessed May 31, 2019).  
8 Ibid. 
9 Email correspondence with Derek Scissors, American Enterprise Institute, 2109.  
10 Sun, I.Y., Jayaram, K, and Kassiri, O. (2017). Dance of the Lions and Dragons: How are Africa and China engaging, and 
how will the partnership evolve? McKinsey & Company. Pg. 9. 
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geopolitical gain.11 However, comparing the extent of state-owned enterprise (SOE) involvement to 
the prevalence of private ventures, we find that approximately 90% of all Chinese firms operating in 
Africa are private.12 DFIs like the China Development Bank, or SOEs like the China Railway 
Construction Corporation are far larger, work in the billions, and thus more often make headlines, 
contributing to the notion that the Chinese government is coordinating a unified strategy in Africa 
using debt. However, only half of all investment from China in Africa is from SOEs,13 meaning that 
genuine, market-based incentives are driving much of the Chinese investment in Africa.  

Chinese firms on the continent are often uncoordinated with one another and have diverse 
investment objectives. This sentiment is echoed by a paper published by Erica Downs at the 
Brookings Institute.14 Furthermore, it is not clear that either private or state-owned players are 
entirely better to engage with in all circumstances. The predominant perception is that Chinese SOE 
investment and developments diminish local African sovereignty. SOEs, however, are subject to 
additional oversight and have a greater obligation to operate within legal channels than small, private 
Chinese firms. With China’s national reputation at stake SOEs have stronger incentives to engage in 
good faith transactions than private firms. 

Figure 1: Percentage of state-owned vs. private Chinese firms in African countries (2017)  

 

Source Source: McKinsey Report - Dance of the Lions and Dragons 

Not all Chinese involvement in African housing constitutes investment. Investment implies stake, 
whether debt or equity in a company. Aside from investment, many Chinese players in African 
housing are instead developers, who hold contracts for infrastructure construction from African 
companies or governments. These entities are responsible for actually constructing the property but 
do not have ownership and are the more common form of Chinese participation in housing. However, 

                                                                    
11 Fishman, T, C. (2006). China, Inc: The Relentless Rise of the Next Great Superpower. London: Pocket Books. 
12Sun, I.Y., Jayaram, K, and Kassiri, O. (2017). Dance of the Lions and Dragons: How are Africa and China engaging, and 
how will the partnership evolve? McKinsey & Company. Pg. 28. 
13 Ibid., Pg. 28-29. 
14 Downs, E. (2014) Whatever Became of China, Inc.? China Economic Quarterly, June 2014. Pg. 22-28. 
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some developers are being financed by Chinese investors, meaning ownership and development of a 
single project are being undertaken simultaneously by Chinese players.  

3.2 Industries and Countries 

Chinese firms reported over US$51 billion in gross annual revenues from Africa in 2017, with the 
largest involvement in Algeria, Angola, Ethiopia, Kenya and Nigeria. These countries alone account 
for about US$27 billion or 53% of all Chinese contracts in Africa.15 Real estate makes up approximately 
US$2 billion of this total.16 In the SADC region China invested US$262 million between 2000 and 
2017.17 Most of the capital was used for infrastructure, manufacturing and energy projects.18 
Approximately US$160 million was earmarked for Housing and Other Social Infrastructure Sector.19 
Within investment, nearly a third of Chinese FDI stock is in the construction sector, followed by 
mining, then manufacturing. The heavy existing emphasis on construction is an opportunity for the 
housing industry, since much of the capital and labour necessary for infrastructure and commercial 
construction are transferable to housing production. This reallocation of capital is already occurring.20  

Figure 2: Total value of Chinese FDI stock in African industry (2003-2017) 

 

                                                                    
15 SAIS China-Africa Research Initiative at John Hopkins University (2019). Gross Annual Revenues of Chinese Companies' 
Construction Projects in Africa. March 1, 2019. Raw data. http://www.sais-cari.org/data-chinese-contracts-in-africa 
(Accessed 20 NovFember 2019). 
16 American Enterprise Institute. China Global Investment Tracker, 2005-2018. Raw data. https://www.aei.org/china-
global-investment-tracker/ (Accessed 20 November 2019). 
17 SAIS China-Africa Research Initiative at John Hopkins University. Data Chinese Investment in Africa. http://www.sais-
cari.org/chinese-investment-in-africa (Accessed 20 November 2019). 
18 Xiaojing, X. (2018). Botswana looks to investment from China to develop economy. 11 December 2018.  Global Times. 
http://www.globaltimes.cn/content/1131385.shtml (Accessed 20 November 2019).  
19 SAIS China-Africa Research Initiative at John Hopkins University. Data Chinese Investment in Africa. http://www.sais-
cari.org/chinese-investment-in-africa (Accessed 20 November 2019). 
20 Sun, I.Y., Jayaram, K, and Kassiri, O. (2017). Dance of the Lions and Dragons: How are Africa and China engaging, and 
how will the partnership evolve? McKinsey & Company. Pg. 61. 
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3.3 Leading Chinese Investors and Developers: 

L o ans 

Export-Import Bank of China (Eximbank) 

In its own words, the China Eximbank is a “state-funded and state-owned policy bank with the status 
of an independent legal entity”. It operates under the control of the Chinese State Council.21 The bank 
was established in 1994 to further China’s goals in international trade, investment and political 
cooperation. It is the largest Chinese lender to African nations at just over US$63 billion between 2000 
and 2015.22 Contrary to some belief, it is not the largest lender overall to Africa. This title is still held 
by the World Bank.23 The Eximbank offers four types of finance: letters of guarantee, export seller’s 
credits, export buyer’s credits and concessional loans for aid. Letters of guarantee offer short-term 
financing for Chinese companies to conduct trade. Seller’s credits are also for Chinese companies, 
financing long-term overseas contracts, exports and investments. Buyer’s credits are loans to foreign 
governments to buy Chinese-exported goods and services.24 Concessional loans are loans offered 
below the market rate for aid and diplomatic purposes.25  

Figure 3: Chinese loans to African governments, US$ bn (2000-2015) 

 

China Development Bank (CDB) 

Source: Johns Hopkins University, SAIS-CARI: Annual Chinese Loans to African governments by Lender 

                                                                    
21 The Export-Import Bank of China. Introduction. http://english.eximbank.gov.cn/Profile/AboutTB/Introduction/ . 
(Accessed May 31, 2019).  
22 SAIS China-Africa Research Initiative at John Hopkins University. Annual Chinese Loans to African Governments, by 
Lender, US$ million. Version 1.3. May 2017. Raw data. Baltimore, Maryland. http://www.sais-cari.org/data-chinese-
loans-to-africa (Accessed 20 November 2019). 
23 Brautigam, D. and Hwang, J. (2016). Eastern Promises: New Data on Chinese Loans in Africa, 2000-2014. Working Paper 
No. 2016/4. China-Africa Research Initiative, School of Advanced International Studies, Johns Hopkins University, 
Washington, DC. Pg. 5.  
24 Ibid. Pg. 3.  
25 International Monetary Fund. External Debt Statistics: Guide for Compilers and Users. Part I: Conceptual Framework, 
Chapters 2-9, 45-46. https://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/eds/Eng/Guide/index.htm (Accessed 20 November 2019). 
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The CDB is a development finance institution (DFI0) and is also controlled by the Chinese State 
Council.26 It serves to further similar objectives to the Eximbank but does so primarily through 
commercial loans (which have a higher interest rate) instead of export credits and concessional loans. 
The CDB is responsible for two major projects, the China-Africa Development Fund and the Small-
to-Medium Enterprise (SME) loan program. The development fund makes equity investments 
whereas the SME program lends to African banks which then lend to African firms.27 Between 2000 
and 2015, the CDB lent over US$12 billion to African governments.28  

E qu ity  

China Petrochemical Corporation (Sinopec) 

Sinopec is the largest investor in African equities. The oil and gas company was established in 1998 
and is the second largest producer in China.29 Sinopec was involved with nearly US$15 billion in equity 
investments in Africa as of 2018. The projects span Nigeria, Egypt, South Africa and Angola, with 
almost US$8.3 billion in Nigeria alone (though the largest of these is a joint project with China Energy 
Engineering and Power Construction Corp).30 The company’s most recent project is the purchase of 
Chevron South Africa in 2018 for $900 million, on condition that Sinopec invests an additional $500 
million to construct a refinery in the Western Cape.31  

Industrial and Commercial Bank of China (ICBC) 

Established in 1984, ICBC is the largest commercial bank in the world by assets and the fourth largest 
measured by revenues. ICBC has a notable 20% stake in Standard Bank, which is the largest African 
bank by assets. With a $5.6 billion investment, ICBC is the second largest Chinese investor in African 
equity and a key player on the continent.32 CARI has also listed ICBC as a significant provider of 
commercial loans since 2009 on the continent.33  

China Dreal International Group Co. Ltd (Dreal Group) 

Dreal Group is first and foremost a real estate development and investment company, with additional 
holdings in mining, construction and finance. Dreal Group’s primary region of investment outside 
mainland China is Africa.34 It has proceeded to construct and invest nearly US3.8 billion in real estate 

                                                                    
26 China Development Bank. About CDB. http://www.cdb.com.cn/English/gykh_512/khjj/ (Accessed May 31, 2019).  
27 Brautigam, D. and Hwang, J. (2016). Eastern Promises: New Data on Chinese Loans in Africa, 2000-2014. Working Paper 
No. 2016/4. China-Africa Research Initiative, School of Advanced International Studies, Johns Hopkins University, 
Washington, DC. Pg. 5. 
28 SAIS China-Africa Research Initiative at John Hopkins University. Annual Chinese Loans to African Governments, by 
Lender, US$ million. http://www.sais-cari.org/data (Accessed 20 November 2019). 
29 Sinopec. About Sinopec Corp. http://www.sinopec.com/listco/en/about_sinopec/ (Accessed May 31, 2019).  
30 American Enterprise Institute. China Global Investment Tracker, 2005-2018. Raw data. https://www.aei.org/china-
global-investment-tracker/ (Accessed 20 November 2019). 
31 Dludla, N (2018). South Africa Watchdog Approves $900 Million Sinopec, Chevron Deal. Reuters, March 8, 2018. 
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-chevron-m-a-sinopec-corp-idUSKCN1GL0TX (Accessed May 31, 2019). 
32 American Enterprise Institute. China Global Investment Tracker, 2005-2018. Raw data. https://www.aei.org/china-
global-investment-tracker/ (Accessed 20 November 2019). 
33 Brautigam, D. and Hwang, J. (2016). Eastern Promises: New Data on Chinese Loans in Africa, 2000-2014. Working 
Paper No. 2016/4. China-Africa Research Initiative, School of Advanced International Studies, Johns Hopkins University, 
Washington, DC. Pg. 5. 
34 China Dreal Group. About Us. 中国德瑞集团http://drealgroup.com/html/page/about?lan=2 (Accessed May 31, 
2019).  
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developments in Guinea and Angola, making it the third largest Chinese holder of African equities.35 
However, despite large sums of funding and concentration in the real estate sector, Dreal Group’s 
projects are primarily luxury residential property developments or mixed-use commercial and office 
properties.36 The company’s participation in the affordable housing market is currently not reported.  

Its largest investments include an enormous urban restructuring project in Conakry, Guinea and the 
purchase of a 70% stake in Mar Grandioso Real Estate and Construction Group in Angola. In Guinea, 
luxury residences at Diamond Plaza began construction in 2014, in partnership with contracted 
developers China Railway Construction Co. Ltd and Shanghai Construction Group. Dreal is also 
responsible for a radical redesign of the city itself, relocating government buildings, developing a 
financial centre and recreation centres and creating high-end residential districts in a project called 
the Conakry New City Project. The Guinean government was closely involved and approved the 
project, which came $2 billion in total.37 

3.4 Developers 

China Railway Construction Corp. Ltd. (CRCC) 

CRCC is a state-owned construction company established in 2007 and the largest engineering 
contractor in China and by some measures, the world. The company’s businesses span 
transportation, logistics, real estate and industrial manufacturing.38 Understandably, it is also the 
largest Chinese developer in Africa with contracts across all sectors since 2007 valued at 
US$46.9 billion. Most of CRCC’s projects on the continent are transportation projects, many of which 
are valued at over a billion dollars each. Its presence in housing and real estate is also significant, with 
US$2.08 billion in contracts making it the fifth largest Chinese real estate developer in Africa. It is 
unclear how this is distributed between affordable and luxury markets. This value is largely from 
projects in Zimbabwe with a small portion (about US$150 million) in Rwanda.39 

China Communications Construction Company Ltd. (CCCC) 

CCCC was incorporated in 2006 and is also a state-owned construction company. Its primary business 
is the construction of transportation infrastructure.40 It is the second largest Chinese developer in 
Africa, with just under US$37.4 billion in development contracts, primarily in transportation 
infrastructure such as highways and bridges. Its presence in real estate is small. According to the AEI, 
CCCC only holds US$120 million worth of contracts in Cameroon for constructing real estate.41 It is 
unclear how this is distributed between affordable and luxury markets. CCCC is not only a developer 

                                                                    
35 American Enterprise Institute. China Global Investment Tracker. 
36 Ibid. 
37 China Dreal Group (2014). Board Chairman Yao Tianping Inspected the Diamond Plaza Project and the Conakry New 

City Project in Guinea. 中国德瑞集团. June 10, 2014. 
 http://bit.ly/DREALGroup (Accessed May 31, 2019). 
38 China Railway Construction Corporation Limited. Company Profile.  http://english.crcc.cn/col/col21582/index.html 
(Accessed June 04, 2019).  
39 American Enterprise Institute. China Global Investment Tracker. 
40  China Communications Construction Company LTD. Introduction. http://en.ccccltd.cn/aboutcompany/introduction/ 
(Accessed June 5, 2019).  
41 American Enterprise Institute. China Global Investment Tracker. 
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but also a significant investor in infrastructure, ranked 45th on Private Equity International’s 
Infrastructure Investor’s 50 List.42  

China National Machinery Industry Corp. (Sinomach) 

Established in 1997, Sinomach is state-owned and has a presence in over 170 countries. Its primary 
sector is heavy machinery such as construction and agricultural equipment. It also participates heavily 
in infrastructure development.43 In Africa, its contracts total US$21.7 billion, across energy, utilities, 
agriculture and transport, among others.44 Its housing footprint is small relative to its total contracts 
but notable: a roughly US$420 million45 contract to construct over 4 000 housing units for military 
personnel in Zambia.46  

4 CHINESE PARTICIPANTS IN HOUSING 

4.1 Investors 

The following is a table of all known investments made by Chinese entities in and around the housing 
sector. The investors are listed in order of the size of their total investment in African housing since 
2002. Many of the largest investors like CITIC and China Eximbank made investments in multiple 
projects. The information is an attempt at an exhaustive list but, given the difficulty of accessing 
details about private equity deals and weak public data from developing states, it likely is not. The 
table below broadly represents the largest Chinese companies operating in Africa, the types of 
investments they are making, and a rough approximation of the size of those investments. Preferred 
instruments are whichever form most of the company’s funding comes in. It does not refer to the 
entire value of the stated commitments.  

Table 1: Chinese investors in African housing 
 

Source: CAHF Investment Tracker Data 

                                                                    
42 "The Infrastructure Investor 50." Infrastructure Investor. Accessed June 05, 2019.  
43 Sinomach. Company Profile. http://en.sinomach-hi.com/Aboutus/CompanyProfile/ (Accessed June 05, 2019).  
44 American Enterprise Institute. China Global Investment Tracker. 
45 Ibid. 
46 Allafrica.com. Zambia: Govt, Sinomach Seal Housing Deal. March 2011. https://allafrica.com/stories/201103310681.html 
31 (Accessed June 5, 2019).  

 
NAME OF INVESTOR 

 
  

INVESTOR 
CATEGORY 

TOTAL 
COMMITMENT SIZE 

SINCE 2002 
(US$ Million) 

PREFERRED 
INVESTMENT 
INSTRUMENT 

1 China EXIM Bank SOE  $ 1 713.00  Debt 
2 CITIC  SOE  $ 607.00  Equity 
3 Henan Guoji Private  $ 456.00  Equity 
4 Sinomach SOE  $ 420.00  Debt 
5 China State Construction Engineering SOE  $ 320.00  Equity 
6 ICBC Bank SOE  $ 157.00  Debt 
7 Sinoma SOE  $ 140.00  Equity 
8 Chinese Government Government  $ 30.00  Debt 
9 Dreal Group Private  $ 25.00  Debt  

TOTAL: 
 

 $ 3 868.00  
 



 

 

 

CHINESE INVESTMENT AND DEVELOPMENT IN AFRICAN HOUSING | Kevin Yin 10 

 

Strict currency controls make investing in Africa difficult. Thus, most funding comes from the state, 
either directly through SOEs, through loans, or at the very least is tracked and sanctioned.47 

Additionally, CAHF’s own investment tracking results different from that of the American Enterprise 
Institute, most notably for the CITIC and Dreal Group. AEI reports an additional US$240 million from 
CITIC in Kenya and Rwanda, as well as a US$2 billion and approximately US$1.2 billion both from 
Dreal Group in Guinea and Angola respectively.48 In a previous section, this study reports that Dreal 
is the third largest investor in African equities, based on AEI data across sectors. The project in 
Conakry, Guinea and the purchase of Mar Grandioso as previously mentioned would qualify Dreal as 
the top investor in African housing if counted. However, for the sake of consistency, AEI data was not 
included in the above tracker.  

Table 2: Chinese housing investments by recipient country (2002-2018) [Same data above, sorted 
by country] 

Source: CAHF Investment Tracker Data 

                                                                    
47 Telephonic interview with Huang Jicheng 黄继承, phone conversation with author, June 11, 2019.  
48 American Enterprise Institute. China Global Investment Tracker. 

  LOCATION OF INVESTMENT  TOTAL COMMITMENT SIZE (US$ Million)  

1 Mozambique  $ 1 088.00  

2 Angola  $ 607.00  

3 Zambia  $ 593.00  

4 DRC  $ 280.00  

5 Sudan  $ 250.00  

6 Kenya  $ 210.00  

7 Tanzania  $ 200.00  

8 Uganda  $ 150.00  

9 Senegal  $ 140.00  

10 South Sudan  $ 130.00  

11 Rwanda  $ 100.00  

12 Burundi  $ 80.00  

13 Guinea  $ 25.00  

14 CAR  $ 15.00  
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Figure 4: Chinese housing investments by region (2002-2018) [Same data, sorted by region] 

 

4.2 Real Estate Developers 

In addition to investors, the housing sector sees significant development from Chinese companies. 
More developers than investors are deeply involved in the housing sector. 

Table 3: Chinese real estate developers in Africa (2006-2018) 

 NAME OF DEVELOPER DEVELOPER CATEGORY CONTRACT VALUE 
(US$ Million) 

1 Sinoma  SOE  $ 8 030  

2 State Construction Engineering  SOE  $ 7 510  

3 CITIC  SOE  $ 4 410  

4 China Railway Engineering  SOE  $ 2 930  

5 China Railway Construction  SOE  $ 2 080  

6 China National Building Material  Private Company  $ 1 520  

7 China Minsheng Investment  Private Company  $ 1 230  

8 Shanghai Construction  SOE  $ 660  

9 Minmetals SOE $ 570  

10 Henan Guoji  Private Company $ 440  

11 Sinomach SOE $ 420  

12 Nantong, China Railway Construction SOE $ 390  

$675,00 ; 18%

$740,00 ; 19%

$2 288,00 ; 59%

$165,00 ; 4%
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Source: AEI China Global Investment Tracker, Dataset 2 

We can see that 14 out of 20 of the top Chinese developers in African real estate are state-owned, 
indicating a pattern of Chinese state involvement in the African housing sector. Though the notion 
that the state makes up most investment and development in Africa is false in general (or at least 
misleading), it is mostly true for housing. Out of just over US$32 billion total real estate contract value 
estimated by AEI, around US$28 billion has origins with state-owned enterprises instead of private 
firms.49 This is somewhat muddled by the fact that majority state-owned corporations like CCCC are 
often publicly traded, with smaller stakes owned by banks like JP Morgan Chase,50 and that privately 
held firms receive heavy funding from the Chinese state.51 The distinction between SOEs and private 
companies in the Chinese context is blurred. 

Housing, as a subsector of real estate, will not match these trends exactly. Commercial and office 
buildings will make up a significant portion. However, official data on African housing specifically is 
rare to non-existent. Real estate as a general sector instead can be indicative of trends. A further 
caveat is that smaller private developers exist that are not tracked in AEI’s data. That it is difficult to 
track small private firms skews the data in favour of SOEs, but to what extent is unclear. 

  

                                                                    
49 American Enterprise Institute. China Global Investment Tracker.  
50 China Communication Construction Company LTD (2016). Annual Report. Pg. 57.  
51 Telephonic interview with Huang Jicheng 黄继承, Nantong Construction Group Co. LTD, June 11, 2019.  

13 Sinopec SOE $ 350  

14 Guizhou Transportation Planning Private Company $ 320  

15 AVIC SOE $ 320  

16 Sino Great Wall Private Company $ 300  

17 Zhongding International Construction Private Company $ 300  

18 China Nonferrous SOE $ 250  

19 China Poly SOE $ 200  

20 China Communications Construction SOE $ 120  
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Figure 5: Chinese development contracts in Africa 

 

4.3 Types of Real Estate 

Among all Chinese participants in African markets, only a small fraction of attention is allocated to 
housing projects. Out of this investment and development, only a minute fraction is left for affordable 
housing. Most is directed to middle/upper-middle income, luxury and commercial properties. A brief 
examination of what each type of investment offers can help us understand why.  
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There are three key differences between commercial and residential properties from an investor 
standpoint: 

• Flexibility is greater for residential properties and makes them a safer choice for individual 
investors who are inexperienced and want a low maintenance portfolio. Commercial properties 
instead target specialized business owners who want a type of property and location particular 
to their needs.  

• Profitability is higher for commercial real estate, with margins of around 11% versus 5-8% from 
residential.52  

• The projected investment period determines which kind of property is a desirable investment. 
Since residential properties are more easily bought and sold and have steady demand, they are 
more suitable for short-term investments. Particularly in African countries that are lagging in 
financial infrastructure and lack markets that can execute property transactions efficiently, 
residential properties offer a practical savings solution. Commercial properties are more costly 
and take longer for owners to start seeing returns.53 

Within residential properties, the difference between middle/upper income and affordable properties 
is also salient. Here upper-middle income is defined as properties valued roughly between R1 million 
(US$68 000) and R3 million (US$204 000).  

• Again, there are profitability concerns. Middle income and upper-middle income properties offer 
stable returns due to consistent demand.54 Luxury properties cannot be as rapidly liquidated but 
since they service a market of stable earners, they too can be profitable. There is little data to 
indicate clearly whether affordable housing is less or more profitable. However, interviewees 
have suggested low-income housing risks losing tenants on short notice because of unstable 
employment and the larger danger to household financial stability posed by emergencies.  

• Secondly, affordable housing often requires collaboration with local governments, subsidies 
and state contacts, which private Chinese investors and developers cannot quickly acquire. Even 
in state-to-state collaboration, corruption in the public sector poses risks for the development of 
the affordable housing sector. Association with scandals in Africa and possibly poor-quality 
construction as a result of siphoned funds reflects badly on an already shaky state public image.55 
The other side of this issue is that concerns about cheaper quality materials from Chinese builders 
and ignorance of urban planning codes do not incentivise collaboration. 

Private Chinese firms such as Nantong Construction Group Co. Ltd. have indicated their interest in 
the affordable housing sector. However, barriers to entry such as lack of financing, difficulties in risk 
management, and inadequate documentation continue to impede opportunities. As one interviewee 
noted, government guarantees of payment can make affordable housing a desirable venture for 
Chinese firms. However, recipient governments have produced outdated or irrelevant Feasibility 
Study Reports (FSRs), forcing construction firms either to hire consultants to assess feasibility 
themselves, which is costly and sometimes wasteful for non-local firms to assess, or abandon the 

                                                                    
52 Rawson Property Group. Commercial versus Residential Property as an Investment (blog). 
https://blog.rawson.co.za/commercial-vs-residential-property-rp01  (Accessed May 31, 2019). 
53 Ibid.  
54 Property24. These Are Some SA Property Hotspots to Invest in Now. September 27, 2018. http://bit.ly/Prop24a 
(Accessed May 31, 2019). 
55 Interview with Erwin Pon, Rand Merchant Bank, June 6, 2019, Johannesburg, South Africa.  
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project altogether. Occasionally governments want incoming firms to self-finance, which is 
acceptable, but not in tandem with a lack of understanding of the feasibility.56 

Numerous interviews also raised reports of smaller private Chinese entities and individuals pursuing 
small social housing contracts with local governments, sometimes with implications of corruption 
and patronage. These reports are difficult to substantiate empirically. It was pointed out that these 
individual agents would be working against the interests of China’s state policy for the reasons stated 
above. They are harder for China to regulate due to their size and the informality of their agreements. 
Occasionally, firms that are Chinese in origin do not advertise this fact, for example Edermann in 
Kenya, likely for reputational reasons.57 

5 IMPACT OF CHINESE INVESTMENT AND DEVELOPMENT 

5.1 Property Ownership 

Unlike unemployment rates or gross domestic product, little to no annual data exists for housing 
deficits in many African countries. At best, deficit figures are subjective estimates, dependent on how 
housing demand is defined. This makes it difficult to study trends in the relationship between Chinese 
investments/developments and people’s ability to buy housing in that region. However, the 
successes and failures of specific projects, determined by whether or not the development was 
completed, its affordability and its occupancy rate, can be studied to better understand how Chinese 
participation is contributing to the goal of providing affordable housing Africa.  

Figure 6: Map of Luanda and surrounding settlements (2013) Musseque refers to an informal settlement.  

 

Source: Chloe Buire: A Dream and the Ordinary, African Studies 

                                                                    
56 Telephonic interview with Huang Jicheng 黄继承, Nantong Construction Group Co. LTD, June 11, 2019. 
57 Email correspondence with Elizabeth Kiamba (2019). “In Kenya we have a Chinese developer known as 
Edermann and they are working on low cost housing in Nairobi and its environs.” 
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5.2 CASE STUDY 1: Kilamba Kiaxi 

In 2012, the state-owned CITIC Group accepted a contract from the government of Angola to 
construct Kilamba Kiaxi, a satellite city south of Luanda. Active since the late 1970s, CITIC Limited is 
a large conglomerate that focuses on financial services, resources and energy. It is the second biggest 
investor in African housing and the third largest Chinese real estate developer on the continent.58 
The highly publicised social housing project aimed to deliver 20 000 apartment units plus commercial 
spaces and amenities over 8.8km2 in an agreement worth US$4.2 billion. Most of this was to be paid 
in oil by the Angolan petroleum company Sonangol Group. The Angolan government closely 
controlled distribution of units through the state-run National Reconstruction Office and the private 
Delta Imobiliaria, both of which were run by roughly the same people.59  

Figure 7: A neighbourhood in Kilamba City  

 

[Source: Wikipedia]  

In Chloe Buire’s ethnography, she notes that Kilamba is “the cheap product of Chinese constructors 
only interested in their own enrichment and in the wealth of their Angolan political allies”.60 Similarly, 
journalist Rafael Marques de Morais reports Chinese funds being used by Angolan leaders to enrich 

                                                                    
58 CAHF Investment Tracker data; American Enterprise Institute, China Global Investment Tracker. 
59 Buire, C, (2014). The Dream and the Ordinary: An Ethnographic Investigation of Suburbanisation in Luanda. African 
Studies 73, no. 2 (2014). doi:10.1080/00020184.2014.925229. Pg 10-11. 
60Ibid., 12. 
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themselves.61 However, interviews and second-hand research suggest conflicting accounts of the 
quality of the product and intentions of the relevant parties. 

Kilamba struggled in the beginning, largely due to a poorly planned distribution strategy. Upon its 
completion, only civil servants could buy units, no banking system existed to provide mortgages, 
rents started at an unreasonable US$600 a month and the lowest unit prices were extraordinarily high 
at US$125 000 relative to median income. The city was left unoccupied for almost a year afterwards.62 
BBC reported Kilamba as a “ghost city” and condemned the project as a failure in 2012.63  

In February 2013, the government took steps to cut the price of the smallest units to US$70 000 and 
dropped the requirement that only government employees could buy units. Angola also offered 
state-subsidised mortgages in lieu of commercial bank loans. As a result, applicants queued for 
several days and an estimated 18 000 units were sold in a matter of weeks.64 CITIC reported that 100% 
of the units are now owned and occupancy rates are above 75%.65 Kilamba is representative of a 
successful low to middle income project. Its current residents are mostly young, educated men from 
Luanda with formal employment. Despite its distance from Luanda, many inhabitants simply opt to 
wake up earlier, sublet to relatives or return on weekends rather so as not to miss out on investing in 
such low-cost and relatively high-quality housing.66 

Conclusion   

The Kilamba case is informative for a number of reasons. It shows that the benefit of engaging with 
Chinese SOEs like CITIC for development is that states can engage with the support of a flexible 
Chinese government, expanding the range of options of payment. It also suggests that the effects of 
Chinese investment and development in African housing are not merely indicative of the intentions 
and practices of the Chinese, but also of the policies of the recipient government or company. 

The concern about collaborating with foreign governments for housing developments is that 
countries may sacrifice political sovereignty. However, the option to exchange natural resources like 
oil and intangibles like political goodwill for infrastructure, instead of making costly interest 
payments at market rates, can be beneficial in the right circumstances. From the Chinese standpoint, 
early calls for media attention can be damaging due to excessively high expectations and lags in 
distribution. Though many reports exist of Kilamba’s failure in 2012, only a handful detail its 
subsequent rebound. To improve branding, Chinese enterprises wishing to engage in housing ought 
to be modest in driving expectations at the beginning and push for greater coverage of tangible 
successes after the fact.  

It is worth noting that hiccups in the implementation of the Kilamba housing strategy were the fault 
of inadequate planning by officials. They were unwilling to lend mortgages to those who needed it at 
first, reluctant to subsidise and lower prices of units to acceptable levels, and unprepared to deal with 
the explosive demand after those prices had been lowered. Better market research by recipient states 
can help determine distribution prices for units and predict demand. State sponsored mortgages are 

                                                                    
61 De Morais, R M. (2011). The New Imperialism: China in Angola. World Affairs 173, no. 6 (April 2011). Pg. 67-74.  
62 Buire, C, (2014). The Dream and the Ordinary. Pg. 11.  
63 Redvers, L. (2012). Angola's Chinese-built Ghost Town. BBC, July 3, 2012. https://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-
18646243 (Accessed November 20, 2019). 
64 Buire, C, (2014). The Dream and the Ordinary. Pg. 12.  
65 Hong, B. (2014). Practice in Angola: Kilamba Kiaxi (K.K.) Satellite City Project. Presentation, 2014 African Union for 
Housing Finance Conference, Nov. 18, 2014. 
66 Buire, C, (2014). The Dream and the Ordinary. Pg. 12-13. 
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a powerful tool for shoring up inadequate banking sectors. However, restricting purchases to 
government employees increases the risk of nepotism and largely defeats the purpose.  

5.3 CASE STUDY 2: Modderfontein 

In 2013, a private Chinese developer called Shanghai Zendai announced its intention to construct the 
“New York of Africa” in Johannesburg’s Modderfontein district. Though not itself state-owned, 
Shanghai Zendai’s funding largely came from the Bank of China, a state-owned bank. Zendai’s 
founder and CEO was Dai Zhikang, a charismatic albeit eccentric man, with a penchant for art 
collection and nature-inspired architecture. The Modderfontein project was to be a US$8 billion 
contract to build middle-to-upper income housing for 100 000 people, plus commercial spaces.67 

Figure 8: An artist’s rendition of the completed Shanghai Zendai project in Modderfontein 

 

Source: Global Construction Review: “Shanghai Zendai completes first phase of Africa’s ‘new capital’”  

However, the project ran into three primary obstacles: 

1. Unstable funding; 
2. Tension with municipal government; and 
3. Inability to compromise for social benefit. 

The first problem was that Zendai’s financial situation at home became precarious. The company’s 
forays into less established markets in China such as Outer Mongolia ended poorly, such that Zendai 
reported losses of HK$1 billion, or approximaely US$130 million, in 2015. As a result, an asset 
management company bought bad Zendai shares from the Bank of China and Dai Zhikang resigned. 
This was in addition to the purchase of Modderfontein being heavily leveraged.68  

                                                                    
67 Harrison, P, and Ballard, R. Transnational Urbanism Interrupted: A Chinese Developer's Attempts to Secure Approval to 
Build the 'New York of Africa' at Modderfontein, Johannesburg. Environment and Planning A, Economy and Space 
(Forthcoming).  
68 Ibid., 10-11.  
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Figure 9: Map of Johannesburg and Modderfontein 

 

Source: Philip Harrison & Richard Ballard: Transnational Urbanism Interrupted, EPA, Economy and Space 

The second issue was Shanghai Zendai’s poor engagement with the municipal government. Zendai 
instead sought initial approval and support from the Gauteng provincial government. This top-down 
model of approval is borrowed from standard practice in China, where it can be a highly effective way 
of quickly approving and beginning a project due to the hierarchical structure of Chinese governance. 
However, municipal governments have a larger role in approval of plans than Zendai anticipated. The 
company did attempt to develop a localised strategy, with some Johannesburg professionals and 
provincial allies, but these efforts proved insufficient.69  

Finally, Johannesburg’s planners had goals that did not coincide with many of the proposals put 
forward by Zendai in Modderfontein. Their intention to integrate a city segregated 
socioeconomically by apartheid and provide affordable units were not met. Shanghai Zendai wanted 
to build units costing between R800 000 and R2.5 million and also expressed reluctance about 
integrating with poorer neighborhoods like Alexandra. Additionally, city officials feared that the 
excessive commercial space proposed at Modderfontein would reproduce the segregationist 
patterns of capital migration to Sandton, and Zendai did not assuage their concerns in its 
workshops.70 

                                                                    
69 Interview with Philip Harrison, Wits University, June 1, 2019, Johannesburg, South Africa.  
70 Harrison and Ballard. "Transnational Urbanism Interrupted.” 13-19.  
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Ultimately Zendai’s new ownership quickly realised that there was little demand for real estate in 
Johannesburg and struggled to cooperate effectively with local officials to meet their goals. 
Eventually Modderfontein was sold, undeveloped, to M&T Development based in South Africa.71 

Conclusion  

The Modderfontein case illustrates the difficulty of Chinese firms contracting in foreign and 
unfamiliar environments. It also differs from the case in Angola in that Zendai is a private firm, with a 
completely different set of incentives than the state-owned CITIC in Luanda.  

From the Chinese side, Modderfontein suggests that the mere inclusion of some local experts is not 
enough; the correct connections must be made with municipal regulatory authorities before buying 
land. These officials likely could have explained their concerns with middle income housing and 
integration, either changing the tone of the plans for Zendai or cancelling them altogether before 
any large costs had been incurred for Zendai. If Chinese firms wish to construct middle income 
housing, it must be in areas with a fast-growing middle class and concomitant growth in property 
values. Johannesburg did not fulfill these criteria at the time. 

From the municipal side, better due diligence on incoming foreign developers’ finances and domestic 
circumstances ought to prevent cases like Zendai. An objective evaluation of Zendai’s ventures into 
areas that did not require much housing and the heavy debts incurred for the purchase of 
Modderfontein likely would have dampened expectations. Furthermore, it is not clear that a city 
interested in low-cost housing and integration is best served by profit-seeking private firms. Pursuing 
development agreements with a state-owned Chinese enterprise, which can forgo profit interests 
and better adhere to local planning rules might serve a city’s interest better.  

 

 

                                                                    
71 Ibid., 19.  

Highlight: Prefabricated Housing in Kenya 

Prefabricated houses, known as “prefabs”, are housing structures built off site, with cheap and 
sturdy standardised pieces than can then be shipped and easily reconstructed. Prefabs were used 
at first by Chinese construction firms to house employees temporarily while projects were 
completed, but some Maasai Kenyans near the Tanzanian border have opted for prefabs as a 
cheap and efficient solution to a housing crisis.  

Shelters in slums often use iron sheets and timber. These materials burn easily, which is dangerous 
in communities that often rely on candles and fire for lighting and heating instead of electricity. 
Prefabricated houses offer non-flammable and affordable alternatives. The prefabs are also 
offered in some circumstances as aid solutions. The Mudo Beijing School in the Mathare slum is 
sponsored by the Chinese embassy. Its main building, a two-storey prefabricated construction 
designed in Hong Kong, has received praise from both the headmaster and the students.  

 

Tariffs and high transport costs from such a distant manufacturer have meant an opportunity to 
house people safely and affordably has been missed. The cost of a comparable prefab house is six 
times the cost of iron sheet housing in Kenya. However, this barrier is forcing some investors and 
manufacturers to adjust their strategies. Some Chinese firms are now considering starting 
domestic manufacturing in Kenya to provide prefab housing.  
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5.4 Formal Employment 

Taking Angola as an example of 
Chinese development’s effect on 
formal employment, increases in 
Chinese development projects and 
contracts have been strongly 
correlated with a dramatic decrease in 
the unemployment rate (with a 
correlation coefficient of 0.95). At the 
end of the Angolan Civil War in 2002, 
Chinese gross annual revenues from 
contracts in Angola were barely over 
US$4 million and unemployment in 
Angola at the time was nearly 24 
percent. Since then, Chinese firms 
expanded their involvement, 
increasing to sustained earnings of well 
above US$4 billion in revenues and 
unemployment fell to just over 7 
percent. The trend observed below is 
roughly chronological from left to 
right, as China increased its 
development presence in Angola over 
the last decade.72 73 

However, this data is not meant to be 
interpreted causally. In the same period that China aggressively expanded its operations in Angola, 
oil prices, on which the country’s economy is largely dependent, rose dramatically.74 75A significant 
portion of the increased employment can be attributed to the growth of the economy overall. Non-
Chinese foreign investors and developers also share responsibility for the rise of local employment. 
Furthermore, not all employees of Chinese firms are formally employed,76 and thus still do not have 
access to state-sponsored mortgages (the only mortgages available in Angola),77 albeit more income. 
This mitigates some of the effect on housing affordability. Management positions are generally still 
often filled by Chinese nationals, to the detriment of local development.78 

Nonetheless, Chinese participation has clearly had some positive effect on decreasing 
unemployment. McKinsey estimates that 60 percent of all employees of Chinese firms in Angola are 

                                                                    
72 China-Africa Research Initiative (2019). Gross Annual Revenues of Chinese Companies' Construction Projects in Africa.; 
World Bank. 
73 World Bank (2019). Unemployment, total (% of total labor force) (modeled ILO estimate). April 2019. Raw Data. 
Washington D.C. 
74 OPEC (2019). Average annual OPEC crude oil price from 1960 to 2019 (in U.S. dollars per barrel). Raw Data. Vienna, 
Austria.  
75 World Bank (2019). Angola: Overview. March 28, 2019. https://www.worldbank.org/en/country/angola/overview 
(Accessed May 31, 2019).   
76 Rounds, Z and Huang, H. (2017). We are not so different: A comparative study of employment relations at Chinese and 
American firms in Kenya. Working Paper No. 2017/10. China Africa Research Initiative, School of Advanced International 
Studies, Johns Hopkins University, Washington, DC. http://www.sais-cari.org/publications (Accessed November 25, 2019). 
77 Buire. The Dream and the Ordinary. Pg. 11. 
78 Sun, J and Kassiri, Dance of the Lions and Dragon. Pg. 39. 
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in fact Angolans, signaling that steps are being made in the right direction. On the continent as a 
whole, this figure rises to approximately 89 percent.79 Separate analysis by McKinsey and CARI 
suggest that Chinese firms are generally quite willing to train and retain local workers in Africa. In 
Ghana for example, CARI found that Chinese enterprises provided more resources for training locals 
than other foreign firms did, particularly for short-term general training.80 Long-term specialised 
training will likely develop as governments and firms learn to navigate cultural and linguistic barriers. 
This in turn will increase access to mortgages due to stable long-term income. 

6 COMPARISON WITH OTHER FOREIGN ENTITIES 

6.1 Non-Chinese Foreign Involvement 

Determinants of Western versus Chinese Development Finance 

The narrative of China using debt to secure natural resources is tempered somewhat by empirical 
analysis. However, it is true that where Western countries send development finance is significantly 
determined by the strength of institutions, lack of corruption and strong human rights records, 
China’s development finance is relatively unaffected by these factors.81 Similarly, colonial ties, which 
do not apply to the Chinese, are a strong determinant of Western investment in Africa. For France 
and the United Kingdom, former colonies made up 57 percent and 78 percent of the development 
finance given respectively by the year 2000.82 

However, for investment in general, recent research by David Landry at CARI suggests that Western 
and Chinese commercial engagements with African countries do not differ significantly based on how 
they respond to the governance quality of recipient countries.83 This is in contrast to a sizeable 
literature that argues otherwise. UN voting alignment with Chinese interests are a stronger 
determinant of Chinese financial flows but are not for Western nations.84 Bilateral trade agreements 
are also more important in correlation with Chinese development flows than they are for Western 
nations to a moderate degree.85 Furthermore, the role of natural resource wealth affects Western 
investment flows as much as it affects Chinese investment flows, somewhat contrary to the notion 
that China in particular targets countries for natural resource extraction. The exception is Chinese 
imports from African nations, which depend significantly more on natural resources than imports to 
Western countries.86 Landry’s study uses OECD FDI data between 2003 and 2012, Chinese Statistical 
Yearbook data and Statistical Bulletin of China’s Outward FDI from 2003 to 2014.87  

 

                                                                    
79 Ibid., 51. 
80 Rounds, Z and Huang, H. (2017). We are not so different. Pg. 7. 
81 Landry, D. G. (2018). Comparing the Determinants of Western and Chinese Development Finance Flows to Africa. 
Working Paper No. 2018/21. China-Africa Research Initiative, School of Advanced International Studies, Johns Hopkins 
University, Washington, DC. Pg.13-16. 
82 Alesina, A, and Dollar, D (2000). Who Gives Foreign Aid to Whom and Why? Springer 5, no. 1 (March 2000).  Pg. 45-46.  
83 Landry. Comparing the Determinants of Western and Chinese Development Finance Flows to Africa. Pg. 20.  
84 Ibid., 16.  
85 Ibid. 
86 Ibid., Pg. 22. 
87 Ibid., Pg. 11. 
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7 LESSONS AND CHALLENGES 

A number of key challenges to engaging with Chinese investors and developers in affordable housing 
in future exist.  

1. Quantity, accuracy and cleanliness of data 

The most glaring challenge for African engagement with investors and developers, in any sector and 
of any origin, is the existing data gap. Even large, respected research institutions on Chinese 
involvement in Africa, such as Johns Hopkins University and the American Enterprise Institute, report 
their data with some hesitancy. This is due to the fickle nature of contracts, the privacy of large 
Chinese entities and the incentives against reporting deals that have failed after the fact. Data 
sourced by CAHF consultants sometimes does not align with data from these other sources. 

Existing databases rely largely on media reports and interviews, using official data and connections 
to cross-verify. However, many Chinese projects are not reported to the public. Furthermore, 
inexperienced media outlets often conflate investments and developments, which institutions must 
then sort and verify. There is also evidence to suggest that official sources like the Chinese Ministry 
of Commerce are missing information or underestimating, meaning it is difficult to discern what 
official data should be used for base estimates.88  

2. Lack of housing-sector-specific research 

Housing is a crucial pillar of economic growth and development. However, data and research that 
involves Chinese investment and development are more often concerned with capturing a holistic 
understanding of Chinese participation in Africa than a focused exploration of a particular sector. 
When specific sectors are explored, they are usually infrastructure construction and mining, not 
housing. This is understandable given the relatively little time and investment Chinese firms have 
allocated to housing. However, this discounts billions in investment and development contracts by 
CITIC, Dreal Group and smaller private investors, not to mention the enormous need for this 
information from those lacking adequate housing. Aside from McKinsey’s generous projections for 
future expansion into the sector, internal industry reports, and media discussion on Kilamba Kiaxi’s 
purported failure in 2012, little research has been directed at the potential of Chinese participation in 
African housing. This makes it difficult, both for African parties to view Chinese partnership as a viable 
means to pursue housing projects, and for Chinese parties to be aware of the needs and potential of 
the housing sector.  

3. Misunderstanding local contexts 

Chinese firms are either not sufficiently incentivised to participate in affordable housing projects or 
have not been made aware of the incentives that already exist. Dreal Group’s attraction to grand, 
city-wide projects in Guinea and Shanghai Zendai’s Modderfontein project in Johannesburg are 
testaments to an existing failure to meet the needs of African housing. Chinese enterprises struggle 
to deal with local political structures and differences in the strength of real estate markets compared 
to China. The demand for affordable housing is high, and mutually beneficial agreements can be 
made, as suggested by Kilamba Kiaxi and interviews with Chinese firms. African governments and 
organisations partnering with China can put pressure on the Chinese government to support low-
interest loans for participants in affordable housing and work to educate prospective investors and 

                                                                    
88 Sun, Jayaram and Kassiri, Dance of the Lions and Dragon, Pg. 10. 
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developers on the needs of local parties. Additionally, they can work to be clearer about the feasibility 
and intention of specific projects by conducting preliminary internal research to lower the risk of 
investment and development.  

4. Employment conflicts 

To increase affordability of housing, Chinese firms also have an important role to play as employers 
of locals. However, problems between Chinese employers and Chinese employees diminish the 
efficacy of this role.89 90The mistreatment of employees and informal employment, while not 
uncommon in foreign firms,91 greatly diminishes the trust between Chinese and African parties, not 
to mention the wellbeing of local employees. Furthermore, better employment standards improve 
the ability of firms to retain top talent and promote internally, ensuring that expertise in local markets 
and industry is used to its full potential. Language barriers impede the efficiency and comfort of close 
workspaces, increasing the likelihood that the employment relationship will not last or will not be as 
fruitful even if it does.92 High turnover rates suggest that more needs to be done to make training a 
long-term investment in specialised skills as opposed to short-term general knowledge. 
Governments and Chinese participants ought to cooperate directly to develop specialised vocational 
training and language programs to ensure that locals are being trained for skills the market demands. 
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