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China and the International Aid System:
Challenges and Opportunities

Paul Opoku-Mensah

I ntroduction

A recent increase in Chinese activity within depeh@nt aid, as in many areas
of the international system, is raising increastagicerns especially from the
West about China’s role and impact in this intaoratl system of power and
development. From a purely technical appraisal lipu@eaucrat within the aid
system, China’s aid activity has systemic ramifaa: Here comes a very large
new player on the block that has the potential ledinging the landscape of
overseas development assistahcErom a critical politico-moral-ideological
standpoint, the view is less sangui@hina is effectively pricing responsible
and well-meaning aid organizations out of the markethe very places where
they are needed most. If they continue to sucaequlishing their alternative
development model, they will succeed in underwgitgnworld that is more
corrupt, chaotic, and authoritarign From official China, however, the noise
about Chinese aid is much ado about nothi@gina is attracting external
capital, and as a balance China wants to help d#yalh countries by financing
infrastructure projects. Helping your neighbours’have a good life is no Sin

These three authors no doubt bring three diffeasick relevant perspectives to
Chinese aid activity. What is common to all thekee¢, however, is the
recognition that while in the recent past aid p@ditwas discussed without
reference to China, current discussions cannotrey@hina. Indeed any analysis
that seeks to provide understanding of aid, neagsdaas to integrate the role
of China and its impact on this international syst# power relations as well as
the system’s underlying structures of ideologi@sms and values.

This is the objective of this chapter. It seeksitderstand China’s involvement
as an actor in the aid system, and its implicatfongestructuring the nature of

1 Tom Crouch, Country director for the Philippiresthe Asian Development Bank (cited

in Perlez, Jane 2006).

Moisés Naim, editor in chief of Foreign Policytéd in Naim, 2007:2).

Ligun Jin, vice president of the Asian DevelopmBank and a former vice minister of
finance in Beijing (cited in Perlez, Jane 2006).
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the aid system itself. Is China fundamentally redef) the nature of the aid
system in ways that effectively price out otherypls, and challenge the
normative principles underlying the system? Ortisimply an actor helping
poor neighbours with no systemic ramifications o &id system? This chapter
provides answers to these questions. Specifictifgugh using the case of
Chinese aid to Africa, it seeks to understand swss the nature of Chinese
aid, and its effect --- if any --- on the intermetal aid system. The chapter is
structured as follows: this introduction is follogvdoy a discussion on the
international aid system and its role in the indétional system of power
relations in general and African development irtipalar. This is followed by a
discussion on the Chinese aid system with an engphas its history,
characteristics, and influence in African developtmé&ollowing this empirical
analysis, the next section compares the dominahsystem with that of the
Chinese. Following this comparison, the final smttbrings the discussions
together in an assessment of China’s impact onntitare of the aid. The
objective is to assess if China is radically transiing the aid system, or rather
been integrated into this international systemafgr relations.

The Aid System: An International System of Power relations

The international development aid system remaimgjoubtedly, the most
powerful and enduring structural force influencidgvelopment worldwide.
Established after WWII to facilitate the developrnehthe poor countries of the
“South,” it has become a distinct, very powerful and new typaternational
system, reflecting global power relations, and icwdusly developing and
framing regional, national and local subsystems amgnizational landscapes
all over the world. As a system, it is premisedcboth accelerating and directing
a country’s development through the transfer ofinigaconcessional resources.
Disbursing billions of dollars, and with immensenceptual and institutional
power, it shapes institutions and policies acrbesaorld.

It is a system that comprises donor and receivieoma The donor side includes
most of the advanced countries of the OECD. Onréogient side over 160
countries around the world received aid in 2001e Tulk of this aid was
concentrated on the poorest countries in Asia abeSaharan Africa, but with a
substantial contribution also to middle-income does, especially in Central
and Eastern Europe (Fowler 2000). As was indicatetthe previous chapter,
what primarily produces and reproduces this sysiathdefines its borders vis-
a-vis the rest of the world and the rest of theanrgational landscape is the flow
and transfer of funds, and the character of thisousce transfer. Thus,
understanding this resource transfer becomes aquisite to gauging the
power relations, and indeed the overall impachefdystem on its various actors



(Tvedt, 2002). The primary sources of internatiomsdistance are from official
aid—and from private donations and investment ingeme. private aid. In
1998, $47.9 billion of tax funds were allocatecbéfcial overseas development
assistance (ODA) (World Bank, 1999: 68). The majutitutions providing
official aid can be divided between bilateral d@tethat is the specialized
development agencies of Northern countries, andnilnélateral agencies of the
United Nations system. In 1997, 70 per cent ofcddfi aid was allocated
bilaterally, the remainder through multilateral chals. By and large, the
international financial institutions (IFIs) withithis system—the International
Monetary Fund (IMF), the World Bank Group and itster regional
development banks—provide loans for financial s$izdtion and reform as well
as for development investment. United Nations aigsniypically employ grant
funding. The private aid system (of foundationsardies and international
NGOs) also works on a grant basis (Fowler, 200@e Tesource transfers,
however goes both ways. For instance, over the@#&985-1992, developing
countries transferred more in repayments and isttehan they received from
the North. During these years, the average antmaldf resources from South
to North was US$44.39 billion. The figure becamsifpee again in 1993 with a
net flow to the South of US$11.4 billion (Micros&hcarta, 2002).

It is a hierarchical system, even if the rhetoomstimes is to the contrary, with
donors at the helm because of their financial ness) conceptual dominance,
and the unequal distribution of sanctionary insenms (Tvedt, 1998: 224;
Fowler, 2000). The system is made up of sub-systdmall levels, each with its
own history, logic and internal dynamics. In mostuctries, the system is
relatively autonomous and insulated with its owneadepments, norm systems
and value orientations (Tvedt, 1998:62). Nonetwhll these subsystems form
one part of a bigger multinational, together withdamingling with other
subsystems where donor states are at the core @&yiitem. There iglwaysa
dominant discourse, appropriated by the major actonors, recipient states
and NGOs. This powerful development discourse neynge over time, but for
the period it dominates, it shapes the policy raspse of the actors in the system
(Tvedt, 2002). The actors in this system are stradly integrated primarily via
resource transfers and communication-exchange. eThesors - public and
private donors, recipient governments, internaliditaOs, local NGOs - can be
conceptualized as a river and its “feeders”. A riggstem consists of both
channels (rivers) and reservoirs. The system carsdmn as consisting of
different subsystems, or different tributaries eitaic streams. The point with
the river system analogy is that this social systemsists of both recipient
governments and NGOs as diversion channels andbtiar-offices and funding
sources as reservoirs.



It is a system that encourages and institutionslidéferent forms of social
integration, but despite the use of the word irdegn there is no assumption
that the relationships so described are harmonibls.terms social integration
and system integration as used here embrace baén and conflicf. Indeed it
has evolved into an international regime, with aaafenorms, principles, and
procedures that have been designed to defendrcextanomic and ideological
interests and to promote international stabilign(\de Walle, 2001).

The influence of the aid system is structured adodmancial transfers,
institutional arrangements, and policy frameworKse 1990s in particular saw
the particular influence of the aid system througk imposition of policy
instruments like the SAPS, ERPs. The nature ofruetdgions has also
undergone change with a focus on process. Thusegses like the PRSPs
become central the aid effectiveness debate, andgbl of non-state channels.
An understanding of these different channels besonmaportant to
understanding the nature of international aid systnd the nature of power in
the system. The influence of the aid system oncAfis near absolute, as it
remains a very powerful and enduring structuratéormpacting institutional
and policy development in African countries. In maffrican countries it
finances the bulk of development interventions, psisa institutional
arrangements, frames policy alternatives, as wsll paovides mediating
structure(s) for societal processes. In other cammthe aid system’s influence
Is more marginal. Nevertheless; its concepts, tutgins, administrative
arrangements and fiscal resources help shape tre¢ amtical aspects of
development and politics on the African continent.

Chinese Aid to Africa: Continuities and Discontinuities

As a rising actor, the Chinese Aid system lacksitis#itutionalized and well
developed support services made up of the numerinugesearch institutions,
evaluation departments of official aid agenciesg d@he entire consultancy
industry that has developed around the Westerrsystem (Lancaster, 2007).

* In a further elaboration, Tvedt (1998) argues ihhe literature on social integration and

system integration it is often noted how conflivtdrists emphasize the conflict between
groups of actors as the motor of social changelewlormative functionalists downplay
the role of actors and seek to emphasize the (hmadtor dysfunctional) relationships
between the institutions of society. Neither appho#& of course adequate, precisely
because each deals with only one side of the agesrsys structure problem. The task
should be to overcome this dualism, but the micgssws macro distinction cannot be
overcome by regarding social integration as somgtiwhich should only refer to
situations where actors are physicaltypresentand system integration to where they are
not. This is unsatisfactory because face-to-fateractions are not confined to micro-
processes, and macro-processes may be organitemkdas-face interactions.



Consequently, not as much information and/or kndgdeis known about the
Chinese aid system. Yet an outline of the systegnadually emerging, which a
study of Chinese aid to Africa helps unravel.

A study of Chinese aid to Africa indicates, firdftat Chinese aid is not new.
Indeed Chinese aid to African countries was foundedart, on a logic and

motivation articulated in the 1950s by Mao Zedohgttalthough China is a
poor nation, it should take the responsibility @&lging those in need, those
smaller and powerless nations (Hu, 2003). Africa waeentified by Mao as the
key part of the “Third World” revolutionary forcess his famous “Three World

Theory™®. But beyond helping poor Africa countries, Chinegkalso had other
motivations, including neutralising assistance frowal countries, which were

being helped by Taiwan. In the 1960's and 70’s, deample, China aided
Angola while Taiwan helped neighboring South Afri(Rerlez, 2006). The

modalities of Chinese aid, more so, include gramsestment/tied aid,

concessional loans, and government guaranteesvestiment.

The historiography of Chinese aid to Africa can disaggregated into three
distinct phases, stretching from the late 194Gkégoresent era. The first phase,
dating from the late 1940s to the end of the 19W@s, characterised by the use
of aid as a moral, ideological, and foreign poltogl with aid being used by
China to support other socialist countries andréiben movements. Beyond
this, it also had a strategic purpose aimed at teoimg the Society Union’s
influence in Africa, as well as promoting its onki@a policy through granting
aid only to those African states that refused tgaise an independent and
sovereign Taiwan. Practically the relations withriéd were through a two-
pronged strategy of courting the newly independ&inican countries, while
encouraging and supporting the liberation struggfethose still under colonial
rule. A landmark event in the evolution of Chinese occurred in 1964 during
the then Premier Zhou en Lai’s visit to Mali anda@h where he launched what
has become known as “China’s Eight Principles obrieenic and Technical
Aid” These eight principles fully give expressioa the desire of China to
conduct economic and cultural cooperation withrtee/ly-emerged countries of
Asia, Africa and Latin America (China, Ministry Bbreign Affairs 20005.

> Mao’sThree World Theorgf international relations divides the world intoee political

and economic blocs: the US and the Soviet Unioorgeto theFirst World, the middle

elements, such as Japan, Europe, Australia, anddaarmelong to th&econd World

China and the vast majority of developing countbekng to thé hird World

The eight principles are:

a. The Chinese Government always bases itself onrineiple of equality and mutual
benefit in providing aid to other countries. It Bewegards such aid as a kind of
unilateral alm [sic] but as something mutual.
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By the end of 1965, 17 of the 38 African states tedgnised China (compared
to fourteen who continued diplomatic relations withiwan), and linkages had
been established with at least a dozen Africarrdiften movements. However,
with the outbreak of the Cultural Revolution in 89the direction of China’s
policy and behaviour changed. Similar to its foregplicy globally, China’s
relations with Africa were curtailed. But even tighuoperational activities were
reduced and relations even suspended or termimatedew instances, relations
were intensified with select African states sucheag Congo (Brazzaville),
Tanzania and Zambia (Yu, 1988). From 1975-1978 €d@naid projects in
Africa were seen in the light industry, agricultunealth and transport where the
latter was especially seen in the constructionhef TAZARA' Railway. The
railroad was a key project financed and executedbina. Construction was
started in 1970 and operation commenced six yas At that time, it was the
largest foreign-aid project ever undertaken by @hih was built to serve the
landlocked Zambia as an alternative to rail linesRhodesia and South Africa.
The Chinese government sponsored the constructittimreaailway specifically
to eliminate Zambia’'s economic dependence on Rhadasd South Africa
(Robinson and Shambaugh, 1994).

The second phase of China’s aid to Africa, the tFdlscade under Deng
Xiaoping (1978-1989), was marked by the end of logn the start of

b. In providing aid to other countries, the Chinesev&ament strictly respects the
sovereignty of the recipient countries, and nevtches any conditions or asks for
any privileges.

c. China provides economic aid in the form of inteffiesé or low-interest loans and
extends the time limit for repayment when necessargs to lighten the burden of the
recipient countries as far as possible.

d. In providing aid to other countries, the purposeaha Chinese Government is not to
make the recipient countries dependent on Chinadolelp them embark step by step
on the road of self-reliance and independent ecandevelopment.

e. The Chinese Government tries its best to help dogient countries build projects
which require less investment while yielding quickesults, so that the recipient
governments may increase their income and accuencdguital.

f. The Chinese Government provides the best-qualiypatent and material of its own
manufacture at international market prices. If ékqgipment and material provided by
the Chinese Government are not up to the agreedfispions and quality, the
Chinese Government undertakes to replace them.

g. In providing any technical assistance, the Chir@eeernment will see to it that the
personnel of the recipient country fully mastertstechnique.

h. The experts dispatched by China to help in constmudén the recipient countries will
have the same standard of living as the experteeofecipient country. The Chinese
experts are not allowed to make any special demanésjoy any special amenities
(China, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2000).

" Tanzania-Zambia Railway Authority.



economic pragmatism, and declining aid to AfrichisTwas a period marked by
the end of the ideological framework that had ctimrsed the first, and the
start of economic pragmatism. While the concepéaod rhetoric generally did
not change, this phase nonetheless was charadtéysa reduction in Chinese
aid due to changing relations with Moscow and Wagdoin, and an internal
reorganization of the Chinese economy which wag aikng. Focus was now
on mutual benefits and economic sustainability.1B$8, only thirteen African
countries received Chinese aid, while trade ratationcreased. For example,
between 1976 and 1980, Chinese exports to Nigesa from $128 million to
$378 million; and overall trade with Africa rose Y% in this period. Aid
pledges fell, although China’s aid commitments 26&9m in 1984 still made it
Africa’s sixth largest donor

The current and third phasthe post-Tiananmen Square era (from 1989), is
marked by unparalleled institutionalized relatiowgh the establishment of the
Forum on China-Africa Cooperation (FOCAC) in 2088d the development of
a China Africa Polic{ in 2006. In general this phase is characterised twin
process of increasing the volume of Aid, as welliresditutionalising the aid
relations between China and Africa. Conceptuallg & Africa was still
discussed in terms of south-South cooperation,erathan the North-South
conception that defines traditional aid betweenWhest and Africa. As will be
shown later, this has implications for understatimgnature of the relations, and
China’s potential impact in the aid system. Thisgeealso marked a period of
renewed interest in Africa with an increase infaggn US $60 million in 1988
to US $375 million in 1990. An expansion of collasimon was necessary due to
China’s demand for resources, markets and investpessibilities, and these
circumstances led to the establishment of the GAfmaa Forum in order to
have a means to increase political power by pragidan alternative to the
orthodox development route for African governmefkina’s Africa Policy of
2006 and the development of tlBijing Action Plan2007-2009 show that
China’s interest in Africa is increasing. In thentext of this institutionalization
of the relations, Chinese Premier Wen Jiabao, spgak FOCAC committed
China to the following:

 Double its 2006 assistance to Africa by 2009

Provide US$3 billion of preferential loans and USfiHlon of preferential
buyer’s credits to Africa in the next three years

e  Set up a China—Africa development fund, which waelach US$5 billion,
to encourage Chinese companies to invest in Afrgh provide support to
them

8 The full text is available at http://www.gov.crift/2006-01/12/content 156490.htm




« Cancel debt in the form of all the interest-freevegoment loans that
matured at the end of 2005 owed by the heavily btete poor countries
and the least developed countries in Africa thatehdiplomatic relations
with China

* Increase from 190 to over 440 the number of experns to China
receiving zero-tariff treatment from the least deped countries in Africa
with diplomatic ties with China.

« Establish three to five trade and economic coomeraones in Africa in
the next three years

 Over the next three years, train 15,000 Africanfgssionals; send 100
senior agricultural experts to Africa; set up 10eapl agricultural
technology demonstration centers in Africa; buildl fSospitals in Africa
and provide a grant of RMB 300 million for providirartemisinin2 and
build 30 malaria prevention and treatment centersight malaria in
Africa; dispatch 300 youth volunteers to Africa;ldul00 rural schools in
Africa; and increase the number of Chinese govemrseholarships to
African students from the current 2,000 per yea4,600 per year by 2009
(Manji, 2007:2).

The extent to which the list of commitments hasnbewt, the motivations for
China’s commitment --- whether indeed Chinese aidaod or detrimental to
overall African development --- are still debat&uthe midst of these debates,
the fact still remains that these commitments @erepresent a new phase of
China’s relations with Africa --- an era of instittnalized and enlarged Chinese
aid engagement in Africa.

Besides the general historiography, the secondcagiieChinese aid vis-a-vis
the dominant Western model of aid relates to cammepdelivery and relational
aspects of Chinese aid---that is, the praxis of laidleed Chinese aid to Africa,
and elsewhere, is not important only in terms ef ublume and historical
development. To the contrary, its importance isggauwhen its aid praxis is
compared to the praxis of the Western aid systdma. first such difference is
the conception for aid. Conceptually, China’s asdfiamed in terms of a
developing country helping another developing coynthus negating the
conceptual order of the aid system as a systemelations between the
developed North and the undeveloped South. Thissbastantive as well as
symbolic implications, as will be discussed latdn addition, Chinese aid is
conceived as a two way process, defined in ternmsutfial benefit to China and
aid recipient countries. Indeed it is official Chse policy to disburse aid in
ways that benefits China economically, i.e. tiedliai kind, technical assistance
and infrastructure construction for initiatives ttfavour Chinese investment.
Thus, a very important dimension of Chinese aidt aslates to the economic
pragmatism of the post-Deng years, is the rhetofia “win-win” economic



cooperation and trade relations, rather than pgpvesduction. This is a
departure from the traditional aid which is coneéivin terms of the giver
helping the recipient, even if the rhetoric is abtays borne out in practice.

But perhaps one of the most important differenetstes to the channel of aid
delivery. Traditional Western aid relies on variowhannels including
multilateral channels (e.g., World Bank, UN agesci&U Aid); bilateral
channels (Danida, USAID; CIDA, NORAD etc); privateganizations (NGOs,
PVOs, CSOs). Indeed for Western aid the NGO chaimelarticular, became a
very important channel in the 1980s, a period reteto as the “NGO Decade”
in development discourse because of the importad@Os assumed in
development. The delivery of Chinese aid, on theeiohand, relies exclusively
on bilateral state channels. To the extent thatstate actors are involved, they
are normally private companies used in the impldatem of infrastructural
projects. Chinese aid is thus delivered throughgbersector or state-owned
enterprises. Thus the NGO channel in aid that wtabéshed since the 1980s,
and has become important to Western aid, playslean the implementation of
Chinese aid. Absent, too, are the other multigli@f supporting actors and
institutions that service, and are part of tradidilbWestern aid. This includes the
consultancy firms, the development institutes, tred‘development diplomats’
that are essential parts of traditional aid. Fstance in a comparison to World
Bank practice, Jane Perlez argues that China’'sratiely include the extra
freight of expensive consultants, provisions theg eommon to World Bank
projects(Perlez 2006: para. 8).

There are other remaining areas, suclhasintersection of aid and migration,
aid and trade, in which the Chinese aid model difffom its Western
counterpart (Sautman, 2006).

Restructuring Power relationsin the Aid System

This examination of Chinese aid in Africa certaislyows that in a Western-led
system dominated by North-South relations and pmve&ountries, China is
now a visible actor. And in the case of Africa,st@ngagement is becoming
important to the continent's development, partidylain the areas of
infrastructure development (Prah, 2007; Manji andrihd, 2007; Kaplinsky et
al, 2007). But is this visibility indicative of fulamental change in the structural
relations of power and the rules of game in thesystem? In other words is
China restructuring power in the aid system, oriheascome a new actor with a
different modus operandi but who will gradually becorporated into the
system. Put differently, will China be a transfornoe rather be caught by the
iIsomorphism that has characterised the aid system?



To answer the question, a recap of how power igttred and influenced in the
aid system. At the time of its establishment in ffears immediately after
WWII, the aid system reflected the state of povedatrons in the global system.
At the head of the system was the United Stateslbeit challenged by the
USSR --- followed by the colonial powers. Besiddss tfact that the
establishment of the aid system reflected andtirigtnalized a system of power
relations, as a system, it has its modes of exegcisfluence. Concretely the
aid system exercises power through its financiandfers, institutional
dominance, conceptual dominance, and sanctionatsuments. An assessment
of China’s role in the system does have to takenizagnce of this reality.

First, although China is not the dominant powethia international system, its
place in the hierarchy has changed substantivelyspective of the standard of
measurement, and areas of influence, the powehwofads increasingly visible
in the international hierarchy of power. This isrmgo reflected, particularly, in
the global economic system. Within the aid systeseifi the size and volume of
Chinese aid, and the expectations that this willease, is a major indicator that
financially the power of the actors in the aid systhas changed. For instance in
terms of volume, in the course of the past 50 y€dmisa has given 44.4 billion
in aid to African countries. Since 2000, China hzencelled more than
US$10bilion debt owed it by 31 African countriesdaestablished a US$ 5.5
billion fund to support African development. Beybtihe volume, however, the
overall implications of Chinese aid in Africa cde gauged when it is
compared to Western aid. In 2005, for instancen&de loans to three African
countries: Nigeria, Angola and Mozambique was U8$dlion, exceeding total
World Bank loans to the whole of Africa, which wa§$2.3 billion. Similarly,
in 2006 the amount of Chinese aid in the form ah®to Africa was thrice the
total sum of loans given by all OECD member coestrio African countries
during the same period; and 25 times of the aithftbe American Import and
Export Bank (Xiaoyun, Li 2008; Lyakurwa, 2008).

Chinese aid is also distinguished by its practfoalis, and direct impact: As
William Lyakurwa, the Executive Director of the Adan Economic Research
Consortium based in Nairobi, Kenya puts it:

Initially, Beijing’s aid was concentrated on na@brstadiums and ‘People’s
Palaces’. This has given way to a more practicaligo constructing roads,
dams and government buildings; upgrading powerriloigion systems;
installing methane generating plants; and so oa.sEmding of medical teams
and agricultural specialists continues to be a staynof Chinese assistance to
Africa. Chinese foreign aid has tended to concemtran these basic
infrastructures and education, areas where Westenors have cut back
substantially (Lyakurwa, 2008:17).
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Similarly Sautman argues that while China’s aid\foca is not entirely untied,
it is distinct from Western aid in a key way:

Chinese aid is often dispensed in such a way thaugt rulers cannot
somehow use it to buy Mercedes Benzes . . . [lfisn in the form of

infrastructure, such as a railroad network in Nager roads in Kenya and
Rwanda. Or in the form of doctors and nurses twigeohealth care to people
who otherwise would not have access . . . . Intauidi China provides

scholarships for African students to study in isvarsities and, increasingly,
funds to encourage its businessmen to invest ic&{Sautman, 2007: 27).

The overall effect of this approach is capturedSsrra Leone’s ambassador to
China who argues that while Chinese aid leads gl results and impact in

Africa, “the G-8 countries are putting in huge suoh money and they don't see
very much” (ibid). Some of these results includeviyeconstructed roads in

Ethiopia, the renovation of the railway system iigédia, and the construction

of a US$562 million hydro electric power plant atih Ghana.

It needs to be emphasized that it is not the volomg&hinese aid resources per
se that makes China an important actor in the wstem. Rather it is the fact
that its resources is increasingly pricing out extwho a decade ago were
undisputable leaders in the field. And this aid badome an important tool in
African development, itself reflected by the easthwhich China is able to
routinely convene meetings of African leaders. Eoshire, this does not mean
that China has rendered the traditional actoréeweat and powerless, as it has
not. What is stressed therefore is the fact thatiwithe past decade China is
increasingly becoming important in an internatiopalicy area where it was an
insignificant player just two decades ago.

But the power of the aid system does not residelysan its financial resources.
Indeed the aid system remains the major arenarithich the dominant ideas
in development are developed, implemented and statgAbrahamsen, 2000;
Tvedt, 2006; Opoku-Mensah, 2007; 2009; Opoku-Mensahvis and Tvedt,
2007). This is an acknowledgment tipatitically, the powerful actors in the aid
system --- the World Bank, the UN, the major dosiates and the biggest and
most influential development NGOs-- dominate thevellgpment and
implementation of the most influential ideas artsigies of developmenis
Abrahamsen argues, the aid system and its mostradwestitutional actors:

. constantly update and refine knowledge abaw lbest to achieve
development, and it is also through these myriaghmrzations that the
decrees of development filter down from the variexpert offices to the
local settings in Africa, Asia and Latin Americ@Abrahamsen, 2000: 20-21.
See also Tvedt, 2006; Wallace et al., 2006)
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From this persepctive, both the World Bank (Wagton Consesus) and the
UNDP (the New York Dissent) are part of the sandesgistem within which the
dominant ideas in development are created, adopeghted, distorted and/or
implemented, and where different actors competeh&gemonic control over
development ideas and practices. The conceptuakmpoivthe aid system to
define what is good and bad development, and tos@phese definitions on
recipient countries, has been perhaps the mosttefeand vexatious exercise
of the power of aid actors, as it affects the seiggty of aid recipients. In the
case of Africa some commentators argue that thisitienal power of the aid
system has had the most far reaching impact onahtnent, as unlike other aid
practices, they seek to shape the development itsat(Kankwenda, 2004).

The entry of China into the aid system is changimg power of the traditional
aid system to shape the development route, adeitsod new set of ideas and
practices that, first, is breaking the monopolyV@éstern aid to define, and
second, is also proving attractive to aid recipientintries, particularly in
Africa. These new set of ideas and practices, subduunder what is
increasingly called the “Beijing Consensus” (Raro,J, 2004; Xing, 2007),
departs in some substantive ways from the aid systeonsensus on policy and
practice. While the Beijing consensus, and Chingeaneral, is no where near
replacing the institutions of the aid system as dweinant developers of
development ideas, some of these practices---imgdudhe right to self
determination by states, non interference in doimgxsilitical and governance
issues, the leadership role of the state in dewvedop---challenges the prevailing
development orthodoxy of the past two decades. mBate important, the
Beijing consensus gives to aid recipients to eserahoice in what the past
decade has been an array of conditionalities, dnetuvexatious political ones.
The issue is not that Chinese aid does not invobrelitionality.It does as it is
official Chinese policy to disburse aid in waystthanefits China economically,
l.e. tied aid in kind, technical assistance andastfucture construction for
initiatives that favour Chinese investment. Whatlierent, however, is that
these conditionalities do not relate to the toudspe of sovereignty that has
been at the heart of the criticisms levelled atitranal Western aid by a number
of African countries (Kankwenda, 2004).

But perhaps the most important effect of Chinedea@ates to the opportunity it
gives aid recipients, particularly African couns;i¢o rethink their relations with
Western aid actors who have exercised substantioerp in African
development. Thus for instance, in a recent ingsvyithe Senegalese President
Abdoulaye Wade argues that the continent can igiarepe and look to China
for its needs, as China offers Afridche same thing that Europe has been
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offering at a better price with excellent condidnAnd this ‘better conditions’
include the absence of intrusive conditionalitiétei associated with Western
aid. As a number of analysts argue, China’'s aid A@rica, while not
disinterested, is not used as a political toolhe same way as aid from Western
political actors in Africalndeed, in contrast to most other donors (espgdiad
United States and the United Kingdom, with Franeemless so), China does
not impose political and economic conditionalitgueements. This makes the
country an attractive source of aid, especially nyhas in Angola and
Zimbabwe, the international financial institutiongke the International
Monetary Fund (IMF) or World Bank are trying to eltthe behaviours of
governments by imposing political conditions (Lyaka, William, 2008:17.
See also Sautman, 2007; Prah, 2008). Perhapsstlnoest captured by Julius
Nyerere, Tanzania’s first leader, in a comment &hina’s grant for building
the Tanzania-Zambia railways (Tazara):

The Chinese people have not asked us to become wustmin order to
qualify for this loan . . . they have never at aoynt suggested that we should
change any of our policies — internal or exterijiljerere, 1974: 235).

To be sure, this in itself does not indicate a @aremt restructuring of power
relations in aid. But it does indicate that chaisgeertainly in the making in the
international aid system of power relations.

Conclusion

Exactly a decade ago, in a seminal and provocatitiele in Foreign Affairs
titled “Does China Matter?” Gerald Segal argued tha purported influence of
China is often greatly exaggerated, indeed thecefd¢ a carefully managed
theatrical performance by China itself. The Chiesvolvement in aid is
certainly not a theatrical performance, but ond fhases a challenge to the
existing international system in fundamental, unesgul, and unknown ways.

Will China’s engagement lead to long-term and perenma realignment of power
relations in the aid system? Or in line with thstitutional isomorphism that has
characterised the aid system in the past, will €hiimately be co-opted into
the established practise and consensus in theysiens? Put differently, are we

% It is available at http://blog.taragana.com/ri¢aflooking-towards-india-china-senegal-

president-91009/

13



going to witness a sinization of the aid systemsionply the inclusion of an
actors, even this actor sometimes operates diffiele?

Like most things about China’s recent rise, ddfrritconclusions do not exist,
as we are still in the midst of the process we deekssess. Yet contradictory
tendencies can be observed. On the one hand,sanasaalready been argued,
China’s presence in the aid system bhigady changed the system. The aid
system and its operations cannot be adequatelyrstndd outside an analytical
integration of the activities of China in this syst But similarly, Chinese aid is
also already undergoing change as it interacts with the alreastablished
Western aid system (Guérin, 2008).

In the final analyses, however, perhaps the mastalrquestion should not be
the extent to which China has changed the system,iself changed by the aid
system. Indeed the debate should not be framedzamasum game. Rather the
focus should be on the implications of China’s emin thepurposeof the aid
system: to assist the development of the developmgntries. Perhaps the
guestion ought to be rephrased in terms of theigafpbns of China’s recent
involvement in the aid system for tipairposeof aid. Concretely, the entry of
China into the aid system, and the challenge iepds the Westen aid project,
should be used as an entry point to reconstituteggoon the system on behalf of
those who, traditionally, have been dictatedRerhaps it offers the opportunity
to rationally rethink, and address the patholodlest have characterised the
operandi of the Western aid system, including tbhenetimes paternalistic
intrusion into the affairs of aid recipient couatj the imposition of one-size-
fits-all development models, and the lack of effemtess. If China’s
engagement in the aid system can achieve thisotldvhave played a far
greater role in restructuring the system than mp$y changing the power
relations in her interests.
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