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Banking on Beijing

China is now the lender of first resort for much of the developing world,

but Beijing has fueled speculation among policymakers, scholars, and

journalists by shrouding its grant-giving and lending activities in secrecy.

Introducing a systematic and transparent method of tracking Chinese

development projects around the world, this book explains Beijing’s

motives and analyzes the intended and unintended effects of its overseas

investments. Whereas China almost exclusively provided aid during the

twentieth century, its twenty-first-century transition from “benefactor”

to “banker” has had far-reaching impacts in low-income and middle-

income countries that are not widely understood. Its use of debt rather

than aid to bankroll big-ticket infrastructure projects creates new oppor-

tunities for developing countries to achieve rapid socioeconomic gains,

but it has also introduced major risks, such as corruption, political

capture, and conflict. This book will be of interest to policymakers,

students, and scholars of international political economy, Chinese pol-

itics and foreign policy, economic development, and international

relations.
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John F. Kennedy is credited with popularizing the saying that “victory has

a thousand fathers.”He might have said the same about this book. While

there are five names on the cover, this book could not have been written

without the assistance of hundreds of other people over the past nine

years. To say that we are grateful for the support of many other people is

a huge understatement. The open-source, project-level dataset that pro-

vides the foundation for this book has been a collaborative effort, drawing

upon the expertise and labor of researchers from multiple universities on

four continents. But the inspiration for this dataset came from Austin

Strange, who at the time was an undergraduate student at William &

Mary.

In 2008, with support from the William & Flora Hewlett Foundation

and the Bill andMelinda Gates Foundation, AidData1 began systematic-

ally collecting data on development projects financed by a wide variety of

international donors and lenders. This work involved extensive outreach

to two groups of nontransparent donors and lenders. The first group did

not oppose the idea of making their data publicly accessible in a format

that met international standards, but it lacked the know-how or the time

and resources to do so. This group included bilateral development insti-

tutions in Brazil, Poland, andTaiwan, as well asmultilateral development

institutions such as the African Development Bank and the Nordic

Development Fund. These funders cooperated with AidData to make

their project-level information available, which AidData then cross-

walked into a format that researchers could use for statistical analysis.2

A second group of funders (including Libya, Russia, and Turkey) refused

to work with AidData to make their data publicly accessible. China is an

unapologetic member of this second group; when a group of researchers

1
AidData is a research lab at William & Mary. See www.aiddata.org/.

2
For a detailed description of the original AidData dataset (which lacked information on

Chinese development finance) and an introduction to a special issue ofWorld Development

that used these data to revisit old questions with better evidence, see Tierney, Nielson,

Hawkins et al. (2011).
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from AidData initially asked the authorities in Beijing (in 2009) if they

might be willing to share their official, project-level development finance

data, a representative of the Chinese government told them that “every-

one who needs to know how generous we are already knows.”3 So, even

though researchers and policy practitioners around the world recognized

that China was an increasingly important donor and lender with a rapidly

growing portfolio of development projects, AidData’s first publicly

accessible dataset (released in 2010) did not contain any projects financed

by the Chinese government.4 In 2010, several researchers affiliated with

AidData were able to document and publish a small portion of the

Chinese government’s foreign aid portfolio from 1990 to 2005 by digitiz-

ing information found in the China Commerce Yearbooks.5 However,

these project-level data did not contain monetary amounts. Nor did they

capture the universe of Chinese development projects during that time

period.

In the spring semester of 2012, Austin returned from two years of study

in Beijing and asked Brad Parks if he would oversee an independent study

course to document existing efforts by scholars, think tank researchers,

and policy analysts within international organizations to track the scale

and distribution of Chinese development finance. Austin quickly con-

cluded that there was limited agreement on what to count, how to count

it, or what sources to use. He directly contacted many of the people who

were doing this work and, even as an undergraduate student, was disap-

pointed to learn that almost no one was willing to share their data or

disclose their methods and sources. However, late in the semester, several

World Bank staff members agreed to share their preliminary dataset of

Chinese infrastructure projects in Africa as well as the procedures that

they followed to assemble it. As luck would have it, theseWorld Bank staff

members were under pressure from above to stop doing this research. At

that time, China was an increasingly powerful and assertive member

state, and it was none too pleased that the World Bank was shining

a light on its overseas development finance activities. At this point,

Austin approached Brad and Mike Tierney and asked if he could recruit

a team of ten research assistants to work over the summer in the attic of

Blow Memorial Hall in an attempt to refine the World Bank’s data

collection methods and broaden the approach to cover all sectors of

Chinese development finance in Africa. The pilot project during the

summer of 2012 yielded a new method of open-source data collection

3
Phone interview with MOFCOM official in August 2009.

4
For detailed discussion of limitations and the first analysis using these data, see Dreher,

Nunnenkamp, and Thiele (2011).
5 See Hawkins, Nielson, Bergevin et al. (2010).
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and the 1.0 version of AidData’s Chinese Official Finance to Africa

dataset.

At the same time that AidData was piloting new open-source data

collection methods, roughly 6,660 kilometers across the Atlantic, Axel

Dreher and Andreas Fuchs, two development economists from

Heidelberg University, were piecing together multiple data sources

stretching back to the 1950s to address the question of whether China

was a “rogue donor.” They used the previously mentioned data from the

China Commerce Yearbooks along with declassified reports from the

CIA and a Cold War dataset from the German sinologist Wolfgang

Bartke, which used Chinese media reports to reconstruct the historical

record. While they were able to squeeze an impressive amount of blood

from these stones, they also left the exercise disappointed in the quality

and the reliability of the hybrid dataset they were able to construct. Since

Axel was already one of the leading researchers analyzing project-level aid

data and Andreas was studying a range of non-Western donors and

lenders, they seemed the ideal collaborators for a project designed to

build a robust time-series dataset of Chinese development projects. The

five of us joined forces during the fall of 2012 with Vijaya Ramachandran

at the Center for Global Development to write a working paper that

introduced the beta version of the dataset in April 2013.6

The fact that we now had amultidisciplinary team broadened the range

of methods we could bring to bear and the types of questions we

attempted to answer with these new data. And while this book and our

previous publications address a wide range of questions – related to the

aims and impacts of China’s overseas development program – this is still

a narrower range of questions than others have sought to answer with our

dataset.

In fact, a key contribution of this book is to introduce people to

AidData’s project-level dataset of Chinese development finance and

highlight the value of an open data policy. Rather than privately holding

these data until we could finish publishing with them, we made them

available in a series of data releases, each of which was made public

shortly after we finished collecting and cleaning the data. As a result,

they have been used not just by economists and political scientists but also

6 Strange, Parks, Tierney et al. (2013). An updated version of that first working paper was

eventually published in the Journal of Conflict Resolution in 2017. It also showed that the

availability to Chinese government financing lowered the probability that civil war would

occur as a result of “aid shocks” when Western donors walked away (Strange, Dreher,

Fuchs et al. 2017). Of course, previous research was not able to include Chinese develop-

ment finance in these aid shock models because there was no comprehensive source of

high-quality data on Chinese development finance.
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by computer scientists, epidemiologists, geographers, sinologists, soci-

ologists, journalists, and policy practitioners. These folks had very differ-

ent ideas than we did about how to use these data to generate insights in

their own work. We have benefited immensely from this uptake since

those who use the data have frequently helped correct our errors, asked

questions that reveal where we could be clearer, and made specific sug-

gestions about additional variables to include in the dataset. While we

have worked with one another (and many other coauthors, highlighted

later), people outside our small circle of coauthors have written the vast

majority of journal articles, books, policy reports, and media publications

that have used these data. Dozens of studies have already been published

with these data, and we consider this to be one of the most significant

contributions of our nine-year collaboration. This book pulls together

what we have learned over the previous decade and puts it all in one place

in a more accessible format than the dozen-plus journal articles, book

chapters, and policy reports that we draw upon and supplement in these

pages.

Over the past nine years, we have worked together on multiple journal

articles, working papers, and policy notes where one or more of us were

contributors. In this book, we draw heavily upon the methods and

insights from these articles, but we have added more data (often expand-

ing the analysis from the African context and testing claims using the new

global dataset) and qualitative evidence, which we use to further explore

our arguments from the articles or to bring the narrative to life. We list

these papers here and thank our coauthors who taught us a great deal in

the process.

Edwin Muchapondwa from the University of Cape Town and Daniel

Nielson at theUniversity of Texas helped us “ground-truth” our remotely

sourced data in a 2015 article published in the Journal of Development

Studies. We build upon this work in Chapter 3.

Our analysis in Chapter 8 draws upon collaborative research with Ariel

BenYishay, Daniel Runfola, and Rachel Trichler, all researchers affiliated

with William & Mary. “Forest Cover Impacts of Chinese Development

Projects” was published as an AidData working paper in 2016.

In “Tracking Underreported Financial Flows,” published in the

Journal of Conflict Resolution in 2017, we describe our data collection

methods and use the dataset to replicate and extend previous work on

the links between aid shocks and civil war. We revisit and further develop

these themes in Chapters 3, 4, and 8.

In “Apples and Dragon Fruits,” published in International Studies

Quarterly in 2018, we distinguish between different types of Chinese

official finance and show that in Africa, the allocation of the two types
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of development finance is driven by different factors. We build upon this

previous research in Chapters 4 and 5.

In an article written in collaboration with Roland Hodler from the

University of St. Gallen and Paul Raschky fromMonashUniversity, titled

“African Leaders and the Geography of China’s Foreign Assistance,”

published in the Journal of Development Economics in 2019, we explore

the allocation of development finance at the subnational level in Africa.

We draw upon and extend the analysis from that article in Chapter 6.

In follow-up work with Roland and Paul, we analyze the economic

effects of politically motivated development projects fromChina in Africa

in an article titled “Is Favoritism a Threat to Chinese Aid Effectiveness?”

which was published in 2021 in World Development. This research con-

tributed to our analysis in Chapter 7.

With Richard Bluhm, a development economist at Leibniz University

Hannover, we explore the diffusion of economic activity at the subna-

tional level in localities that receive Chinese transport infrastructure

projects. This work is published as a 2020 AidData working paper

focused on “Connective Financing.”We extend these ideas in Chapter 7.

In “Aid, China, and Growth,” published in the American Economic

Journal: Economic Policy in 2021, we introduce our global project-level

dataset and explore the impact of Chinese development finance on eco-

nomic growth in recipient countries at the country level. We refine and

extend these ideas in Chapters 7 and 8.

In “Chinese Aid and Health,” a CESifo working paper published in

2020 with John Cruzzati and Johannes Matzat from Heidelberg

University, we explore both the national and the local effects of Chinese

development finance on health outcomes. We address similar issues in

Chapter 7.

We are also grateful to Gerda Asmus, Angelika Budjan, and Vera

Eichenauer who co-organized the workshop “Tracking International

Aid and Investment from Developing and Emerging Economies” in

Heidelberg in September 2017. This event engaged researchers with the

beta version of our global dataset prior to its public release and provided

us with invaluable feedback. Our special thanks go to David Dollar and

Helen Milner who agreed to act as keynote speakers at this event.
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ADB Asian Development Bank

ADM1 First-Order Administrative Unit

ADM2 Second-Order Administrative Unit

AEI American Enterprise Institute

AfDB African Development Bank

AIIB Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank

ASEAN Association of Southeast Asian Nations

ATI Access to Information

BCL Non-Preferential Buyer’s Credit Loan

BRD Battle-Related Deaths

BRI Belt and Road Initiative

BUILD Act Better Utilization of Investment Leading to

Development Act

BYU Brigham Young University

CAITEC Chinese Academy of International Trade and

Economic Cooperation

CCCC China Communications Construction Company

CCP Chinese Communist Party

CDB China Development Bank

CDC Commonwealth Development Corporation

CESifo Center for Economic Studies and Ifo Institute for

Economic Research (the Munich Society for the

Promotion of Economic Research)

CIA Central Intelligence Agency

CIDCA China International Development Cooperation Agency

CIDRN China International Development Research Network

CMPH China Merchant Port Holdings

COMPLANT China National Complete Plant Import & Export

Corporation Ltd.

CPEC China-Pakistan Economic Corridor

CRBC China Road and Bridge Corporation

CRS Congressional Research Service
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CSIS Center for Strategic and International Studies

DAC Development Assistance Committee

DFA MOFCOM’s Department of Foreign Aid

DFID Department for International Development

DHS Demographic and Health Surveys

DPP Department of Public Prosecutions

DSF Debt Sustainability Framework

DSSI Debt Service Suspension Initiative

ECCOs Economic and Commercial Counselor Offices

EIA Environmental Impact Assessment

EIB European Investment Bank

EU European Union

EURIBOR Euro Interbank Offered Rate

Eximbank Export-Import Bank of China

FCDO Foreign, Commonwealth and Development Office

FDI Foreign Direct Investment

FYDP Five-Year Development Plan

G-7 Group of Seven

GADM Database of Global Administrative Areas

GCL Government Concessional Loan

GDP Gross Domestic Product

GHSL Global Human Settlement Layer

GMM Generalized Method of Moments

GNI Gross National Income

IAD Inter-American Dialogue

IATI International Aid Transparency Initiative

IBRD International Bank for Reconstruction and

Development

ICRG International Country Risk Guide

IDA International Development Association

IFAD International Fund for Agricultural Development

IMF International Monetary Fund

JAST Joint Aid Strategy for Tanzania

JICA Japan International Cooperation Agency

JRC Joint Research Center

KfW German Development Bank

LIBOR London Interbank Offered Rate

LTTE Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam

MCC Millennium Challenge Corporation

MDGs Millennium Development Goals

MFA Ministry of Foreign Affairs

MOFCOM China’s Ministry of Commerce
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NAM Non-Aligned Movement

NBSC National Bureau of Statistics of China

NCF National Conference Party

NDRC National Development and Reform Commission

NORINCO China North Industries Group

OBOR One Belt, One Road

OECD Organisation for Economic Co-operation and

Development

ODA Official Development Assistance

OF Official Financing

OFDI Outward Foreign Direct Investment

OOF Other Official Flows

OP Operational Policy

PBC Preferential Buyer’s Credit

PGAR Provisional Government of the Algerian Republic

PLA People’s Liberation Army

PRC People’s Republic of China

ROC Republic of Congo

SAFE State Administration of Foreign Exchange

SAIS-CARI School of Advanced International Studies - China

Africa Research Initiative

SGR Standard Gauge Railway between Mombasa and

Nairobi

Sinosure China Export and Credit Insurance Corporation

SMS Short Message Service

SNPC Société Nationales des Pétroles Congolais

SPLA Sudan People’s Liberation Army

SPVs Special Purpose Vehicles

TPP Trans-Pacific Partnership

TTL World Bank Task Team Leader

TUFF Tracking Underreported Financial Flows

UNDP United Nations Development Program

UNECA United Nations Economic Commission for Africa

UNEP United Nations Environment Program

UNESCO United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural

Organization

UNGA United Nations General Assembly

UNSC United Nations Security Council

USAID United States Agency for International Development

USGS United States Geological Survey

WGI Worldwide Governance Indicators

WHO World Health Organization
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